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Culture, Tourism, Europe and External Affairs Committee 

23rd meeting, 2018 (Session 5) Thursday 13 September 2018 

Glasgow School of Art 

This briefing was produced for the Culture, Tourism, Europe and External Affairs Committee 
ahead of its evidence session regarding the Glasgow School of Art.  

Glasgow School of Art 

According to the Board of Governors Statement of Corporate Governance 2017/18:  

“The Glasgow School of Art (GSA or ‘the School’) is a Higher Education Institution (HEI). 
It forms part of the Higher Education sector in Scotland as recognised by the Further and 
Higher Education (Scotland) Act 1992 and, for funding purposes, by the Scottish Funding 
Council (SFC).  While the constitutional arrangements for Scottish and UK HEIs vary 
according to the age and types of institution, they all share fundamental characteristics, 
namely that they are:   

• legally independent corporate institutions;  
• bodies with charitable status;  
• accountable through a governing body which carries ultimate responsibility for all 

aspects of the institution. 

GSA Board and Executive Group 

The GSA Board of Governors includes fifteen lay members, three ex-officio members and 
three elected members. The Board ensures the effective management of the School and 
plays a key role in the development, approval and review of the mission and strategic vision 
of the School, including: approval of the School’s long-term strategic plans (academic and 
business), major investment decisions and risk assessment. 

Responsible to the Director, the Executive Group ensures the effective leadership, direction 
and management of the activities of GSA. 

The Glasgow School of Art’s Mackintosh Building 

The Glasgow School of Art’s Mackintosh Building has been a category-A listed building since 
1966.   

According to the GSA website:  

“In 1896 an architectural competition took place for the building of a new Glasgow 
School of Art on a site offered to the School's directors by the Bellahouston trustees. 
Working to a budget of just £14,000, the Glasgow firm of Honeyman and Keppie 

http://www.gsa.ac.uk/media/1568796/statement-of-corporate-governance-2017-18-website-version.pdf
http://www.gsa.ac.uk/about-gsa/our-people/governors/
http://www.gsa.ac.uk/about-gsa/our-people/executive-group/
http://www.gsa.ac.uk/visit-gsa/mackintosh-building-tours/the-mackintosh-building/
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submitted a design from the hand of one of their junior draughtsmen, Charles Rennie 
Mackintosh. Sympathetic to Mackintosh's intentions, the design was praised by 
Newbery and after being independently assessed by the educational authorities in 
London, was finally accepted. 

It was clear, however, that the funds available were insufficient to complete the 
building as both Newbery and more importantly as Mackintosh had intended it. 
Somewhat reluctantly it was decided that work should proceed on the central and 
eastern half of the building only and that construction of the west wing would be 
entirely dependent on securing additional funds. Building work commenced in 1897 
and by December 1899 the first phase of the School had been completed including 
the Museum, the Director's Room and Board Room. 

It took Newbery and School's Board of Governors a further eight years to secure the 
financial means to complete Mackintosh's scheme. In the meantime, Mackintosh was 
invited back by the School to rework his original drawings and a series of alterations 
and extensions were made including the provision of a new second floor of studios 
and additional workshops accommodated into a sub-basement floor. 

Work started on the second half of the building in 1907 and by December 1909 it had 
been completed. In total contrast to the earlier austere facades to the south and east, 
the west wing with its dramatic design and dominating windows heralded the birth of 
a new style in 20th century European architecture. Internally the most dramatic of 
interiors was reserved for the Library with its decorated balcony and central cluster of 
electric lights. 

Today the Glasgow School of Art is widely considered to be Mackintosh's Masterwork. 

Since completion over 100 years ago, the Mackintosh building at the Glasgow School 
of Art fulfilled its original purpose as a working art school, housing the fine art students 
and staff, at the heart of GSA's campus on Garnethill. 

2014 Fire 

On 23 May 2014, Scottish Fire and Rescue Service (SFRS) crews attended an intense blaze 
at the Mackintosh Building.  

