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I have been employed as the Mackintosh Research Fellow at the Glasgow School of 
Art (GSA) since April 2015, a post established to foster innovative research, teaching 
and engagement activities alongside the Mackintosh Restoration Project. Previous to 
this I was a lecturer in history and theory of architecture, art, and design at GSA; and 
I have also been a visiting lecturer in these areas at the University of Glasgow for the 
past decade, with a particular emphasis on teaching Mackintosh and the Glasgow 
Style. On a more personal note, it was a love of Mackintosh, and the GSA building in 
particular, that brought me to Glasgow a dozen years ago to pursue a MLitt then 
PhD in this field, and as such, it is difficult to write this statement without being 
fuelled by my own heartbreak and emotional response. Like all those providing 
evidence to this committee, I want answers. I share their shock and despair, and 
along with many of my colleagues at GSA, am still in a state of disbelief that this has 
happened a second time. But my disbelief comes from a different place: I have had 
the great privilege of working alongside the Mackintosh Restoration Team for the 
past three years, and what has happened is unfathomable to me given the level of 
expertise, care, and passion with which they have treated this project. Obviously, 
something went terribly wrong, and we must do everything we can to uncover what 
has happened, and the Scottish Fire and Rescue Service are currently undertaking a 
thorough investigation into this. I feel compelled to offer just a few small points of 
clarification regarding things that have been declared in other committee meetings 
and reports, based on my own knowledge and experience.  
 
My view here is clearly not without bias, as someone who has been involved with 
this project in a research and teaching capacity, and as an employee of the GSA, an 
institution I am still very proud of. However, I am submitting this evidence 
independently, with no prompting or consultation from my employer, and declare 
these views and experiences to be wholly my own.  
 
Expert Consultation 
An important point of clarification needs to be made regarding the expert 
consultation process. These comments have been made by some members of the 
Mackintosh Heritage community about the perceived lack of consultation to 
themselves. But my experience of expert consultation (I also serve on the NTS Hill 
House expert panel) is that it’s a dynamic system that can change and shift focus to 
the evolving needs of a project, and major restorations like this require the flexibility 
to encompass a wide variety of skills and knowledge. Although I was present at all 
Design Team meetings and offered my own expertise where possible, many other 
seasoned Mackintosh scholars were consulted throughout the project whenever 
appropriate. However, in line with good conservation practice, I witnessed a host of 
experts, both employed by and being regularly consulted on this project, from a wide 
breadth of knowledge and experience (and not just ‘Mackintosh experts’, but from 
across building, craft and heritage fields). David Page and Brian Park have worked 
on several conservation projects and had expert first-hand experience of this and 
other Mackintosh buildings, along with other important heritage sites (such as 



Rosslyn Chapel). Page\Park Architects was in fact one of the two key expert 
surveyors (alongside Simpson & Brown, which just completed the Willow Tearoom 
Trust project) that carried out the CRM Society’s Mackintosh Buildings Survey, 
mentioned on 20 September by Stuart Robertson. As noted in the GSA evidence 
report, we worked very closely with Historic Environment Scotland, and experts were 
called upon from across the heritage sector to advise where suitable. And as Roger 
Billcliffe mentioned, he was part of the expert furniture panel (alongside noted CRM 
scholars Professor Pamela Robertson, Annette Carruthers, Alison Brown of Glasgow 
Museums and others), which by the 2018 fire had only met twice, but was about to 
meet with greater frequency as that work package commenced. Similarly, an 
expanded ‘expert panel’ meeting which included Billcliffe, Pamela Robertson and 
others from the field of Mackintosh studies and beyond was scheduled for 26 June 
2018 by Page\Park, but was of course cancelled after the fire. Thus I feel strongly 
that this notion of a lack of expert consultation has been grossly misrepresented.  
 
Access to the Mackintosh Building 
The GSA evidence brief gives an accurate account of how access was managed to 
the site during the restoration project. I wish to go on record with my own experience 
of this. As a member of the academic (research and teaching) staff related to this 
project, I was fully inducted by Taylor & Fraser when they were in control of the 
building; and then had to go through an even more rigorous induction with Kier when 
they took over control of the building.  
 
In 2015 I helped to establish a limited programme of site visits for staff and students 
to see the building in the period between its post-fire clearance and when the new 
programme of works began. This inspired several teaching, research and creative 
projects, and it was during this phase that artistic activities like Ross Birrell’s film ‘A 
Beautiful Living Thing’, and the GSA Choir recording, took place in the library. When 
Kier took over site management and construction began in earnest, site visits 
became much less frequent and were always made in consultation with them, and 
the Project Management team. Likewise, I taught a ‘Rediscovering Mackintosh’ 
critical studies elective course that was designed in close collaboration with the 
team, allowing Y3 students from across the school an in-depth educational 
experience of the project. This included site visits, and when students entered the 
construction area they were given health & safety talks (including fire exit strategies), 
guided by team staff with CSCS cards, and always in full PPE (hi-vis vest, hard hats, 
gloves, work boots and safety glasses). 
 
Comments at the 20 September 2018 Parliamentary Committee Meeting, made by 
members of the Mackintosh heritage community to the effect that they did not have 
regular access to the site, are indicative of the rigorous access policies employed; 
and it should be noted that these same people still had more frequent access than 
almost anyone barring our own staff and students.  
 
