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Abstract

On 23 May 2014, the Glasgow School of Art’s Mackintosh Library was destroyed
by a fire. Following the archaeological excavation of the library, salvaged objects
and materials were condition-assessed according to a retention/disposal ‘decision
tree’ framework designed by the GSA Library & Learning Resources. This
practice-led research centres on the conservation journey of three burnt books
excavated from the fire debris.
Damaged books are vulnerable to disposal when they exhaust their textual and
informational function. Consequently, books that could contribute to an
understanding of significant events as historical objects are potentially lost. The
research posits an approach to book conservation that does not privilege the
textual context of the book above its post-textual materiality. Aura, as defined by
Walter Benjamin, describes the perception of an object’s temporal presence;
therefore, the aura of a burnt book is entangled in its post-fire materiality. Object
biography, as conceived by social anthropologist Igor Kopytoff, is an
epistemological framework that narrativises the life or part of the life of an object.
Therefore, the main research question of this thesis asks: in what way can object
biographies of damaged books preserve the aura of the 2014 Glasgow School of Art Mackintosh
fire? The first subquestion asks: what can an analysis of fire-damaged books reveal about
the role of subjectivity in conservation practices? The second subquestion asks: can object
biography, used as a pre-conservation assessment, reorient book conservation strategies?
Serendipity played a role in the research methodology since being in the right
place at the right time, roles of individuals within the GSA and relationships
developed between these individuals and myself, and the capacity for making
insightful connections intervened in the conservation trajectory of the research
objects. Ten professionals working for the GSA Library & Learning Resources,
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the Mackintosh Restoration Project team, Kirkdale Archaeology, AOC
Archaeology, Harwell Documentation Restoration Service and Scottish Fire &
Rescue Service involved in the salvage operation of the Mackintosh Library were
interviewed. Extracts from the interview transcripts are incorporated into the
practice component of the portfolio submission. Object biography involves (a)
object analysis and (b) the narrativisation of perceptions of the research object,
including material description and associative imagery and ideas. The three object
biographies that comprise the creative non-fiction portfolio submission integrate
several writing forms and devices including polyphony, ekphrasis, autofiction and
autoethnography.
The research makes a contribution to book conservation studies by proposing
object biography as an epistemological framework that reorients the assessment
of the significance of damaged books. The GSA Library & Learning Resources
has since reoriented its original book conservation aim which now endeavours to
preserve the material trace of the 2014 fire rather than exerting a restorative
approach. Furthermore, the research continues the Mackintosh Library’s legacy
as a site of research and creative enquiry even in its post-fire capacity, contributing
to a body of practice that tells the story of GSA’s 2014 and 2018 Mackintosh fires.
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Introduction

The Context
On 23 May 2014, the Glasgow School of Art’s Mackintosh Library was destroyed
by a fire that devastated the Mackintosh Building’s west wing.1 In addition to the
razing of Charles Rennie Mackintosh’s celebrated library, GSA’s collection of rare
folios, nineteenth- and early twentieth-century art periodicals, its collection of
nineteenth-century illustrated books and a significant proportion of the School’s
Foundation Collection of instructional books and treatises had been almost
entirely consumed in the blaze (Chappell 2014). Eight thousand books had
perished in the fire. Their material remains and that of structural timbers, wooden
fittings, and pieces of furniture had settled into a sodden pile of ash and char upon
the library floor and lay there through summer 2014.

As part of procedures to make the Mackintosh Library safe for construction and
restoration work to commence, an archaeological excavation began in November

The Glasgow School of Art was founded in 1845 as a Government School of
Design situated in Ingram Street, then Montrose Street, then Sauchiehall Street.
In 1896, the Glasgow-based architectural firm, Honeyman and Keppie, won a
competition to design a purpose-built art school on Renfrew Street. The winning
design was drawn by the firm’s junior draughtsman, Charles Rennie Mackintosh.
Insufficient funds meant that while the first phase of the construction of the
Mackintosh Building began in 1897 and was completed in 1899, the second phase
construction of the west wing did not commence until 1907. In December 1909,
the Mackintosh Building was completed. It was here, in the west wing, that the
Mackintosh Library was located.
1
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2014.2 All objects and materials that had previously populated the library were
condition-assessed according to the ‘decision tree’ framework designed by GSA
Library & Learning Resources (L&L).3 The conclusion of the decision tree
determined whether the materials would be retained or discarded. Of the eight
thousand books that had populated the Mackintosh Library, only seventy-eight
were salvaged from the fire debris. Of these seventy-eight, only thirteen books
were conserved.

2 The Situation
I became fascinated by the books that had survived the fire. Duncan Chappell,
the GSA Academic Liaison Librarian, familiar with my interests in books and
libraries, had invited me to view thirteen books that had just returned from
Harwell Documentation Restoration Services following conservation. I had
previously written about publicly inaccessible spaces used by the library to store
books.4 The intention was to write a celebratory piece on the triumphant return

Kirkdale Archaeology was responsible for the archaeological fieldwork of the
Mackintosh Library which commenced on 17 November 2014. The debris field
was divided into sections with a three-dimensional grid. Each section was
photographed and sketched to render a visual record of the character of the
debris. Materials were then bagged or placed in tubs and transported to the
McLellan Galleries for assessment, documentation and treatment undertaken by
AOC Archaeology Ltd in consultation with the GSA Library & Learning
Resources staff (namely, Alison Stevenson, Head of Learning Resources; David
Buri, Academic Liaison Librarian; and Duncan Chappell, Academic Liaison
Librarian) following agreed protocols as directed by the ‘decision tree’.
2

Something had to be done with the volume of material that was being removed
from the Mackintosh Library so that recovery could begin. The GSA had decided
that some materials should be retained for research purposes, such as examining
and reconstructing brass light fixtures, for example. However, it was impossible
to retain all of the charred material. The decision tree, or the retention/disposal
Decision Framework, enabled library personnel with close connections to the
Mackintosh Library and AOC staff with no connections make objective decisions
about what to do with salvaged materials that included glass, metal, wood, paper
and miscellanea such as brick rubble, remnants of paintings, small plaster casts,
ceramics and textiles.
3

The GSA Library & Learning Resources has a comprehensive collection of
artists’ books and small presses. Access to volumes is usually available on request.
A librarian will retrieve the book from a back room before it is issued to the
4
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of the restored books. Amongst the thirteen was a virtually intact silk-bound copy
of The Sights and Scenes in Fair Japan by Ogawa Kazumasa (c. 1910) and the stillvibrant pochoir-illustrated Macao et Cosmage by Edouard Léon Louis Edy-Legrand
(1919). But I was drawn to Children’s Children by Gertrude Bone (1908). The
volume itself was ordinary: an averagely sized buckram-bound novel with blackand-white illustrations by Muirhead Bone, the author’s husband. However,
despite conservation, the pages blazed with dynamic and vividly hued marks
brought about by heat and water damage, ink spread and mould growth. It
occurred to me that Children’s Children had embodied its experience of the fire.
The book was, ironically, telling its story through its post-textual materiality.

In his 1935 essay ‘The Work of Art in the Age of Mechanical Reproduction’,
Walter Benjamin wrote that the reproduction lacks ‘presence in time and space,
its unique existence at the place where it happens to be’ (Benjamin 1969: 220).
While Heideggerian ‘thingness’ suggests something mysterious, a withdrawn
quality that transcends the object’s function, form and materiality (1962; 1971),
‘aura’ arises from the object’s temporal presence, ‘aura’ is perceived and therefore
the product of a subject–object relation. Writing on the aftermath of the 9/11
attack on New York City, cultural theorist Bill Brown, claims that survivor objects
can become the focus of emotional and intellectual investment, marking and
disavowing ‘unendurable absence’ and that ‘the object of intense interest serves
as a memorial and as a substitute; it is a token of triumph’ (Brown 2015: 280).
Despite Children’s Children being very much present, its post-fire aura had become
entangled with the past event of the Mackintosh fire. As well as localised
significances, the book had transformed into the concrete archetypal symbol of

student. Having made books as an undergraduate, I persuaded the GSA library to
allow me to peruse the special collection in the back room. I found the space as
intriguing as the publications and asked if I could return to write about it. A few
weeks later, Duncan Chappell invited me to view and write about the McLellan
Galleries space in which some of the library’s special collections were stored. Later
that spring, I was asked if I would be interested in writing about the conserved
books.
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the ruin of civilisation – potent significance that could initiate research and
creative responses. Indeed, while I was receptive to the post-fire aura of Children’s
Children and its potential as a cultural heritage object, I was aware that this was
one of only thirteen conserved books. Furthermore, while many still retained
some trace of the fire, the conservation aim had been to restore the books to their
informational and textual contexts and functions. Eight thousand books had
either burnt up or had been discarded in accordance with the decision tree since
they no longer functioned as books. I could not help but contemplate the lost
potential of those eight thousand.

In the meantime, the GSA Archives & Collections (A&C), the GSA L&L sisterdepartment within the School, was affected in comparable ways by the fire. GSA
A&C was situated in the basement of the Mackintosh Building. Immediately after
the fire in 2014, their holdings were salvaged and removed to the McLellan
Galleries to be assessed for stabilisation and conservation. As modest
subdepartments within the School, neither GSA L&L or GSA A&C had a
designated budget for conservation staff, and neither had a conservation policy
document. However, GSA A&C’s approach to conserving artefacts salvaged
from the Mackintosh Building arose from the department’s rootedness in material
culture studies, in contrast to the library’s information and literary studies
perspective. GSA A&C was struck early on by the fire-objects’ new aesthetic and
realised that conservation decisions would be complex. These decisions would
include practical consideration such as budgetary limitations as well as how
feasible or desirable it was to reverse or remove the trace of the fire. The GSA’s
collection of plaster casts, particularly, were conserved to retain an embodied
history of the fire (Christie 2019, personal correspondence, 8 March). GSA A&C
said that the conserved objects’ pre-fire function still exists in their capacity to
inform about the history of the School. However, they also felt that the objects’
ability to support learning increased because of the impact of the fire and new
findings from conservation treatment. Most relevant to this research, these
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objects’ aesthetic impact is a direct representation of the 2014 fire – a new facet
of the School’s recent history (Waters 2019, personal correspondence, 23
January).

It is not the concern of this research to judge past decisions regarding the
materials retained or conserved following the 2014 fire, since libraries deal
primarily with textual information and, therefore, this perspective influences
decision-making. The GSA L&L was faced with a disastrous situation. The
Mackintosh Library was destroyed. Something had to be done with the materials
– essentially ash and char – before some semblance of normalcy could be restored.

Damaged books are particularly vulnerable to being discarded when they exhaust
their textual and informational functions. Consequently, books that could
contribute to our understanding of events as heritage objects are potentially lost.
I propose an alternative approach to book conservation. This approach does not
privilege the textual contexts of the book above its post-textual materiality.
Therefore, to reorient approaches to book conservation, perceptions of the book
must first be realigned. I suggest reorientation could be achieved by appropriating
methods used within material culture studies to re-see the book-object.

3 The Position
I am neither a librarian or book conserver, therefore, I did not arrive at the
situation with theoretical or practical presuppositions of how book conservation
should be approached. I arrived with the oblique perspective of an art practitioner
who uses writing as a key medium.
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Theoretical frameworks that underlie my site-responsive practice and
explorations of voice include the interdisciplinary critical theorist and
architectural historian Jane Rendell’s site-writing (2010); social theorist and
semiotician Mikhail Bakhtin’s theory of dialogism (1972); and phenomenologist
Maurice Merleau-Ponty’s concept of embodiment (1945). Rendell proposes sitewriting as a form of critical spatial practice that writes as rather than writing about
sites of artwork (2010). While Rendell does not privilege the position of the critic
over the reality of the artist, or viewer or of the art-site itself, Merleau-Ponty
considers experience to be relational, in that every perception and cognition is
subjective and governed by the embodiment of the subject. Rendell has proposed
multiple voices as a method of exploring inside and outside positions (2010). In
Bakhtin’s dialogic literary world, there is no omnipotent author but a cacophony
of voices that coexist – although not always in harmony – in time and space:
Life by its very nature is dialogic. To live means to participate in
dialogue: to ask questions, to heed, to respond, to agree, and so forth.
In this dialogue a person participates wholly and throughout his whole
life: with his eyes, lips, hands, soul, spirit, with his whole body and deeds.
He invests his entire self in discourse, and this discourse enters into the
dialogic fabric of human life, into the world symposium (Bakhtin 1984:
293).

Therefore, as in reality, characters on the page conceptualise the world they
inhabit uniquely. I agree, although my position aligns with both Rendell and
Bakhtin in that the individual may have a multiplicity of inner and outer voices
that contribute to a kaleidoscopic understanding of the world, except these voices
are always my own or fictionalised versions of my own.

My writing begins with the concrete, sensory experience of place, moving through
space, things encountered in and associations conjured from a place. Flâneuse
precursors – women who write about the faceted experience of walking – include
George Sand, Virginia Woolf and Rebecca Solnit. Historian, feminist and
environmentalist, Solnit writes about memories of loosely associated events and
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places generated by the experience of the dérive (2000; 2005; 2013). Her form of
writing explores topography and history of place, personal experience and critical
art writing. Connections are made between seemingly disparate ideas, but she
finds a thread of unity, pulling them together into a narrative. Sometimes Solnit
revisits an old idea, reiterating and restructuring, or reinforcing initial impressions
following new understanding. It is a continuous cycle of discovery and
comprehension. Subtle contrails linger, unexplained, freeing the reader to make
their own associations. This is a characteristic of my own practice, which also
endeavours to raise questions rather than claiming to have the answers. However,
while Solnit is often occupied with sociopolitical frictions, I am concerned with a
critique of subjective perceptions and meta-realities.

Within the structure of this research, my practice manifests as print; however,
outwith the research my writing usually returns to the original site as a reading or
installation. Therefore, as someone who is concerned with the spatial and
relational properties of writing, I identify sculptor and writer Katrina Palmer as a
comparable practitioner. Palmer engages with concepts about what is an object
and writing as object-making in The Dark Object (2010), writing characters (an art
student, an administrative assistant, the director and the animated corpse of the
philosopher Hegel amongst others) and placing them within a situation (a School
of Sculpture without Objects). Palmer has considered textuality and book
construction in her Art Angel project, End Matter (2015). Here she responds to
the Portland stone quarries of Dorset in which the structure of the responsive
publication uses the formalities of book organisation to critique material absence,
presenting her writing as paratext or ‘end matter’: appendices, acknowledgements,
an epilogue, an index, a map, and postscripts.

Within the context of this practice-led research, the output is confined to print.
This research is a novel experience within my practice since the focus is upon an
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object rather than site, and therefore my established approach has been refined and
reinforced to ensure appropriateness and academic rigour.

4 The Structure
The theory of object biography was conceived by social anthropologist Igor
Kopytoff to describe how an object moves in and out of social interactions with
humans throughout its lifecycle (1986). Object biography as a method has been
used in anthropology, archaeology and museology as a way of narrativising the
life story or part of the life story of an object, enabling audiences to identify with
the object. I propose that object biographies can preserve the aura of the
Mackintosh fire twofold. First, the analysis and narrativising of the fire-damaged
object performs as a method of documentation. Second, the object biography
enlivens the object by drawing out latent significance that can encourage others
to understand or append that significance, thereby contributing to the
preservation of the object and extenuation of its life. However, I propose a
preservation aim which reorients conventional approaches to book conservation
to explicitly preserve the traces of the Mackintosh fire, since the restoration of
the object to its pre-fire condition would destroy its post-fire aura. Therefore, the
main research question asks: in what way can object biographies of damaged books preserve
the aura of the 2014 Glasgow School of Art Mackintosh fire? The main question is further
divided into two subquestions. The first subquestion asks: what can an analysis of
fire-damaged books reveal about the role of subjectivity in conservation practices? The second
subquestion asks: can object biography, used as a pre-conservation assessment, reorient book
conservation strategies?

The research methodology begins with the identification of three research objects
– the three burnt books – and how serendipity played a role in their inclusion in
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the research framework. The research objects are introduced in the following
section. Next, like many of my peers at the GSA, I had no prior experience of the
Mackintosh Library and therefore required specialist knowledge of the excavation
and conservation processes as well as the site. I invited ten professionals working
for the GSA L&L, the Mackintosh Restoration Project (MRP) team, Kirkdale
Archaeology, AOC Archaeology, Harwell Documentation Restoration Service
and Scottish Fire & Rescue Service (SFRS) to be interviewed. The individuals are
introduced more fully further into this chapter. The interviews allowed me to
follow the conservation journeys of the three burnt books and understand how
subjectivity played a role in that journey. This rich contextualising data formed
the groundwork for executing the object biographies. Object biography is divided
into object analysis and the writing practice that narrativises the analysis. I adopted
methods from the field of ethnography to execute and document the object
analysis taking due care with the research objects considering their fragile postfire condition. Finally, I developed narrative structures for each of the three burnt
books, positioning the research objects as protagonists, not props, in their
biographies.

5 The Books
Three burnt ‘books’ excavated from the fire debris of the Mackintosh Library
form this research case study. Nonetheless, while it is clear Children’s Children
remained a book even after the fire, the Burnt Book and the trace of R. Caldecott’s
Picture Book No2 are not books, in the sense that they do not function as books.
However, the post-fire materialities of both the Burnt Book and the trace of R.
Caldecott’s Picture Book No2 were once functioning codices and retained an aura of
bookness even after the fire. Therefore, the Burnt Book and the cabinet panel are
approved as research objects and designated with the term ‘books’ following this
considered though subjective valuation. Further to this, Children’s Children, the
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Burnt Book and the trace of R. Caldecott’s Picture Book No2 will be collectively
referred to as ‘the three burnt books’ or ‘the research objects’ throughout the
thesis. Individually, Children’s Children may also be referred to as the Bruised Book;
the Burnt Book may be referred to by its book title in volume iii; the trace of R.
Caldecott’s Picture Book No2 as the book cabinet side panel or the Imprint (the BookThat-Was of the title of volume iv refers to the original R. Caldecott’s Picture Book
No2 that disappeared). They may also be referred to as ‘the book’, ‘the volume’ or
‘the object’. The following discussion introduces known details about each
object’s recovery from the library fire debris and the assessment that followed.
The post-fire materialities of the books are not described here, however, since the
analysis and the resulting writing form the portfolio submission.

Children’s Children by Gertrude Bone was published by Duckworth in Covent
Garden, London in 1908. As a non-folio illustration book, Children’s Children was
located on the ground-floor east wall of the Mackintosh Library. As the fire in the
library took hold, it rose to the ceiling, burning the cabinetry on the mezzanine
level, causing the structure to collapse, burying the materials below and
smothering the flames. Children’s Children was amongst those buried materials.
This accounts for its preserved condition. The first measure for assessing nonwood materials – including books and remnants of books – according to the
decision tree was: ‘is it substantial?’ An affirmative would follow with ‘does it
retain institutional, pedagogical, or historical value?’ Another ‘yes’ and the book
would be sent to Harwell Document Restoration Services in Oxford for freezing,
which is the first intervention for arresting further decomposition. A ‘no’, and the
book would be discarded. If the book was assessed as ‘unsubstantial’, it did not
necessarily result in immediate disposal. An ‘unsubstantial’ yet ‘identifiable’ book
from the library’s Special Collections would also be sent for freezing. Children’s
Children was one of only twenty books to be retained. However, not all of the
twenty would be conserved. Chappell explained the cost-benefit analysis that
measured whether ‘the cost of conservation was less than the cost of buying a
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replacement copy’. None of the lost books were irreplaceable in the sense that
other copies were available to replace them, however, ‘some volumes were
conserved regardless because they bore inscriptions, or had notable provenances’
(Chappell 2018, personal correspondence, 10 October). Chappell confirmed,
however, that the decision for conserving Children’s Children was ‘economic’
(Chappell 2018, personal correspondence, 10 October).

A second book was recovered with severe damage. The fire had consumed its
textual identity, and therefore for identification purposes, I called it the Burnt
Book. Few facts are known about the book; therefore, inferences drawn from the
specialist interviews fill gaps in information. I speculated that the book underwent
the same post-fieldwork processes as Children’s Children. The rigours of the
decision tree framework would have decided the fate of the book. That fate would
have been bleak since two-thirds of the book had been consumed by fire. What
remained was blackened and blistered. Its form was distorted. The book was
neither ‘substantial’ nor ‘identifiable’. However, the book eluded the fatal verdict
of the decision tree. According to Liz Davidson, Mackintosh Restoration Project
(MRP) Senior Project Manager, for undisclosed motives, an unnamed
archaeologist took the book out of the adjudicating process. There are two
potential motives for this intervention. First, the archaeologist felt the object
would be useful as a material culture case-study for pedagogic purposes. This
hypothesis is based on a colleague mentioned briefly by Gretel Evans, AOC
Conservation Department Manager that also enabled me to position the
archaeologist within the McLellan Galleries as opposed to within the Mackintosh
Library amongst Kirkdale’s archaeologists. Alternatively, the archaeologist may
have felt that this particular book represented the eight thousand books that had
burnt with the library or were currently being processed and discarded, and
consequently should be kept in memorial of those that were lost. Davidson
explained in her interview how the Burnt Book came into her custodianship and
how the object later came to be selected by Historic Environment Scotland (HES)

11

Three Burnt Books: An Unconventional Conservation Narrative
for ‘The Glasgow School of Art Fire’ (2017a) exhibition at the Engine Shed,
Stirling. The Burnt Book can be described, depending on personal sensibilities, as
sensorially offensive or aesthetically stunning. It was rancid, yet striking, and
actively deteriorating; consequently, it posed a challenging conservation problem.
How should a conserver approach this book, since it no longer functioned in its
textual and information capacity? Was the damage reversible and even if so, would
reversal be a desirable outcome? Furthermore, The Burnt Book had accumulated
an extraordinary personal provenance post-fire courtesy of its persistant survival.
Did this story contribute anything to its post-fire significance? Although the title
of the Burnt Book has since been discovered as a result of my research, the only
mention of the title within the metanarrative of the thesis is in a footnote in the
concluding chapter and in volume iii of the portfolio submission, since further
explanation here would ‘spoil’ the intended thriller quality of that narrative for the
reader.

Randolph Caldecott’s Picture Book No2 was published by Frederick Warne,
London in 1910. It was located in the same general area as Children’s Children.
However, R. Caldecott’s Picture Book No2 was not as fortunate as Children’s Children
and did not survive the fire. What remains of the book is an impression of the
cover on the surface of a cabinet side panel. The crispness of the transfer rendered
the book easily identifiable. As stated, the collapse of the mezzanine suffocated
the fire at ground level. The material from above had ‘deposited in a distinct
wedge shape, thicker at the wall and terminating toward the centre of the library’
(Ewart et al., 2015: 15). What remained of the upright basal cabinetry indicated
the point at which the fire had been extinguished. On completion of the clear-out
on 6 February 2015, Kirkdale carried out an ‘archaeological standing building
record’ of the Mackintosh Library (Ewart et al., 2015: 3). The record included the
documentation of the library with drawings and photography. Some of these
photographs show several spectral rectangles floating at the shelf line of the
cabinetry. Had the object been processed following the decision tree framework
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– which it had not – it may have been discarded as it appears the others had. Since
only the best ‘preserved examples’ of wood materials would be retained, the
cabinet panels would have been assessed as in poor condition and disposed of,
despite their intriguing hauntings. While the phenomenon of the spectral books
was not unique within the Mackintosh Library, the effect seems to have been
unique to the Mackintosh Library. Emma Dadson, Harwell Documentation
Restoration Services Key Account Director, categorically stated she had never
seen an effect such as this before. Gretel Evans suggested how the effect may
have occurred and offered a comparable experience of a wet magazine
transferring print, and in doing so implied that for her too, this was a novel
phenomenon. The length of side panel onto which R. Caldecott’s Picture Book No2
had impressed was discovered by Sarah MacKinnon, MRP Project Manager,
following the completion of the archaeological excavation. ‘Caldecott’ was
MacKinnon’s maternal grandmother’s name and therefore this connection with
the object contributed to her decision to retain it. MacKinnon had the object
removed from the Mackintosh Library, packaged it in archival tissue paper and
bubble wrap, had it labelled and in time attended to by a conservator to prevent
the image from fading.

There are correlations between the story of the Burnt Book and the panel. In both
cases an individual had a connection with the object and intervened in its likely
fate. If subjectivity had not thrown in a disruptive spanner, the objects and the
narratives that they embodied would have gone the way of much of the material
removed from the Mackintosh Library: to an undisclosed landfill. The situation
differed in that the panel had an authoritative protector when the Burnt Book did
not. Sarah MacKinnon could exert her influence as the MRP Project Manager,
ensuring that the panel would receive the care that she felt compelled to provide.
The Burnt Book’s original custodian, the archaeologist, potentially a junior
colleague, had limited authority. Liz Davidson said in her interview that the
archaeologist had left the country soon after the excavation was completed,
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suggesting that perhaps she was not under permanent contract. Before she
departed the United Kingdom, the archaeologist handed custody of the Burnt
Book over to a third party, who kept the object in a plastic bag under his bed. The
book then came into the possession of Liz Davidson, and the object returned to
a context in which it had significance once again.

6 The Specialists
Ten specialists from various professional disciplines involved in the excavation
and conservation of materials salvaged from the Mackintosh Library were invited
to be interviewed. The following is a summary of the specialists’ professional role
within the context of the 2014 Mackintosh fire, how their contribution aided my
understanding of the three burnt books’ conservation journey, and any further
points of interest that they shared.

Alan Fairbairn, Scottish Fire & Rescue Service’s Area Manager for South
Lanarkshire concisely explained the rationale for allowing individual members of
the GSA staff into the Mackintosh Library within days of the fire when ordinarily
this would not be the case. This decision may have initiated a dialogue about how
a salvage operation should be approached and enforced, and whether materials
excavated from the fire debris had value in their new post-fire contexts.

The GSA L&L cohort that participated in the study are David Buri, Duncan
Chappell and Alison Stevenson. Buri and Chappell, being long-term GSA staff
members, contributed rich accounts of their experiences of the Mackintosh
Library before the 2014 fire and of its immediate aftermath. Jointly, they have
given over thirty-five years of service to the GSA and, therefore, of the ten
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specialists interviewed they were the most personally affected by the fire.
Stevenson, the principal architect of the decision tree framework, contextualises
the predicament of the Mackintosh Building immediately after the 2014 fire and
lucidly explains the rationale for processing materials excavated from the
Mackintosh Library.