A redacted copy of the fire investigation report by the SFRS on the fire was published on 26 
November 2014. According to that report the fire at Glasgow School of Art’s Mackintosh 
building started when flammable gases from a foam canister used in a student project was 
ignited. On 8 May 2015, a video, Glasgow School of Art Fire, a Case Study, based upon the 
fire investigation report was released by SFRS.  

On 3 October 2016, SFRS and the National Trust announced a partnership to protect 
Scotland's historic buildings and artefacts:  

“The Glasgow School of Art fire highlighted the worldwide importance of our heritage 
sites and has been the catalyst for this collaborative approach. 

Having detailed knowledge of sites of historic importance will benefit the fire service 
greatly in terms of our approach to an incident at such a site and will give us the best 
possible chance of saving priceless items or buildings should the worst happen.” 

http://www.firescotland.gov.uk/media/708503/redacted_version_fi_wh_gc_006_14___21735141___mackintosh_building_167_renfrew_street_glasgow__redacted_.pdf
https://www.theguardian.com/uk/glasgow
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=O8bjOmqIlds
http://www.firescotland.gov.uk/news-campaigns/news/2016/10/sfrs-and-national-trust-partnership-to-protect-scotlands-history.aspx
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Reconstruction after the 2014 fire 

The architects Page\Park were appointed lead designer for the restoration of the Mackintosh 
Building in 2015. They were not only: 

“overseeing the works to reconstruct the significant fire-damaged spaces (including 
the intricate timber Library, Hen-Run, and second floor studio spaces) but are also 
undertaking a major restoration of the building as a whole, including the complete re-
servicing of the building to contemporary standards”. 

In June 2016, Kier Construction was appointed as the main contractor for the restoration. 
The contractor was responsible for co-ordinating the stone, joinery, electrical, decorative and 
all other aspects of the main reconstruction. 

The restoration was to be structured over two main phases. Starting in July 2016, the first 
phase was the creation of an external envelope to make the building wind and watertight. 
Work on the fire damaged stonework of the library elevation then commenced. The main 
works to restore the west wing and upgrade the east wing interiors was to commence in 
Spring 2017. 

Initially the restoration was expected to be completed by 2017 but, in June 2016, it was 
reported that the work would not be finished until 2019. 

It was reported in November 2016 that: 

“The GSA estimates that the cost of restoring the building could reach £35m. 
Alongside a simultaneous upgrade of the east wing of the Mackintosh building, the 
project is being supported by the £32m Mackintosh Campus Appeal, £18m of which 
has been raised to date including support from both the UK and Scottish 
governments. Trustees of the appeal include Brad Pitt and former GSA student Peter 
Capaldi.” 

On 29 June 2018, it was reported that the Glasgow School of Art and Kier Construction had 
agreed to end the contract with immediate effect. In a joint statement both parties said that 
the current contract “could no longer be fulfilled or completed”. 

On 23 August, the GSA produced a paper, What we know. It provides an overview of 
information known by the GSA regarding the Mackintosh Building Fire. It includes the 
following information on the 2014 restoration: 

• The Mackintosh Building was within 10 months of the completion of the restoration 
project following the 2014 fire.  
 

• The project teams included: Design team: Page\Park Architects, David Narro Associates, 
Gardiner & Theobald, Harley Haddow and a range of sub consultants; initial down-taking: 
Reigart; initial scaffolders: SGB; initial contractor Taylor & Fraser; main construction 
contractor Kier Construction Scotland Limited (and their sub-contractors).  

 
• All the work on the Mackintosh Building restoration went through the Glasgow City 

Council planning and historic building application process, and was authorised through 
issue of a Building Warrant. These documents can be accessed via the Glasgow City 

http://pagepark.co.uk/project/architecture/glasgow-school-art/
https://www.scotsman.com/regions/glasgow-strathclyde/rebirth-of-glasgow-school-of-art-building-delayed-till-2019-1-4164141
https://www.theguardian.com/artanddesign/2016/nov/24/glasgow-school-of-art-mackintosh-library-fire-restoration-begins-in-earnest
https://www.scottishconstructionnow.com/tag/glasgow-school-of-art/
http://www.gsa.ac.uk/media/1621951/what-we-know-document-version-2-23-aug.pdf
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Council on-line planning portal (which contains both planning applications and building 
warrants).  
 

