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Platform: 2021
Platform was created to provide a dedicated opportunity for early career 
artists based in Scotland to participate in the festival. We are especially pleased, 
therefore, after what has been an exceptionally challenging time for artists, to 
present Platform: 2021, supporting 4 artists to make and present new work as 
part of this year’s Edinburgh Art Festival programme. 

Our 2021 edition was selected from an open call by writer and producer, 
Mason Leaver-Yap, and artist Ciara Phillips, and features the work of Jessica 
Higgins, Danny Pagarani, Kirsty Russell, and Isabella Widger. Encompassing a 
broad range of media and approach, including installation, textile and video, the 
selected artists are united by an interest in the way the structures of knowledge 
are constructed and shared.

The exhibition is curated by Colm Guo-Lin Peare, who joins the festival on a 
12 month programming internship designed to support the next generation of 
curators; and who has been working closely with the selected artists over the 
past 4 months to realise the exhibition.

We are enormously grateful to Laurence Pais, Solanges Daufes, Odile 
Grunert and the whole team at Institut français d’Ecosse for partnering with us 
to host the exhibition in their building on the Royal Mile.

Platform: 2021 is made possible thanks to the generous support of the PLACE 
Programme, a partnership between Edinburgh Festivals, Scottish Government, 
City of Edinburgh Council and Creative Scotland, with additional support from 
the Cruden Foundation, Idlewild and the William Syson Foundation.

Thanks to them, and as part of a wider programme of support for the 
participating artists, we are delighted to have been able to commission a 
special text from writer Esther Draycott, published in this exhibition booklet 
designed by James Brook.

Finally, and most importantly, I would like to extend my sincere thanks to 
Jessica Higgins, Danny Pagarani, Kirsty Russell, and Isabella Widger. Making art is 
a brave endeavour at the best of times, but the past 15 months have thrown up 
challenges of an entirely different order – all of which our participating artists 
have embraced with extraordinary patience, commitment and imagination.

Sorcha Carey, Director

Simple Heart  Esther Draycott 
This year’s Platform presentation takes place on the surface of things. It is 
composed of structures that reflect, deflect, amplify and envelop, not as vessels 
of some deeper-held meaning, but as the very forms – knotty, unresolved, 
pregnable – that materialise meaning in our everyday lives. In that sense the 
works all extend some response to A Simple Heart, the novella by Gustave 
Flaubert that inspired artist Isabella Widger’s contribution to the exhibition, in 
which the heart of the title appears both as a vital organ and the location of 
truth, emotion or connection, the very centre of it all. To Widger, and perhaps 
to all of the artists here, the heart is an object of ill-fated pursuit. What results 
from their search is an index of outlines, false starts, bad pixels and loose limbs: 
an accidental portrait of the things that contain us.

It begins with a dramatis personae for Jessica Higgins’ Hold Music (Denise’s 
Ear), a film which investigates debt as a form of enclosure. Denise is a debt 
advice worker who develops an ear infection while receiving calls from clients. 
Ear is Denise’s ear – a winding body which, since infection, repeats parts of 
callers’ speech in echoes, making their dilemmas at once overwhelming and 
unintelligible. Compere is an amorphous co-worker who narrates the unfolding 
scene: a “Conductor (of energies)” and “Composer (of the ensemble)”, keen on 
stating the importance of Denise’s ear as a mediating tool between debtor and 
the indebted. Between all of those parts lies Chorus: a flurry of voices on the 
phone, never quite materialising, but also unable to leave: “We say hello”, the 
receiver trills, “And tell the story of how things came to be this way”.

below: Jessica Higgins, 
Hold Music (Denise’s Ear), 
2021, video still.
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left: Jessica Higgins, 
Hold Music (Denise’s Ear), 
2021, video stills.
right: Jessica Higgins,  
Dedications, performance, 
2019, photo: Euan Robertson.

The film unfolds in an office, light and sparsely decorated, audio captured by 
microphones which line the room. Performers are guided by a script for a 
libretto, interspersed with small fragments of stage direction (“interference 
radiates//lines of flux”). Over the course of their recital, rotes of sterile 
administrative expression – “Legally required, she says, Benefit sanction, she 
says” – fragment and dissolve, their failed articulation wrested by performers 
into something closer to a collection of arias (Chorus: “We, restless with 
anticipation//We, a drifting temper//We, in the signal’s crack”). It is a snapshot of 
a moment arrested by Infection, the final, incorporeal member of Higgins’ cast: 
a maestro that produces “small ruptures” in Denise’s experience of the late-
capitalist everyday, at once distressing and poetic, resistant and illuminating.