Liz Davidson and Sarah MacKinnon represent the MRP team. They give accounts
of the progress of the restoration in 2017 and an alternative experience of the
Mackintosh Building as a space in the process of renewal. Davidson describes the
circumstances that brought the Burnt Book into her custodianship and shares an
anecdote that later supported my claim of the volume’s textual identity.
MacKinnon gives an account of the discovery of the imprinted cabinet side panel
and her custodianship of the object.

Gordon Ewart, Director of Kirkdale Archaeology, explains how the
archaeologists approached the ‘systematic excavation and recording of the fire
debris’ and ‘archaeological standing building record of the site’ (Ewart et al., 2015:
3). Ewart, a veteran of material culture studies, discusses how the traces embodied
by cultural-heritage objects and places connect people to the past.

The Conservator cohort comprises of Emma Dadson of Harwell Document
Restoration Services, and Gretel Evans and Natalie Mitchell of AOC. They
provide the research project with hypotheses regarding how fire-, smoke-, waterand mould-damage changed the materiality of the three burnt books. Dadson,
Evans and Mitchell provide an insight into how conservation and material culture
specialists interact with and interpret objects. It seems even daily exposure to
objects does not exhaust the relationship between human and non-human, and
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even professionals experience astonishment at the transformations of materials.
Evans provides further insight into the ethics and practicalities of preserving and
conserving materials. As an experienced professional, she understands that
economics and capacity must be amongst considerations when determining the
fate of objects.

It is vital to take into account that these interviews were conducted in the summer
of 2017, a whole year before the second Mackintosh fire. An unexpected
provision of the ten interviews is that the specialists share their anticipations and
trepidations for the restored Mackintosh Building. The 2018 fire disrupted these
expectations. Had the interviews been conducted in the summer of 2018, the
content of the interviews would have been very different. The interviews have
digitally arrested a moment in the GSA’s history bookended by two fires.
Furthermore, the interviews document the Mackintosh Library’s lost future.

7 The Presentation
Volume i contains legends, this introduction, the literature survey, methodology,
conclusion, bibliography and appendices. Volumes ii, iii and iv comprise the
portfolio submission, collectively called the Three Burnt Books. The italicised
designation identifies the body of the portfolio from the three research objects
which are collectively referred to as the three burnt books throughout the thesis.
GSA graduate, Ruudu Ulas’s documentary photographs of the three burnt books
are situated at the end of volumes ii and iv since it was desirable for the reader to
visualise the research object from the writing rather than the images. In volume
iii, three images are situated within the body of the text since they perform
evidencing and typographic functions.
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The ‘Literature Survey’ is organised into two parts: ‘1 Book History’ and ‘2
Mackintosh Fire Research’. The chapter begins with a brief introduction to the
impact of the material turn in the late twentieth century upon Book History. ‘1.1
Book Destruction’ surveys literature specifically interested in this area. ‘1.2 Book
Conservation’ looks at how the preservation of textual materiality often takes
precedence over the preservation of post-textual materialities. The chapter
considers conservation approaches in material culture studies as a way of
reorienting an approach to book conservation. ‘2 Mackintosh Fire Research’ is an
overview of projects that have arisen following the Mackintosh fires (2014; 2018).
‘2.1 Mackintosh Library Collections Presentations 2014–2018’ reveals how the
GSA L&L approach to the conservation of books salvaged from the Mackintosh
Library following the first fire reoriented as a result of interest in post-fire
aesthetics and materialities. ‘2.2 A Beautiful Living Thing’ surveys GSA academic,
writer and art practitioner, Ross Birrell’s improvisation project based on the new
aesthetic of the Mackintosh Library and accompanying essay. ‘2.3 The GSA
Plaster Casts’ surveys writing and practices orbiting the conservation and representation of a plaster cast from the School’s collection.

The ‘Methodology’ chapter explains the rationale for adopting and adapting
methods used in ethnography, incorporating writing forms and practices, and
borrowing theoretical frameworks from computer science and architectural
criticism. First, I propose how ‘serendipity’ played a role in the identification and
selection of the three burnt books. Second, in ‘2 Interviews’, I show how I
designed and carried out semi-structured interviews with ten specialists. Extracts
from the interview transcripts are woven into the narratives, providing context,
expert knowledge and advancing the story. The extracts are referenced as
endnotes and can be cross-referenced with the transcripts in the ‘Appendix’.
Finally, in ‘3 Object Biography’ I explain the qualitative approach that
incorporates a theoretical position, the analysis, field notes and writing of the
object biography.
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The appendix consist of specialist interview transcripts and supporting
documentation. The transcripts are presented as hard copies rather than on a flash
drive or CD since the research is embedded in the materiality of the book and
encounters with the book. Technological advancements may one day render older
technologies obsolete. Furthermore, hard copies allow the reader to crossreference extracted quotes used in the thesis and portfolio submission.

Volume ii, ‘The Bruised Book’ is organised into four sections. The preface is
written as self-reflective psychologist’s notes. Part I is structured as a polyphony
of the specialists’ voices. Part II constitutes the object analysis. Part III
experiments with composition and dialogic analytical and associative voices.

Volume iii, ‘The Burnt Book’ intersects gothic and noir detective fiction genres
and is plotted as a three-act research thriller. Act one sets the scene and leads into
the second act with a plot point, a moment of realisation that the Burnt Book is
in existential peril. The suspense rises throughout act two, culminating with the
second plot point, which is the revelation of the Burnt Book’s identity and a
nightmare sequence. Act three explores the significance of the research object in
light of its rediscovered identity.

Volume iv, ‘The Imprint (or the Book-That-Was)’ opens with an account of the
office spaces in the Mackintosh Building. The aura of the object is self-referential,
entangled with the dematerialisation of R. Caldecott’s Picture Book No2. Therefore,
the narrative explores the intangible materialities of absent presences such as
reflections, shadows and ghosts, particularly in children's literature in reference to
the literary genre of R. Caldecott’s Picture Book No2. The volume concludes in 2018
with the immediate aftermath of the second Mackintosh fire.
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Literature Survey

This research resides in and across two research fields. The first field is a
subcategory of book history and concerns damaged books. I am neither a
conservator, nor a material culture studies expert, however, this research proposes
that my perspective as an art practitioner can make a valuable contribution to
book conservation studies by proposing an epistemological framework that
reorients the judgment of the significance of damaged books. This reorientation
can, I suggest, impact pre-conservation assessment and subsequent conservation
practices. The second research field is still relatively small and at early stages; it is
the conservation and restoration context of the Glasgow School of Art
Mackintosh Building following its two recent fires (2014; 2018). Within this
context, my research focuses specifically on the material contents of the
Mackintosh Library that was razed in 2014, particularly three burnt books
excavated from the fire debris.

This chapter is organised into two parts, that is ‘Book History’ and ‘Mackintosh
Fire Research’. The first part introduces how the paradigm shift from linguistic
philosophy, prevalent throughout much of the twentieth century, impacted book
history. Some book historians were excited by the potentiality of the material text,
while others met materialism with consternation. These positions show how the
textual materiality of the book-object has taken precedence over its post-textual
materiality, and in turn, impacted approaches to conservation. ‘Book History’
surveys literature that focuses on book destruction, particularly historical
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incidences of incendiary (outside warfare); the source of the agential presence of
the book; and the relationship between destruction and creation in creative
practices (comparing theoretical approaches with those of the portfolio
submission of this thesis). This section also surveys literature concerned with
salvaging libraries after a disaster; and book conservation practices to understand
why, as a rule, the preservation of the text is privileged, and therefore, why the
GSA’s approach to restoring their burnt books originally adhered to this
approach. The second section introduces the GSA’s rich climate of post-fire
research activity before focusing on three specific areas relevant to this research.
The first is Ross Birrell’s series of filmed improvisations, A Beautiful Living Thing
(2015–), which considers the post-fire aesthetic of the Mackintosh Library. The
second is Duncan Chappell’s ‘Mackintosh Library Collections Presentations
2014–2018’, which show how the GSA’s approach to the conservation of books
salvaged from the Mackintosh Library reoriented from an approach that favoured
restoring the books’ textual identity to an approach that seeks to preserve the
trace of the fire. This subsection also shows how my research, and others’ interest
in post-fire materiality, influenced this reorientation. Finally, research that orbited
the conservation of GSA’s plaster cast collection is surveyed to introduce a
counter-approach to the restoration of material culture.

In the 1990s, new materialism emerged as an interdisciplinary, theoretical, and
political field of enquiry that reconsidered objects’ societal role, resituating
material things as agents rather than passive, inert entities. In the tradition of
Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari, actor-network theory explores the societal
relationship between human and non-human actants (Latour 1987; 2005; Callon
1999; Law 1999), while vibrant materialism postulates that humans and nonhumans are entwined in ecologies and speculates that matter has agential liveliness
or ‘thing-power’ (Bennett 2010). Thing-theory resides in literary criticism and
contemplates Martin Heidegger’s distinction between the functional object and
the present thing (Brown 2001). Object-oriented ontology, also derived from
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Heidegger’s ideas, speculates whether non-human entities experience their
realities beyond anthropocentric definitions of consciousness (Harman 2002;
2018). These movements variously agree with and challenge one another’s
positions on whether the nature of object agency is ontological or empirical. This
research is undoubtedly situated within this discourse that is fascinated with
material cultural and things.

The main research question asks: in what way can object biographies of damaged books
preserve the aura of the 2014 Glasgow School of Art Mackintosh fire? Amongst the
materials excavated from the fire debris of the Mackintosh Library – materials
that included the construction and contents of Charles Rennie Mackintosh’s
celebrated space – were three burnt books. In his 1936 essay ‘The Work of Art in
the Age of Mechanical Reproduction’, Walter Benjamin wrote that the
reproduced

artwork

(in contrast

to

the

authentic, singular

object)

lacks ‘presence in time and space, its unique existence at the place where it
happens to be’ (Benjamin 1969: 220). The books were present, perhaps, as they
had never been before pyrolysis, hydrolysis and partial combustion had
transformed them from library books into something else. New significances came
with the books’ new materialities including localised significance about the
School, and universal significance about what burning books and burnt books
might symbolise. These significances required investigation and reflection, and
this required a method of observing the book, not as the embodiment of material
text, but as material culture, a present entity with a biography. Therefore, writing
the biography of the object, attending to its post-fire journey, would be the means
of observing and recording that biography. While the research adheres to the
notion of a flat ontology (in contrast with a hierarchical ontology that positions
humans at the apex) that is ubiquitous to new materialism (DeLanda 2002, 2016;
Bryant 2011), positioning the books as protagonists, not props in their
biographies (that is, the creative non-fiction component that constitutes the main
submission of this research), the research also acknowledges that the experience
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of books is phenomenological. I make meaning by attending to the object, and
my subjective position influences the resulting narrative.

Subjectivity played a crucial role in the book-objects’ conservation journey.
Individuals, including an unnamed archaeologist and Sarah MacKinnon, the
Mackintosh Restoration Project (MRP) Project Manager, intervened in or
circumnavigated the formal assessment framework designed by the GSA Library
& Learning Resources (L&L) to assess materials from the Mackintosh Library
and decide whether they would be discarded or be kept for research or
preservation. Therefore, a subquestion explored in this research asks: what can an
analysis of fire-damaged books reveal about the role of subjectivity in conservation practices? The
interventionists provided the burnt books with alternative significance that
exceeded their obsolescence as library books. To see the book anew, the book
has to be seen as something more than the embodiment of text; it has to be seen
as a material culture artefact. I propose that object biography is the most
capacious epistemological framework for re-seeing the book and intervening in
the disposal of potentially culturally significant objects. Therefore, a second
research subquestion asks: can object biography, used as a pre-conservation assessment,
reorient book conservation strategies?

1 Book History
By the 1980s, post-structuralism, postmodernism, postcolonialism and feminism
had effected a paradigm shift in the humanities and social sciences. Book history
emerged as a field of research that recognised the book as a material object with
a social function. The literary critic Jerome McGann showed how authorial
intentions could be subsumed by a succession of editorial interventions with his
idea of the ‘socialisation of texts’ (1983). Bibliographer D. F. McKenzie’s concept

22

Three Burnt Books: An Unconventional Conservation Narrative
of the ‘sociology of texts’ observed how the book as an object revealed modes of
production, distribution and consumption (1986). McKenzie was also keen to
release the practice of bibliography from the codex and petitioned that other
forms of ‘text’ available by the mid-1980s, such as film and audio, should fall
under the remit of bibliographers (1986). The historian and historiographer Roger
Chartier looked at how, since the fourteenth century, books had been categorised,
organised and perceived by those involved in their production, distribution and
consumption (1992). While matter was a genuine consideration for these scholars,
it is evident is that book historians’ concern with the materiality of the book was
generally a concern with the materiality of text.

Some literary theorists have expressed concern with the momentum of the
material turn within book history. Literary and aesthetic theorist James A. Knapp
and narrative theorist Jeffrey Pence’s essay, ‘Between Thing and Theory’ (2003)
appeared in their guest-edited winter 2003 issue of Poetics Today as an intervention
in what they claim to be the excessive formalism of new materialism’s influence.
On the other hand, Jonathan Senchyne, Director of the Center for the History of
Print and Digital Culture at the University of Wisconsin-Madison, is more
favourable towards the influences of new materialism on book history. His essay,
‘Vibrant Material Textuality: New Materialism, Book History, and Archive in
Paper’ (2018) uses narratives about rag-paper manufacture to explore the impact
of the material turn in critical theory and book history, since both fields ‘attempt
to understand the meanings and effects of material actors’ and how new
materialism and material textuality ‘help us understand the capacities of material
texts to make meaning and to enter relationships with humans and other objects’
(2018: 72–73). The author aligns himself firmly with the convention that the text
makes the book and admits that ‘book history has tended to look at things like
paper in service of a linguistic work printed on it’ (author’s own emphasis)
(Senchyne 2018: 68).
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I do not position myself as a literary critic. I am circumstantially concerned with
material text since it forms an element of the book-object’s identity. Its object
materiality, however – its materiality beyond the textual – is of utmost concern.
It is the experience of the material that catalyses the writing. It is my contention
that modes of criticism customarily aligned with book history are overly fixated
upon the literary work. Therefore, such modes are limiting for a critical analysis
of the post-textual materiality of the book-object. A mode of criticism from
another field of research must be appropriated. This mode must see through and
behind the text. The reading of the book must be an alternative reading that
enables the researcher to reorient their perspective from the book as material text
and consider the book as an object of material culture.

The boundary between the book as a literary object and the book as a material
object is most contentious when the book loses its intended function, when it is
no longer accessible in its textual and information context. Damaged books reside
in a liminal space between these categorisations and therefore are vulnerable to
interventions that aim to either retrieve them from obscurity and return them to
literary legibility, or condemn them for disposal. This section, therefore, explores
the subgenre of book destruction within book history, the practice of book
conservation, and considers how other research fields, particularly material
culture studies, practice alternative conservation approaches.

1.1 Book Destruction
Book destruction is a modest area of scholarship within the field of book history.
Since ‘destruction’ posits that the material object is already past tense, much of
the study of book destruction is historical. Burnt books, as seen in the GSA’s
disposal/retention assessment of print artefacts excavated from the Mackintosh
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Library, tend to be discarded unless they can be restored. Consequently, material
culture artefacts that have been set alight either burn up, are discarded as unusable
or are returned to a functional condition with the least trace of damage that the
skill of the conservator allows.

Fernando Báez is director of Venezuela’s National Library. Báez’s research
includes his work on cultural losses following the USA’s and UK’s invasion of
Iraq in 2003. A Universal History of the Destruction of the Book (2004) is the first
comprehensive history of book destruction (Báez 2008). The author’s principal
question is: what is it that drives people to destroy books? Before considering why
books are destroyed, Báez’s considers how writing is a recent development in
human history, ‘[w]hich means that humanity’s existence is 99 percent prehistory
and less than one percent written history [sic]’ (2008: 10). Why then do humans
place such significance on the book? Báez surmises that it is because ‘[t]he book
gives substance to human memory’ (2008: 11) and libraries, therefore, are ‘cultural
patrimonies’ (2008: 12):
It is for this reason, and for others that constitute the central thesis of
this essay, that books are not destroyed as physical objects but as links
to memory, that is, as one of the axes of the identity of a person or a
community (Báez 2008: 12).

It is this link to cultural memory that accounts for the potency of the
book as a symbol and an agential object. A Universal History of the
Destruction of the Book considers why fire is the tool of choice for
obliterating books and the memories and ideas they contain:
The reason for using fire is obvious: it reduces the spirit of a work to
matter. […] if you burn paper, the atemporal rationality stops being
rationality and becomes ashes. There is also a visual element. Anyone
who’s seen something burned recognizes its undeniably black color.
That which is light becomes dark (Báez 2008: 17).

The burnt book, therefore, is particularly loaded with significances about
attempted subjugation and cultural resistance, with the addition of primal theatre.
Báez surveys the history of book destruction in the ancient world of the Near and
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Middle East, China, Greece and Rome; from Byzantium to the nineteenth
century, including early Christian Europe, the Islamic world, pre-Hispanic
Americas, the European Renaissance, the Revolutions and the Enlightenment;
fictional book destruction; twentieth century to present-day incendiary; and the
natural enemies of books (which include various invertebrates). Báez’s account of
lost books in chapter 17, ‘Fires, Wars, Mistakes, and Messiahs’, traces the
assembly and razing of significant libraries. The royal monastery of San Lorenzo
de El Escorial’s three libraries losses to fire include ‘a codex of the Visigoth
councils, texts by Dioscorides, and The Natural History of the Indes’ (2008: 174).
Swedish astronomer Anders Spole lost significant volumes by early scientists and
mathematicians including ‘Atland eller Manheim, Atlantica sive Manheim (1675–
1689), Campi Elysii Liber Primus (1701), and Nora Samolad sive Laponia Illustrata
(1701) by Olaf Rydbeck’ (2008: 176). Icelandic bibliophile Árni Magnússon’s
collection of 2,500 manuscripts, letters and documents was destroyed in the Great
Fire of Copenhagen in 1728, which included ‘the Breviarium Nidarosiense, the
first book printed in Hoolum, a city in Iceland, in the sixteenth century’ (2008:
177). The UNESCO-designated Anna Amelia Library, Weimar, lost 28,000
volumes including ‘the best Faust collection in the world (13,000 copies), […]
first editions of Shakespeare, 500 incunabula, and 2,000 manuscripts […] an
admirable bible collection, including a 1534 copy owned by Martin Luther’ (2008:
182). It is the loss of the book-object, more so than the loss of the text (which
survives in other volumes) that is lamentable in these incidences of incendiary.
What is of interest within the context of this research are the spare details of
books that escaped complete combustion:
Ultimately, some 4,500 codices were saved [from the Escorial], and for
more than fifty years remained stored in the upper hall of the monastery
(Báez 2008: 175).

[Theologian and classicist Dr Richard Bentley] sprang out carrying the
Codex Alexandrinus under his arm […].
The next day, the manuscripts that were saved were brought to a room
in Westminster School. A year later, a report about the damage was
completed. It stated that of 958 manuscripts in the Cotton library, 114
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were burned and 98 were damaged. Actually only thirteen manuscripts
completely disappeared, though a good number were reduced to cinders
(Báez 2008: 178).

More than 28,000 burned [in the Anna Amelia Library fire], and almost
34,000 fell victim to the firemen. A human chain of more than 500
people braved the fire and saved thousands of books’ (Báez 2008: 182).

Did these books survive unscathed or did they retain some traces of the fire in
which they were involved? Considering the historical significance of these
libraries’ destruction, objects with a direct association with the events may permit
us to traverse time and space, to connect with those contexts. This research posits
that the burnt book embodies its history and that history is accessible through the
material object. However, because burnt books are perceived as unusable – and
therefore devalued – textual objects, they disappear.

Fortunately, fire-damaged books are not always discarded. Some burnt volumes
following the Anna Amelia Library fire in 2004 were retained. Kyujin Ahn,
Andreas Schedl, Thomas Zweckmair and Antje Potthast examined a partially
damaged copy of Skalde-försök (1819) by Anna Maria Lenngren recovered from
the library to observe chemical changes caused by the fire (Ahn et al. 2018). This
research falls into material science and is therefore beyond the remit of my
investigation, however, Ahn et al.’s work is of interest since it is evidence that the
materiality of the burnt book has research value. It is, to date, the most
comprehensive study of the effects of fire upon the structure of paper and has
uncovered quantitative data on what happens to paper during pyrolysis,
knowledge which can assist future conservation strategies (Ahn et al. 2018).

Gill Partington and Adam Smyth co-edit Book Destruction from the Medieval to the
Contemporary (2014). Partington is a Research Fellow at Birkbeck, University of
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London and a member of Birkbeck’s Material Texts Network. Her research
explores media theory, the history of reading and textual materiality, with a
particular interest in changing engagements with the material book or, as
Partington writes, ‘unconventional reading’ (Partington 2019b). Smyth is
Professor of English Literature and the History of the Book at Balliol College,
University of Oxford. Smyth’s research focuses on the intersection of the literary
and material forms of the book. Both Partington and Smyth were amongst the
panel of speakers debating the topic of ‘Book Parts’ at the University of Oxford’s
2017 conference English: Shared Futures. The panel discussed the material turn and
its impact on book history studies in the 2010s. Selected essays from Book
Destruction from the Medieval to the Contemporary surveyed in this chapter include
Partington and Smyth’s introduction; art historian Kate Flint’s ‘The Aesthetic of
Book Destruction’; Partington and Smyth’s interview with multidisciplinary art
practitioner, writer and GSA lecturer Ross Birrell about his ‘long term interest in
book destruction’ (2014b: 74) in the chapter, ‘Book Torture’; and Adam Smyth’s
essay ‘Burning to Read: Ben Jonson’s Library Fire of 1623’ – supported by
Daniella Cascella’s Singed (2017) – which posits a creative alternative to alteredbook art.

Partington and Smyth begin their introduction with the secrecy that shrouds the
waste disposal of unwanted books. This covertness is partially due to economics
and partially due to the aura that shrouds books:
Books are two-faced: on the one hand they are totems: carriers of
culture, values, beliefs. But on the other hand they are quotidian objects:
material and ephemeral things, subject to decay and physical
obsolescence like any other. We weigh them down with significance out
of all proportion to their flimsy paper and cardboard construction. Their
destruction, too, is a material fact that is overloaded with symbolism
(Partington and Smyth 2014a: 4).

The authors cite how opposition to the ideas they embody provoke some groups
to burn books ceremoniously and, conversely, the outrage and violence that is
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roused when religious and secular texts are set on fire. The destruction of books
is symbolically loaded and is, therefore, delicate business. A portrait of a manager
of a book-pulping plant suggests an alternative reading of the book that has little
to do with text:
He knows paper inside out. He understands its inner workings, its
complex variations of weight, grade and texture. He knows how it is
made and unmade; holding it up to the light he can show how the fibres
in a sheet of notepaper bind it together; he can tell by its taste if a
banknote is made of genuine Cypriot white virgin pulp, and he can talk
at length about the construction and coatings of a cardboard box. In the
shredding plant, what matters is matter itself (Partington and Smyth
2014a: 1–2).

Partington and Smyth write that ‘the usual currency of literature – content,
plotline, character, style – no longer signifies’ (2014a: 2) and assert that the pulping
plant ‘is a place where people look at books with different eyes, not reading but
grading, looking through the print to what is underneath’ (2014a: 2). The
manager’s sensory perceptions are honed to judge materiality, his critical ‘grading’
is as attuned to the nuances of the physicality of the book as a literary scholar is
attuned to the nuances of language. This post-textual reading of the book is
compatible with my approach to analysing the book as object. Nevertheless, the
approach of this research does not entirely disregard the textual content since the
text is inherent to the identity of the book (the search for the books’ identities,
including its literary identity, is a major theme of ‘The Burnt Book’). While the
pulping plant manager’s grading of materiality does adhere to a value system, the
criticality of his approach is lacking, and here we part ways. My critical analysis of
the material object uses the entire sense range to describe its materiality. That
criticality is also reflexive, contemplating how the process of analysis induces
images and ideas that construct meaning.

Partington and Smyth recognise that the destruction of the book ‘has been, until
now, largely unchartered territory, and this significant aspect of the material life
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of the book has thus been omitted from the account’ (2014a: 8). The authors
write:
Destruction is a unique moment when the boundaries around the book
become especially permeable and dissolve entirely; when it transforms
itself into matter, is recycled into another book, or becomes some other
kind of object. It is a moment when the complex nature of the book
becomes especially visible, and when the fraught relationship between
its insides and outside – its materiality and its semiotic content – is most
urgently felt (Partington and Smyth 2014a: 8–9).

This research is closely aligned with Partington and Smyth’s area of inquiry.
However, while this case study explores near destruction and partial destruction,
total destruction also features, particularly when analysing the trace of R.
Caldecott’s Picture Book No2 that has been transferred onto the surface of the cabinet
panel. The authors claim that the symbolic boundaries of the book dissolve with
destruction; however, the ephemeral moment between presentness and
absentness resides in the moment of transition. This transition can only be
examined if matter is still perceivable. The benefit of investigating the damaged
object as opposed to the destroyed object is that the damaged object is present. The
remainder of the introduction to Book Destruction from the Medieval to the
Contemporary discusses the essays that follow which are distributed across five
sections:

‘Burning’,

‘Mutilating’,

‘Doctoring’,

‘Degrading’

and

‘Deforming/Reshaping’. The essays include examinations of attitudes to print
materials in early days of the printing revolution, explorations of art practices that
exploit the materiality of books, and how the digital age has impelled a renewal in
interest in the book-object.