• The Mackintosh Building was being restored using a combination of historic materials 
and craftsmanship. 

 
• Any contemporary additions were introduced to achieve improvements in the fully 

restored building such as increased energy efficiency and enhanced fire prevention, and 
essential 21st-century facilities such as data connectivity.  

 
• All contemporary materials used complied fully with the appropriate British and European 

Standard Institution specifications and practices and were aligned with guidelines from 
agencies such as Historic Environment Scotland and Historic England. 
  

• Kier Construction Scotland Ltd was responsible for the appointment of most of the 
specialist sub-contractors and their management on the site including method 
statements, health and safety.  

 
• The exterior envelope of the building had been secured and work on the interior, including 

installation of services, was well under way. The GSA embarked on completion of on key 
spaces and were in the finishing phases. The bones of the library were in place, but the 
decorative work was still off site.  

 
• The restoration of the west wing and upgrade of the east wing of the Mackintosh Building 

were progressing to plan with £24.2m spent to date.  
 

• The overall budget allocated to the restoration of the Mackintosh Building was £49m. 
 

• The 2014 restoration was being funded through a combination of insurance, Scottish and 
UK Government support, and philanthropic donations as part of the wider £80m 
Mackintosh Campus Appeal and included the purchase of the Stow College site and 
refurbishment of the Stow Building.  
 

• The £80m Appeal was being funded through GSA funds (£48m); donations (£32m).  
 

• The GSA have communicated with donors regarding the 2018 fire and no donor has 
requested a return of their donation. The GSA will, however, continue to engage 
appropriately and in accordance with charity law, and in the utmost good faith, as we 
always have, with all of our supporters.  
 

• The 2014 restoration was supported by a comprehensive body of information on the 
Mackintosh Building including, uniquely for an historic building restoration, a Building 
Information Management Model which will contribute to the information required for the 
rebuild.  
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2018 Fire 

On 15 June 2018, the Mackintosh Building suffered another major fire. The fire also affected 
the O2 ABC music venue and adjacent buildings. 

According to news reports the Mackintosh Building’s fire suppression system was ‘weeks 
away from installation’. 

According to the GSA paper what we know: 

• At the time of the fire the Mackintosh Building was not part of the GSA’s operational 
estate and was in the management and control of Kier Construction Scotland Limited. 
  

• As part of the Mackintosh Building restoration contract, Keir Construction Scotland 
Limited was obliged to comply with the current edition of the Code of Practice entitled 
Fire Prevention on Construction Sites published by the Fire Protection Association 
and appoint a Site Fire Safety Coordinator.  

SFRS handed the site over to Glasgow City Council (GCC) on 19 June. The team from GCC 
Building Control, working with the GSA, structural engineers David Narro Associates, and 
Historic Environment Scotland, then continued their work to assess the structural integrity of 
the building. 

Work to dismantle the Mackintosh building, which was expected to take eight weeks, began 
on 10 July.  

On 31 July, the GSA reported that stabilisation work was underway on three sides of the 
Mackintosh Building. 

Following the issue of a Section 29 notice, work began to make a key area of the ABC O2 
building safe so that stabilisation of the south façade of the Mackintosh Building could 
proceed.  

On 7 August, the GSA made another statement: 

“We are now at the half way point in the agreed timetable for the stabilisation of the 
Mackintosh Building and we remain on schedule […] 

We are also moving forward with plans for the bracing work which will secure the east 
and central sections of the south façade above Sauchiehall Street. 

Once this work is complete we will advise Glasgow City Council Building Standards 
so they can consider reducing the size of the security cordon.” 

