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between words and place, ideas and life, and the hands between
which the book was exchanged before it was given back to the

Collected Works of Marx and Engels. The moment was captured
in a photograph.
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at once more acute and open-ended. It is about the relationship

throw its contents into the Neva River. The parcel contained The

changing.” This quote from Gilles Deleuze opened “Winter
Line,” Birrell’s joint exhibition with David Harding, a former

Time into the Grand Canyon in 2012, and most recently, Thomas
More’s Utopia drowned in the harbour at Piraeus, Athens in 2016.

form new and complex constellations.

dimensions through overlapping symbols, hues, and sounds to

artists, thinkers, events, and ideas are connected across several

and have traversed lines of conflict and division. In this way,

siaen (red)—who share histories of migration and persecution

Arvo Pärt (white), Conlon Nancarrow (blue), and Olivier Mes-

sponded to four innovative composers—Iannis Xenakis (black),

concept in which colored glass installed in the ceilings corre-

visited him as a child. Also framing the exhibition was a lighting

most famous inhabitant of the Edinburgh Zoo, where Harding

in Italy during World War II. Wojtek subsequently became the

troops fighting along the military front known as the Winter Line

Syrian brown bear Wojtek, who became the mascot of Polish

In Basel, the pair showed two life-sized sculptures of the

and places that threads itself through his work.

multidimensional relationality between things, people, times,

the exhibition, as well as Birrell’s overall oeuvre, in naming the

at Kunsthalle Basel in 2014. This idea of the fold is central to

colleague at the Glasgow School of Art, where Birrell teaches,

“The fold winds, grows out of itself and, as fold builds upon
fold, forms a moving complexity that is not static but is constantly

flung into the Yellow Sea in 2001, Martin Heidegger’s Being and

back upon itself, rearticulating and challenging it.

bodies of water and abysses in the years that followed: I Ching

voy,” repeated by different envoys with different books at various

water, to re-enter the ecosystem of knowledge. Folding history

of Birrell’s wider practice these acts quickly emerge as something

and, facing northeast with the Winter Palace visible on the right,

This became part of a series of conceptual works titled “En-

At first the gesture appears nihilist—like postmodern disenchantment with the seminal texts of the past—but in the context

In 1998, Ross Birrell handed a parcel to a friend with careful

Thomas More＂s Utopia thrown into the Mediterranean Sea, Piraeus, March 11, 2016
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instructions to bring it to the Palace Bridge in St. Petersburg

Bottom:
Collected Works of Marx
and Engels thrown from
the Dvortsovy Bridge, Saint
Petersburg, August 1, 1998
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Left:
Launch event of The
Athens-Kassel Ride: The
Transit of Hermes, starting
at St. Sophia’s Church of
Acropolis on Dionysiou
Areopagitou, Documenta 14,
Athens, 2017
PHOTO: Mathias Voelzke
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Athens and Kassel titled The Transit of Hermes. Hermes is a much
sought-after thoroughbred Arravani horse who is accompanying
the ride, but, of course, is also the Greek god of transitions and
boundaries, and the emissary of messages between the gods. With
Hermes the horse, Birrell returns to the themes of the envoy,
and the making of new lines of kinship across old boundaries.
The Athens-Kassel Ride is inspired by the ride undertaken
by the Swiss writer Aimé Félix Tschiffely between Buenos Aires
and New York from 1925-28. As such, Tschiffely’s special relationship to horses as companion species inflects this journey, too,

constellations together—and often against hard odds. During
the opening weekend of documenta 14 in Athens, the two organized a concert in which the Athens State Orchestra joined
the Syrian Expat Philharmonic in playing the Polish composer
Henryk Górecki’s famous Symphony of Sorrowful Songs. Górecki
said that this work, one of the most popular classical scores of
the twentieth century, “is not about war”—many of his family
members died in German concentration camps, yet “Bach was
German too,” he said, “and Schubert, and Strauss”—“it’s a
normal Symphony of Sorrowful Songs.”
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such as human and nation-state. Birrell’s concept is ridden with
academic references from Donna Haraway to Giorgio Agamben,
but, as in the “Envoy” works, these theories are deeply and immediately tied to real relations and geographies.

Athens concert hall showed this vast army of strings as a force
to be reckoned with. The tragedy of the Syrian war did not lose
any of its severity or specificity, but became simultaneously deep,
historical, and transcendent.
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imagine better futures while learning from the past. To follow on
that journey north from Greece, so dangerously traveled by the
same refugees, does not answer this question, nor does Hermes
the Arravani carry with him any one message. Rather, the caravan will ride into Kassel in June conceptually still underway,
embodying the accumulation of a troubled landscape—a line
drawn over a map—and 100 days, stirring inside a fold.

a monitor in the reading room. The film, made together with
architect Joanna Crotch, is a testimony to the state of Charles
Rennie Mackintosh’s Glasgow School of Art after it was heavily
damaged by fire in 2014, as well as to the trauma that followed
in the local community. The library of the famous building—
its jewel—serves as the setting for a lonesome violinist playing
a composition by Birrell as the camera pans over the sooted
interior. Can a building be a composition, deconstructed and
reassembled, the film asks us; can a ruin be a living thing? As
Birrell’s score reaches from Glasgow to Greece, the two libraries
begin to correspond, like siblings or old friends, as if to suggest
they may indeed.
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PHOTO: Serge Hasenböhler
All images courtesy the artist

View of “Ross Birrell and David
Harding: Winter Line,” Kunsthalle
Basel, 2014
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in recent years—is asking an open question about how we might

ter, Ross Birrell’s 2015 film A Beautiful Living Thing plays on

獿贖鍖茻扟艊饅鎽︑

㫝鲢妘棾䯖㚾侸䇏炓㣮㢐鰱跤犦䯖棾勢

詁鉚踽躏䏣樴艊蹕霎䒛㳚䯖䄕㓋咇艊嗢奟醢

摙敡菑鈵昤·瀷寫啯2015妘艊嬁穻︹酽跣銊

so many refugees have arrived from across the Mediterranean
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Traveling a similar conceptual path, Birrell’s main contribution
to this year’s Documenta is a 100-day horseback caravan between
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Consistently in Birrell’s work, and especially in his extensive
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