The University of South California Provost Professor in Art History and English
Kate Flint’s essay ‘The Aesthetic of Book Destruction’ (2014) explores two
themes. First, Flint analyses book destruction as image, discussing James
Griffioen’s photographs of the Detroit Public Schools Book Depository as an
example. The Book Depository was abandoned after a fire swept through the
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building in 1987. The building lay neglected for twenty years before Griffioen
began his documentation of the ruin. Flint reiterates Griffioen’s claim that the
potency of the images lies in their prophetic suggestion of a post-human future,
that the composting debris of culture will eventually be reclaimed by nature once
humans are gone. Next, Flint reviews the practices of various altered-book artists
who mine the raw matter of books to make new objects. Some of these
practitioners rescue discarded volumes from obscurity by cutting into, cutting out
of and assembling books, essentially reinventing or enhancing the original, such
as Su Black’s fairy tale dioramas or Nicola Dale’s frondescent paper chains that
are collaborations between matter and the imagination that matter inspires. Acts
of book destruction in art practice can be provocative, as other practitioners –
such as Lisa Kokin – desecrate the book in protest against its semiotic content. A
common characteristic of the practices of altered-book artists, however, is that
they tend to draw attention to the material properties of books.

Whether the result of neglect or intention, Flint claims:
In general, even the most mangled, soaked and reshaped book, even if
it’s been rendered utterly illegible, still reminds one forcefully of its
original form. Indeed, one might argue that the greater the injury it has
suffered, the more powerful the appeal to a spectator’s sensory and
emotional attraction to the book as a generic object (Flint 2014: 185).

Flint goes on to suggest that damaged books:
[C]ompel us to think about a number of questions. What, exactly, is lost
when a book is destroyed – and what possibilities are released? [...] What
is the relationship between material form and the significance of the
word? In what ways is a book still a book without legible words? What,
indeed, do we see when we see a book that has been mutilated beyond
repair? And when and why might such a sight, such as an image, bring
aesthetic pleasure, as well as, for some, visceral pain? (Flint 2014: 175).

These questions may be condensed into one: What are the transactions of
significance at work at the moment of destruction? When books are damaged as
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a result of negligence or malice they lose monetary value, yet the potency of
symbolic value increases as a result of that damage. Since this new significance is
highly emotive – sometimes painful, sometimes pleasurable, depending on the
position of the spectator – and perhaps fleeting since the spectacle of destruction
may be ephemeral, intellectualising that significance can be difficult. When an art
practitioner destroys a book, they replace its utilitarian value with artistic value,
reducing the likelihood that the book will be swept up or thrown away and,
therefore, allowing the time and space for the spectator to critically analyse their
response to it.

Flint urges an alternative reading of the damaged book, introducing comparative
literary theorist Svetlana Boym’s ‘critical ruin gaze’ (Boym 2010):
Such a gaze does not look solely towards the past, indulging in nostalgia,
yearning after some lost, imagined totality. Rather it uses the ruin as an
opportunity to make us speculate about the relationship between
sensory perception and speculative thought, about the dialectic between
material and digital reality, about the place of the human, and human
imagination and creativity, in the face of decay and destruction (Flint
2014: 185).

Boym’s theory of the critical ruin gaze, as introduced by Flint, suggests a
theoretical position compatible with the position taken in this research and will
be discussed further in the next chapter. That position does not romanticise or
fetishise by reducing ruin to pure aesthetics or decontextualisation. Rather it
anchors analyses in the materiality of the research object and allows the researcher
to meditate upon the aura that materiality presents.

Highlighting the practice and potential of altered-book art is useful since these
objects suspend the transitions at work when books are damaged or destroyed
and allow a platform to critique those transitions. However, I do not align my
own practice with the altered-book artists since my approach is non-invasive.
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Partington and Smyth’s interview with Ross Birrell explores the artist’s motives
for incorporating and destroying books within his early practice. Birrell engaged
with the published writings of artists and theorists, initiating a dialogue between
the inflammatory symbolism and slow-burn reality of book destruction
(Partington and Smyth 2014b). For ‘Dialogues with Marcel Duchamp’ (1997),
Birrell sawed through and grated a copy of Dialogues with Marcel Duchamp (1971)
by Pierre Cabanne. For ‘A Shorter Finnigan’s Wake’ (1997), the artist cut away
the foot-end of James Joyce’s Finnegan’s Wake (1939) (Partington and Smyth
2014b). These practices of destruction would have familiarised Birrell with the
resistant and persistent materiality of weighty volumes. Birrell’s continuing Envoy
series (2001–), consists of site-specific ‘actions’ (Frieze 2003), where the artist and
his collaborators throw books into watery graves. These included Sigmund
Freud’s Interpretation of Dreams thrown into the Gulf of Finland, Aldous Huxley’s
Brave New World thrown into the River Vurjan, Martin Heidegger’s Being and Time
thrown into the Grand Canyon, the I-Ching thrown into the Yellow Sea,
Desiderius Erasmus’ In Praise of Folly thrown into the North Sea (Frieze 2003;
Partington and Smyth 2014b). Birrell has described these actions as ‘acts of
apostasy’ (quoted in Partington and Smyth 2014b: 84), acts of renunciation and
reconciliation, dematerialising and dispersing book and text, returning them to
their source.

Birrell’s book burnings, a practice of material nihilism in the tradition of
conceptual artists John Latham and Gustav Metzger, were first shown as part of
his solo exhibition Rough Diamonds (1997) at Glasgow’s Intermedia Gallery
(Partington and Smyth 2014b). ‘Burning Kafka: The Complete Works of Kafka’
was, explains Birrell:
[A] way of registering [Henrich] Heine’s quote that where one burns
books one eventually burns people – the atrocity of Nazi book burnings,
but at the same time registering the fact that there is this extant request
by Kafka to burn his complete works unread. So, you might object to
the ostensible atrocity of burning a book, and all the metaphors attached
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to it, but to not do it is to ignore the author’s wishes. Kafka read is Kafka
betrayed (Partington and Smyth 2014b: 75).

The irreverence of ‘Pop Up Books’ extinguished the solemnity of ‘Burning Kafka:
The Complete Works of Kafka’. Kafka’s Metamorphoses, Dante’s Inferno and The
Diary of Anne Frank were set on fire in a toaster in acts of ‘small-scale, back-room
torture of books’ (Birrell quoted in Partington and Smyth 2014b: 75). Birrell again
encountered the resistance of the book, finding that the reality of burning books
to be unremarkable and anticlimactic. However, the improvisation of fire often
yielded exquisite results. Discussing his observations of books burning, Birrell
says:
The most successful ones were the ones where the fire just spreads and
creates shapes, physically transforms the object into something
beautiful. Even when it doesn’t quite work, there’s an accidental quality
that emerges that I quite enjoy. You’re giving the fire authorship (quoted
in Partington and Smyth 2014b: 79–78).

Birrell interprets fire as a creator, a collaborator that remakes the original object
anew. As previously stated, I do not align my practice with the practices of alteredbook artists, Birrell’s early work amongst them. He has, however, been developing
A Beautiful Living Thing, a series made inside the Mackintosh Library since the cusp
of 2014–2015. As shall be discussed in ‘2.2 A Beautiful Living Thing’, Birrell’s
repositioning of fire as a co-creator rather than as an annihilator is developed
further in this later body of work, and this repositioning begins to draw our
initially polarised practices towards common ground.

In ‘Burning to Read: Ben Jonson’s Library Fire of 1623’ (2014), Adam Smyth
discusses how fire, while in itself destructive, can be the impetus for artistic
creativity and posits an alternative approach to altered-book art.
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The accidental burning of English Renaissance playwright, poet and literary critic
Ben Jonson’s private collection of books functions as Smyth’s case study. Smyth
claims that a paradoxical attitude to printed material existed in Elizabethan and
Jacobean England. While there are examples of contemporaries exclaiming they
would survive their mortality while their texts survived, society’s attitude to print
material was less reverential than perhaps it is today. In the seventeenth century,
once read, many books (which could be purchased with or without bindings) and
pamphlets were reused for ‘lining pie dishes’, ‘lighting tobacco’, or as ‘privy’ paper
(2014: 34). Smyth asks of the reader:
What happens to an author’s writings when his library goes up in smoke?
What kind of transformation occurs when the books he’s bought and
borrowed, and his own creative work, unpublished, mid-composition,
are devoured by flames? Is a library fire a story of loss, or is it something
else too? (Smyth 2014: 38)

Is the story of the Mackintosh Library a story of loss? Should the ash and dust be
swept up and discarded, or are there transformations of significance at work? Can
destruction be the fulcrum of creative activity?

Jonson responded to the loss of his personal library with his two-hundred-andfifteen-line poem ‘An Execration upon Vulcan’ (1640). Jonson personifies the fire
as Vulcan, the Roman god of fire and metalworking. The poem begins with
Jonson protesting his innocence that he has not been writing seditious or
defamatory work or been indulging in trivial literature that deserves to be
destroyed (as was often the practice of the age when the offending corpus of the
book would often stand in for that of the author). Bewilderment quickly
intensifies into anger and accusations. The core of the poem, however, is the list
of works Jonson claims were in mid-composition when the fire consumed them.
Smyth calls this list ‘a kind of annotated bibliography of lost works’ (2014: 39).
Did these works of literature ever really exist? Was Jonson practising a literary
subgenre of the fictitious library catalogue also practiced by Francois Rabelais in

35

Three Burnt Books: An Unconventional Conservation Narrative
Gargantua and Pantagruel (c. 1532–1564), Thomas Browne’s Musaeum Clausum
(published posthumously in 1684), Jorge Luis Borges’s The Library of Babel (1941)
and Umberto Eco’s monastic library in The Name of the Rose (1980)? The
authenticity of Jonson’s list lies outside the concerns of this research; however,
the writing undoubtedly breathes life into the ‘lost’ books. Smyth writes, ‘the fact
of the fire creates a kind of utopian space within the space of the poem’ (2014:
42). Jonson makes use of this utopian space to deny bad writing and (possibly)
fabricate good writing. Nevertheless, Jonson writes, and the writing arises from
ashes.

Stepping out of Book Destruction from the Medieval to the Contemporary to pursue the
idea of creating from the destruction of fire further, I wish to introduce Singed
(2017), written by the Italian writer Daniella Cascella. Singed is an exercise in
writing as enquiry. Following the loss of her personal library to fire, Cascella,
attempts to remember – rewrite – her collection of books and compact disks:
So these residues. I went through them one by one, half burned books,
entirely burned books, melted plastic jewel cases, spines, names and
titles, and chapters, covers, crumbling, black, blackened, singed,
scorched, smelling of destruction and smelling of change. I recall those
burned books and records, anticipate in which unexpected manners they
will return to haunt me, I hear their voices, I name them, in a litany of
ashes (Cascella 2017: 10).

Cascella proceeds to list the books: author, title, and condition (inevitably,
‘burned’). She follows each listing with a brief postscript of a quality that lingers
in memory: that which could not be consumed. Cascella writes, ‘The smell of
singed paper haunts me. /Is this a burning, is it a song? /Sing, singed. /The smell
of singed paper haunts me with a song. /Sing, singed, sung’ (2017: 2). Singed is an
exercise in experimental writing. In an interview with Tristan Forster for 3:AM
Magazine, Cascella states it had not been her objective to guarantee the ‘recovery’
of total recall, but to write the ‘sensation of them as uneven textures, even before
they made sense as language’ (3am Magazine 2017). Her writing reads like a
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‘stream of recollections’ (Cascella 2017: 18). The loss of the library coincided with
Cascella losing her voice, and it seems as if thoughts – repeating and reiterating –
swirl onto the page instead of constructed prose. Yet, the words are carefully
selected, chosen to be heard and to be seen. Alliteration, rhyme and homonyms
create strings of symbols and significances. Words or brief sentences are repeated
or capitalised, empowering them with a concrete presence on the page.

Ben Jonson’s ‘An Execration upon Vulcan’ and Cascella’s Singed are examples of
poiesis, attempts to bring into being something that has gone or never was and
demonstrate the creative potential of destruction. However, my approach differs
from Johnson’s and Cascella’s since the biographies are firmly anchored in the
experience of the material object and, therefore, belong to the practice of
ekphrasis. Ekphrasis is a rhetorical writing exercise developed in classical antiquity.
Figurative sculpture, painting and ekphrastic prose or poetry transmit pictorial
energy into the mind of the viewer or reader via the artist’s or writer’s perception.
Jonson and Cascella fill a void with writing. I, however, attempt to re-present the
object and articulate my reception of that object.

1.2 Book Conservation
The British Library states that the conservation and treatment of its collections is
‘the key that unlocks access to the items themselves or to a representation of them
or their content’ (British Library 2019). The National Library of Wales’ ‘Policy for
Preservation and Collection Care 2017–2020’ expands on the connection between
access and the material text:
Our cultural heritage belongs to the people of Wales; it creates our
identity, shapes our future and marks our place in the world. We are
committed to preserving the evidence of our vibrant cultural heritage as
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it was written, created and lived to ensure the sustainable use of our
nation’s collections for all (The National Library of Wales 2017: 1).

Usability and accessibility of collections are fundamental principles of libraries.
Since libraries deal primarily with textual information, the preservation of the
material text is an intuitive rationale when planning a book conservation strategy.
Following the 2014 Mackintosh Fire, the principle salvage and conservation aims
were to return volumes retrieved from the Mackintosh Library to a state where
they could reclaim their textual identities. As a modest-sized library, the GSA L&L
does not have a book conservator on staff or a conservation policy, therefore it
was entrusted to Harwell Documentation Restoration Services’ experience and
expertise to make decisions regarding the stabalisation (rather than explicit
restoration) of a selection of books (Chappell 2019, personal communication, 27
February; 7 March).

Guy Robertson is an adjunct professor at the University of British Columbia. His
research interests include book and manuscript theft, fraud and forgery. Disaster
Planning for Libraries: Process and Guidelines is a practical guide for developing a
disaster plan, including preparedness, response and recovery for libraries and
collections. The book is comprehensive, covering natural risks, technological
risks, human-caused risks, proximity risks, security risks and enterprise risks.
Roberts writes that ‘[w]hether their [disaster] planners know it or not, most library
after-plans are developed for the purpose of operational resumption’ (2014: 29).
When libraries are amid an emergency, the urgency to resume service deprives
librarians of the opportunity to reflect upon the potentiality of new materialities
caused by that emergency. Of course, the dramatic impact of the disaster varies
depending on circumstances (a burst pipe is arguably of lesser historical
significance than the consequences of an insurgency, for example, even if the
damages and financial costs are the same). The rapid response required of
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librarians is illustrated by Robertson’s case study involving an insurance adjuster
investigating a flooded academic library:
Later I examined a number of the more valuable water-damaged
volumes, and determined from their condition that they were
salvageable. They felt damp, but I assumed from the texture of their
paper that a conservator could repair them. I made notes about all of
my observations, and commented on the severity of the damage to all
of the library’s assets. I also made notes during my discussions with the
librarians about their conservation priorities – that is what they have
available and in good working order before the library reopened, and
which books needed the immediate attention of the conservator
(Robertson 2014: 37).

It is noteworthy that Robertson advocates a process of dialogical evaluation since
it ‘is easy for even a large group of observers to miss important aspects of the
damage to a library, and in some cases the evaluation will take a lengthy period of
time to complete’ (2014: 41). Robertson, writing from a pragmatic rather than a
visionary percpective, when he states ‘miss important aspects of the damage’
means yet undiscovered or dormant problems such as hidden leaks. However,
dialogical evaluation is expedient. If the purpose of an evaluation is realigned, this
period of reflection could allow multiple voices, and therefore multiple
perspectives, to tease out alternative or subtler significance beyond the textual
identity of the library’s collections. Since book conservers consider their clients’
needs when assessing damaged objects, the period of drawing out and defining
significance would impact conservation approaches.

Book conservation practices are situated in the intersection of literary studies and
material culture studies. The British Library’s document ‘Damaged Books’ is
authored by library conservator Caroline Bendix, and describes the most common
types of damage to books to help individuals make decisions regarding remedial
work to be undertaken by conservators. Bendix states that ‘[t]he use of a book
and its projected lifespan should be considered before selecting for remedial
work’ (2011: 6) and that ‘[t]he value, rarity, fragility and use of the book should

39

Three Burnt Books: An Unconventional Conservation Narrative
always be considered before taking action’ (2011: 8), showing how book
conservers seek to understand the object before any work is undertaken. The
conservator must consider practical limitations, explicit values (such as monetary
value), and intangible values. Frequently, the perceived values of the book are
entangled with its textual content and context. However, in some cases, the bookobject may be considered more valuable than the text. Bendix writes:
In certain cases it may be better to leave damage unrepaired because it
reveals information about the book’s production, which may be of
greater value than the text e.g. manuscript spine linings and early printed
waste (Bendix 2011: 8).

Therefore, the literary content is not necessarily more valuable than the material
text in book conservation practices. This idea of ‘value’ aligns with D. F.
McKenzie’s concept of the sociology of texts, for example, in that the bookobject can reveal information about modes of production, distribution and
consumption, or in other words, the object’s embodied history. The onus of
drawing out post-textual significances, therefore, lie in pre-conservation
assessment.

To reorient perceptions of the book from its textual context to its post-textual
context, I propose that object biography, a theory and method appertaining to
material culture studies, is appropriated by the field of book history. Object
biography as a method is discussed further in the following chapter; however, an
introduction here serves as a background and assists in situating the proposed
reorientation of pre-conservation assessment.

Social anthropologist Igor Kopytoff’s theory of the object’s social life appeared
in ‘The Cultural Biography of Things: Commoditization as Process’, an essay in
anthropologist Arjun Appadurai’s The Social Life of Things: Commodities in Cultural
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Perspective (1986). This essay was instrumental in stimulating the material turn
within the humanities and social sciences. Kopytoff proposed that (a) humanmade objects are made for a purpose and are therefore implicated in the social
lives of people; (b) some objects are commodities and therefore have a
commodity value; (c) when commodities move between social lives, their
meanings and values, and therefore significance, change; (d) objects also move
between commodity and non-commodity states (Appadurai 1986; Kopytoff
1986). Decommoditised objects are singularised. Singularised objects are special,
and their significance is therefore elevated (Kopytoff 1986). Kopytoff illustrates
the balances of meanings and values attributed to an object through the metaphor
of an inherited jewel. To the jeweller, the ring is a commodity, is valued, then
priced accordingly. The same jewel to the owner is ‘priceless’ (Kopytoff 1986: 80),
yet they will be keen to ‘price [the] priceless heirloom (and inevitably overestimate
its commodity value)’ (Kopytoff 1986: 80):
To the jeweller, I am confusing two different systems of value: that of
the marketplace and that of the closed sphere of personal singularized
things, both of which happen to converge on the object at hand
(Kopytoff 1986: 80).

Kopytoff considers how objects that ‘unambiguously carry an exchange value’
can ‘absorb the other kind of worth, one that is nonmonetary and goes beyond
exchange worth’ (1986: 83). In other words, the jewel’s owner seeks to
corroborate the subjective ‘pricelessness’ of the object with a comparable
monetary valuation. Kopytoff claims that monetary valuation is the ‘only reliable
public valuation that exists’ and that ‘the going market price will become the
measure of worth’ (1986: 88). This explicit value system serves as a mooring for
more complex and anomalous private singularisations. Kopytoff claims this is
true for commodities; however, if commodities are decommoditised when they
become monetarily value-less, then the object suddenly stands on precarious
ground. If there is nobody to identify significance and the power to intervene, the
object may well be discarded. If the object has the ‘other kind’ of signification,
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even then those meanings and values may be too abstract or obscure to give the
object a place in a social sphere:
One can draw an analogy between the way society constructs individuals
in the way they construct things. In small-scale societies, a person’s
social identities are relatively stable and changes in them are normally
conditioned more by cultural rules than by biographical idiosyncracies
… [T]he individual who does not fit into the given niches is either
singularized into a special identity – which is sacred or dangerous, and
often both – or simply cast out. Things in these small-scale societies are
similarly modelled. Their status in the clearly structured system of
exchange values and exchange spheres is unambiguous … Anything that
does not fit the categories is clearly anomalous and it is taken out of
normal circulation, to be either sacralised or isolated or cast out
(Kopytoff 1986: 89).

Here the object biography comes into play as a framework for telling the stories
of objects and for exploring the transitions of signification and ‘can make salient
what might otherwise remain obscure’ (Kopytoff 1986: 67):
[T]he drama of personal biographies has become more and more the
drama of identities – of their clashes, of the impossibility of choosing
between them, of the absence of signals from the culture and the society
at large to help in the choice. The drama, in brief, lies in the uncertainty
of identity […] [A]n eventful biography of a thing becomes the story of
the various singularizations of it, of classifications and reclassifications
in an uncertain world of categories whose importance shifts with every
minor change in context. As with persons, the drama here lies in the
uncertainties of valuation of identities (Kopytoff 1986: 89–90).

Therefore, the object biography can either serve to celebrate the object’s
ambiguity or assist in making sense of it and, potentially, resocialise the object.
Nonetheless, uncovering signification seems to be a natural by-product of object
biography as opposed to being an actual aim. The narrative is the intended
outcome of the object biography.

The value of object biography within the context of this research, therefore, is
manifold. As a theory it enables the researcher to consider the object as an entity,
a present thing that has experienced and carries that experience inscribed upon
its corpus. That history may have reduced the monetary value and mass of the
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object but its significance may have increased, even if that significance is obscure.
Object biography enables the researcher to observe the object and to draw out
and articulate these alternative significances.

Kopytoff states that an object’s biography (that is, its historicity rather than the
narrative outcome) consists of ‘various singularization’ (1986: 90). Therefore, a
single narrative constitutes only a part of the object’s story. Since singularizations
are subjective, the narrative is also relational; consequently, a narrative is not only
the story of the object but also a study of the relationship between the researcher
and research object. The drama is drawn from the evidence of the object’s
materiality, but it is in the exploration of the spaces between people and objects
that the narrative takes shape. This research aligns with that position. As shall be
seen in ‘2.1 Mackintosh Library Collections Presentations 2014–2018’, the
library’s conservation strategy was not uncompromisingly text-oriented. Subtle
shifts can be perceived in their approach between 2014 and 2018. It is likely this
shift results as a consequence of influences from the GSA A&C and the GSA
staff and students’ engagement with post-fire materialities. Also, as an art school
library, its collections have been used as pedagogical aids in material culture
studies, and this potentially made the reorientation a more fluid transition. The
collections themselves, in their post-fire state, were now considered as material
culture, most conspicuously in this research project.

2 Mackintosh Fire Research
The initial trauma of the 2014 Mackintosh fire turned into a sense of remission
with the promise of a functional, user-oriented library and studios fit for the
twenty-first century, and with the restoration of the Mackintosh Building, the

43

Three Burnt Books: An Unconventional Conservation Narrative
restoration of normalcy. These promises were, of course, dramatically interrupted
on the night of 15 June 2018.

This research is situated within the emerging multidisciplinary field that has
responded to the 2014 and 2018 Mackintosh fires with a particular focus on the
Mackintosh Library that was destroyed in 2014 and three burnt books excavated
from the fire debris. At its broadest, the Mackintosh fires field of research
includes enquiry within and across archaeology, architecture, material culture
studies, digital simulation and fine-art practice. The field is small, active and
reactive considering the recentness of both fires. The 2014 fire directly impacted
staff and students alike, with studios relocated to temporary and semi-temporary
locations, scattering the School’s community across central Glasgow. The
Mackintosh Building itself had become a retracted presence behind an
exoskeleton of steel scaffold on Garnethill. Therefore, it is understandable that
the Mackintosh encroached upon the imagination of the creative community.

The 2014 fire revealed itself to be at the forefront of students’ minds by its
appearance in self-initiated written assignments and studio projects. Dissertations
include architecture student Rebecca Snow’s ‘Honesty in conservation: Exploring
if conservation is and can be an honest process using the restoration of the
Glasgow School of Art Mackintosh building as a basis for debate’ (2015); Harris
Millar and Kirsty Shankland’s stage 4 architectural research project ‘Recover,
Rebuild, Renew: an exploration into the possible approaches to restoration in
light of the Mackintosh fire’ (2015); and fine-art student Sylwia Kowalczyk’s
dissertation ‘Restoration of the Mac’s [sic] Legacy: Reconstructing the library after
the fire in the Glasgow School of Art’ (2016). Practice-based projects include
design students, Erin Bradley-Scott and Kathryn Loudon’s 51170, a bookwork
produced from found imagery reclaimed from a salvaged 1970s men’s fashion
magazine (the title refers to the magazine’s original library reference number)
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(2014) and, textile-design student and 2018 Newbery Prize winner, Erin
McQuarrie’s degree show project. McQuarrie reworked imagery and materials
salvaged from the Mackintosh Building to produce ‘prints that consider the
possibility of depth, interesting colour harmony […] trying to find a marriage
between hand craft and digital techniques’ (McQuarrie quoted in a-n Magazine
2018). She worked with ‘fabric manipulation, rust dyeing, digitally printing on
wood and screen print techniques in an attempt to push the form that printed
textiles can take’ (McQuarrie quoted in a-n Magazine 2018).

The GSA’s doctoral cohort is also developing a body of research from the
potentiality of the post-fire Mackintosh Building, notably my contemporaries:
Carolyn Alexander, with her investigation into materiality, aura and authenticity,
making use of the Mackintosh Restoration Project as a case study; and Rachel
Purse, who has been documenting and providing critical reflection upon the
restoration of the Mackintosh Building. Both Alexander and Purse are supervised
by Robyne Calvert, the GSA’s Mackintosh Research Fellow. In an academic
capacity, the GSA has involved the broader community in the post-fire
progression of the Mackintosh Building Restoration through symposia, seminars
and exhibitions. Both Building On – Mackintosh symposia were part of the
Scotland+Venice programme for the Venice Architectural Biennale and taking
place concurrently in Venice and Glasgow on 17 April 2015. The Mackintosh:
Materials & Materiality symposium on 7 June 2017 in GSA’s Reid Building
discussed the various ongoing restoration projects related to the Mackintosh
Building. The Intangible Matters: Mackintosh, Authenticity and Conservation symposium
at Kelvin Hall, Glasgow on 20 October 2018 looked at the issues of authenticity
and replication in restoration practices. The Raising from the Ashes Seminar on 22
August 2017 was held at HSE’s Engine Shed in Stirling. Raising the Ashes coincided
with ‘The Glasgow School of Art Fire’ exhibition also at the Engine Shed between
July and November 2017. The exhibition focused on the materialities of firedamaged objects excavated from the Mackintosh fire and included the remains of
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the movements and face of the Mackintosh clock, a Mackintosh brass light and a
severely burnt book (which is the subject of volume iii of this research).