On 14 August, the GSA announced that: 

“The east gable of the Mackintosh Building is within two weeks of stabilisation […]  

Work continued around the whole of the building with down taking of the dangerous 
masonry nearing completion in all zones except the south west corner (the library 
tower). Plans for critical shoring and bracing have also been progressed with work 
already underway on the south east corner (above Sauchiehall Street), and work on 
the northeast corner scheduled to begin later this week. 

http://www.scottishconstructionnow.com/27145/mackintosh-building-fire-suppression-system-weeks-away-from-installation/
http://www.gsa.ac.uk/media/1621951/what-we-know-document-version-2-23-aug.pdf
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-scotland-44736313
http://www.gsa.ac.uk/about-gsa/key-information/mackintosh-building-fire-15-june-2018/
https://gsapress.blogspot.com/2018/07/statement-from-gsa-31-july-2018-work.html
https://gsapress.blogspot.com/2018/08/statement-from-gsa-7-august-2018.html
https://gsapress.blogspot.com/2018/08/statement-from-gsa-on-mackintosh.html
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Following the completion of initial safety work on the ABC O2 the main crane has now 
been moved to the corner of Scott Street and Sauchiehall Street to facilitate access 
to the west end of the south façade and the west gable. The existing scaffolding is 
being cut away and removed from this area allowing further access for down-takings. 
The sandstone upstand gables of studio 58 (above the library) have now been 
reduced with the majority of the stone lowered to street level for cataloguing and 
removal to off site storage.” 

Rebuild Intent 

According to the GSA paper What we know:  

• The GSA are going to rebuild the Mackintosh Building and it will return as a fully 
functioning art school.  
 

• There has been a huge amount of speculation about what should happen with the 
site and quite rightly so, but from our point of view and that of the city of Glasgow, it 
is critically important that the building comes back as the Mackintosh Building.  
 

• The Building was insured at the time of the fire through an Owner Controlled 
Insurance Programme (OCIP) and the Development Trust, which supports the wide 
range of activity at the GSA, will play a key role going forward.  
 

• The planning for the rebuilding will take place in due course. Our immediate priority 
is the safe dismantling of sections of the building which are unsafe, the stabilisation 
of the Mackintosh Building and allowing the safe return to local residents, businesses 
and the GSA itself.  

Insurance 

According to the GSA paper What we know:  

• For the losses that have occurred the GSA has the benefit of insurance and there are 
ongoing discussions with all the insurance companies that are involved.  
 

• The Mackintosh Building insurance is held in the name of GSA and Kier Construction 
Scotland Limited. This was an OCIP and covered damage to the Mackintosh Building 
including fire.  

In an article dated 30 June, Malcolm Fraser expressed the view that the building should have 
been adequately insured (following the 2014 fire) to cover the cost of the rebuild, stating that: 

“In any building contract involving work to an existing building the main contractor – 
in this case the Bedfordshire-based construction giant Kier – is required, under the 
Building Contract, to take out insurances, usually in the joint names of itself and the 
building owner.  Such insurances cover, almost by definition, named perils such as 
fire, whether that fire starts accidentally, by mistake or omission, deliberately, or by 
an act of God. So all the talk of the inappropriateness of “spending all this money” 
when we are suffering a housing crisis and the results of austerity and deprivation is 
beside the point – the money should be there specifically to rebuild it.” 

 

http://www.gsa.ac.uk/media/1621951/what-we-know-document-version-2-23-aug.pdf
http://www.gsa.ac.uk/media/1621951/what-we-know-document-version-2-23-aug.pdf
https://www.commonspace.scot/articles/12963/malcolm-fraser-mackintosh-inferno-and-questions-it-begs
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And  

“So, unless there has been a catastrophic failure within the professional team to 
require such contractual basics, or ensure that a reasonable rebuild figure was 
written-in, there should be the money there to rebuild – and I note that while Kier’s 
contract has now been terminated this would not affect properly-obtained insurances.” 

Impact on the GSA 

The GSA paper What we know sets out how the GSA was working to ensure a seamless 
return for its students in the academic year 2018/19. 