It is a set-up partly inspired not so much from experience in the field of debt 
advice but Higgins’ experience directing individuals to places that provide 
those services. The artist draws on operatic form, speaking one world through 
another, to ruminate on the position of bureaucratic receiver as one deeply 
embedded in the structure of modern civilisation. Through the medium of 
a chorus, the banal minutiae of Denise’s daily work becomes emblematic of 
indebtedness as a state woven into the foundations of language, record and 
sociality (Compere: “Let’s begin with a tablet, etched”). With the gathering 
tempo of a drum roll, stories of entrapment coil together, their sources 
confused. They babble back and forth around the office in “that future double 
voice”, unable, it seems, to break their own cycle. Hold music, Higgins says, 
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represents the looping soundtrack of lives played out in the clutches of financial 
deficit and a kind of atemporal holding space in which you might witness 
something extend away from yourself, a long, winding narrative arc. The records 
debt accrues and the future it determines come together as a prosody of 
endless parts: from “voices on the line” to “a line of voices”.

In Danny Pagarani’s film Dear, it backwards it is hands, rather than ears, which 
act as a kind of frame for the work’s subject matter, for holding, twisting and 
wilful misinterpretation. First appearing at the base of three long members 
made of black clay, hands later appear from above, as though at a surgeon’s 
table or a vitrine. Experiments are performed. We see hands turn one of the 
objects onto its side, revealing a long, narrow crack with jagged edges like 
teeth or calcified bone. Limits are tested. The member is stroked, pinched and 
fondled. A gold necklace is draped in its crevice. In another film, Thing, clay 
members are replaced with Pagarani’s other arm, an object uncannily similar 
in size and width. The same pressing from fingertips now appears on his own 
tendons, hands contracting softly in response.

Pagarani states that his work here is engaged with the notion of self-fetishisation. 
By extension, it is influenced by the principles of psychoanalysis and Marxist 
thought, investigating the self as composed or rather broken apart by forces 

of desire and commodification, resistance versus control. In each of his works, 
the location of “I” is held, uncomfortably, along the exterior of literal and 
metaphorical bodies: tensile surfaces which refuse attempts to be penetrated or 
seen from the inside. The third of Pagarani’s films shows an extended close-up of 
his father’s face. Eyes drawn, he reads from a Krio-English dictionary, Krio being 
both an official language and the lingua franca of Sierra Leone, where his father 
is from. His father looks over the text when he comes across a familiar phrase 

– “at di at”, meaning hurt the heart. Pagarani is himself drawn to the same phrase, 
“at” as a homonym for the English word meaning location or arrival, but also a 
sense of “at” as an empty space, without fixed meaning. The artist mentions he 
was partly drawn to the dictionary as it only showed English translations of the 
Krio, not the other way around: as though it were assumed the English would be 
known. “Hurt the heart”, Pagarani translates from offscreen. “The heart hurts”, 
his father replies.

Pagarani approaches the self in his work via Jacques Lacan’s notion of extimacy, 
in which exteriority is intertwined with psychic interiority, contradicting any 
privileging of the latter as the location of identity. In Lacan’s case, extimacy 
is represented by a sketch of a circle with twisted sides, a primordial form 
of wholeness made somehow unresolved. Here, it might be seen in the two 

above: Danny Pagarani, I read
the dictionary to know your 
heart, 2020, giclee print.
right: Danny Pagarani, We’re 
haunted why aren’t you, 2018, 
digital print on vinyl.
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late 1990s Bang & Olufsen televisions on which the films are shown. Relics of 
high-end consumer culture, the objects stand as anachronistic, deliberately 
affected items of display, taken from the fringes of millennial childhood memory. 
It might otherwise be the gold necklace draped in the crevice of the black 
member in Dear, it backwards, necklaces as both ubiquitous bodily adornments 
and symbols of intimacy, gold as a culturally fetishised material, relentlessly 
mimicked, forged and falsified. On close inspection the necklace has a pendant 
that reads “doolb”, blood spelt backwards, as though the viewer is staring into a 
mirror. Is this the heart you’ve been searching for?