Lessons Learned 
These questions relate directly to the 2014 fire, and a response has been laid out in 
the GSA evidence report. But I was particularly puzzled by the comments of Eileen 
Reid saying we hadn’t learned anything, when by her own admission she no longer 
worked at the school when any such ‘lessons’ would have been implemented. Ms 
Reid was unknown to me until her recent comments in the press, but my own tenure 



at the school began in 2010. In fact, as part of teaching history & theory courses 
based around Mackintosh, I organised performance-based evening educational 
events with my students in ‘The Mack’ before the 2014 fire, for which I always had to 
complete a rigorous risk assessment. I can say from experience these protocols 
have only increased since that time, with various levels of approval and paperwork 
for activities and events, a point which many staff would be able to substantiate. 
 
Further, we have gone beyond mere policy and protocol improvements. The GSA 
saw fit to use such an important conservation project as a teaching, research, and 
engagement opportunity for the benefit of our students and the wider community. 
This is indicative of the forward-thinking and positive approach to learning from the 
fire that they sought to create. Within my remit to foster links between the project and 
our academic engagement activities, I am supervising two PhD students, both 
collaborative doctoral partnerships with Historic Environment Scotland, which seek to 
build upon what we have learned from the first fire (and now the second), as well as 
the experience of the restoration. The first is an examination of heritage 
management and conservation strategies related to this fire, and looks more broadly 
to other similar case studies; the second is a creative-practice based investigation on 
ideas of aura, authenticity and replica in heritage spaces. This information is perhaps 
beyond the interest of the committee’s current investigation, however our research 
team was briefly mentioned in your SPICE report, and I think serves as just one of 
the many examples of the progressive attitude the school has taken in regards to the 
importance and potential impact of this conservation project. 
 
Redacted Reports/Lack of Transparency 
I would agree with many others that things might have been handled better in terms 
of GSA external communications, but I must echo what has already been said 
several times elsewhere: it is blatantly false that there is some hidden other fire 
report, or that the publicly available one is ‘heavily redacted’. In service of my 
research, I have enquired to authorities about this several times, and it has only 
been redacted to protect the student involved. I would highly question the motives (or 
the sense) of anyone who wants those details.  
 
Likewise, a complete account of the GSA collection items lost in the 2014 fire is 
available online at the GSA Archives & Collections catalogue by searching ’23 May 
2014’: http://www.gsaarchives.net/archon/index.php?p=core/search&subjectid=112 ). 
My own view on this, which I have shared with both the school and colleagues, was 
that GSA probably should have been a bit more vocal in highlighting its collection 
losses, and in my own research I was planning to create a project/publication around 
lost items as part of the building’s re-opening activities in 2019, and I still plan to go 
forward with this in some form. However, suffice to say this information is in fact 
publicly available as noted above, and has been for years, as I remind my 
Mackintosh colleagues whenever they mention this point. 
 
The Mack should be a Museum/Should not be rebuilt 
I was rather surprised by Roger Billcliffe’s assertion on 20 Sept that art students 
don’t need light anymore because their work is mostly digital, so they don’t need the 
Mack, so make it a museum/studio space like the Briggait. Not only is this inaccurate 
regarding contemporary practice, but pretty much every student I’ve spoken with, or 
ever taught, would agree that such a statement doesn’t hold water. People need light 



to work. Creative people thrive on it! The Mack worked beautifully in 2014 across the 
disciplines – and although it had been used primarily for ‘fine art’ by that time, it still 
housed the multiplicity of disciplines for which it was designed. The top floor still had 
design courses, if I recall, and contrary to the popular notion that light flooded 
everywhere in the building, some of those darker basement spaces are in fact ideal 
for the activities of our Simulation + Visualisation courses. But more importantly, the 
Mack was the creative heart and soul of GSA, and as others have said, to do 
anything else with it would be to strip it of its purpose. Even in its fine details, the 
building educates you – Mackintosh invented for us our greatest pedagogical tool in 
the very fabric of the building. 
 
As to any sort of philosophical arguments based on contemporary architectural 
theory that anything new would be a pastiche – my feeling is that rather than seeing 
the Mack as an immovable monument of architecture, we might better understand it 
as an iterative work of design. We have the data, we have the scheme, it can be 
made again. And why would we need to go find a ‘new’ plan by a ‘new’ architect, 
when we already have one of the best designs in the history of the built 
environment? A scheme that, when looking expansively, isn’t even that old.  
 
-- 
 
I hope these points help to create a more balanced picture for your consideration, 
and I do thank you for the opportunity to share these thoughts. One final note: at the 
meeting on the 20th September 2018, one of your committee members asked what 
Mackintosh would have wished. There isn’t a single soul who can answer this 
question, no matter how deeply one might think they understand the mind of our 
Mackintosh. And he left us very little word of his own ideas. The best evidence of his 
thoughts is the work itself – and the explosive emotion we all feel at the loss of the 
Mack is the evidence of its greatness. Did he care deeply about his work? How 
would he feel about the desire of so many of us to restore what we have lost? 
Perhaps this note to his friend, the architectural historian Hermann Muthesius, about 
his design for the Glasgow Herald Building (now The Lighthouse), gives us some 
insight about how he felt about his legacy: 
 
‘Although the building in Mitchell Street here was designed by me the Architects are 
or were Messrs Honeyman & Keppie – who employ me as assistant. So if you 
reproduce any photographs of the building you must give the architects' name – not 
mine. You will see that this is very unfortunate for me, but I hope when brighter days 
come I shall be able to work for myself entirely and claim my work as mine.’1 
 
I hope that we shall have answers, and brighter days again, for Mackintosh. 

                                                        
1 Charles Rennie Mackintosh, “Letter from Charles Rennie Mackintosh to Hermann Muthesius,” May 
11, 1898, Hermann Muthesius Estate, Werkbundarchiv, Museum der Dinge, Berlin. 