The GSA has 15 buildings in Glasgow, 11 of which are currently operational. The Mackintosh 
Building had not been part of the academic estate immediately prior to the fire and the Stow 
Building is being prepared to become operational as the School of Fine Art in 2018/19.  Its 
official opening will be marked by 2019 School of Fine Art Degree Show.  Until then the 
School of Fine Art will continue to operate in the Tontine Building, Richmond Building, JD 
Kelly Building and Barnes Buildings. 

Two key teaching hubs - Reid Building and Bourdon Building – were impacted by the fire 
and remain within the cordon. The GSA reported that it was working closely with GCC 
Building Standards who will advise the GSA when they are able to reduce the size of the 
cordon. The School anticipated this would be in line with its planned down take programme 
and would be from week commencing 27 August.  

The School is investigating options for alternative accommodation for the Mackintosh School 
of Architecture, and potentially the School of Design for the coming academic session. It 
expects the Reid Building will be operational for the School of Design, with the Mackintosh 
School of Architecture being relocated to The Charles Oakley Building on Cathedral Street.   

Colleges and universities, who receive funding from the Scottish Funding Council (SFC), are 
required to produce an Outcome Agreement, which sets out what they plan to deliver in 
return for their funding. The GSA’s Outcome Agreement 2018- 2021 with the SFC was 
agreed before the fire and: 

“reflects the situation and our ambition pre the fire taking place.  Therefore some of 
the plans and ambitions may be subject to change or revision during the period of the 
Outcome Agreement.”   

Scottish Government responses to the fire 

On 16 June, the First Minister released a statement. She promised that: 

“The Scottish Government stands ready to provide any support that may be required, 
now and in the period ahead. I have been receiving regular updates and will continue 
to do so throughout the day. The Scottish Government’s resilience room was 
activated overnight and will provide any support necessary.” 

On 22 June, Historic Environment Scotland released a statement about the Glasgow School 
of Art fire: 

“"Since the dreadful events of Friday, our expert staff have been involved in 
discussions with the School of Art, the Scottish Government and Glasgow City 

http://www.gsa.ac.uk/media/1621951/what-we-know-document-version-2-23-aug.pdf
http://www.sfc.ac.uk/web/FILES/outcome-agreements-1819/Glasgow_School_of_Art_Outcome_Agreement_2018-19_FINAL.pdf
https://beta.gov.scot/news/fire-at-glasgow-school-of-art/
https://www.historicenvironment.scot/about-us/news/statement-on-the-glasgow-school-of-art-fire/
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Council to look at the next steps for the Mackintosh Building. We have a range of 
specialists available to support the team at GSA. Following a meeting with Cabinet 
Secretary Fiona Hyslop and GSA, HES will also form part of the multi-agency 
conservation advisory group for the Mackintosh Building. 

Our experience with the Mackintosh Building since the 2014 fire has given us 
excellent insight into the behaviour of the building’s stone, wood and metal. Our 
assistance in creating a detailed 3D model of the building will inform future plans once 
the extent of damage is fully ascertained. Along with our partners, our staff will be 
supporting the School of Art throughout the lengthy and complex process that lies 
ahead." 

Historic Environment Scotland’s building experts, including those who have been 
involved in the restoration committee from 2014 to the present day and those 
responsible for surveying historic sites, have been on hand since the weekend of the 
fire to provide advice and support to the GSA, Glasgow City Council, specialist 
engineers and emergency services.” 

Scottish Fire and Rescue Service (SFRS) 

On 18 June 2018, SFRS’s Assistant Chief Officer David McGown stated that the 
investigation into the GSA fire would be complex: 

“Our fire investigation team has started gathering information and, working alongside 
our police partners, will look at various sources of information to establish exactly 
what has happened here. 

However, I would like to stress that this is a very complex process and will take time. 

It is of vital importance that we ensure the full facts and circumstances of this incident 
are clearly established.” 

“Our Fire Investigations team are specialists in their own field. 

They will look at every aspect of this incident – including the cause of the fire, how it 
spread and what safety measures were in place. 