In Kirsty Russell’s textiles, the work of hands is turned from an often concealed 
feature of man-made material into a visible focus. Working here with a blanket 
and a rug, the artist is interested in how textiles function as support structures, 
and the way the invisible means by which they are composed exemplifies 
infrastructures of care in broader society. Russell is drawn to products of 
labour that are generally discarded or obscured, and the language used to 
describe those materials. She explores the underside of fabrics, and the parts 
that hold weight – the yoke, for example, or the gusset – as unseen components 
of a garment that “hold on” to its fundamental structure, absorbing stress to 
ensure it retains a certain faithfulness to the original design. These ideas have 

left: Danny Pagarani, Dear, 
it backwards, 2021, digital 
video stills.
below: Kirsty Russell, Buffer, 
2019, hand tufted yarn, tufting 
cloth, rug backing glue, photo: 
Suzanne Heffron.
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gained salience in light of the Covid-19 crisis, in the sense that the pressure 
imposed on fragile infrastructures of care have caused them to burst at the 
seams, illuminating the intricate work of individuals in making such structures 
otherwise feel impregnable. Displaying two handmade furnishings, made to 
provide warmth, orientation and comfort, Russell meditates on the beauty and 
functionality of the work of care: to “hold on” to when all else is falling apart.

The artist shows a hand-tufted rug. The underside is usually covered with a layer 
of fabric, but here it is left exposed, rows of stitches together in waves, crests 
held in crests. Rugs often feature in Russell’s practice – she is interested in the 
way they enter the matrix of hosting as an invitation to cross a threshold, to 
make yourself comfortable. Living and working in Aberdeen, a desire to create a 
sustainable art practice meant rethinking her attitude toward every element of 
her daily life. “I was spending so much time worrying about whether I was going 
to the studio enough when I graduated,” she says, “I wanted to create a sense 
of wholeness, a sense of everything you do being a part of a creative process”. 
Made between other jobs, Russell thinks of textiles as a relatively accessible 
medium: easily composed by hand, with little technical skill or equipment 
necessary. Hung like a canvas, her blanket is composed of gently worn orange 
velvet, embroidered with circles in a light teal thread. Across its centre are two 
round hollows, for two people to wear, should they choose. Although they 
would rarely be described as such, these works are sculptures, chosen for the 
way they hold brief impressions of human touch.

left: Kirsty Russell, yoke, 2021, 
tufted yarn, backing cloth 
and carpet glue, photo: Kirsty 
Russell.
right: Kirsty Russell, blanket, 
2020, hand stitched velvet and 
thread, photo: Kirsty Russell.
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Notions of care also underpin A Simple Heart, the 1877 novella by Gustave 
Flaubert investigated here by artist Isabella Widger. Through a range of 
materials, Widger presents a close reading of protagonist Félicité, a housemaid 
beset by personal tragedy whose dedication, kindness and humility is 
contrasted to the cynical attitude of Madame Aubaine, her mistress, a member 
of an aristocratic class in decline. Blown up on one wall is a recreation of the 
housemaid’s room, sequestered to the top floor of Madame Aubain’s intricately 
described stately home, created by Widger in miniature. In a house otherwise 
resembling a kind of bunker – dark, empty, enclosed – a bullseye window 
onto an open field frames a small selection of objects: dried flowers, books, a 
portrait, a straw hat. It is the dim outline of a woman constituted almost purely 
through her devotion to others and her low status, the latter synonymous 
to Flaubert with a simpler, less threatening time. Widger’s imagining of this 
dwelling does not present a direct critique of the author’s characterisation, but 
a consideration of its lasting appeal. It is an attempt to show the private worlds 
in which literary representation and our apprehension as readers meet. Felicité’s 
absence reminds us that this room is ours, not hers: fragile, painstakingly 
composed, and different every time.

above: Isabella Widger, 
Every Bond is a Bond to 
Sorrow, 2020, (detail), 
installation, photo: Matthew 
Barnes.
right: Isabella Widger, Félicité 
and Loulou, 2021, conté and 
ink on paper, photo: Isabella 
Widger.
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Artists’ Biographies
Jessica Higgins (born 1991) lives and works in Glasgow. She graduated from the Glasgow School of Art 
in 2020 with an MLitt in Art Writing, and in 2015 with a BA in Sculpture and Environmental Art. Recent 
projects include performances at Supernormal Festival, Oxfordshire (2019); Outskirts, Glasgow (2019); 
Glasgow International (2018); and David Dale Gallery, Glasgow (2019). Higgins’ work was screened for MAP 
Magazine at Glasgow Film Festival (2020); and LUX Artists’ Moving Image Festival (2019), Glasgow. She 
has exhibited at Platform, Glasgow (2019); Project Ability, Glasgow (2018); Turf Projects (with Matthew 
Walkerdine), London (2018); The Bower, London (2018). Higgins’ sound works have been broadcast with 
Market Gallery, Glasgow (2020) and RTM.FM (2020). Her writing has been published by TACO (2020), 
Publication Studio London (2018), A6 Books (2018) and Embassy Gallery, Edinburgh (2019). She also 
co-runs Good Press, a bookshop and space dedicated to the promotion and production of independent 
artist publications and projects.