Following the 2018 fire, the GSA formed the cross-School group Flourish. The
group was conceived to raise the spirit of the Mackintosh Building and is steered
by the current director, Irene McAra-McWilliams and Johnny Rodger. Rodger is
the GSA’s Professor of Urban Literature, a writer and critic, and the co-founding
editor of The Drouth, Scotland’s quarterly literary arts journal. Rodger’s field of
enquiry is cross-disciplinary, encompassing political and social theory, literary and
critical writing, and architecture and urban environments. Rodger is currently
writing a book about the Mackintosh Library. Formal Flourish meetings have been
punctuated with creative flurries where staff and students share nascent or
speculative ideas and outcomes that consider the transformational processes that
have characterised the recent climate of the School.

GSA’s Archivist, Susannah Waters’ article ‘Rescue and Recovery: Working with
Glasgow School of Art’s Archives after the Mackintosh Building Fire’ in Scottish
Archives: The Journal of the Scottish Records Association is a personal and
comprehensive account of the first seven days after the 2014 fire; Waters’
presentation, ‘Archives from the Ashes’ to the National Records of Scotland on
30 September 2015, and her presentation, ‘The Long and Winding Road (to
Recovery): status of Glasgow School of Art’s archives, museum and library
Special Collections since the 2014 fire’ for the International Federation of Library
Associations and Institutions (IFLA) World Congress in Columbus, Ohio on 13–
19 August 2016 expanded on the GSA A&C’s recovery. The GSA Academic
Liaison Librarians and participating specialist interviewee, David Buri published
‘Rebuilding the Mackintosh Collections’ in RIAS quarterly publication (2015).
The article focuses on the Royal Incorporation of Architects in Scotland’s
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donation of historical back-runs of architectural periodicals to the School and the
materiality of the magazine as a pedagogic experience.

Some post-fire projects focused on collating memories of the pre-fire library,
noteworthy since they show an endeavour to mark the fire as a significant event
within the history of the School. ‘Mackintosh Memories’ are seven transcriptions
of interviews with the GSA academics, researchers and readers. These are
reminiscences of the Mackintosh Library as it was before the fire. In 2015, GSA
A&C collected sixteen testimonials from individuals from the conservation
community involved in the recovery of the School’s collections from the
Mackintosh Building. Unlike the ‘Mackintosh Memories’ transcriptions, the ‘Fire
Recovery Testimonials’ focus primarily on the post-fire experience of artefact
recovery. However, they contain no explicit references to the Mackintosh Library
or its material contents.

The above provides a context to ongoing fire-related activities; however, Duncan
Chappell’s publications and presentations charting the rebuilding of the library
collections, Ross Birrell’s A Beautiful Living Thing (2015–) project, and research
surrounding GSA’s collection of plaster casts are of specific interest to my
research.

2.1 Mackintosh Library Collections Presentations
2014-2018
Duncan Chappell is the second of the GSA’s Academic Liaison Librarians and
also contributed to this research as an interviewee. Chappell collaborated with the
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directors of Coracle Press – poet, artist and editor Simon Cutts and writer and
artist Erica van Horn – to produce the bookwork aglio 6 olio 2015 (2015a). aglio 6
olio 2015 is a documentation of the fire damage sustained to the Mackintosh
Library copy of aglio 6 olio (1992), the limited-edition artist abstract cookbook
produced by Cutts and van Horn.

Since the destruction of the Mackintosh Library directly impacted the GSA L&L,
the department felt a ‘conscious duty to share the lessons we have learnt with our
peers, in the belief that we can help others better prepare for the unimaginable’
(Chappell 2015b: 36). Chappell’s articles and public presentations between August
2014 and 4 June 2018 (just eleven days before the second Mackintosh fire) are
included in this survey since they outline how feelings evolved from the initial
shock of the razing of the Mackintosh Library to a focused rebuilding of the
library’s collections, to the development of ‘academic and artistic responses’
(Birrell 2017: 115). Chappell’s conference presentations also show how the GSA’s
approaches to book conservation subtly reoriented, moving towards the
preservation of the material evidence of the fire rather than restoration to a prefire condition. Furthermore, this consolidation coincides with references to my
own research that was underway under the auspices of GSA L&A.

Chappell’s writing activity on the subject of the 2014 fire starts with the pointed
‘Mackintosh Library at Glasgow School of Art Destroyed by Fire’ in the UK’s
library and information association, CILIP’s August 2018 publication. The article
presents the historical and architectural context of the Mackintosh Library.
However, Chappell stresses that the library was a repository and that the
collections had also been lost in the fire: ‘In a preservation assessment survey of
2012–2013, 16 per cent of the collection was identified as probably unique and
therefore of national importance’ (2014: 36). Chappell goes on to describe the
task ahead of rebuilding the collections and how other libraries may assist. This
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is a strategic rebuild, focusing on acquisitions ‘to replace those volumes that
complemented the school’s archives and collections, including the many treatises
and illustrated books written, designed and made by its past directors, tutors and
alumni’ (2014: 37).

‘Rethinking Collections When Disaster Strikes’ was presented for the Scottish
Confederation of University & Research Libraries (SCURL)’s conference
programme at the GSA on 11 March 2015. The presentation begins with the
historical and archaeological context of the Mackintosh Library; it describes the
circumstances of the 2014 fire and the collections lost in the blaze. Chappell’s
presentation notes state that the Mackintosh Library had been more than an
architectural space, even more than a reading space, and that ‘artists, writers and
creatives have used [the library] collections and spaces to inspire, challenge or
expand their practice (2015a: 5):
We had found many contemporary artists are intrigued by the ethical,
historical and philosophical questions raised by the library spaces, and
we actively encouraged practitioners to explore these questions through
explorations of our spaces.
Over the years they have used our interiors to challenge, problematize
or develop their practice, from interventions into our spaces, to
installations amongst our shelves (Chappell 2015a: 4).

These activities included the Artistic Dress Tableaux Vivant, an elective course led
by Robyne Calvert, GSA’s Mackintosh Research Fellow. Students would dress in
period costume and stage silent, motionless scenes, or living pictures. The elective
enabled participants to explore notions of fashion, style and artistic identity. ‘The
Book is Dead, Long Live the Book!’ was a performance-poetry showcase that
followed a site-specific residency within the Mackintosh Library in April 2014, a
month before the fire broke out. Chappell states that ‘the lesson from all these
creative activities was that the Library was not just a conventional library space’
(2015a: 10) and that it was, primarily, a space of active research. The Mackintosh
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Library’s continuation as a site of research is integral to this research since it posits
the space as active and not deceased, and therefore the materials affiliated with
the post-fire context are also active.

Chappell asserts that the loss of the Mackintosh Library ‘presented certain
expectations, boundaries, but also opportunities’ (2015a: 10). At that point, those
‘opportunities’ refer to the methodical rebuild of the library collections and also
the need to share with other library and archival organisations the lessons the
GSA had learned. Chappell states, ‘we were determined that the fire, though
tragic, would leave some kind of lasting legacy’ (2015a: 14). This legacy refers to
the 'Mackintosh Memories' transcriptions that were collected shortly after the fire.
The proposed ‘lasting legacy’ appears focused on recovering, rebuilding and
remembering. The ephemeral, though momentous, event of the fire itself as a
context for contributing to this legacy is not yet sounded.

‘One Year On: Mackintosh Library at the Glasgow School of Art’ is an
anniversary update published in the September 2015 issue of CILIP. The article
is optimistic after a ‘period of convalescence’ (2015b: 36). The twelve-week
archaeological excavation of the library had come to an end in March 2015, and
amongst the survivors were pochoir printed volumes that formed part of the
Mackintosh Library’s material resources for the study of colour. These recovered
objects had, as the original conservation aim intended, recovered their original
identities. Chappell’s presentation notes state that Harwell Documentation
Restoration Service would begin the restoration of Sights and Scenes in Fair Japan (c.
1910), one of the few books that had emerged from the fire debris requiring
minimal conservation. The reportage illuminates how important it was at this
stage for surviving books to return to their intended function or to be restored in
the conventional sense of preserving the integrity of the book.
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The article gives details of the first flourishes of creative responses to the 2014
fire. These include Library Assistant and artist, Theresa Moerman Ib’s scattering
of Mackintosh Library ashes in Port Vendres, France, which had been C. R.
Mackintosh’s last home; architectural model-maker and GSA alumnus Franki
Finch’s scale model of the Mackintosh Library (as it had been); and Erin BradleyScott and Kat Lauden’s bookwork, 511170.

‘State of the Mack’ was presented on 17 October 2016 as part of The Mackintosh
Festival, the annual celebration of the life and work of Charles Rennie
Mackintosh. The talk develops the premise that the Mackintosh Library was more
than a space and offers an overview of post-fire activities that relate specifically
to the library’s collections. Chappell changes tack, giving a history of the library’s
acquisitions rather than a reiteration of architectural history. Chappell’s notes
include the anecdote of James Cavanah Murphy’s Arabian Antiquities of Spain
(1813), the collection’s first acquisition in 1847 and the book that survived the
fire only because it was not in the Mackintosh Library on 23 May 2014. A few
days previously, the hefty volume had been moved to the Librarian’s Office in
the main library for recataloguing. Here the audience sees the book's object
biography playing a role in the fire narrative for the first time (even if that
involvement, in the case of Arabian Antiquities of Spain, was fortuitous noninvolvement). The audience is presented with an overview of the archaeological
excavation methodology and an explanation of how some volumes survived in
better condition than others. The other fortunate survivor of the fire, Sights and
Scenes in Fair Japan, is referenced as an example of a successfully restored volume.
Two slides show the volume ‘before’ and ‘after’ conservation. There is barely a
trace of the fire in the second slide. The presentation concludes with a rationale
for the focused rebuilding of the collections and the architects’ plans for the
restored Mackintosh Library as an user-oriented learning space.
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‘Rescuing Rennie Mackintosh: Recovering from Fire at the Glasgow School of
Art’ was presented as the keynote for the Historic Libraries Forum Conference
held at Lambeth Palace, London on 13 November 2017. Chappell gives an
overview of the GSA’s post-fire salvage and conservation strategies, including the
archaeological excavation methodology and the disposal/retention decision tree
assessment. Hitherto, Chappell has used books that represented survival stories;
examples that had escaped the fire unscathed, examples that had resumed their
original function within the collections, examples that had been successfully
conserved. However, for the first time, there is a subtle reorientation, for instance,
with the inclusion of more images of fire-damaged, water-damaged and mouldy
volumes. A comparison of notes accompanying the slide showing Sights and Scenes
in Fair Japan in its ‘before’ conservation condition, presented for the Mackintosh
Festival in 2016, and the same image shown in Lambeth Palace in 2017 reveal this
reorientation:
81 rare books in total were salvaged from the library, of which 14 were
able to be cost-effectively conserved by our restorers [sic]
Volumes such as this 19th century photographic volume for example,
containing topographical views of Japan complete in their original silk
covers.
Here you see the volume before conservation [The image is followed by
a slide showing the book post-conservation] (Chappell 2016: 13).

We even had some miraculous survivors, such as this 19th century
photographic volume of topographical views of Japan, complete in its
original silk covers.
Our conservation approach has been to stabilise but retain evidence of
the fire and its damage, viewing this as an important part of a volume’s
history [sic]
This reflects the teaching and research methodologies of the School, in
which emphasis is placed upon object analysis and materiality [sic]
Indeed, one of our PhD candidates has now chosen to base her thesis
on the phenomenological qualities of these salvaged voliumes [sic] [The
slide of the book post-conservation is omitted] (Chappell 2017: 30).
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For the first time, here is a statement of the aims of the book conservation
strategy: to preserve within the materialities of the salvaged books the effects of
the Mackintosh fire. This definitive statement of the book conservation strategy
for at least some of the volumes that emerged from the fire debris is positioned
alongside the first mention of my research. I propose that my research played a
crucial role in shifting the direction of GSA’s book conservation strategy from an
aim to return the books to their original textual and informational context to a
post-textual function as embodiments of a significant event in GSA’s recent
history.

Chappell’s presentation continues with details of GSA’s approach to replenishing
the library collections; the LIDAR survey of the Mackintosh Building undertaken
by GSA’s School of Simulation & Visualisation (SimVis); and the progress of
bespoke joiners, Laurence McIntosh of Edinburgh’s to-scale reconstruction of
the Mackintosh Library. The presentation concludes with the latest artistic
responses to the 2014 fire, including contemporary visual artist Jim Lambie’s
contribution to the Ashes to Art fundraising project (conceived by creative agency,
J. Walter Thompson London) that incorporated charcoal extracted from the
library and remnants of Muirhead Bone’s Glasgow: Fifty Drawings (1911); Scott and
Loudon’s bookwork, 51170; and Ross Birrell’s A Beautiful Living Thing (2015–).
Here again, we see a relationship between destruction and creation with visual
artists stimulated by the transformed materialities and aesthetics of the
Mackintosh Library and its contents.

‘Crestfallen to Phoenix Risen: Coping with Disaster and Recovery at Glasgow
School of Art’ was presented at Fail ... Better, the Library Association of Ireland’s
conference at the National Gallery of Ireland, Dublin on 9 March 2018. A video
recording of Chappell’s presentation is also available (Academic Special Libraries
2018). The presentation follows a similar format to the Lambeth Palace
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presentation: a summary of the rise and fall of the Mackintosh Library, the salvage
and conservation of material culture from the archives collection, the excavation
of the library and the damage sustained to books, the conservation approach to
preserving traces of the fire, SimVis’ 3D scans of the Mackintosh Building and
the reproduction of the Mackintosh Library, and creative responses. The video
recording shows Chappell explaining his slide notes regarding book conservation:
Our conservation approach with these books has been to stabilise but
to retain evidence of the fire and its damage. We now view this as an
important part of the history of these volumes. And this, I think, really
reflects the research and teaching methodologies of the School as an
institution. Some of you in other institutions would take very different
approaches, but for us, we always placed emphasis as an institution upon
material culture, object analysis and materiality. And indeed, one of our
PhD candidates is now basing her entire PhD thesis on the
phenomenological qualities of these salvaged volumes. She’s very
interested, for example, in the mould growth … she’s been doing a lot
of work comparing the mould growth to Rorschach blots, you know,
used in psychology, for example. And she’s very interested in the scent
– the aroma – the sort of eau de burnt library! She’s very interested in all
of those experiential qualities of these books. So our conservation ethos
was very much ‘stabilise, but we leave these books with these
experiential qualities’ (Academic Special Libraries 2018: 36:20–37:35).

I suggest that the GSA’s book-conservation strategy matured and solidified with
distance from the event itself and following the ‘convalescence’ that Chappell
described. My alternative reading of the book’s materialities, in turn, enabled GSA
L&L to acknowledge that the utility of the burnt book as material culture could
transcend their textual contexts, that the significant event that they embodied
should be preserved. While some books were celebrated as successfully conserved
to their original functions, conservation practices were applied to other books
where the traces of the fire could not be reversed even if this was desirable. As it
became clear this later category of books was perceived as more aesthetically and
symbolically powerful than the former in research such as this, the damaged
books began to overtake the conserved books in precedent.
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‘Disaster to Recovery: Reconstituting the Mackintosh Library Collections and its
Catalogue’ was presented at Collaborative Communities: Connecting with our Networks,
CILIP’s annual conference at the Apex Hotel, Dundee on 4 June 2018. The
format follows the familiar structure of past presentations. A new inclusion is a
slide showing a detail of the Burnt Book, one of the three research objects that
form this case study, and the information that a ‘Burnt Books’ collection would
be part of the ‘discrete collections that returns to the restored library when it
reopens in 2019’ (2018b: 18). The fire damaged volumes had found a new utility
as objects of the fire, as ‘burnt books’.

The chronological analysis of Chappell’s presentations in the period between the
two Mackintosh fires shows that the book conservation strategy had reoriented
from disposal or restoration to the pre-fire condition of the book, to an alternative
position, one that seeks to preserve the event. Chappell’s presentations also show
that other individuals were also interested in the fire-event and the material culture
that was born from it, responding with creativity. The Mackintosh Library, even
in ruins, endures in its role as a space that challenges, problematises and develops
practice and critical thinking.

2.2 A Beautiful Living Thing
Ross Birrell collaborated with Joanna Crotch, architect and Mackintosh School
of Architecture lecturer whose research interests include space-making and
collating memories of the Mackintosh Building, to ‘record the irrevocable
damage’ caused by the 2014 fire (The Glasgow School of Art 2014a). The
intended outcome of the collaboration was a series of filmed improvisations that
would capture, ‘the immediate aftermath of the fire, and through the process of
restoration to completion’ (The Glasgow School of Art 2014a). The series
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demonstrates how art practitioners were continuing the tradition of utilising the
Mackintosh Library as a research space, even in its post-fire context.

A Beautiful Living Thing [Part 1] (2015) tracks through the sooty statue-lined
corridor towards the library – the white noise of traffic leaks into an otherwise
silent building. There is a sense of calm anticipation. The viewer is a vicarious
observer, experiencing the space through Birrell’s lens – and Birrell’s burnt library
is a shadowy cavern stabbed through with blades of sunlight. A Beautiful Living
Thing [Part 1] is an exercise in cinematic chiaroscuro. The camera lingers over the
transformed surfaces, metaphorically caressing the textures and tones of charcoal
and ash, rendering a scene of devastation to pure aesthetics. The viewer is
compelled to engage with a highly charged emotional situation with a gaze that
appreciates the sparkling carbon, a palette of light absorbing black. A lonely
melancholic musical note cancels the sound of traffic. RSNO violinist Bill
Chandler recites Birrell’s site-responsive composition in a clearing inside the
library. Birrell describes the score:
[T]he music builds slowly around a simple refrain, and seems to echo a
highland lament. But it is careful to move beyond the tradition of
‘funerary violin’: what begins as a dirge ends almost as a dance (Birrell
2017: 118).

The score is an interpretation, translating an emotive and sensory experience into
art. This phenomenological and ekphrastic approach has been adopted for the
practice component of this research. Therefore, I align my practice with Birrell’s
in this broad context. However, while Birrell interprets his experience of the burnt
library, I interpret my experience of burnt books. While Birrell’s interpretation
takes the form of music and moving image, I write.
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I had not entered the Mackintosh Library before the 2014 fire. A Beautiful Living
Thing [Part 1] and documentary photography by Jeff J. Mitchell (Getty Images
2014) have functioned as key visual materials that have gone some way to representing the essence of the library in its post-fire condition. Moreover, while
Mitchell’s images competently capture the chaos and bleakness of the burnt out
library, it is A Beautiful Living Thing [Part 1] that elicits an almost-full sensory
experience, in place of an actual embodied encounter. Birrell has successfully
satisfied a visual, auditory, and even to a degree, a tactile encounter with the
remains of the Mackintosh Library. However, the film cannot capture the smell
and lingering taste of damp paper, burnt wood and oxidising metals – a defining
experience of decomposition – as moving image. I agree with media philosopher
Laura U. Marks’ suggestion that through conscious attentiveness to the
phenomenological encounter with the materiality of the object, writing can ‘make
the dry words retain a trace of the wetness of the encounter’ (Marks 2002: x).

A companion piece to [Part 1] is A Beautiful Living Thing [Part 2] (2015), which
features the Glasgow Improvisation Orchestra and improvisational movement
from Tom Pritchard. Pritchard twitches, jerks and hisses in the sunlight that
penetrates the broken windows. Birrell describes the dancer’s responses as ‘a
remarkable duet between Pritchard and the empty Library’ (2017a: 118). The
second phase of the project includes A Beautiful Living Thing [Part 2]: Improvisation
#1 made with members of the Glasgow Improvisers Orchestra. A Beautiful Living
Thing [Part 2]: Improvisation #2, intended as a multi-channel installation work and
once again featuring Pritchard, is currently in post-production. While the 2018
Mackintosh fire has intervened in completing the restoration of the Mackintosh
Building, Birrell has expressed that the direction of the third phase had already
begun to change before the second fire (Birrell 2019, personal correspondence,
14 February).
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Birrell’s article, ‘A Beautiful Living Thing’ (2017) features in Performance Research:
A Journal of the Performing Arts. The issue ‘On Libraries’, edited by Deidre Heddon
and Misha Myers, focuses on the ‘responds to the performative and performance
potential of libraries as sites and services – and, to the shifting function, form and
content of libraries within society’ (Meyers and Heddon 2017: 1). The essay, ‘A
Beautiful Living Thing’ has multiple functions: it describes how the 2014 fire
started, deliberates the library as a site of active research, is a narrative of Birrell’s
encounter with the Mackintosh Building immediately after the 2014 fire, and is
an account of the making of A Beautiful Living Thing [Part 1].

Acknowledging the history of his practice, Birrell admits ‘I was perhaps
predisposed to the raw aesthetic qualities of fire and the ambiguous attraction of
burned books’ (2017: 117). Birrell’s career-long interest in material destruction
influenced his appreciation of the Mackintosh Library’s post-fire aesthetic: ‘For
all the destruction – or rather because of it – the Mackintosh building, and the
Library in particular, possessed a compelling beauty’ (2017: 117). Birrell felt that
what had come into existence was a ‘new work of art’ (2017: 117), comprising of
Charles Rennie Mackintosh’s original, but remade by the ‘improvisation of fire’
(2017: 117). The ‘improvisation of fire’ also remade the three burnt books. They
have assumed new, if undefined, identities. The writing of their biographies
attempts to explore their fragile aesthetic and potentially resituate them within the
GSA’s historical canon. A Beautiful Living Thing [Part 1] re-presents the library
rather than re-makes it since the work does not modify the original as fire does.
Writing, in much the same way as moving image, also re-presents.

Birrell describes the library as ‘a site of research – the sifting that is entwined in
the fabric of gathering and clearing’ (2017: 116). He considers the library in
relation to the studio, how the studio is a designated workspace for making when
the library is considered as a workspace for thinking and theory. Birrell challenges
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the preconception, claiming that there appears to be a ‘structural kinship between
these two different species of spaces, the library and the studio, as active sites of
contemporary art practice and artistic research’ (2017: 116). Indeed, Birrell’s claim
corresponds with Duncan Chappell’s insistence that the Mackintosh Library has
been utilised by creatives ‘to challenge, problematize or develop their practice,
from interventions into our spaces, to installations amongst our shelves’
(Chappell 2015a: 4). Birrell claims that the Mackintosh Library has become ‘a
“stage” for academic debate and artistic research’ (2017: 116) and proposes that
the A Beautiful Living Thing project contributes to this emerging field of research.
I assert that the three biographies that form the portfolio submission of this
practice-led research also contribute to this field and, furthermore, yield an
alternative perspective that counters the desire to merely restore normalcy. This
alternative approach acknowledges that even in destruction there can be beauty
too.

2.3 The GSA Plaster Casts
Art historian, Thea Stevens is the GSA’s Academic Coordinator: Interdisciplinary
for Design, History & Theory. Stevens has a standing research interest in place,
experience and dark (hidden or intangible) histories. Her essay ‘The Plaster Cast
Collection of the Glasgow School of Art: History, Aura and Experience’ (2018)
explores themes of ruination, aura and reproduction. Two hundred and twentyfour life-size and scale replicas of original Greek, Roman, later Italian and Gothic
sculptures and reliefs lined the corridors and studios of the Mackintosh Building.
While the broader subject of the essay is these plaster casts, Stevens focuses on
the Laocoön and its various manifestations within the School.5 The essay: (a)

The central figure of Laocoön is a character from Greek and Roman mythology.
This Trojan priest had warned against Greeks bearing gifts, imploring the Trojans
to set alight the wooden horse in which the Greek army lay in wait. In anger, the
goddess Athena blinded Laocoön, and since he persisted in his opposition to the
Greeks, dispatched two sea serpents to fatally suffocate Laocoön and both his
5
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explores the history of the GSA’s acquisitions of plaster casts drawn from
information held by GSA Archives & Collections (A&C); (b) examines the plaster
casts’ utility as pedagogic aids and, therefore, their familiar and unceremonious
presence within the School; (c) gives an insight into the conservation aims and
methods used following the 2014 fire; and, (d) considers how the GSA’s plaster
cast collection ‘has acquired and will continue to acquire new ecologies of
meaning in terms of both tangible and intangible heritage, with their agency as
non-human actors remaining a powerful force within the School’s continuing
narrative’ (Stevens 2018: 23).

In 1849, the first item listed on the GSA’s first significant plaster acquisitions casts
was the ‘Group of the Laocoön’ and made from the ‘original mould’ (2018: 25)
of the Vatican sculpture. This provenance was reflected in its 1849 market value
of 400 francs; its procurement by Carlo Marochetti (1805–1867), a favourite
sculptor of Queen Victoria; and its production by Jacquet, a Parisian firm that
manufactured casts for museums. Stevens writes that ‘the School’s early
acquisitions sit firmly within the rhetoric of the 19th-century boom in plaster
casts, which promoted their ability to give an “impression” of the impact of the
original to those who might not be able to access that original’ (2018: 24). Stevens
suggests there is an ‘implicit hierarchy’ (2018: 25) amongst plaster casts. A cast
produced from subsequent derivations of the original mould (a cast from a mould
from a cast from a mould of the original, and so forth), would be considered
inferior to a cast produced from the ‘original mould’. The closer the reproduction
to the original, the better. Stevens writes that drawing, painting and modelling
from casts were embedded practices within the pedagogic culture of the School.

sons. Indeed, the ‘Group of the Laocoön’ includes the forms of sons (one on
either side of their father) and serpents (coiled round all three). Laocoön himself
is represented as a muscled, bearded, fully mature man, vigorously, but blindly,
resisting his doom. The cast is modelled on a marble sculpture that occupies the
Vatican’s Museo Pio-Clementino, created by three Rhodian sculptors
Athanodorus, Agesander, and Polydoros between 40–20 BCE. The marble
sculpture is itself a replica of an earlier, since lost, bronze sculpture.
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Furthermore, the casts were an integrated presence. While the casts were valuable
and valued objects, they were not coddled objects. The casts lined areas of high
activity and tolerated insouciant interactions. Nonetheless, in various capacities,
from at least 1890 through to 1996, the Glasgow-based company founded by
Italian immigrants, Giusti & Co., maintained the casts for the School. The ‘Group
of the Laocoön’ was superseded by the ‘Central Figure Laocoön’, which appears
as a new acquisition in 1901. It was this Laocoön that was damaged in the 2014
Mackintosh fire:
Out of the remaining collection of 220 plaster casts, some were
completely destroyed by the blaze, the others substantially or lightly
affected. The damage ranged from the effects of fire and water, and heat
and cooling, to general grubbiness from the toxic fumes and particles
that circulated from within the building (Stevens 2018: 27).