We understand the need for clarity here and why so many want to know how this 
happened, but I would again like to reiterate that we need to establish the full facts 
and circumstances of this incident – and this will take time.” 

On 29 June 2018, SFRS put out an appeal for footage of the fire as part of its investigation.  

Mackintosh Building rebuild  

It has been reported that a number of leading architects are supporting a rebuild. For 
example: 

• Malcom Fraser: “given that the money should be there, and that we have a huge need 
to strengthen those parts of our architectural culture that are truly outstanding, can 
we please just focus on saving what we can and rebuilding what we must?” 

http://www.firescotland.gov.uk/news-campaigns/news/2018/06/glasgow-school-of-art-fire-press-release.aspx
http://www.firescotland.gov.uk/news-campaigns/news/2018/06/sfrs-appeals-for-footage-as-investigation-into-fire-at-glasgow-school-of-art,-o2-abc-and-adjoining-buildings-continues.aspx
https://www.commonspace.scot/articles/12963/malcolm-fraser-mackintosh-inferno-and-questions-it-begs
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• David Chipperfield: was reported as saying he believes the Mackintosh building 
should be made a "monument of exceptional importance". Mr Chipperfield told the 
Architects Journal that the challenge, once an "acceptable" plan for rebuilding 
according to Mackintosh's original design had been agreed upon, would be financing 
the project. 

Calls for a rebuild have also been supported by Stuart Robertson, director of the Charles 
Rennie Mackintosh Society, asked that: 

“Rebuilding the Mackintosh Building must not be relegated to a mere museum, but 
remain a functioning art school, as Mackintosh created.” 

The Mackintosh scholar, Roger Billcliffe, was reported as saying: 

 “I see no argument for why you wouldn’t rebuild the school of art as it was, […] It has 
been voted Britain’s most important building several times over, and we have all of 
the information needed to recreate every detail, following extensive laser surveys 
after the first fire. People are saying, ‘Let’s get a good modern architect instead,’ but 
we’ve already had one in theory, and we got that Steven Holl monstrosity across the 
road.” 

A petition on Change.org, Faithfully rebuild the Mackintosh Building, has to date achieved 
6,430 signatures. 

However, there has also been opposition to a rebuild. For example: 

• Ray McKenzie, an honorary Professor at GSA, wrote: “I do have a suggestion: It 
should be left as a ruin. Architectural ruins are among the most emotive objects in the 
world, combining a physical embodiment of history with a reminder of the unrelenting 
process of change that drives it forward. 

• Alan Dunlop, an architect and a visiting Professor at Robert Gordon University, wrote: 
“Instead of attempting to turn back time and rushing to create a sad replica, however 
well-crafted, I hope that people will honour Mackintosh by considering alternatives 
that reflect his extraordinary legacy. I suggest that a full public debate is warranted, 
that includes the option of an international competition to design a new art school. 

• Catherine Croft, director of the Twentieth Century Society, is quoted as saying: “You 
could rebuild the Mackintosh but it wouldn’t bring back a historic building You would 
be getting something else – an interpretation of the Mackintosh experience. 

[…] You can replicate the craftsmanship but would you want to build it exactly the 
same?” 

  

https://www.dezeen.com/2018/07/06/david-chipperfield-glasgow-school-of-art-rebuilt-architecture/
https://www.crmsociety.com/
https://www.crmsociety.com/
read:https://www.sundaypost.com/fp/should-the-glasgow-school-of-art-be-rebuilt-experts-have-their-say/
https://www.billcliffegallery.com/publications/charles-rennie-mackintosh/
https://www.theguardian.com/artanddesign/2018/jun/19/bulldoze-or-rebuild-architects-at-odds-over-future-of-glasgow-school-of-art
https://www.change.org/p/faithfully-rebuild-the-mackintosh-building-in-glasgow
https://www.artforum.com/passages/ray-mckenzie-on-glasgow-school-of-art-s-mackintosh-building-1909-2018-75842
https://www.dezeen.com/2018/06/19/glasgow-school-of-art-fire-dont-create-sad-replica-alan-dunlop-opinion/
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Criticism of GSA 

Since the 2018 fire numerous articles critical of the GSA management have been published.  