Danny Pagarani (born 1988) is an artist and musician based in Glasgow. Born in London, he spent 10 
years in the UAE, returning to the UK upon leaving home. He attended the University of Sussex and the 
Glasgow School of Art where he studied Philosophy and English Literature and Sculpture and Environmental 
Art respectively. Pagarani is an advisory board member for In Session (FKA GRADJOB) and was on the 
Transmission Gallery committee 2019-20. Recent exhibitions include Diktat, Remote at 2/42, Glasgow (2020); 
Vibration lets me know you are there, Market Gallery, Glasgow (2020); Radiophrenia, CCA, Glasgow (live 
sound improvisation with J Masimov, 2019); and Hospitalfield residents’ collaboration, Wooosh Gallery, 
Dundee (2019).

Kirsty Russell (born 1990) grew up in the Scottish Borders and lives in Aberdeen. She graduated from 
Gray’s School of Art in 2013, and in 2018 was selected to undertake Syllabus IV, a collaboratively produced 
alternative learning programme, jointly delivered by Wysing Arts Centre, Spike Island, Studio Voltaire, 
S1 Artspace, Eastside Projects and Iniva. Recent projects include A Spoon is the Safest Vessel, Glasgow 
Women’s Library, Glasgow (2019) and Common Positions curated by Sean Elder, for the Jerwood Staging 
Series, London (2019). In 2019 she was a Jerwood Bursary recipient. Her practice extends into places 
of care, including schools and hospitals, through project worker and other supporting roles. Russell 
also founded Underpinning, a discursive platform which invites others to share their practice through 
workshops and events. The project operates from Russell’s home in Aberdeen. 

Isabella Widger (born 1989) grew up in Manchester and lives and works in Glasgow. She graduated 
from Ruskin School of Art in 2017 with an MFA in Fine Art, and from Glasgow School of Art in 2014 with 
a BFA in Fine Art: Painting and Printmaking. Recent exhibitions include Every Bond is a Bond to Sorrow, 
Intermedia Gallery, CCA, Glasgow (2020); After the Verdict, Glasgow Project Room, Glasgow (2019); Big 
Time Sensuality, in collaboration with Caitlin Merrett King and Hannah Reynolds as Florida, Wasps Studios 
Hanson Street, as part of Glasgow International (2018); Market Gallery Open Residency, with Florida, 
Glasgow (2017); Picture a Garden, with Florida, The Number Shop, Edinburgh (2017); and Assume an Open 
Posture, Collar, Manchester (2017).

Widger presents conté, charcoal and ink drawings similarly inspired by details 
of the text. A portrait of Félicité shows the character holding her pet parrot 
Loulou, a hand-me-down gift from Madame Aubain. Félicité clutches the parrot 
with both hands on her lap, in something like a nightgown. The composition of 
the drawing is reminiscent of the era’s Parisian portraiture representing parrots 
as exotic, intimate confidantes of the city’s urbane women, like Édouard Manet’s 
Young Lady in 1866 or Gustave Courbet’s Woman with a Parrot, finished in the 
same year. That symbolism lies in tension with Félicité’s relationship to Loulou, 
the fragmented Catholic education she receives in her role as housemaid 
making her believe the creature is a manifestation of the holy spirit. Such an 
association was not uncommon around the medieval and early modern period 
on account of the bird’s speech, but in the 19th century would have been 
an anachronism – a seeming indication of Félicité’s naivety to the scale and 
interconnectedness of the world in which she lives.

In Widger’s drawing, Félicité casts her gaze toward the parrot with a book 
open over her head, leather bound, in a soft triangle like a veil or a crown. The 
folds of her gown limned through light, rapid strokes draw heavy and soft as 
we meet her face. Like so much of this exhibition it greets us, its audience, with 
an unmet gaze. Searching for A Simple Heart, we find a tender profile, a failed 
interpretation, the echo of something else entirely.

above: Isabella Widger, 
Félicité’s room, 2021, 
photograph.
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