The most robust of the plaster casts were removed from the Mackintosh Building
as part of the salvage operation, while others remained in the building (The
Glasgow Schoool of Art 2014b; Waters 2016; Stevens 2018):
Standing casts that were too large and too fragile to remove without
further risk of damage were assembled within the Mackintosh, and here,
it was those that the fire thrust into the hinterland of damage and
survival that immediately caught the imagination most vividly (Stevens
2018: 24).

Stevens intimates that the plaster casts became entangled with the events of the
fire because of the threat the material transformations posed them. She writes
that ‘[f]or many within the GSA community, the damage [to the casts] felt like a
palpable scar’ (2018: 27) and goes on to describe the casts’ new aesthetic as ‘dipdyed in darkness’, with ‘great streaks of weeping rivulets’ (2018: 27). These are
poetic descriptions of damage and show how the objects’ new materialities
captured the imaginations of creatives, conservators and academics alike.
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The plaster casts had some advantages over the burnt books. The first was a
permanent, visual presence within the School, so much so, that it was
incomprehensible that some effort would not be made to ensure the casts would
endure. The books, by comparison, had been cloistered in the library and
therefore were less embedded in the collective mind of the School. The second
advantage was the utter devastation caused to the Mackintosh Library and its
collections when the surviving sculptures had been situated in much less damaged
areas of the Mackintosh Building. The destruction and the dangers it posed meant
the library had to be cleared out so restoration work could proceed, and
consequently, there was a sense of urgency regarding processing the fire debris.
Third, it was clear from the outset that the transformed materialities of the burnt
plaster casts presented new significance. It was determined early on that the trace
of the fire would be preserved. Cleaning and conservation work was undertaken
by Edinburgh-based sculpture conservation and restoration specialists, Graciella
Ainsworth. The nature of the damage sustained to the casts required the company
to ‘develop and adapt existing plaster conservation methods, using metal
detectors, endoscopes, thermo-electronic imaging and medical supplies, and IV
rehydration drips’ (2018: 27).

Stevens writes:
The visual impact of the post-2014 conservation campaign was intensely
striking, and it provoked interesting discussion in its own right; for
instance, there have been pertinent responses to the focus on stabilising
the casts and consolidating the burnt and blistered surfaces, rather than
reverting them to ‘white’. From the conservation point of view, it is
reasonable to point out that the plaster casts could not be taken back in
time, because the plaster’s chemical composition had changed
irreversibly. from the pedagogic and creative side of the argument, it is
equally salient to underline that a new aesthetic had been revealed, and
that the plaster casts’ presence and power was increased, not
compromised (2018: 28).

The idea that ‘presence and power was increased, not compromised’ was an idea
I believed could be translated to an interpretation of the burnt books. Neither
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plaster casts nor books could be restored to their pre-fire condition. Therefore,
the options were, discard or preserve them with their new materialities intact.
Stevens concludes the essay by reflecting on the impact of the 2018 fire. The
presumed culmination of the plaster casts’ restoration would be their
reintroduction into the fully restored Mackintosh Building. In fact, the plaster
casts had never left, sealing their fate on the night of 15 June 2018. The Laocoön
is believed to have been lost in the fire. However, a third incarnation of the
Laocoön endures as the Digital Laocoön:
[O]ne could argue that the patina of experience embodied by the
damaged casts of 2014 adds new weight and impact to the idea of their
object biography; and by 2018, this ecology of meaning had developed
still further. For our plaster casts, these layers amount to more than the
sum of their constituent parts, and arguably their ‘lived’ experience of
both fires and their after-effects renders them almost unique within the
canon of such reproductions. Reintegrated into the narrative of the
GSA, physically and digitally, the plaster casts will resonate as objects of
history, aura and experience. They will present, perhaps, as never before
(Stevens 2018: 29).

Stevens’ conclusion is consistent with my own position regarding burnt books.
The 2014 fire transformed the objects that survived the fire. This transformation
was material, and consequently, the auratic experience of the books’ new
materialities also changed their significance. Indeed, their significance became
weightier, since not only did they embody their former identities as material text
(even if those texts were no longer accessible) and their associations with the prefire associations with the Mackintosh Library, they now also embodied the 2014
fire and the massive social upheaval that both fires have represented to the GSA
community. Stevens’ claims that this type of conservation that retains the trace of
an event is unique within the field of statuary conservation. However, in other
fields of conservation practice such as architectural restoration in post-conflict
zones, the trace of the event is retained as tangible cultural heritage, for example,
the General Post Office in Dublin retains shell marks following the 1916 Easter
Uprising. I propose that the preservation of the trace of the event also be
incorporated into book conservation. I suggest that this can be attained by
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acknowledging the book’s object biography, the role it played in the event, and
how that event has manifested itself within the materiality of the book.

A third incarnation of the Laöcoon has been referred to above. SimVis, in
collaboration with Glasgow-based digital studio, isodesign, was ‘informed by the
restoration which was carried out on the cast as part of the 2014 Fire Recovery
Project’. In collaboration, they told the rich history of the Laocoön within the
School including the 2014 fire. Professor Steve Love from SimVis and Damien
Smith from isodesign led on the Digital Laocoön project. The project aimed to: (a)
create a digital immersive experience using virtual reality (VR) – and augmented
reality (AR) – based on the MRP following the 2014 fire; (b) understand potential
obstacles for embracing immersive technologies; and (c) create industry standards
for the use of technologies in heritage and cultural interpretation (AHRC Creative
Economy Programme 2018). The project team used the GSA’s existing archival
documentation; SimVis 3D scans taken of the Mackintosh Building, which
included Studio 39, where the casts were stored; as well as Graciella Ainsworth’s
conservation report:
The VR/AR experience brings the viewer right into the heart of one of
the Mackintosh Building studios, where they encounter a life-size
rendering of the sculpture. Walking around the space the viewer’s
experience is then augmented with historic images from the GSA’s
Archives & Collections and specially made films, that tell the story of the
Laocoön and how industry-leading conservation techniques were
developed using the GSA’s plaster casts following the 2014 fire (The
Glasgow School of Art 2019).

A new poignancy emerged following the 2018 Mackintosh fire. The Laocoön was
amongst the sculptures in the Mackintosh Building on the night of the fire. The
Digital Laocoön may not replace the original, but it may be worth remembering that
the GSA’s Laocoön was itself a copy of a marble sculpture, which was a copy of
a bronze sculpture. It is beyond the limitations of this research project to discuss
the authenticity and aura of the incarnations of the Laocoön; however, the GSA
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plaster cast accrued a personal biography independent of its source, as may well
one day, the Digital Laocoön. I do not hold the position that the digital copy can
ever replace the material object. A digital object is an autonomous object. It may
represent the other, but it will never be a satisfactory substitute. However, the
Digital Laocoön project shows how material culture and digitisation can work in
harmony to preserve the object mainly when the material object is precarious or
ephemeral. The biography of the Laocoön tells us that material objects are
impermanent, that they have a life and a death. The Laocoön may be gone, but
the Digital Laocoön means it is not forgotten. Smith stressed the immersive power
of the Digital Laocoön, remarking on the:
[E]motional reaction this has had on the people who worked on the
project, by recreating Studio 39, they could step back into the place
where they spent two years working on this object. We’ve had tears as
we lift the goggles from their eyes. It’s been quite an emotional
experience (AHRC Creative Economy Programme 2018: 04:37–04:53).

The narrative of the three burnt books serves a similar purpose to both the
conservation report and the Digital Laocoön. Narratives give life to objects. A story
must be told, and a story must be heard. With Chappell’s confirmation that the
books that retain the traces of the fire will form a new library collection, ‘Burnt
Books’, it would seem that their stories may have their audience.

65

Three Burnt Books: An Unconventional Conservation Narrative

Methodology

This chapter introduces the research design rationale; discussions on theoretical
frameworks, adjustments and amalgamations; and details the procedures that
were conducted for this practice-led research. The research consists of qualitative
methods adopted from ethnography and autoethnography (specifically semistructured interviews, field notes, reflexive analysis), material culture studies
(object biography, and conservation ethics and practices), and literary studies
(autofiction and ekphrasis). Particular attention is given to the role of serendipity
as a method and the miscellany of literary genres and devices that structure the
narratives that form the portfolio submission.

Serendipity, ‘the occurrence and development of events by chance in a happy or
beneficial way’ (Oxford Dictionaries 2019), initially suggests itself as whimsy or
unrigorous. However, the capacity of serendipity for yielding scientific discovery
has been the subject of research within the fields of, for example, computer
science and ethnography. Within the context of this research, serendipitous
occurrences played a key role in the identification and selection of the three burnt
books and the ten interview specialists. Indeed, serendipity pervades the research
since it enabled me to make intellectual leaps concerning the conservation journey
of the trace of R. Caldecott’s Picture Book No2 and the identity of the Burnt Book
particularly. Serendipity has also intervened in the stories of the interviewees and
their interactions with the research objects.
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Object biography encompasses object analysis and writing practices. Writing is an
essential outcome of ethnography; however, the narrative output of this practiceled research is positioned more comfortably within creative non-fiction.
Nonetheless, the narratives remain object biographies since they describe the
sensorial experience of the three burnt books’ materialities, explore how the
researcher elicits significance through analysis and they are a document of a
moment in the objects’ post-fire social lives.

1 Serendipity
In 1754, the writer, antiquarian and politician Horace Walpole (1717–1797) –
fascinated by the Persian fairytale, Three Princes of Serendip (Tramezzino 1557) –
created the term ‘serendipity’ to describe a pleasant but accidental discovery.
Serendipity has played a fortuitous role in many scientific discoveries, for
example, the antibiotic properties of Penicillium mould. Computer scientists Paul
André, Susan T. Dumais, and Jaimie Teevan claim, however, that without the
sagacity to make a connection between chance occurrences to arrive at an
insightful outcome, Alexander Fleming’s discovery may have come to nothing
(2009). The authors define serendipity as:
1) [T]he finding of unexpected information (relevant to the goal or not)
while engaging in any information activity.
2) [T]he making of an intellectual leap of understanding with that
information to arrive at an insight (André et al. 2009: 306).

André et al. seek to demystify serendipity by claiming that the world is abundant
in opportunity, but requires an open and questioning mind to make significant
connections and be ‘able or willing to do something with [the information]’
(André et al. 2009: 313). Therefore, the researchers propose methods that
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manufacture conditions ‘to get at the desired effect of serendipity: insight’ within
computer and information systems (2009: 306).

In 1996, ethnographers Gary Alan Fine and James G. Deegan defined three
processes in which serendipity can occur. The first is ‘temporal serendipity’ (1996:
7) proposing how being in the right place at the right time anticipates exposure to
chance events. Fine and Deegan also consider how the current situatedness of the
researcher can also mean missed opportunities by not being in other situations
happening simultaneously. ‘Serendipity relations’ (1996: 8) result from building
relationships with groups and individuals within the society under examination.
These relationships can open doors that are otherwise closed to the researcher.
The third process is ‘analytical serendipity’ (1996: 11) describing the opportunity
to make connections between data and concepts. This process anticipates André
et al.’s conclusion that the researcher must to be pre-equipped with sagacity.
However, while André et al. focus on opportunities to develop creative thinking,
Fine and Deegan recommend exposure to relevant literature, discourse and
thorough groundwork.

Therefore, it is possible to identify that my situation as a GSA postgraduate
researcher in the years between 2015–2019 positioned me in a climate where the
2014 Mackintosh Fire was still at the forefront of people’s minds and at a time
when materials salvaged from the Mackintosh Library were relatively accessible.
Furthermore, the existing relationships I had cultivated with the GSA librarians
as a result of writing about the GSA library book stores presented an opportunity
to write about the newly conserved fire-damaged books. Finally, I maintain that I
had arrived at the situation pre-equipped with bibliophiliac inclinations and a
mind predisposed towards associative thinking. Therefore, I was receptive to the
individual post-fire journey of each of the three burnt books, and the ideas and
images that the aura of those books presented.
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The following discusses how serendipity played a role in the identification and
selection of the three burnt books and the ten specialists.

1.1 Identifying the Three Burnt Books
Gertrude Bone’s Children’s Children was excavated from the Mackintosh Library
and underwent archaeological post-fieldwork. The book passed the decision tree
assessment since its integrity was ‘substantial’, it was ‘identifiable’ and on the
‘Special Collections list’. Therefore, it was sent to Harwell Document Restoration
Services for freezing and pre-conservation assessment. Following a cost-benefit
analysis, Children’s Children was lightly conserved (as opposed to restored),
suggesting that a successful reversion would have been too costly, even if
removing the trace of the damage had been desired. Children’s Children was one
of thirteen conserved volumes that returned to GSA; other volumes include
Kazumasa’s The Sights and Scenes in Fair Japan (c. 1910) and Edy-Legrand’s Macao et
Cosmage (1919).

Children’s Children was a minor book in the collection of conserved books. I
selected it over any of the other volumes because I was receptive to its post-fire
aesthetic. The heat- and water-damage, ink-bleed and mould spread had
manifested as bilateral patterns on each double-spread page which recalled
psychodiagnostic inkblots, developed by the Swiss psychoanalyst Herman
Rorschach in the 1920s to assess and diagnose psychosis. Furthermore, the
blemishes appeared in shades of black and blue, purple and red, yellow and green:
the colour of skin contusion caused by chemical changes in damaged blood cells.
The shapes and colours combined suggested psychological and physical trauma.
This further inferred that the damage sustained by the book could stimulate
associations for narrativisation.
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The conservation narrative of the Burnt Book, in contrast, defied official
procedures. The first recorded mention of the object within this research context
is during Sarah MacKinnon’s interview. I asked MacKinnon whether she could
tell me ‘about one of the many unidentifiable books, the one Historic
Environment Scotland has taken away to Stirling?’ (volume i: 136). However,
MacKinnon could not provide further details since she had had minimal contact
with the object. Admittedly, I cannot recall when I first became aware of the
object; however, it is noteworthy that I initiated the topic of the Burnt Book. This
forgetfulness may be indicative of the unofficial and piecemeal trickle of information
regarding the research object. Liz Davidson provides the fullest account of the
Burnt Book. The volume was withdrawn from post-fieldwork processing without
authorisation either before or after the outcome of the decision tree. The extent
of damage to the volume suggests that had the object been faithfully assessed, it
would have been discarded. The reasons why the unnamed archaeologist retained
the book is the subject of speculation, which is explored in Volume iii. The book
had been kept in a plastic bag under a bed. When the archaeologist left the
country, she passed custodianship of the book onto a third party. The third party
then passed the object onto Liz Davidson. Eventually, the object was loaned to
Historic Environment Scotland and underwent light conservation (the object was
assessed and stabilised rather than receiving any reparative procedures) under the
care of Gretel Evans and Natalie Mitchell at AOC. It was later displayed as part
of ‘The Glasgow School of Art Fire’ exhibition in Historic Environment
Scotland’s Engine Shed in Stirling in July–November 2017.

The Burnt Book’s unconventional conservation narrative rendered the object
compelling. It also seemed an unobtainable object that defied my attempts at firsthand contact. I imagined the Burnt Book as possessing agency and some degree
of control over its destiny. Its aura of mystery was entangled in its post-fire
sensorial aesthetic. It was both offensive (rancid and foul-smelling) and alluring
(possessed of a ruined beauty). It seemed both secretive (its evasiveness and the
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literary identity that had been lost in the fire) and luminary (it had come to
represent the post-fire Mackintosh Library in a museal context). This complex
provenance appealed to my imagination. The distance between the object and
myself as a researcher, in terms of literal and non-literal space, suggested room to
explore the anticipation of the encounter as well as the actual encounter with the
Burnt Book.

A rumour circulated amongst some GSA staff about an impression of a children’s
book cover that had been found pressed into the charred remains of a Mackintosh
Library book cabinet. I asked Duncan Chappell if the object existed, which he
verified. Sarah MacKinnon had taken a digital photograph of the object in situ
before the section had been removed. The object, therefore, never reached the
McLellan Galleries for assessment. It is unknown what happened to the original
R. Caldecott’s Picture Book No2. It is probable that the volume survived for some
time after the fire for the transference from book to timber to occur. Speculation
and information disclosed by the librarians about other findings suggest that
under compression and decomposition the section of books on the shelf may
have consolidated into a single mass. R. Caldecott’s Picture Book No2 might have
been prised away from the cabinet by the archaeologists and then processed and
discarded. Nonetheless, R. Caldecott’s Picture Book No2’s cover somehow impressed
onto the cabinet, transferring the outlines of the lightly debossed press, ink
pigmentation and some cloth fibres. This effect was not a unique occurrence
within the Mackintosh Library as documentation taken by Kirkdale Archaeology
shows. Yet, this is the only example of the phenomenon that was salvaged.
MacKinnon believed that others had noticed the imprint before her; however, it
was she who actioned its removal from the library and its safekeeping. This was
because MacKinnon identified with the author of R. Caldecott’s Picture Book No2,
since her maternal grandmother’s name was also Caldecott.
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2 Interviews
The interview as a method of obtaining knowledge can be traced back to classical
antiquity. The Athenian Thucydides wrote about events in which he himself
participated and collected further eyewitness testimony. Thucydides’ The
Peloponnesian War (431 BCE), an account of the war between Athenian and Spartan
factions (431–404 BCE), in which he served as a general, is considered to be one
of the earliest scholarly historical works. Thucydides assembles multiple voices,
including speeches from either side of the conflict and dialogic debates about the
particulars and broader aspects of warfare, into a cohesive and insightful narrative.
Interviews have been used extensively in the social sciences as a qualitative
method of obtaining knowledge. Steinar Kvale, a Norwegian educational
psychologist and director of the Centre of Qualitative Research at the University
of Aarhus, writes that semi-structured interviews ‘seek to obtain descriptions of
the interviewee’s lived world with respect to interpretations of the meaning of the
described phenomena’ (2013: 10–11).

Kvale describes the semi-structured

approach – which is neither an open discussion or a closed questionnaire – as
conversational but with a clear objective (2013).

2.1 Identifying the Specialists
At the onset of the research, I had no personal experience of the Mackintosh
Building, let alone the Mackintosh Library. Therefore, I needed the experiences
and memories of others to explain the archaeological excavation of the library,
the post-fieldwork processing of fire-damaged materials, and the journey of the
research objects after that. The GSA Archives & Collections (A&C) had since
collected sixteen ‘Fire Recovery Testimonials’ (The Glasgow School of Art
2015b) from members of the conservation community who had helped to salvage
archival collections from the Mackintosh Building immediately after the 2014 fire.
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‘Mackintosh Memories’ (The Glasgow School of Art 2015c) were seven
transcripts of staff and students’ memories of the library as it was before the fire.
However, these archival documents did not incorporate the post-fire Mackintosh
Library context required for this research project. Therefore, I designed interview
questions that would expand upon experiential and specialist knowledge of the
excavation of the Mackintosh Library and the post-fieldwork processing of firedamaged materials.

The interview candidates were either involved in the salvage planning and
excavation of the Mackintosh Library or the conservation of materials removed
from the library. Ten professionals working for the GSA Library & Learning
Resources (L&L), the GSA Mackintosh Restoration Project (MRP), Kirkdale
Archaeology, AOC, and the Scottish Fire & Rescue Service (SFRS) agreed to be
interviewed for this research. I initially approached Duncan Chappell who was
familiar with my interest in books and with whom I had previously worked with
on site-writing of the GSA library’s secret spaces. Chappell agreed to be
interviewed and introduced me to other members of the library staff, namely,
Alison Stevenson and David Buri. Chappell then introduced me to Sarah
MacKinnon since she had taken the photograph of the trace of R. Caldecott’s Picture
Book No2. MacKinnon, in turn, suggested I speak to her colleague, Liz Davidson.
Alison Stevenson introduced me to Gretel Evans, Natalie Mitchell and Gordon
Ewart. Securing an interview with representatives of the SFRS who had been
active at the scene of the 2014 fire posed a greater challenge. The SFRS’s ‘Fire
Incident Report’ (Warnock 2014) following the first Mackintosh fire bore the
names of SFRS Commanding Officers in attendance on the 23 and 24 May 2014.
I contacted SFRS’s general email address explaining briefly the context of the
research along with a sample of questions I would be asking and invited attending
officers to participate in an interview. Area Commanding Officer Alan Fairbairn
was the sole respondent and became the tenth and final interviewee. The
chronological order of interviews with the specialists is as follows:
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1. Duncan Chappell (GSA L&L)
2. Sarah MacKinnon (MRP)
3. David Buri (GSA L&L)
4. Alison Stevenson (GSA L&L)
5. Emma Dadson (Harwell Document Restoration Services)
6. Liz Davidson (MRP)
7. Gretel Evans (AOC)
8. Natalie Mitchell (AOC)
9. Gordon Ewart (Kirkdale Archaeology)
10. Alan Fairbairn (SFRS)

2.2 Planning & Conducting Interviews
The Scottish Oral History Centre (2016) and the Oral History Society (2016)
provide training and publish guidance on planning, doing and analysing
interviews. Having attended two training sessions in London and Glasgow, I
followed the advice of both organisations by creating Participant Data Capture and
Accession Database Excel documents to record interviewee information and details
of the audio recordings. Additional Interview Consent and Copyright Consent forms
ensured that the specialists were aware of the purpose of the recordings and how
they would be used, with their permission. All but two of the interviews were
conducted face-to-face and simultaneously recorded on two devices to ensure a
backup recording. The GSA Media Studios provided a TASCAM DR-100Mkii
and a ZOOM H1 with accessories. Dadson’s interview was conducted over Skype
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and recorded directly onto a computer external hard drive and supported by an
external CD-R recording. Ewart’s interview was conducted over speakerphone
and also supported by an external recording. I converted all audio files to
Waveform Audio File Format (WAV) stored on an external hard drive and backed
up onto CD-Rs.

2.3 Transcription, Coding & Analysis
The interviews have two functions: the first to elucidate the excavation and
conservation processes; the second as a narrative function. Extracts from the
interview transcripts are woven into the finished writing in the portfolio
submission, where their voices provide multiple perspectives, and provide
exposition and narrative pace. A more detailed account of the extracted
transcriptions’ functions is discussed in ‘3.2 Writing Practice’. The interview script
composed of ten core questions tailored for each individual’s profession and my
growing knowledge of the research objects from the previous interviews. These
core questions would often be followed by improvised secondary questions –
prompted by responses to initial questioning – which required active listening
skills on my part. The questions were designed to: (a) ease the specialist into the
interview and allow for a dynamic assessment of the rapport between interviewer
and interviewee; (b) set up the initial questioning that would generate experiential
data concerning the Mackintosh Library, experiences of the 2014 fire, and each
of the three burnt books (if relevant); and (c) offer closure: an opportunity for the
interviewee to express their hopes for the future of the Mackintosh Building
(remembering that the interviews were conducted approximately twelve months
before the 2018 fire) and to allow them to volunteer further information that they
felt relevant.
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I transcribed the audio verbatim, incorporating contracted words, utterances and
regional variances in grammar. Each transcription has been timestamped using an
hour:minute:second marker system, assigned when a speaker starts to talk. A hard
copy of the formatted transcript was sent to each participant, offering them an
opportunity to suggest amendments or blackouts when appropriate. Ewart alone
requested blackouts. The blackouts appear in the appendices; however, the audio
recording remains undoctored. Next, I formulated a colour-coded legend to
categorise discussions on (a) Children’s Children; (b) the Burnt Book; and (c) the
trace of R. Caldecott’s Picture Book No2. This coding process was executed with
highlighter pens and hard copies of the transcripts. While this is a labour-intensive
approach, it does engender deep familiarity with the contents of the transcripts.
Content analysis focused on the three subjects, with sub-categorisation into: (a)
physical description; (b) perceptions of aura; (c) information about the discovery
of the object; (d) information about applied conservation practices; or (e) any
other biographical information.

Kvale writes that the interpretation of meaning is prevalent in the humanities,
particularly in film and literary criticism and psychoanalysis (2013):
The interpreter goes beyond what is said to work out structures and
relations of meaning not immediately apparent in text. In contrast to the
de-contextualization of statements by categorization, interpretation recontextualizes the statements within broader frames of reference (Kvale
2013: 108).

I adapted a bricolage approach to transcript analysis that incorporated elements
of narrative analysis and linguistic analysis to identify information concerning the
three research objects and their post-fire conservation journeys and identify what
I considered to be elegant expressions and personal anecdotes that would enrich
the texture of the object biographies. Often, the significance of seemingly
unrelated remarks would only become clear later. These revelations were often
associated with the Burnt Book, since at the time of conducting the interviews,
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its pre-fire identity was unknown, and I had not yet seen it at first-hand. With
hindsight, the indirect references to the Burnt Book were extraordinary
serendipitous coincidences.

3 Object Biography
The concept of object biography was developed by social anthropologist Igor
Kopytoff in the mid-1980s. Kopytoff proposed that the significance individuals
and groups assign objects changes as the social contexts which they occupy
change (1986). Just as the market value of an object can increase or decrease, so
too can more ambiguous values such as cultural values (aesthetic, artistic,
historical and age) and emotional values (wonder, identity and spiritual).
University College London’s Emeritus Professor of Archaeological & Museum
Conservation Elizabeth Pye writes that when an object is considered significant, it
means it is significant today:
The perceived status of an object [...] will affect its importance within
the material heritage of the times; for example, it will affect whether it is
acquired for a collection, or listed, or otherwise designated as a heritage
object, and thus whether it is conserved (Pye 2000: 57).