Responsibility and Transparency 

On 11 July, it was reported that: 

“Industry experts said this week the GSA had questions to answer over its oversight 
role as well as the management of the site by Keir Construction, the contractors 
overseeing the Mac’s restoration following the earlier 2014 fire. 

But while acknowledging there was ‘anger and frustration’, Inns [Glasgow School of 
Art director] said he was confident that questions of how the school could have 
suffered a second fire would be answered by a Scottish Fire and Rescue Service 
investigation.” 

In an article in the Scottish Review on 18 June, Eileen Reid, a former member of staff of the 
GSA, wrote that: 

“People are cautioning, correctly, against attributing blame prior to the investigation. 
But much of the anger is about GSA's refusal to take any responsibility – for either 
fire. Of course an investigation must take place to determine the cause of this latest 
disaster; but the immediate cause isn't the crucial point. The real question is, why? 
And why twice? 
 
Two press statements have been released by GSA. Both seem to abrogate 
responsibility, saying that 'The Mackintosh building was undergoing a period of 
restoration following the fire in 2014, with management of the site under the control 
of main contractor Kier Construction Scotland and was not part of our operational 
estate.' Kier responded in a statement last night claiming it had an 'agreed' fire safety 
strategy.” 

On 19 June, Roger Billcliffe, in an article on the lessons learned from the 2014 Mackintosh 
fire, also raised concerns about custody of the building during the renovation following the 
2014 fire, stating: 

“The reason the Mackintosh building was a construction site last week was because 
of the fire in 2014, a fire for which the school (and its staff, advisers and consultants) 
would appear to have some responsibility.  

Why is the school suddenly so defensive about the current custody of the Mackintosh 
building? The contractors are not erecting a new-build over which the client wouldn’t 
have much immediate control.  

But here, the school has entrusted its most valuable possession to the contractors 
and should surely be exercising some oversight of what is happening to it and how it 
is being cared for.” 

  

https://www.theguardian.com/uk-news/2018/jul/10/mackintosh-building-will-be-rebuilt-says-art-school-director
https://www.architectsjournal.co.uk/news/mac-fire-how-could-it-have-happened-again/10032992.article?blocktitle=News-features&contentID=13634
http://www.scottishreview.net/EileenReid434a.html?utm_source=Sign-Up.to&utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=8427-386769-Special%3A+An+insider%27s+indictment+of+the+Art+School+management
http://www.heraldscotland.com/news/16299102.roger-billcliffe-were-lessons-learned-from-2014-mackintosh-fire/
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Similar concerns were raised in an article in the Herald of 24 June which talks about a culture 
of secrecy at the GOA. Labour MP Paul Sweeney is quoted, saying:  

“The full circumstances of this disaster must be honestly assessed and understood 
so that we can put in place measures that minimise the risks of it happening to other 
buildings. A culture of secrecy and control would militate against that and is never 
healthy.” 

Roger Billcliffe is also sighted in the article:  

“This kind of blanket ban may have good purpose in protecting sensitive personal 
data or commercially sensitive matters, but it is also the route followed by companies 
and institutions with something to hide."   

The article includes a response from a GSA spokesperson which states that:  

“The GSA has always encouraged staff to direct any media enquiries, regardless of 
what they are about, through the Communications Team and this standard procedure 
was being reiterated. She added that this procedure should not be confused with the 
GSA’s position on staff being able to make public interest disclosures.” 

In the article in the Scottish Review of 18 June, Ms Reid also discusses the measures in 
place to prevent further fire after the 2014 incident and the concerns raised by staff: 

“Members of staff and alumni who raised issues about the safety of the building for 
years prior to 2014 had to remain tight-lipped after the first fire, or [be] condemned as 
churlish in the wave of sympathy and grief. 

