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Alongside a rich programme of exhibitions and events curated by partners across the  
city, each year we invite Scottish and international artists to make new projects specifically for  
the Festival. 

With a focus on bringing art out of formal gallery settings and into conversation with the city, 
our Commissions Programme invites artists to develop new work for public spaces and historic 
buildings, often providing access to spaces that are not generally open to the public.

Our 2018 Commissions Programme presents new work by four artists at sites across the city, 
ranging from the street performance sites of the Royal Mile, to a 15th century kirk, a Victorian Fire 
Station, and Scotland’s smallest wildlife reserve. 

Touching on current political and social concerns, several of the 2018 commissions have 
been developed in dialogue with other artforms – including poetry, music and magic. Strategies 
of orchestration and the act of close listening inform a number of the works, while freedom of 
expression and a questioning of economic models feature prominently as themes within the 
programme.

The 2018 Commissions Programme also includes:

Ross Birrell & David Harding: Triptych 
Trinity Apse, Chalmers Close, 42 High Street, Edinburgh, EH1 1SS

Shilpa Gupta: For, in your tongue, I cannot hide 
The Fire Station at Edinburgh College of Art, 76-78 Lauriston Place, Edinburgh, EH3 9DE

Adam Lewis Jacob: No Easy Answers 
Institut Français d’Écosse, West Parliament Square, Edinburgh, EH1 1RF
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Whereas David Copperfield is content with 
little tricks like making the Statue of Liberty 
disappear, I aim at the much more ambitious 
goal of making international capitalism and 
exploitation disappear. 

– Ian Saville

Ruth Ewan is interested in the history of 
radical ideas and social movements; and her 
work has often explored the processes by 
which ideas take form and spread from the 
level of the individual through society as whole. 

Her new project, Sympathetic Magick, 
responds to the unique context of Edinburgh 
in August, when every street, café, pub and 
library is appropriated to become a stage for 
performance and ideas. Inspired variously 
by a Hieronymus Bosch painting of a street 
magician, and the ideas and practice of the 
Marxist magician and ventriloquist, Ian Saville, 
the artist has invited magicians to collaborate 
with her to explore how magic might be used 
as a means to effect social change, and 
question our belief systems. 

The title, Sympathetic Magick, references a 
form of magic which has the power to induce 
an effect at distance, often producing a large 
scale effect through imitating it at a smaller 
scale – ritually pouring water to initiate rain, for 
example; or performing actions on an effigy 
to cause an identical effect in the real person 
it represents. Ewan’s title deliberately adopts 
an older form of spelling to invoke a time 
before magic became associated with the 
commercial entertainment industry. For Ewan, 
magick suggests a form of practice which, 
rather like art itself, can be more than just 
entertainment; which can and almost always 
does communicate an ideology, even if this is 
not always explicit.

Many of Ewan’s previous projects have 
involved close collaboration, with both 
experts and amateurs, individuals and groups. 
Sympathetic Magick is evolved in collaboration 
with the magician and social activist, Ian 
Saville, who has been using magic as a tool for 
social change since the 1970s. In Spring 2018, 
an open call was issued, inviting magicians to 
participate in a series of workshops entitled 
Tricks to Believe In. Jointly devised by Ewan 
and Saville, the workshops aimed to establish 
and develop a group of magicians interested in 
using magic, storytelling and performance to 
explore and share personal beliefs.

Throughout the Festival, magicians will 
pop up at locations across the city centre, 
using their skills in magic to share thinking 
about wider political and social concerns, 
whether climate change, capitalism, feminism, 
mental health, land ownership or corporate 
tax evasion. The magic acts range in scale 
and style from more formal stage set ups to 
‘close-up magic’ and street performance, with 
new tricks materialising in a cinema, pubs, 
a children’s library, as well as streets and 
gardens across the city. 

Suspension of disbelief, material 
transformation, making the apparently 
impossible happen before our very eyes, are 
all essential elements in the practice of magic. 
Ewan is drawn to the seductive qualities of 
magic, to the way in which the strategies of 
magic (ranging from humour to the power to 
amaze) offer the ultimate tools for persuasion, 
literally transforming complex ideas or 
unpalatable truths into tricks to believe in.
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Ruth Ewan (b. 1980, Aberdeen) is based in Glasgow. Exhibitions of her work have been 
presented at Camden Arts Centre, London (2015); Tate Britain and Collective Gallery, Edinburgh 
(with Astrid Johnston) (2014 and 2013); Kunsthal Charlottenborg, Copenhagen; Glasgow 
International and the Badischer Kunstverein, Karlsruhe (2012); Dundee Contemporary Arts and 
Centro Andaluz de Arte Contemporáneo, Sevilla (2011); ICA, London (2008); Northern Gallery 
for Contemporary Art, Sunderland (2007) and Studio Voltaire, London (2006). She has realised 
projects for Glasgow Women’s Library (2018); Book Works (2017); Cambridge University (2016); 
Vital Arts (2015); Create (2012); Art on the Underground (2011); Frieze Projects (2009) and Artangel 
(2007). Her work has also been included in survey exhibitions at the Museum of Modern Art, 
Warsaw and Tate Liverpool (2013); the New Museum, New York (2009) and Incerteza Viva, 32nd 
São Paulo Biennial (2016). In 2016 she was awarded the Arts Foundation Yoma Sasburg Award for 
Art in Urban Space.
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Above: Beggar My Neighbour illustration from The Plebs by J F Horrabin, 1926.

Below: Ian Saville performing his class struggle rope trick.