The significance attributed to an object can impact upon it in many ways. First, if
the object has been overlooked, it may be permanently discarded. Second, the
character of significance attributed to the object will impact on the conservation
approaches applied. For example, a burnt book may no longer be significant in
its original textual and informational context, however, as a material conduit
associated with an event or a place or an individual, it may be highly significant.
Therefore, object biography is well placed to elicit complex and obscure meanings
since the method ‘can make salient what might otherwise remain obscure’
(Kopytoff 1986: 67).
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The stories that objects carry include knowledge about how they were made, how
they were used, and who made and used them. Jody Joy is the senior curator at
the Museum of Archaeology and Anthropology at the University of Cambridge.
Joy specialises in the art and material culture of the Iron Age. In ‘Reinvigorating
Object Biography: Reproducing the Drama of Object Lives’ (2009), Joy proposes
that the material object is the fulcrum of the transitions of commodification and
decommodification it undertakes throughout its life cycle and that the
‘[b]iographical information resides in the artefact, in the patina of age, wear and
repair it acquires through its life’ (2009: 545). Joy returns to Kopytoff’s idea that
objects have life cycles – a birth, various social transitions, followed by death –
and claims that archaeologists tend to encounter objects at the ‘moment they
ended their social lives’ (2009: 543), suggesting that the ‘death’ of the object is
social rather than material. The suggestion that objects live many lives, endure
many deaths and are reborn numerous times is relevant to this research since it
allows scope for an exploration of metaphysical transitions as well as social
transitions. Joy urges a biographical approach that focuses on the material
evidence of the object which ‘allows us to think about it in imaginative ways’
(2009: 545). A British Iron Age mirror discovered in a woman’s grave serves as
an example. Material science can date the object and confirm the materials and
manufacturing processes. The metals used and craftsmanship in manipulating
those materials, its intended purpose as a grooming implement and its discovery
in a woman’s grave all indicate that the mirror is a high-status object for a highranking individual. This is the evidence. The evidence then allows the researcher
to make inferences about the object’s makers, its user and the relationship
between these individuals and the object:
The biography of an object should not be restricted to a historical
reconstruction of its birth, life and death. Biography is relational and an
object biography is comprised of the sum of the relationships that
constitute it (Joy 2009: 552).

The drama of object lives is drawn from the evidence of the object’s materiality,
but it is in the exploration of the spaces between human and non-human that the
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narrative takes shape. The following section partitions object biography into
object analysis and writing practice to show how an examination of the object
informs the exploration of the relationship between the researcher and research
object.

3.1 Object Analysis
The analysis of three burnt books entailed a theoretical position alongside a
practical approach. Since the aura of the research objects is informed by their
post-fire materialities, and therefore their ruin, I adopted comparative literary
theorist Svetlana Boym’s concept of the critical ruin gaze to understand the
significances elicited from the research objects (2010). Boym employs the term to
meditate on architectural ruins; however, as a position, the critical ruin gaze fully
complements the historical and present contexts of objects that retain traces of
damage or are only partially present due to that damage. Boym proposes that the
critical ruin gaze neither yearns for the past or regrets lost futures. The critical
ruin gaze is:
[R]econciled with perspectivism, to conjectural history and spatial
continuity. It requires an acceptance of disharmony and of the
contrapuntal relationship of human, historical and natural temporality
(Boym 2010: 59).

This assertion suggests that the ruin should be accepted in its present condition,
that there should be no attempt at admonishment or reparation. It also suggests
that the ruin-gazer is fully aware that the significance of the ruin is subjective and
complex: ‘[t]hey threaten to imprison us in the unguarded labyrinths of the past,
and they also promise to open imaginary landscapes’ (Boym 2010: 83). The
immense potentiality of constructing meaning may become overwhelming. By
anchoring the analysis in the materiality of the research object, it is possible to
fasten the associations that the researcher makes, allowing room to explore ideas
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and imagery without losing sight of the objective. This anchoring is accomplished
by observing sensory perceptions as well as cognitive ideation. Therefore, I am
required to look, listen, smell and feel the research object. Since the three burnt
books were materially fragile, I appropriated methods used by book conservers
and conservers of material culture to manually handle the research objects and
create an appropriate research environment for undertaking the analysis.

The Institute of Conservation’s ‘Code of Conduct’ (ICON 2014a) and
‘Professional Standards’ (ICON 2014b) provide guidelines for conservers. ICON
‘Professional Standards’ consist of five standards and further guidelines for
professional judgement and ethics, the latter being most relevant within the
context of this research since I was not conducting any actual conservation
procedures. Since the documents do not provide practical guidelines on handling
material culture and controlling environmental conditions, I adopted and
interpreted the following points from ICON ‘Professional Standards’ into my
ethical approach for analysing the objects:
Standard 3: Conservation Measures
A conservator –
3a. Communicates appropriate practice in the care, protection and
treatment of cultural heritage.
Standard 4: Organisation and management
A conservator –
4c. Ensures that their work practices and the areas of responsibility for
which they are responsible comply with relevant Health & Safety
regulations and guidelines, minimising risk to themselves and others.
4d. Takes responsibility for the care of cultural heritage within their
influence (ICON 2014b).

For practical guidance on handling rare books, I followed the British Library’s
‘How To’ video tutorials, particularly How To Handle Books (2015a) that
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recommends the use of supports, and Using White Gloves (2015b). Cotton or vinyl
gloves can cause more harm than good to antiquarian books since they impair the
touch sense and the researcher’s ability to assess how delicately or aggressively the
document is being handled, therefore the risks and benefits of wearing cotton or
vinyl gloves must be evaluated before use. The British Museum also provides
guidelines for students handling rare objects in their Study Room since ‘handling
always involves a risk that objects may be damaged’ and the advisory procedures
‘safeguard the objects for study by future generations’ (British Museum 2019). It
is advised that researchers remove jewellery and wash their hands. The research
object must be protected and fully supported by placing it on soft surfaces, props
or pillows.

Field notes have been used to record observations, reflections and interpretations
in ethnographic anthropology since the early twentieth century. The cultural
anthropologist Clifford Greetz advocates writing ‘thick description’ (1973). While
‘thin description’ starts and ends with a factual description, thick description
begins with a description supported by reflection which is itself reflexively
analysed to understand knowledge construction. Greetz comprehended that any
attributed signification is a construct of the researcher and therefore thick
description enables the researcher to understand themselves and their position
within the society under investigation: ‘analysis, then, is sorting out the structures
of signification … and determining their social ground and import’ (Geertz 2017:
9).

Robert M. Emersen, Fretz I. Fretz and Linda L. Shaw’s Writing Ethnographic
Fieldnotes (2011) is a practical guide for writing in the field; selecting, editing and
reshaping notes; and writing ethnography. An ethnographic approach is
appropriate since the research object relates to a societal context (post-fire
Glasgow School of Art) and is positioned as an active protagonist within the
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research and not as an inert entity. However, since this research is an analysis of
objects rather than people, per se, some of the guidance is not relevant: the three burnt
books may not be inert but they are immobile, and therefore it is possible to
sustain deep immersion while writing contemporaneously with the analysis. An
ethnographic approach also assists in understanding my role as a researcher in
constructing significance. Emerson et al. advises that the researcher learns:
[T]o experience through the senses in anticipation of writing: to recall
observed scenes and interactions like a reporter; to remember dialogue
and movement like an actor; to see colors, shapes, textures, and spatial
relations as a painter or photographer; and to sense moods, rhythms,
and tone of voice like a poet (Emerson et al., 2011: 34).

I found an early start to the day and a regular routine to be a productive strategy.
I would be ready to write at 09:00 when the research object would be available
for collection and sustain intensive writing activity until 14:00. In the afternoon,
I would type up the day’s field notes, addressing any vagaries or grammatical
issues. There were situational variables for each of the three burnt books. The
following is an account of how the analysis was approached. Each day of analysis
I would produce approximately 2,000 words of raw notation. Much of this was
repetitive or nonsensical and could be whittled to 500 crafted words. I identified
recurring themes or exciting ideas worthy of further development and mapped a
narrative structure. The transition from private field notes to early drafts and
public writing is discussed in ‘3.2 Writing Practice’.

3.1.1 Children’s Children
Children’s Children had returned to the GSA’s Main Library from Harwell’s in an
archival box. Access to the book was governed by the library’s working week;
therefore, the analysis was undertaken over five-day sessions. Each morning at
09:00 I would take the book in its box and an archival book pillow to a group
study space which I used as a sole occupant. The book would be removed from
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its box and placed on the pillow. Children’s Children is in a fragile but stable
condition with heat- and water-damage sustained to the internal spine and
endpapers that fasten the book cover to the book block. I was permitted to handle
the book and gently leaf through the pages. Before each writing session (each
return to the research space) I would wash and dry my hands thoroughly. I elected
not to use gloves for two reasons: first, because the integrity of the spine had been
compromised and therefore reduced sensitivity might encourage further damage;
and, second, I required my tactile awareness to be as acute as possible. Each day
the focus of the analysis would shift, sometimes centring solely on the tactile
qualities of the book, sometimes on the patternations within the book, and so
forth.

3.1.2 The Burnt Book
Although I had spoken much about the object with the interviewees over the
summer of 2017, my first encounter with the Burnt Book was at the Engine Shed,
Historic Environment Scotland’s (HES) building conservation centre in Stirling
in November 2017. The object was being shown as part of an exhibition exploring
post-fire materiality of objects salvaged from the Mackintosh Library. I had made
arrangements with HES to handle the book on that first visit; however there was
some miscommunication regarding the key to the glass vitrine in which the book
was kept. Despite not being able to handle the book on this occasion, I exploited
the situation to explore ideas about the distance between myself and the research
object. There were further delays in returning the Burnt Book to the GSA once
the exhibition had come to an end which further contributed to the object’s aura
of mystery. In January 2018, the Burnt Book returned to the School where I had
full access to the object.
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The analysis took place in the GSA’s Main Library. The Burnt Book was packaged
in archival tissue and bubble wrap and kept in a plastic storage box. Each
morning, I would remove the object from its box and place it on its soft packaging
on the table. A risk assessment undertaken by the GSA library required that I
wear personal protective equipment (PPE) as a precautionary measure. The
protective face mask and vinyl gloves were issued to protect me from unstable
substances that decomposition might present. However, I felt I could not
perform an effective sensory analysis while wearing the PPE all the time; therefore
I made a dynamic risk assessment and removed the mask or the gloves for short
periods at a time when I required to write about the tactile or olfactory qualities
of the object.

Since the book was in a friable condition and could not sustain excessive handling
without further damage, I considered it would be unethical to attempt to open
the book even though it showed evidence of having been opened previously.
These ingresses are likely to have been performed by the AOC conservators when
the object was undergoing conservation for the exhibition. I required an
alternative approach to authenticating the identity of the Burnt Book. The only
tangible evidence of the object’s literary identity was the volume’s dimensions and
blue binding, plus the few discernable words on the blackened pages. I was
curious that nobody seemed particularly interested in the book’s identity. None
of the interviewees – including Gretel Evans who had indicated that the title was
self-evident – could provide me with that title. The library reference label on the
spine was still intact and therefore could have been easily cross-referenced with
the library catalogues. Since the object had been in the custodianship of the MRP
team rather than with the librarians themselves, I am confident that with their
ready knowledge, the librarians would have identified the title immediately. The
reference label revealed the first three letters of the author’s surname and that the
book had been in the illustration section. I had an intuitive sense of who the
author might be and, based on this notion, I searched for books by the suspected
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author on the antiquarian, used-book online shop, abebooks.co.uk – and came
across a volume that matched the Burnt Book’s bindings and dimensions. With
this information, I cross-referenced a second copy of the suspected book (but
with different bindings and dimensions) with the legible text of the burnt copy
and found a match. This ‘detective’ work has influenced the narrative structure of
the object biography.

3.1.3 The Trace of Caldecott’s Picture Book No2
The MRP team kept the trace of R. Caldecott’s Picture Book No2 in their temporary
suite of offices in the east wing of the Mackintosh Building. An adjoining
anteroom was used for the analysis. Since this was the only time I could guarantee
access to the Mackintosh Building, I made the most of the opportunity to write
about the space as well as the research object. The panel was packaged in acidfree archival tissue and bubble wrap with labels to indicate its correct orientation
for storage and to caution handlers not to place other objects on top. I would
unwrap the packaging from around the object so it could lay on its back on the
packaging. The analysis and field note process followed the same pattern as
before.

3.2 Writing Practice
Life-writing, writes biographer Zachary Leader, describes forms of writing about
the lives or part of the lives of people. These forms may include autobiography
and biography, diaries and memoir, letters, writs, wills, depositions, court
proceedings, marginalia plus genres that experiment with the factual such as
autobiographical fiction and biographical fiction (2015). Poet and lecturer of
English Julia Novak, expands on these explorative subgenres of life-writing that
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intersect auto/biography and fiction, identifying classifications which include
creative non-fiction, autofiction, autotopography, biofiction, auto/biografiction,
meta-autobiography, auto/biographical metafiction, autobiographical non-fiction
novel, heterobiography and the false novel amongst them (2017). Novak suggests
that these designations ‘capture the relationship of fact and fiction and the
relations between the writing and written subjects that these texts reconfigure’
(2017: 3).

The French writer and critical theorist Serge Doubrovsky first used the term
autofiction in 1977 to describe his work which intersects autobiography and creative
writing. Doubrovsky’s autofiction was anchored in the authentic first-person
experience, but experimented with narrative structure. Phillippe Lejeune, an
expert in autobiography and journaling, argues that the reader of autobiography
enters into a contract with the subject, on the understanding that they are reading
a factual representation of a life story (1975). The autofictive writer, however,
understands that subjective truth and fact are not the same. In Autofiction in English
(2018), Hywel Dix suggests that truth is subjective and that the ‘truths that
autofiction tells often exist in the order of symbolic meaning rather than as the
revelation of empirical fact’ (2018: 13). The French writer Catherine Cusset
develops this idea by proposing that the writer of autofiction enters into an
agreement with themselves, to be as honest as the fallibility of memory allows
(Ferreira-Meyers 2018).

By the 1980s, the theoretical reformations that had begun in the 1960s introduced
the subjective position within the social sciences. Social scientists acknowledged
the problems of the concept of the neutral, objective researcher, recognising how
subjectivity affected the research process at every stage. Carolyn Ellis, Tony E.
Adams and Arthur P. Bochner claim that those drawn to autoethnography:
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[W]anted to concentrate on ways of producing meaningful, accessible,
and evocative research grounded in personal experience, research that
would sensitize readers to issues of identity politics, to experiences
shrouded in silence, and to forms of representation that deepen our
capacity to empathize with people who are different from us (Ellis et al.,
2011: 2).

Autoethnography unites the inscribed personal experience of autobiography and
contextualises

that

experience

within

society.

Ellis

et

al.

describe

autoethnographers as ‘participant observers’ (2011: 3) where:
[T]hey retrospectively and selectively write about epiphanies that stem
from, or are made possible by, being part of a culture and/or by
possessing a particular cultural identity (Ellis et al., 2011: 3).

This research slides along the autofiction spectrum depending on the narrative in
question. Volume iii, ‘The Burnt Book’, for example, has more autofictive
qualities than either volume ii, ‘The Bruised Book’ or volume iv, ‘The Imprint (or
the Book-That-Was)’ due to its restructured chronology. The research is
autoethnographic since the narratives contribute to the GSA’s understanding of
its history and are therefore situated within a social context, plus the portfolio
submission is substantiated by research objects, field notes and interviews, all
methods used in autoethnography. An obstacle arises, however, when we
consider the co-protagonists of the narratives – the three burnt books. The
portfolio submission is composed of three object biographies. Forms of practice
that fall into life-writing, including autofiction and autoethnography, are about
the lives of people and tend to exclude objects to the peripheries of the narrative.

Some academics have attempted to introduce the non-human into
autoethnography since – as queer, feminist and performance theorist, Desireé D.
Rowe argues – writing about human and non-human relations on terms of
equality can provide valuable commentary on self and cultural identities:
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In working through, carefully, the relationship of self to a particular
object, we engage in a mapping of that object into a sociopolitical
location. Mapping through writing allows us the multiple dimensions of
the object, and its place within our own narrative. This thing, then, brings
into sharp focus the multiple embodies and how it intersects with
identity, self, and politics (Rowe 2017: 230).

In ‘Autoethnography as Object-Oriented Method’ (2017), Rowe alternates
between the ethnographer’s voice and an autofictive voice. She writes about
interactions with a stapler, a hoodie and a weeping scab on her scalp. Revealing
that she has been diagnosed with eccrine carcinoma, a rare skin tumour, the
narrative takes a Kafkaesque turn as she imagines her male oncologist as a
pregnant fly laying its eggs on her decomposing body. Rowe does not explain
whether her altered perception arises a result of the effects of medication or
whether the metaphor is a writing device that better expresses her fear of death.
Rowe describes the dehumanising effects of severe illness and the American
health-care system, which she accomplishes by positioning herself, as well as her
doctor, as non-human. Therefore, autoethnography with autofictive traits can
contribute to an understanding of the self and society.

While positioning objects as the subject of life-writing and autoethnography is
potentially problematic, a literary form that unequivocally positions the object as
the focus of the writing is ekphrasis. Ekphrasis became synonymous with the representation of one art form by another with the biographer Plutarch’s (c. 46–120
CE) statement that ‘painting is silent poetry, and poetry painting that speaks’
(Morritt 2014: 178). Poet and academic, Emilie Bilman suggests that for Plutarch
this was not a literal translation but simply that ‘painting possesses the power of
vivid representation towards which poetry should aim aesthetically’ (2013: 21) and
that the literary aesthetic ideal endeavoured at ‘pictorial vividness, the
manifestation of sight’ (2013: 23). The origin of ekphrasis – although not then
called ‘ekphrasis’ – can be traced to classical antiquity and Greek rhetorical
handbooks for training students in effective communication and persuasion. The

88

Three Burnt Books: An Unconventional Conservation Narrative
classicist Froma Zeitlin argues that the Greeks understood that the art of oration
depended on the successful transfer of an image or an idea from one mind to
another:
[T]he properties associated with ancient ekphrasis are not in doubt. First
and foremost are the qualities of enargeia (vividness), sapheneia (clarity),
and phantasia (mental image), which, taken together, aim to turn listeners
(or readers) into viewers and to evoke an emotional response through
an appeal to the immediacy of an imagined presence (Zeitlin 2013: 17).

Literary theorists Nigel Krauth and Christopher Bowman propose that all writing
practice is inherently ekphrastic since:
[T]he production of a mental image occurs in many kinds of writing
situations and that the transfer of its evocative, emotional presence from
one mind (the writer’s) to another (the reader’s) is a key part of the
writing process (Krauth and Bowman 2017: 12–13).

Krauth and Bowman, concisely propose that ekphrasis consists of three stages:
‘perceiving something, visualising that something, and conveying that something
to others’ (2017: 12). Perception involves the organisation and interpretation of
sensory data which is further informed by the subject’s experiences, memory and
acquired skills. Therefore, there are levels of negotiation between visual and verbal
representations in the transmission between writer and audience, and Zeitlin
describes ‘the uses of mimesis with regard to verisimilitude (reality–illusion; truth–
fiction)’ (Zeitlin 2013: 17). Fundamentally, the object biographies that comprise
the portfolio submission are ekphrastic since the writing intends to arrest the
attention of the reader, to enable them to visualise the form and materiality of the
three burnt books and to persuade them that the research objects have something
to contribute to the GSA’s fire-narrative.

Children’s Children was the first research object under analysis; therefore, it served
as my apprenticeship for doing an object biography. The skills I acquired would
later be applied to the Burnt Book and the trace of R. Caldecott’s Picture Book No2,
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although the learning curve continued throughout the writing of the portfolio.
For example, after initial attempts at writing up the field notes as a narrative, often
focusing on developing free associations, I realised this approach was distancing
the narrative from the temporal experience of the material object. Therefore, I
made a point of returning to the source and anchor field notes in an analysis of
the research object. Associative explorations regarding the relationship between
myself and the book would, therefore, be underpinned by the encounter.
However, there was some bending of this ‘rule’ for the Burnt Book and the trace
of R. Caldecott’s Picture Book No2 as I shall explain momentarily.

3.2.1 Volume ii: The Bruised Book
The initial draw to Children’s Children was the aesthetic and interpretive potential
of the blemished pages. The bilaterality of the blemishes prompted immediate
association with the Rorschach inkblot psychodiagnostic test. Furthermore, the
contusion-like colours of the stains, a spectrum of blue and black, purple and red,
yellow and green, enhanced the association with physical and psychic trauma.
However, book-objects do not bruise and they do not have an unconscious.
Books tear, rot, and burn. Therefore, from the outset, it was vital to acknowledge
that I was using my embodied experiences and understanding, and my capacity
for imagination as a method of understanding the book.

Volume ii, ‘The Bruised Book’ is organised into four sections. The preface
presents an imaginary psychologist’s hypothesis that the blemishes are tangible
expressions of trauma. Since the Rorschach test has received criticism for
revealing more about the analyst than the patient, I utilised this limitation as an
advantage, positioning responses to the blemishes as associations rather than
interpretations. Interpretations are defined as ‘explanations’ (Cambridge
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Dictionaries 2019b) while associations are defined as ‘connections’ (Cambridge
Dictionaries 2019a). This distinction posits that the experiences of the book are
not accessed exactly, rather my experience of the object is phenomenological and I
can only understand the object through the meanings I construct. Part I composes
extracts from the interview transcripts into a dialogic narrative. The dialogic
section contextualises the conditions within the library, providing a rationale for
the delay in excavating the Mackintosh Library over summer 2014. Part II
presents the object analysis. Part III presents the descriptive analysis of the
blemishes and imaginative associations arising from those blemishes as two
voices.

Since Children’s Children is a 300-page novel, for brevity, I did not write about each
page. The damage and, therefore, the aesthetic impact is greater at the front and
back of the book, lending themselves to vivid associations. The writing explores
themes of death, hell, afterlife and rebirth, with references to Welsh, Greek,
Persian and Christian myths as well as references to invertebrates and microbes
and their role in decomposition. The blemishes gradually faded towards the centre
of the book. This negative space suggested solitude, silence, and recovery which
are also explored in the narrative.

3.2.2 Volume iii: The Burnt Book
The actions, thoughts and feelings of the first-person narrator of ‘The Burnt
Book’ are those of her remembered self, and therefore the chapter is written in
past tense. The narrative starts at a specific point in time and travels toward the
present in which the narrator is situated. This narrative device is used by Charlotte
Brontë in Jane Eyre (1847) and Daphne Du Maurier in Rebecca (1938), both
examples of gothic novels. Since this is a partially fictionalised account, the ‘I’ in

91

Three Burnt Books: An Unconventional Conservation Narrative
this narrative is a more tortured individual than I am in reality. Her experiences
are my own but heightened and chronologically reorganised for dramatic effect.

This volume intersects gothic and noir detective fiction genres. The gothicism
arose as a metaphor, first, for the aura of regretful longing and lost futures that
the post-fire aesthetic of the volume seemed to present. The distorted, disfigured
post-fire materiality of the book recalled Mary Shelly’s creature in Frankenstein
(1823). Second, gothicism seemed an appropriate genre for exploring the
apprehension I felt regarding the future of the Burnt Book at the time of the
analysis. When the Burnt Book first arrived at the GSA’s Main Library, it was
undecided where it was to go. It had been a book, but no longer functioned in its
textual and informational capacity; however, its post-textual materiality entangled
the object with the 2014 Mackintosh fire. The significance of the object in the
HSE exhibition context had since faded and it was unclear what the volume had
become on its return to the GSA. Was it a book or was it material culture? Would
it return permanently to the GSA L&L or would it find a new home with the GSA
A&C? Or was the object too far gone and only fit for disposal? These are some
of the questions that the narrative attempts to untangle through an exploration of
agency and thingness.

The research involved the discovery of the lost identity of the book, and therefore
events lend themselves to retelling as a detective story. A precedent in research is
art practitioner Joanne Tatham’s practice-led PhD thesis ‘Heroin Kills’ (2004) that
incorporated a short detective story to address the challenges of reflexivity in
research. Chapter five of Tatham’s thesis is written in first-person singular as a
short detective story where the narrator

struggles to analyse

her

H.E.R.O.I.N.K.I.L.L.S. necklace showcased at the 2003 Venice Biennale. Under
duress, Tatham-as-Patsy is forced to confront the meaning of the ‘slogan’ under
the interrogation of Tatham-as-Investigator. I, however, do not use the lexicon
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of the detective genre; rather volume iii is plotted as a three-act research thriller.
Plotting the story required reorganising chronological events for dramatic effect,
and consequently, this volume is more fictionalised than volume ii, ‘The Bruised
Book’ and volume iv, ‘The Imprint (or the Book-That-Was)’. Act one sets the
scene and leads into the second act with a plot point, a moment of realisation that
the Burnt Book is in existential peril. The suspense rises throughout act two,
culminating with the second plot point, which is the revelation of the Burnt
Book’s identity and a nightmare sequence. A climax is reached with the discovery
of a pivotal photoengraving.

The influence of the Celtic visionary literary tradition is evident within the
narrative of the Burnt Book. The structure of the Welsh myth cycle Pedair Cainc y
Mabinogi and associated Arthurian romances collected in the Red Book of Hergest (c.
1400) and the White Book of Rhydderch (c. 1325), often interlaced narrative events
that leap from association to association, defying chronology or explicit rationale.
In the twentieth century, the painter and modernist poet David Jones merged his
experiences of the Somme with Welsh mythic signatures, as if drawn from an
ancient collective conscious, in the epic poem In Parenthesis (1937). The influence
of the American historian, feminist, environmentalist and writer Rebecca Solnit
is apparent in the associative structure of the Burnt Book narrative (Solnit 2000;
2005; 2013). Other themes are drawn from my cultural heritage, with allusions to
the romance of ‘Culhwch and Olwen’ and legends that surround the small island
of Ynys Enlli off the Welsh coast. These appear in the narrative as analogies for
quests and pilgrimages. Woven throughout are the motifs of the Orcadian selkie
and the Unknown Warrior to represent the ordinary elevated to mythic status. In
Scottish folklore, the selkie is a magical being capable of transforming into human
form by shedding its seal-skin. The Burnt Book was shrouded in an aura of almost
supernatural mystique since it seemed to be knowingly evading analysis. This
suggested that the object was more than it appeared and beneath its shabby book
cover lay another, pre-fire identity. The motif of a felled, anonymous serviceman,
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buried then disinterred, then bodily appropriated to serve as a symbolic
monument was at the forefront of my mind on the centenary of the First World
War. Of course, the symbol is more complex and problematic than merely the
perceived sacrifice of an individual for the idea of nationhood; however, I
undertook to explore the potency of symbolic aura rather than explicitly press my
political stance. Immediately before the motif of the Unknown Warrior is
introduced, there is an indirect reference to illustrator Mary Evan’s allegorical
engraving of Fame hovering over the makeshift graves of British soldiers on the
Western Front (date unknown). The reference foreshadows the discovery of the
photoengraving inside the Burnt Book that itself serves as an allegory for the rises
and falls of the Mackintosh Building.