Fire experts are shaking their heads in disbelief. Where, they ask, was the full modern 
preventative technology that exists for life safety and property protection? Why, as 
reported, was there only one security guard on site – located in a Portakabin outside 
the building? 

[…] Gordon Ross, a senior technician at GSA for 17 years, routinely carried out fire 
assessments with the then clerk of works, David Stark. Ross repeatedly warned that 
GSA was at serious risk of fire from the old heating system which used wooden 
ducting to take warm air from a boiler room in the basement to the rest of the building. 
That system should have been closed to prevent it funnelling fire from the basement 
to the roof in less than five minutes. Ross and Stark recommended strongly that these 
'wooden chimneys' be blocked off and a sprinkler system fitted. Their 
recommendations were not implemented. 

To be fair, management is not entirely to blame, even if it's tempting to do so in anger. 
Few institutions are located in, or responsible for, a world heritage site. However, why 
weren't these recommendations implemented during the £8m refurbishment of the 
building in 2008?” 

Ms Reid’s article goes on to discuss the institutional attitude at the GSA towards the 
Mackintosh building and the practical limitations of using the space for the annual degree 
show, stating that:  

“You might argue that the Mackintosh building is not 'the GSA,' but it is. A reputation 
as one of the finest art schools in the world is directly attributable to that building and 

http://www.heraldscotland.com/news/16310408.fears-over-culture-of-secrecy-at-glasgow-school-of-art-after-mackintosh-fire/
http://www.scottishreview.net/EileenReid434a.html?utm_source=Sign-Up.to&utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=8427-386769-Special%3A+An+insider%27s+indictment+of+the+Art+School+management
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the outstanding creative community that has emerged from it. Its magnificent interior, 
against which the annual degree show was curated, was the real star of the show. 
 
And therein lies part of the problem. The degree show was an annual nightmare for 
the estates department, the Mackintosh curator, the health and safety officer and 
many others. Year after year, concerns were vocalised about the damage inflicted on 
the building – actual and potential. But apart from a few minor adjustments and eye-
rolling, little was done, and the interests of the building were often sacrificed for artistic 
freedom. The fine line between use and abuse was raised repeatedly, and in many 
cases crossed, none more so than prior to the 2014 fire. Why did the management of 
GSA, despite warnings, allow a student to combine expanding foam with a hot 
projector in the basement of so precious a building?” 

and 

“When I worked there, prior to the 2014 fire, I (and other colleagues) noticed a 
perceptible whiff of disdain for Mackintosh in GSA's strategic push to be all things 
contemporary. Only since the 2014 fire has there been an upsurge in the school's 
promotion of research focused on his genius and masterpiece.” 

Future ownership of the Mackintosh building 

On 9 September, the Sunday Times published on article which sites a number of the 
witnesses who will be attending the Committee’s evidence session on 20 September. The 
article proposes that the Mackintosh building should be removed from the hands of the GSA. 
In the article, Stuart Robertson states that: 

“The art School is primarily about teaching of the arts,” they are not really a conservation 
body, and it’s a big, big project to take on.”  

In his written submission to the Committee (paper 1 Annexe A), Roger Billcliffe states that:  

“By the time the school is rebuilt it will not have been available for teaching for over a 
dozen years. Temporary accommodation put in force after the 2014 fire will likely have 
had to be replaced by more permanent arrangements. This seems to be a suitable 
time to consider relieving the School of its responsibility for the Mackintosh building 
(something it is believed to have considered in the 1990s when it offered the building 
to a government agency) and removing the inherent dangers associated with its 
occupation by a large body of students. This would remove from the School the 
apparent burden of running a major ‘museum’ and also satisfy the growing demand 
for access, particularly after the injection of £30million of public, private and charitable 
donations to restore the building following the 2014 fire.” 

Francesca McGrath 
SPICe 

 

 

https://www.thetimes.co.uk/article/glasgow-school-of-art-cannot-direct-rebuilding-alone-says-charles-rennie-mackintosh-expert-stuart-robertson-j3pkm2bh6
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