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Thoughts on the Art School Fire 

It seems that after the 2014 fire grief at the enormity of what had happened blotted out 
the search for answers. When the report on the causes was published it went virtually 
unnoticed, with everyone’s attention on fundraising and reconstruction. This, plus a 
mixture of shock and politeness meant that the Board got an easy ride in the media. 
As Roger Billcliffe, Eileen Reid, Bill Paterson and others have now pointed out, the 
report shows that teaching and management decisions proved to have been major 
factors behind the disaster. I’ve given links at the end.  

This time the situation is very different, for two reasons. 

First, the building has been almost totally annihilated. Last time the fact that most of it, 
at least in terms of floor area if not cultural and historical significance, had survived 
due to the incredible efforts of Fire and Rescue meant that repair and reconstruction 
was the obvious route, with the debate then focussed on issues like whether to go 
back to original concepts, adopt later modifications and so on. It was also obvious that 
on completion the building would continue to be an asset in the School’s portfolio, with 
teaching the main function. 

Second, whatever the causes of the second fire they can have no possible bearing on 
decision making about the future of the site. It’s obvious, as GSA have pointed out, 
that when exclusive custody of a building is handed over to a main contractor the client 
has no say in legal terms about how to look after it. This means that while a report will 
come out in due course it will only be relevant to insurers, lawyers and maybe policy 
and rule makers. The discussion about what should be done has already started and 
need not be delayed. What follows is my contribution, offered with some trepidation. 

I write simply as a Glaswegian who has loved the building all my life, with an upbringing 
that included the customary frequent childhood visits to Kelvingrove. When a student 
I hung about with and envied friends who were at the Art School and am not immune 
to the sentiments expressed in 2014 and again now by many with a closer experience. 
From long term involvement with maritime heritage and conservation I have had 
exposure to issues which are very similar to those arising today, such as reconciling 
safe access and use with preserving authenticity. 

If, as seems to be the case, opinion is forming that the building is too important to pull 
down and must be rebuilt it seems obvious that it should be done to the original plans, 
subject to obvious changes for fire prevention etc. Nothing else would justify raising 
£100 million to create what would always be the biggest ever piece of Mackintosh. I 
dread to think what internecine squabbles would result if anything else were proposed. 
CRM wouldn’t have approved, but he simply isn’t around to object. 
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This implies that the future use of the building needs to be discussed, far beyond the 
immediate circle of GSA and the discussion should not be constrained by supposing 
that on completion the school would continue to own and operate it. 

As everyone knows, the building was designed to accommodate a business plan 
which involved a mix of rigorous instruction in arts and crafts that were relevant to 
industrial Glasgow punctuated by input from various charismatic figures, who 
descended sometimes randomly from their inhouse studios to deliver flashes of 
inspiration. They produced generations talented well beyond traditional art but were 
an administrator’s nightmare and in recent decades have been almost completely 
eradicated from art schools everywhere, as efficient management and the need to 
attract student numbers and teach them economically have become prominent. 

Traditional painting and drawing skills are no longer to the fore, and some disciplines 
have disappeared. (An old artist friend is always saying that people like her, making 
their marks with oil on linen are the “new rebels”.) 

Ten years ago, while studying stained glass at GSA, itself no longer taught to 
undergraduates, I discovered that the school was in the course of discontinuing 
ceramics, surely essential to things like making jewellery. Both skills are valuable in 
their own right and flourishing elsewhere in the world. I believe that one reason was 
the perceived danger to health in working with toxic materials such as silver stain, 
ironic when the gases involved in expanding foam canisters are deemed acceptable. 

I suggest that to accommodate the teaching of “art” as currently defined the best 
modern architects would produce something very different from CRM’s design. 
Actually there’s already an example not too far away. 

My proposal would be for the exact replica to be taken into public ownership, ideally 
as part of a group of new buildings on the sites of all the now destroyed ones down to 
Sauchiehall Street and to be used as an art museum and gallery, housing principally 
works by those who studied at GSA, but with space for shows by bodies such as RGI 
and exhibitions of the type that should be on at GOMA but sadly aren’t. 

The former professors’ studios would each become a mini-exhibition dedicated to one 
of those former inhabitants, showing original works, the ground floor would become 
space for shows. The city has a huge stock of unseen art to fill the spaces, with rolling 
changes. GSA will know how many visitors the Mack was attracting annually, I guess 
a huge addition to our tourist numbers. In the past they have only seen small parts of 
the building such as the library, hen run and corridors, consistent with the ongoing 
teaching effort. They and we would alike benefit from the experience of the building 
and the golden age it represents. 

www.firescotland.gov.uk/media/708503/redacted_version_fi_wh_gc_006_14___217
35141___mackintosh_building_167_renfrew_street_glasgow__redacted_.pdf 
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