There are two categorisations of secondary characters that appear in this narrative.
The first is the disembodied voices of the specialists. Their evidence assists the
narrator in building her case and, therefore, provides context and pace. The
second type of secondary character is the fictionalisation of real librarians. Their
dialogue is imagined and therefore, to distinguish from transcript extracts, does
not appear in speech marks. There is one notable exception where the
disembodied speaker and the characterisation merge. This occurs when Academic
Liaison Librarian David Buri unwittingly provides a vital clue to the identity of
the Burnt Book.

The Burnt Book is the only volume where illustrations appear within the body of
the text. Here the GSA graduate Ruudu Ulas’s photographs perform an
evidencing function within the detective story. They also indirectly reference
mourning pages, used in, for example, John Quarles’ Regale Lectum Miseriae (1649)
and Laurence Sterne’s The Life and Opinions of Tristram Shandy, Gentleman (1759).
Mourning pages set the emotional tone. They also perform a typographic function
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since they allow a pause in the text for the reader to reflect on bleak emotions. It
is intended for Ulas’s images to be experienced as a continuation of the text.

3.2.3 Volume iv: The Imprint (or the Book-That-Was)
Volume iv, ‘The Imprint (or the Book-That-Was)’ opens with a description of the
office spaces in the Mackintosh Building, anchoring the research object within its
research context and providing a record of the only time (at that point) I had
entered the Mackintosh Building. The writing presents the day-to-day activities of
the Mackintosh under restoration. The ambient noises hint at the activity
happening inside the Mackintosh and the make-do spaces in which the MRP team
managed those activities. It was a living building despite not being in operation as
an art school.

The narrative ‘lens’ turns its attention to the research object, at first skirting the
cabinet side panel around the imprint before settling its gaze on the imprint itself.
The imprint is as tangible as Children’s Children or the Burnt Book, but its aura is
self-referential, entangled with the dematerialisation of R. Caldecott’s Picture Book
No2. Therefore, the object biography explores both conventional tangible
materiality and the intangible materialities of absent presences such as reflections,
shadows and ghosts, particularly in children’s literature in reference to the literary
genre of R. Caldecott’s Picture Book No2. The entity upon the cabinet panel has a
vibrancy and intangibility and strangeness that the original did not possess. J. M.
Barrie has given Peter Pan’s shadow autonomy, although corporeal Peter and
Peter’s shadow seem to have an emotional co-dependency, if not an existential
one (1904). Hans Christian Anderson’s shadow, however, is a more sinister
personality that eventually outgrows, enslaves and betrays its shadow-maker
(1847). Lewis Carroll’s Alice stepped through the looking glass into another
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world, leaving behind a room now empty of Alice yet which still vibrates with her
presence (1871).

Emma Dadson and Gretel Evans suggested how the transfer may have happened
but could not provide a definitive explanation. To form a clearer idea of the
original R. Caldecott’s Picture Book No2, I purchased another 1910 edition,
hardbound in blonde buckram with a paper dust jacket from abebooks.co.uk. I
analysed the book much the same way as I analysed the three research objects but
focused on the book cover alone. The second copy was not a fourth research
object but a way of understanding the trace of R. Caldecott’s Picture Book No2 better.
What happened to the original R. Caldecott’s Picture Book No2 is unknown and
remains a peripheral concern in this research context.

In narratology, a twist ending is an unexpected turn at the conclusion of the
narrative. The event of the second fire in 2018 felt, to me, like a twist ending,
since the Mackintosh restoration was nearing completion. Even the interviews
ended with the specialists offering their hopes and anticipations for the restored
Mackintosh Building. The ‘Imprint’ volume originally concluded with a
description of singing blackbirds, referencing the illustration on the book cover.
However, after June 2018, this ending seemed inappropriate and unsatisfactory.
The volume now ends in 2018 with the immediate aftermath of the second
Mackintosh fire. This time, the site-writing situates the first-person narrator
outside the ruins of the Mackintosh Building as she reflects upon her memory of
the suite of offices, comparing what was with how it is at that moment. The
narrator concludes with a meditation upon the ability of writing practice to record
something of the aura of the material world.
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4 Materiality of the Submission
Fundamentally, this research is about the encounter with the materiality of the
book-object. Therefore, it is intended for the reader to engage with the mechanics
and materiality of the submission as a material object. The submission is organised
into four volumes presented in a slipcase. Volume i (which comprises the thesis
metanarrative) is cloth-bound in black with black endpapers, while volumes ii, iii
and iv (which comprise the portfolio of creative non-fiction writing) are clothbound in charcoal grey with red endpapers. Different weights of paper distinguish
the metanarrative from the creative non-fiction volumes. Weighty, scholarly texts
are often printed in fine type on thin paper to reduce bulk, compared to the
luxurious, heavy paper often used in the production of limited-edition
bookworks. Mimetically, volume i is printed in 10-point Garamond font on
Munken Kristall Smooth A4 90gsm while volumes ii, iii and iv are printed in 14point Garamond font on Mohawk Superfine A4 148gsm. Illustrations are printed
on Hahnemühle Photo Rag A4 188gsm to retain the depth of the dark palette that
characterises the aesthetic of Ulas’s commissioned photographs of the three burnt
books.
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Conclusion

The fire of 23 May 2014 destroyed the Glasgow School of Art’s Mackintosh
Library. Materials salvaged from the library following an archaeological
excavation were condition-assessed according to the retention/disposal decision
tree framework. The GSA Library & Learning Resources’ (L&L) book
conservation aims initially favoured restoring the books’ literary identity since the
department comprehended their significance from a textual and information
perspective. Damaged books that cannot be used in this context tend to be
discarded and replaced. In the meantime, the GSA Archives & Collections
(A&C), whose collections had also been affected by the 2014 fire (although to a
lesser extent), developed a conservation approach that endeavoured to retain the
salvaged objects’ post-fire aesthetic and significance.

As a practitioner (who uses writing as her primary medium), I was receptive to
the post-fire aura of three burnt books salvaged from the Mackintosh Library.
They seemed to have embodied the 2014 fire and what it (and the subsequent
2018 fire) represented to the GSA community. I recommend that object
biography – as conceived by the social anthropologist Igor Kopytoff (1986) and
used in anthropology, archaeology and museology as a way of narrativising the
life story or part of the life story of an object – may be utilised as a preconservation assessment tool to reorient ways of seeing the book from textual
materiality to post-textual materiality since object biography articulates the
historical, cultural, social and subjective significances of the book-object.
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1 The Field
In A Universal History of the Destruction of the Book (2004), Fernando Báez
hypothesised that people destroy books since, even though literacy constitutes
just one per cent of human existence, books embody human memory and,
therefore, an attack on a book is a symbolic attack on the individual (the author)
or a community. In Book Destruction from the Medieval to the Contemporary (2014), Gill
Partington and Adam Smyth concur that books are totems, in that they are
symbolic of an ideology, as well as quotidian, in that they are perishable material
objects. While Báez is discomforted by wanton book destruction, Partington and
Smyth critically examine book destruction, stating that books are weighed down
‘with significance out of all proportion to their flimsy paper and cardboard
construction’ (2014a: 4) and therefore book destruction is ‘overloaded with
symbolism’ (2014a: 4). Partington and Smyth claim that the moment of
destruction is the moment ‘when the complex nature of the book becomes
especially visible, and when the fraught relationship between its insides and
outside – its materiality and its semiotic content – is most urgently felt’ (2014a:
9). Báez reveals with his inventory of books lost to fire that the book is most
conspicuously material when it is destroyed since it is the loss of the physical
object, rather than its informational content, that is lamented. In ‘The Aesthetic
of Book Destruction’ (2014), Kate Flint suggests that book destruction in art
practice brings to the fore the book as a material object, becoming the stage for a
critique upon exchanges of values and of the emotions and ideas that damaged
books provoke.

Nonetheless, at what moment do books become lost? Do they become lost
because flames materially consumed them? Alternatively, are books lost because
they become so transformed that they are no longer recognisable in their literary
contexts? Perhaps, when they cease to function in their textual and informational
capacity books are swept up and discarded and that is the moment of loss? The
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fact of books is that while they are made of highly combustible materials, their
construction of encased, densely layered pages offsets their inherent flammability.
The book is resistant to total annihilation as artists such as Ross Birrell have
discovered. Therefore, some material evidence of the book will remain after the
spectacle of destruction. By narrativising the unconventional conservation
journey of three burned books, I have shown that destruction does not just
indicate the immediate threat of the fire, but that destruction is a protracted threat
since the damaged book becomes the site of the ‘fraught relationships between
its insides and outsides’ (Partington and Smyth 2014a: 9).

According to Academic Liaison Librarian Duncan Chappell, ‘artists, writers and
creatives have used [the Mackintosh Library] collections and spaces to inspire,
challenge or expand their practice (2015a: 5), and, according to Birrell, the library
continued to function in its capacity as a site of research even after the 2014
Mackintosh fire (2017). Indeed, many of the first artworks to respond to the 2014
fire incorporated damaged volumes to create new work (Bradley-Scott and
Loudon 2014). Birrell’s improvisational series, A Living Beautiful Thing (2015–),
however, did not postion him as the biblioclast, but as the mediator between the
co-creation of matter and the improvisation of fire, and the audience. The gaze
Birrell applies over the ruined library is comparable to Svetlana Boym’s critical
ruin gaze (2010) – a gaze that neither yearns for the past nor regrets lost futures but
acknowledges past and future in the temporality of the site nonetheless. It is here,
with the latter category of practice-led research, that I position this work since the
portfolio submission is a non-invasive ekphrastic enquiry that casts a gaze that
documents and critiques the aura of the ‘fraught relationships’ that the burnt book
presents.
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2 The Contribution
The ten specialist interviews provided valuable data regarding the physical
description of the three burnt books, perceptions of their aura and provided
information that enabled me to map out the post-fire journey of each research
object. Extracts from their transcribed interviews appear in the portfolio
submission.

However, the interviews also reveal the complexity of our relationship with
books. The day-to-day activities of David Buri and Duncan Chappell include
scrutinising data about the usage of materials within the library collections. Some
books are so well used they become physically worn out and therefore must be
stocked in multiples or replaced regularly; therefore, decisions regarding the
retention and disposal of books is standard practice. Buri is ‘more interested in
whether [the material is a] good quality source of information rather than it
necessarily being printed or digital’ (vol. 1: 186). However, he acknowledges that
the physical object is still important because ‘our students still enjoy the kind of
experience of looking at a physical book, leafing through it, looking at the colours
and shapes in a way that you just can’t do on a screen’ (vol. 1: 187). Buri is also
conscious that the physical object accrues a sense of history the longer it is
associated with the School. Alison Stevenson states that ‘a book for me is
something that you can use to access knowledge and information’ (vol. 1: 213)
with the caveat, ‘... I would say that has changed a bit since coming to the GSA’
(vol. 1: 213). Stevenson also acknowledges that ‘over time, some books will accrue
that sense of history’ (vol. 1: 213). However, Chappell seems most acutely aware
of the biographical potential of the book-object. In his interview, Chappell shares
several anecdotes about individual volumes from the Mackintosh Library
collections. The first, is the story of James Cavanagh Murphy’s Arabian Antiquities
of Spain (1813), the GSA’s first library acquisition. This volume escaped the fire
since it – serendipitously – had been removed from the Mackintosh Library by
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Chappell for recataloguing the day before. The second story is about EdyLegrand’s pochoir-illustrated Macao et Cosmage (1919) that was discovered amongst
the decomposing debris and came to symbolise hope and recovery. The third
story is an unnamed book that had been on long-term loan from the South
Kensington Museum:
[T]here was this one book in the Mackintosh Library, and I remember
it saying, ‘Glasgow’, and then the date of deposit, and then on the date
of return some wag had written in there, ‘Judgement Day’, so we didn’t
have to give that book back to South Kensington until Judgement Day
and, of course, unfortunately, Judgement Day came for that book,
because it’s no longer with us (Chappell vol. 1: 145–46).

This oscillation between the informational context and the physical object was, I
suggest, closer to the surface of GSA’s library staff’s perceptions of the book than
in other libraries, since materiality is an enduring concern of GSA staff and
students. Chappell explains that:
[A]ll of our books, being an art school, have been scribbled over, they’ve
been painted over, they’ve been traced over, they’ve been inscribed in
manuscript form, so they all have that patternation of use once they’ve
been in the library a certain number of years (Chappell vol. 1: 145).

The library collections accrued the trace of individuals that had passed through
the School over the years. Why, therefore, if a sense that the book embodies its
history was already an – albeit, unobtrusive – understanding amongst the library
staff, did the book conservation aims not explicitly endeavour to seek the trace
of the fire at the outset? I suggest two potential explanations. First, the devastation
to the Mackintosh Library was so complete, so demoralising, that the recovery of
undamaged volumes or the restoration to their pre-fire condition served a curative
function. The ‘jewel-like’ Macao et Cosmage that emerged from the ‘dark … dank
… mouldy … rotten … detritus’ (Chappell vol. 1: 147) was the phoenix of Greek
mythology in book form. Second, book conservation, under the influence of book
history, prioritises the textual and informational context over its post-textual
context.
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The interviews reveal that the GSA L&L did retain some fire-damaged materials
(such as pages torn out of damaged volumes) to tell the story of the fire, while
Children’s Children was conserved to show the possibilities and limitations of
restoration since the volume still retained the trace of the fire on return to the
GSA. However, Chappell’s ‘Mackintosh Library Collections Presentations 2014–
2018’ show that successful restoration and the survival stories of volumes such as
The Sights and Scenes in Fair Japan by Ogawa Kazumasa (c. 1910) took precedence
over the stories of volumes that suggested more complex and perhaps painful
significance. A subtle reorientation can be perceived in the conservation aims
between 2016 and 2017 when volumes that fall into this latter category feature
more prominently in the presentations (Chappell 2017; Chappell 2018a;
Academic Special Libraries 2018). It is likely, since Chappell cites the research of
individuals such as myself, that it is the GSA community’s interest in post-fire
aesthetics and materiality that swayed this reorientation.

Book conservation is subject to the same principles and practices that encompass
the conservation of all cultural heritage. However, if the client prioritises the
textual context over materiality, then the preservation of the textual context will
be conspicuous in the conservation aims. In some cases, the preservation of the
book-object may take precedence over the textual context when the physical
object can reveal methods of production or material properties. Therefore, it is
not conclusive that book conservation should as a matter of course privilege
information over matter. I propose that this research makes a valuable
contribution to book conservation studies by proposing an epistemological
framework that reorients the judgment of the significance of damaged books.
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3 The Portfolio
The epistemological framework that I propose to see the book anew and
intervene in the disposal of a potentially culturally significant object is object
biography. The following section reflects on the writing process and examines the
successes and limitations of the biographies that constitute the portfolio
submission in preserving the aura of the 2014 Mackintosh fire as embodied by
the research objects.

The Three Burnt Books function as self-contained narratives, each with its own
structure and themes. The narratives also function as a body of work since they
are organised sequentially, that is to say, the damage to the original volume
increases incrementally (Children’s Children is still very much a book; the status of
the Burnt Book as a book is in doubt; the trace of R. Caldecott’s Picture Book No2 is
a ghost of the original object). Furthermore, the narratives are intertextual,
directly referencing or obliquely reflecting one another. Additionally, thematic
threads weave throughout the three narratives.

Volume ii, ‘The Bruised Book’ introduces the ruined Mackintosh Library as a
liminal hinterland and an allegory for mythic otherworlds that further stimulate
associative metaphors for survival, death, afterlife and rebirth. These themes are
repeated throughout the Three Burnt Books narratives. The psychologist’s notes
that preface ‘The Bruised Book’ set the tone for the Three Burnt Books. The
psychologist’s voice functions as a scientific voice that outlines a hypothesis that
the form and colour range of the blemishes caused by heat, water, ink spread and
mould growth suggest the manifestation of existential trauma. The voice also
submits that perceptions of the blemishes are phenomenological and that any
significance elicited is a manifestation of the researcher’s embodiment. Therefore,
the voice acknowledges that any interpretations will reveal more about the
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researcher than the research object. This position is consistent through the
portfolio submission.

The polyphonic structure of ‘The Bruised Book’ is the most experimental of the
three narratives. The psychologist’s preface presents the biology of skin
contusions and the neuroscience of post-traumatic stress disorder, while
references to Herman Rorschach and Carl Jung establish the voice’s scientific
credentials and contextualise the hypothesis that the blemishes equal trauma. The
archetype of the Shadow in Jungian psychological analysis – the ‘doppelgänger,
demons, devils, djinns, spirits, ghosts and reflections.’ (vol. 2: 3) – anticipates the
trace of R. Caldecott’s Picture Book No2.

The psychologist’s sole voice transitions into an assemblage of voices, including
extracts from interviews with Alison Stevenson, Gordon Ewart, Emma Dadson,
Gretel Evans and Natalie Mitchell. On reflection, the structure of this section
recalls the journalistic style of John Hersey’s ‘Hiroshima’ (1946) that collates and
interweaves the experiences of six individuals in the immediate aftermath of the
atomic bombing of Hiroshima on 6 August 1945. The reference was unconscious,
but it is of interest since David Buri references atomic shadows when discussing
the trace of R. Caldecott’s Picture Book No2, which is itself alluded to when
meditating on autonomous shadows in ‘The Imprint (or the Book-That-Was)’.
The dialogic sequence serves to contextualise how resources were directed
towards salvaging archival collections in light of the total destruction of the
library, the grim working conditions within the library, and the initial book
conservation aims to restore volumes that could function in their textual and
informational capacities.
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With the preliminaries in place, the object biography proper begins with a sensory
analysis of Children’s Children. The intention was to transmit the experience of
observation rather than being purely descriptive. The narrative alternates between
sense perception and associative imagery and ideas, although these are concise
and contained at this point. In Part III, the sensory perception (or the descriptive
voice) and the associative voice appear as seperate voices. The descriptive voice
on a given page is a modification of the description on the preceding page,
referencing the transmission of the ink spread through the volume. The
vocabulary emphasises colour and form but is more poetical then geometric. The
associative voice is presented in italics to distinguish it from the descriptive voice.
The narrative here is abundant with symbolic images of death (the moth, the devil,
disease), other-realms and afterlife (purgatory from Catholic doctrine, Annwfn
from Welsh myth), and rebirth (the iris).

I hold that this volume has captured the form, colour and movement of the
blemishes. The associative imagery and ideas traverse subjective experience and
universal human concerns. Since Children’s Children had returned to the
institutional fold as part a new special collection of burnt books (Chappell 2018b),
I could afford to experiment with voice and structure when this was not the case
with the Burnt Book.

I was anxious for the future of the Burnt Book while writing its object biography.
I do not believe that the GSA would have discarded the object since it had
acquired some significance as material culture – as evidenced by its inclusion in
the Historic Environment Scotland exhibition in Stirling in late 2017. However,
it was unclear whether the object would be reintegrated into the library’s new
special collection or archival collections or as a curiosity piece. My anxiety
alleviated when reviewing Duncan Chappell’s presentation notes (2018a; 2018b)
which reference the Burnt Book and therefore afforded the object a certain status.
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It is unclear whether the Burnt Book is a victim or a protagonist at the opening
of the narrative. I had in mind Daphne du Maurier’s modern gothic novel Rebecca
(1938) as impetus, where the titular character was herself morally ambiguous in
life, and in death retains power over the other characters. A secondary influence
was Otto Preminger’s gothic film noir Laura (1944), where the detective becomes
infatuated with a portrait of the assumed victim. As absentee characters, Rebecca
and Laura are demonised and idealised respectively. It is only when they bodily
materialise (Rebecca’s corpse is discovered, and Laura reappears having faked her
own death) that their preternaturalness diminishes.

Embedded within the noirish autofiction are reiterations of the research question:
‘This new object had to be experienced as something new, but what that
something was was either too anonymous or too uncomfortable to address’ (vol.
3: 3). The narrative questions what is a book when it becomes redundant as a
book and what journey does it take to become this ‘something new’. The research
posits that this reorientation is perceptual, that the observer must look beyond
the textual and information context of the book to a post-textual context. In her
interview, Gretel Evans intimated that the post-fire condition of the research
object had reoriented the original significance of the Burnt Book, since ‘the book
is very iconic because it was a library [...] the library contained books and here’s a
burnt book’ (vol. 1: 314). Alison Stevenson also implied that in losing its textual
identity and function, the Burnt Book now represented the still-present material
residue of the lost library by claiming ‘it was really a relic of the fire more than it
was a book’ (vol. 1: 226). Of the three narratives it is here that the transitions
between present and absent are most urgently and emotively explored.

The revelation of the Burnt Book’s identity here within the metanarrative
substantially diminishes the reader’s immersion in the detective thriller when
encountered within the portfolio submission. Therefore, further information
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regarding the Burnt Book’s title, and commentary on serendipitous coincidences
has been summarised in the footnote – which the reader may access at their
discretion.6

This narrative does present some limitations in that I did not pursue an interview
with the archaeologist that initially prevented the object from being discarded if
the decision tree framework had been followed faithfully. Her obscurity enabled
me to project onto her the role of what comparative-mythology academic Joseph
Campbell called the supernatural aid (1949). The archaeologist appeared at the
appropriate moment to pluck the Burnt Book from obscurity and empowered the
latent heroism of her protégé before she herself vanished.

Volume iii, ‘The Imprint (or the Book-That-Was)’ opens with a description of the
office suite of the Mackintosh Building in which the object analysis of the trace
of R. Caldecott’s Picture Book No2 was undertaken. This site-writing functions to
position the research object within a social context. It documents the Mackintosh
Building as a living building under restoration. The opening also has a structural
role since the site is revisited at the close of the narrative; therefore, it acts as a
bookend. This allows more freedom to explore metaphysical concepts within the
main body of the text.

The title of the Burnt Book is Glasgow: Fifty Drawings (1911) by Muirhead Bone.
Sir Muirhead Bone (1876–1953) was trained as an architect and, later, in
printmaking at the Glasgow School of Art. He was also the husband of Gertrude
Bone, the author of Children’s Children which Muirhead Bone illustrated. The bluebound volume was one of a limited-edition run of 200 copies printed by James
Maclehose and was presumed lost in the 2014 Mackintosh Fire – which David
Buri refers to twice in his interview. Plate 41 is a photoengraving of the secondphase construction of the west wing of the Mackintosh Building. In her interview,
Liz Davidson discusses a picture of a building under construction that she
purchased from a Byres Road charity shop before her appointment as Mackintosh
Restoration Project Senior Project Manager. She later realised it was a
photoengraving of the Mackintosh Building by Muirhead Bone. Davidson was
unaware that the Burnt Book, which had been in her custodianship in the
Mackintosh Building, held the same engraving.
6
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Of the three research objects, the cabinet panel is the most removed from its
original book-ness. However, just as the Burnt Book was considered a fitting icon
of a burnt library by Gretel Evans, the trace of R. Caldecott’s Picture Book No2, as
Sarah MacKinnon observed, was ‘the only thing in the room that made you realise
it was a library’ (vol. 1: 172). The main theme of this narrative is the absent
presence. In her translation of Jacques Derrida’s Of Grammatology (1997), Gayatri
Chakravorty Spivak writes, ‘Derrida’s trace is the mark of the absence of a
presence, an always already absent present, of the lack at the origin that is the
condition of thought and experience’ (1997: xvii). Similarly, the trace of R.
Caldecott’s Picture Book No2 is self-referential in that its presence denotes the
absence of the original volume that created the impression. Therefore, the analysis
attempts to evoke a sense of not only the original book, but also the spectral
library that whispers in the narrator’s ear.

The narrative ends by cycling back to the original location, or as close as the
cordoned-off streets would allow after the 2018 Mackintosh fire. The narrator is
now one year on from the original object analysis. She meditates on what has
disappeared by recalling the original list of equipment and furniture in the
research space. Therefore, just as the psychologist’s preface in ‘The Bruised Book’
serves as an introduction to the first volume and the Three Burnt Books as a body,
the narrator offers an overall conclusion by considering the role of writing as a
method of documenting aura and temporality. However, this does not indicate
that the writing seeks or can replace the object; instead, the writing re-presents
and enlivens the object. It achieves this through the transmission of language into
a visual representation that persuades the reader to create significance. This
message serves as an oblique caution: that the aura of the object can only be
captured while it is materially present, and not retrospectively.
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4 In Practice
The archaeologist Gordon Ewart claimed, ‘I found that the significance of what
we found was not immediately apparent to all’ (vol. 1: 387). Similarly, AOC
conserver Natalie Mitchell said while meditating on mould-damaged volumes
such as Children’s Children:
[I]t’s interesting, in hindsight, that these patterns – on reflection years
down the line – can be looked at as something … another avenue to
why something is so pretty … interesting (Mitchell vol. 1: 346).

The GSA library staff were overseeing the retention or disposal of fire-damaged
materials while processing the devastation on a personal level: ‘It was just
unbelievable. It was just appalling … It was unrecognisable as the library’ (Buri
vol. 1: 195–96). I suggest that the librarians were too close to the situation to cast
a ‘critical ruin gaze’ over the burnt books in the immediacy of the 2014 fire.

To see the potentiality of the transfiguration less adversely required some
temporal distance or a perspective that saw that ‘[f]or all the destruction – or
rather because of it – the Mackintosh building, and the Library in particular,
possessed a compelling beauty’ (Birrell 2017: 117). This is not to suggest that
negative associations are inaccurate or invalid. Indeed, a kaleidoscopic perspective
that is inclusive of outlooks such as Ross Birrell’s academic appreciation; or
Mitchell’s admiration of the organic life growing in the decomposing books, or
more distressed associations, all contribute to an understanding of the
significance of the burnt books.

This research does not propose, however, that all damaged material should be
retained for perpetuity. As Gretel Evans explained, ‘If we kept all the burnt books,
that’s all very well, we’ve kept all the burnt books, and we don’t feel quite so bad
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for not throwing them out, but what are you going to actually do with them and
where are they going to go?’ (vol. 1: 313) and, ‘There’s no point in retaining
[damaged material] unless it’s actually got a purpose’ (vol. 1: 313). Object
biography as a pre-conservation assessment tool is well placed to elicit complex
and obscure meanings that result in the retention of a well-chosen selection of
objects that contribute to a social and personal narrative.

While any of the 8,000 volumes that comprised the pre-fire Mackintosh Library
collection could have been the subject of an object biography, the method
requires the object to be present since object biography is anchored in the
temporal experience of the book’s aura. Therefore, there are two critical stages
when materials should be assessed for potential significance. The first critical
stage is between the moment of the significant event – such as fire – and any
assessments that may result in the disposal of material. The second critical stage
is before conservation procedures are undertaken which may result in the removal
of the material trace of the significant event.

It has been proposed that the thirteen books that were originally conserved will
now form a new library collection – the Burnt Book Special Collection. It is yet
unconfirmed whether the Burnt Book that appears as a research object within
this work or the trace of Caldecott’s Picture Book No2 shall also be included. Perhaps
other books that somehow survived the 2014 Mackintosh fire and evaded the
official judicial framework may one day reappear to be inaugurated into the Burnt
Book Special Collection.
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Interview Transcript: Duncan Chappell (DC)
Academic Liaison Librarian, The Glasgow School of Art.
Interviewed by Dawn Worsley (DW) on 25 May 2017: Study Space, GSA Library.

00:00:00

---

[Introductions]

00:00:39

DW

Can you give me your date of birth and where you were born please?

00:00:43

DC

Yeah, the 27th of October 1976, and I was born in Greenwich in South-east London.

00:00:52

DW

Do you have a long connection with Glasgow?

00:00:54

DC

Erm, I first came up to Glasgow in – let me get this right – 2001, erm, to go to Library
School at the University of Strathclyde to do my master’s, erm, and I’d never been to
Glasgow before, at all, and I came up about a week before the course started to find a
flat to live in, and then did the course and got a job, not this one, a different job in
another service, and then have stayed here ever since. So, I’ve been in Glasgow about
sixteen, seventeen years now, coming up for.

00:01:33

DW

And, er, you worked here … when did you start here?

00:01:36

DC

So, I worked here for about ten years, so it would be about 2007, something like that,
yeah.

00:01:45

DW

And you had no connection with Glasgow School of Art before that?
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00:01:48

DC

No. None whatsoever. No, erm, only that … I mean, my first degree is in History of
Art and then my, obviously, my master’s is in librarianship, so that’s why I ended
coming into sort of an arts institution to work as a librarian.

00:02:04

DW

Um, so can you tell me a bit about your job? What do you do?

00:02:07

DC

Yeah. Ooh, God, what don’t I do! Well, the great thing about the Art School is because
it’s such a small institution and such a small, erm, team of people really in the library
compared to these massive universities you get to do a bit of everything really, so, it’s
a mixture. There’s a lot of collection management, sort of, erm, purchasing books for
the collection, and deciding which books to get rid of ’cause necessarily because of the
space, we have to get rid of books as well. There’s a lot of management of electronic
resources which is happening more and more, even in our subject disciplines. There’s
liaison with the academic departments to make sure we’ve got the stuff that they and
their students need. Erm, there is a lot of – increasing actually – more and learning and
teaching goes on, so more and more workshops with students we do, which obviously
takes a lot of planning … erm, yeah, a mixture of all of those I would say, they’re the
main strands of the role.

00:03:09

DW

And what would be your day-to-day activities …

00:03:13

DC

Oh, well …

00:03:13

DW

… what would your average day be?

00:03:14

DC

Every day is different. That’s why the job’s great actually … every day is different, but
I mean, it might involve some, erm … going through publishers’ catalogues, for
example, to decide what we want to buy for the collection. It probably at some point
during the day involves some cataloguing of the material that comes in, a lot of our
cataloguing is done remotely now but the more difficult publications, like artists’ books
and stuff, we still catalogue on site, erm … it might involve a lot of analysis of statistics
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actually, which is probably one of the least interesting areas of the job, but, you know,
we do a lot of analysis of what’s being used, and what isn’t being used, which can be
surprising sometimes actually, erm, normally at some point or other a student will pop
in with an enquiry, maybe they’re looking for something, or can’t find anything …

[DW points to herself]

00:04:15

DC

Yeah, that’s probably one of the best bits of the job but not so much this time of the
year, but certainly for the majority of the year people are always coming into the office,
and asking questions and so forth, so … but it’s so varied, it’s so difficult to say …
what a typical day would be, that’s why I like it really, the variety of stuff, yeah …

00:04:37

DW

Fabulous. Erm, I’m going to take you back to the Mackintosh Library …

00:04:40

DC

Yeah …

00:04:40

DW

… before the fire …

00:04:40

DC

Yeah …

00:04:42

DW

Erm, can you tell me what it was like to work in there, in the Mackintosh Library?

00:04:45

DC

Well it, I mean … it was a huge … honour to work in there, I mean, you were aware
every time you set foot into the space, you were aware of its … history in … the life of
the School, but also its history in the history of design and the history of art, and you
were aware of that as you walked in and there was a kind of … ambience that you
experienced when you walked into that space that was really quite special, and you did
… you were aware of yourself as being the latest in a long line of librarians who had
acted as a kind of custodian of that space I guess, and subsequently since the fire we’ve
learnt a lot more about those librarians, but you were aware even at that stage that you
were, sort of the latest incarnation within that line of librarians and you were a kind of
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custodian of that space … it … um, there were times, of course, when the more that
you used that space and the more that you worked in there you became a little bit
flippant about it, as I think we all did, when you’re used to going somewhere every day,
you kind of … over time the specialness of that space decreases in your own mind, just
through familiarity, you know, ‘familiarity breeds contempt’ they say and, you know,
you did kind of … sometimes you had to pinch yourself to remind yourself of what a
special place it was. It did have a certain ambience to it, I mean, the times I remember
working there really strongly are when we had a typical day of Glasgow weather, very
dark, rainy, windy, and it’s such an exposed site there as well, that I remember being in
there when the gales were howling, and you know, the wind was rattling the panes in
the windows and, um, and it was very very dark and it was a dark space anyway, and
even if you had all of the lights on it was still quite sombre in atmosphere, which kind
of worked I think in terms of the study space, the students seemed to quite like that,
that kind of atmosphere rather than what we have here in the main library which is
quite harsh at times, quite modern-looking, um … so yeah, it was a great honour to
work in there and it’s funny because over time you did learn all of the patternation of
that space really, I mean even now, I can remember where the scratches were on the
cabinets because, obviously, over the years it had taken a real beating that space, with
students dragging books out and looking at them, and … in recent years there was a
bit more of a kind of preciousness about that space, but still it was a workable space
and still people did use it as a kind of working building, so there were scratches in the
surfaces and I can still remember the sort of patternation of all of those cabinets, in my
mind’s eye, I can imagine … I can remember going from cabinet one to cabinet two to
cabinet three and I know exactly where all those scratches are … and of course, when
it all comes back those scratches won’t be there anymore so, it’ll be very different.

00:08:01

DW

That’s really interesting … um, can you tell me a bit more about that ambience, that
personality?

00:08:07

DC

Yeah, so … it felt like a little … refuge, in a way, erm, and I’m certainly aware that I
used to use it as a bit of a refuge because there was always stuff that needed doing over
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there with the collections, so if you’d had a very very stressful day here for example or
a very busy day, a very busy period, you could take yourself over there and almost hide
away in a way and do the work that you needed to do over there and it did feel like a
refuge and I think … subsequently talking to a lot of the students, particularly ones that
used that space a lot, they felt the same feeling as well of it being a kind of refuge, it
was part of a very busy building, a very dynamic building, but it felt like a still space
rather than a frenetically busy space, erm, so it was like a moment of stillness within
this hugely busy … institution that we’re all part of, erm, and there was a quietness to
it … that enabled you to … think more deeply, I think, than it’s possible in a busy
modern library like we’re in today … you felt that it sort of cleared your mind almost
and I remember the tour guides who used to come round periodically to give public
tours of the space always talked, always described the Mackintosh as a ‘clearing in the
forest’, I think that must have been in their script somewhere [laughs] that ‘this is the
clearing in the forest’ and I always used to think, well, actually, it’s … it’s more like a
‘clearing of the mind’ actually, it kind of stripped away, as much as any physical space
is able to, strip away all of that extraneous stuff that builds up during the day, all those
petty office politics and little stresses here and there, it kind of … you could leave them
at the door almost and they just fell away and, erm … and you felt … you felt infinitely
more studious, just by being in there [laughs] bizarrely!

00:10:22

DW

I guess it was very traditional …

00:10:23

DC

Yeah, and you feel that in some other libraries as well, some other historical libraries
that you can visit, like, I don’t know, John Rylands Library in Manchester or something
like that, you know, they all have that kind of certain ambience to its … em … it’s
difficult to … it’s kind of phenomenological, in a way, you know it’s a
phenomenological response to the space, I think, that it did have those qualities to it as
well as being a … concrete library with a very particular purpose and had very …
concrete books and materials within them, it … the main element of that space, I think,
was the way that you experienced it and of course there were architectural critics who
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talk about this much better than I do and put it in much better terminology, but it was
very much about how you experienced that space I think.

00:11:15

DW

Phenomenology, I think, is very interesting. Can you tell me about that concreteness,
that materiality … how would you describe it in physical terms … as you walk in
through the doors?

00:11:27

DC

Well, it was such a … such a … an eclectic kind of collection across there that had very
much been built up very organically in recent years, I think, since probably the seventies
or eighties, I mean it’s important to remember that that space had been the main, well,
the only library in the School up until, I think, the eighties, I’d have to check that, but
until quite late actually, surprisingly late given that it’s quite a small space and then,
subsequently the main library, the bulk of the lending stock moved into one of the
studios in the Mackintosh Building … and then subsequently moved into this space
here, and I think at that point with all of those moves, the collections that were in the
Mackintosh Library became a little bit confused, so there was some very very historical
materials in there, some very rare books, I mean books dating back to, erm, well … as
early as the fifteen-hundreds actually, there were a few books there from the fifteenhundreds, so some real treasures in there, but alongside that there was very very modern
publications that just happened to be put in there because they … perhaps featured
one of our own alumni, so our own artists who graduated from the Art School, maybe
had a group exhibition and the exhibition catalogue would be put in there and it was
very much presented as a kind of permanent archive of the work of people associated
with the School, so I think anybody walking into that space … looking at it from a
collections perspective probably was quite confused as to what the methodology was
as to what went in there, ’cause it was very disparate and … subsequently, since the fire
we’ve done a lot more research on what was in that space in the early years, so we know
now what originally was in that space and we’ve now started to call that kind of material
our Foundation Collections, that’s how we tend to refer to them now, and I think the
idea when the space reopens is that it’ll be much more in keeping with those foundation
collections rather than the kind of disparate collections that were there of late. So, I
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always thought of the collections in there as very confused, to be honest, erm, but I
think it’s just … it’s just reflective, I think of the way that the School works in that
everything is quite organic in the School and there’s very little central planning in a lot
of areas, and things just happen organically, and I think the collections just in later years
had built up organically in there.

00:14:07

DW

Do you have a favourite place in the library?

00:14:10

DC

Erm, I think, up on the mezzanine level of the library and, I mean, you always felt that
you were getting a certain view there, because the students weren’t allowed up onto the
mezzanine and the public weren’t allowed up onto the mezzanine so you always felt
like you were getting special access privileges [smiles] to enable you to get up there, so
you would unlock the door, erm, that was at the bottom of the stairwell, which wasn’t
original to Mackintosh’s plans, it had been inserted in there, I think in the forties by
one of the caretakers, and I don’t think will be coming back in the restored library, so
you would walk up those stairs and then, of course, you would be able to look down
on the library below and it did give you a completely different perspective, actually it
felt quite high up there but it wasn’t really high, but it did feel like you were quite high,
and it gave you a certain perspective down into the space, erm, below, erm, and up on
that level, erm, it was all, erm, old journals, that’s what was kept on that level, old, old
journals, pre-1985 journals, some of them going back to, sort of, the early … well, the
late 1800s, early 1900s, erm, but you felt a bit kind of hidden away in that space which
was, which was nice.

00:15:29

DW

That’s always nice.

00:15:30

DC

Yeah.

00:15:31

DW

Um, do you … I’ve gone to books … um, do you feel any emotional connection when
handling a book?
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00:15:40

DC

… I guess it depends on the book in question, I mean, the thing about our job is that
we handle so many books all the time that, I think, you just become a bit blasé about
them and there’s, I mean, there’s such a huge throughput in the library of books that
you can’t possibly spend as much time with books as you would like to do, and a lot of
the books just come into our hands, we catalogue them, they go straight back out onto
the shelves again, so there’s a huge number of books that we don’t feel any emotional
attachment to at all in the library, however, having said that, there are of course books
that stay with you, that you discover within the library’s collections and they stay with
you, and they tended to be, for me, less to do with the actual content of the book and
more to do with the kind of patternation of use that had developed up over the years,
I think, I think, we’ve [indicating the interviewer] spoken about this before, all of our
books, being an art school, have been scribbled over, they’ve been painted over, they’ve
been traced over, erm, they’ve been inscribed in manuscript form, so they all have that
patternation of use once they’ve been in the library for a certain number of years, we’ve
… our collections aren’t precious in a way some other collections are, so … funny little
things, I remember there was a book in there, for example, that had been loaned to us
from the South Kensington Museum … in the early days, the Art School here in
Glasgow, was a kind of provincial satellite of the main art school which was down in
South Kensington in London, that was the way art schools had been set up in the UK,
so there was a central art school in South Kensington and all of these kind of provincial
satellites… and so, a lot of our early materials, in terms of books were sent up from
South Kensington to us, and that’s the way most of the art schools worked, so if you
went to Leeds College of Art, for example, again, you would find lots of nineteenth
century books that were sent up from South Kensington … and they all have these
book plates at the front saying that they had been placed on long-term loan and there
were a few columns and it says that the art school in question, say Glasgow, and then
it would give the date that it came up to use, and then the date for return, and most of
them are perfectly normal, but there was this one book in the Mackintosh Library, and
I remember it saying, ‘Glasgow’, and then the date of deposit, and then the date of
return some wag had written in there, erm, ‘Judgement Day’, so we didn’t have to give
that book back to South Kensington until Judgement Day [smiles] and, of course,
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unfortunately, Judgement Day came for that book, because it’s no longer with us
[laughs], but I do remember that, so it’s little things like that that stick with you, and
you kind of have an emotional attachment to them, because you think that probably
nobody else has noticed that in all the time it’s been here and you just happened to
stumble across it.

00:18:40

DW

That’s really interesting …

00:18:42

DC

Mmmm.

00:18:43

DW

Do you remember what that book was?

00:18:44

DC

Yeah, it was quite a large folio book so it would have been on the mezzanine level in
the cabinets that were placed underneath the mezzanine level, so you had the
mezzanine level, you had large book cases against the exterior walls and the interior
walls of the balcony had these large folio cabinets with sloping tops, so the idea is you
would bring a book out and place it on the sloping top and then would be able to read
it, erm, and it would have been in there, I can’t remember whereabouts in there, but it
was a folio book so it would have been in one of those, because they were the only
cabinets that were big enough to accommodate these large books … but there were all
kinds of books like that that I remember being in there and, erm, some were able to be
salvaged, very few of them … my favourite book in the Mackintosh Library was
salvaged, which was Macau and Cosmage by Edy-Legrand, which you will have seen, and
that was definitely my favourite book in the whole of the Mackintosh Library, so when
that came out in the salvage and we realised it was salvageable, I was amazed, because
I was sure that would have gone, that book, absolutely convinced it would have gone.

00:20:07

DW

Can you tell me more, can you give me some more detail about it?

00:20:12

DC

So, it’s … it’s … it’s a beautiful book by this artist called Edy-Legrand, erm, who
produced a series of these books in France in sort of the early twentieth century – I
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think it dates from about 1925, I think from memory – and he produced these books
using this technique called pochoir which is basically a sort of a stencilling technique, but
you get these really bright exuberant colours, erm, and it’s a tale about life in this kind
of tropical paradise, basically. It’s slightly problematic in that you … these days we
would look at it through the lens of colonialism, because obviously, France had quite a
large colony … colonial system at the time in Africa and in the Pacific, and so forth, so
and the ‘natives’ are all viewed in quite a colonial way … the reading we have of it now
is very different of the reading they would have of it, and it’s in square format, it’s quite
… not huge … relatively small … erm, and that, erm, was in the Mackintosh Library
… I had no hope that it would survive, it’s very expensive to buy so I knew we wouldn’t
be able to get a replacement copy, but it did survive and I think the reason it did survive
is because it was in a conservation box, and although these conservation boxes were,
erm, essentially just cardboard, so you’d think they would just go up in the flames, they
seem definitely to have provided a degree of protection, because a lot of those books
that were salvaged and conserved, I think, most of them actually had conservation
boxes at the time, so it definitely did something to hold the fire back, and surprisingly,
given that it’s just paper essentially, erm, and they’re certainly not designed to withstand
fire at all it’s more just to give you a bit of protection against … if there’s a flood or
something like that, erm, so I was very moved actually when that came out, I remember
it coming out when we were salvaging with the archaeologists and I remember them
actually bringing it out as I was there, erm, working with David [Buri], my colleague, to
look through the stuff that had been salvaged the previous day, erm, and it felt like – I
mean it sounds a bit corny actually to describe it as this – but it felt like a ray of light,
you know, because this incredibly colourful book, and it had retained all its colours as
well, amazingly, er, for that to come out of this very dark … dank … mouldy kind of
… rotten … detritus that the library had become, erm, you know the library after the
fire had lost all of its colour, erm, it was very dark, very depressing, very dank, and for
this jewel-like book to come out of it with all of its bright exuberant colours was kind
of like a little ray of hope, and you kind of felt, ‘Okay, we can move on from this’,
because it was getting a little bit depressing at that time [laughs] going across each day
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and looking at all of this destruction, erm, and it was … it was … yeah, it made it
slightly more bearable when books like that came out and you thought, ‘Okay, yeah!’

00:23:29

DW

Do you ever get a sense that a book has a personal history … a biography … or
personality?

00:23:34

DC

Yeah, definitely, and a lot of our books do and I think that comes home most when
there’s personal provenance attached to a book and we know now where all of our
books have come from which we didn’t in the past. A lot of our books, and this was
true of a lot of books that were in the Mackintosh Library have, erm, bookplates in the
front … or had bookplates in the front, erm, which enabled you to trace them back to
their original personal libraries, and some of the people that owned the books in the
past were quite famous individuals within their fields, you know within science or
industry or art or design or literature, erm … and erm, we went through a process, this
was quite a few years before the fire, of recataloguing all of our books and putting in
that kind of provenance information into the, erm, catalogue records, so you could
almost virtually reconstruct libraries that had come to us in the past from writers and
so forth and the books had come to us and they’d just been dispersed here, there and
everywhere in the collection, but it was a chance to kind of bring them back together.
So, you definitely felt with those books that they had a personal history, a kind of
personal narrative attached to them because you couldn’t help but imagine how the
original owners must have used them. Sometimes they have annotations from the
original authors as well which is quite interesting, erm, and sometimes they have
bookplates, as well, which are completely untraceable, erm, just with monograms or
initials and you’ve no idea … you’ve no ability to try and trace who this individual was
and then you wonder who this person was that once owned this book, erm, so yeah,
they did have personal histories quite a lot of them, yeah … yeah, and I think that’s to
do with the history of the School as well in that the School was … the library here was
never … had an embarrassment of riches in terms of funds or resourcing, so a lot of
the early collections came to us as donations, normally people associated with the board
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of governors, erm, you know, who knew a lot of the kind of, erm, well-to-do of
Glasgow, erm, and books came to us through those … through those roots.

00:25:59

DW

Can you provide any [examples] …?

00:26:01

DC

So, we’ve got books that were within the collection of Josiah Wedgewood, for example,
you know, and they came to us through people who sat on the board of governors,
erm, the Stirling-Maxwells who owned Pollock House on the South Side: John and
William Stirling-Maxwell, a lot of their personal collections came to us. In fact, we had
somebody out last week, one of the volunteers in Pollock House actually who was
looking at the history of the Stirling-Maxwell collection of books, their library, and kind
of trying to recreate that collection ’cause I think they gave a lot to the University as
well … the University of Glasgow, so there are various individuals associated with the
collections in the past.

00:26:47

DW

Okay. Can you tell me about the day of the fire, twenty-third May 2014, what were you
doing that morning? Where were you?

00:26:54

DC

Okay. So, I was just at my desk, upstairs, here in the main library. I think the fire
happened about half eleven, twelve o’clock, sort of … it was around midday anyway,
and erm, the first I knew about it was Kathy [Molloy], my colleague here in the library
– and her office overlooks the Mackintosh Building – came rushing into the office to
say, ‘The Mackintosh is on fire!’ and at the time I remember being quite flippant about
it … well, not flippant, but I remember thinking – you know ’cause these things happen
in the Art School all the time – I remember thinking … ‘Oh, okay, right’ … so I went
outside with Kathy, we came downstairs, went out onto the main street and just outside
the library on the join of Renfrew and Scott Street, and I remember just standing there,
and quite a lot of people were outside by that point, and as we watched the fire it
became more and more apparent actually that it was quite a big deal because windows
were starting to shatter and you could see smoke coming through the windows and it
was quite obvious that it was spreading as a fire, and it was obvious of course as well
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that it was in that half of the building and quite near the library, so it became quite
apparent at that stage that … I mean, I was pretty sure pretty early on that it would hit
the library, it wasn’t … I didn’t know of course the extent of the damage that it would
do and I think we were all still quite hopeful that it could be put out … but I was pretty
sure that there would be some damage in the library … and then as time went on … it
… it became apparent, erm … I even think they even decided to shut this building up
actually, most of the other buildings surrounding the Mackintosh were shut and we
ended up migrating down onto Sauchiehall Street with, erm, a group of, erm, colleagues
… and I remember standing on Sauchiehall Street and looking up Scott Street and you
could see the fire, billowing, erm, from the top of the building, you could see the Hen
Run completely in flames, so you could see that being completely destroyed, and then
I could see smoke coming out of the windows of the library, so at that point I think we
all knew it was pretty, pretty serious, erm, and then I think it got to about half three
and eventually we all just sort of … we made our way home basically because there was
no way we were getting back into the buildings, there was nothing we could do, erm,
and then I went home and I think most of us just ended up watching the news for the
rest of the day to what, to see what … what was happening.

00:29:40

DW

How did you feel when you were on Sauchiehall? How did you feel seeing those flames
in the Hen Run?

00:29:45

DC

Oh, you felt … I mean, pretty distraught, I have to say, I remember feeling it really
quite keenly, emotionally, but I remember also knowing that … I think I was still very
much in work mode, so I remember feeling I had to still maintain a degree of
professionalism about me, and plus I was with other colleagues from the library as well,
library assistants, so I didn’t want to seem to upset, erm, with them, so I remember
hiding it quite well and just being quite phlegmatic about it and just being, erm … quite,
erm … reserved in my manner maybe, but I was definitely feeling it inside quite keenly,
emotionally, because you do, and going back to what I was saying earlier about being
very conscious of that you’re the latest in a long line of custodians of this space, you
know [laughs] you’re just so acutely aware that all these different librarians over the
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years have done certain things with the collections and had certain initiatives, and I
thought well that’s my history written! [laughs] ‘Duncan Chappell, Librarian. Well, he
was the librarian when the space burnt down!’ And, of course, it was none of our fault,
it was nobody’s fault, but these things happen, but I thought, that’s going to be, you
know, in the archives of the School, that’s going to be written down against my name
now, ‘Library burnt down’ next to my name, so, you know, you felt a bit guilty almost
actually even though it wasn’t anybody’s fault and certainly not our fault, you did feel a
bit guilty … and a bit guilty as well about how flippant, we and I think everybody was
about the space, going back to what I was saying earlier about you were so familiar with
the space that you forgot about it sometimes and I’d been in the space about, erm, a
couple of hours before the fire, ’cause I’d needed to, erm … this … this is a crazy bit
of serendipity, but, erm [laughs] … so we’d been doing all of this research on the early
‘foundation collections’ of that space and I think the day before, or maybe a couple of
days before, I’d worked out what was the very very first book that ever entered the
library’s collections because we’d rediscovered in the School’s archives the very first
library catalogue which I think was started in 1847 so a couple of years after the School
was founded in 1845, way before it was on this site here on Garnethill, so, erm, so this
catalogue told us what the very first book was to ever enter the collections and
amazingly I searched the catalogues and amazingly we still had it, which isn’t always the
case, ’cause things have just been damaged or fallen apart or just been got rid of over
the years, so that morning I had thought to myself, ‘Okay, I must go over to the
Mackintosh Library to get this book and bring it back and recatalogue it’ because the
catalogue records were quite striped back and very basic, so I’d been over that morning,
got this book, that was huge – I mean a massive great book about the size of this table,
huge, erm, but certainly at least about a meter high – struggled back over the road, to
the main library to recatalogue this book, so I had that sitting in my office, so it’s
amazing that that book which was the very first book in the library had survived, I
mean, we’ve still got it to this day, and it was purely by chance that I happened to go
over that morning and pick it up and bring it across to the main library, I mean, what
are the chances of that? It’s bizarre. So, you know … so of course when the fire
happened I was thinking back to how I’d been in that space a couple of hours before
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and I was really upset that I hadn’t paid more attention to it because, obviously, if you
knew that would have been the last time you saw that space, you would spend a lot of
time just experiencing it as a space, but of course I didn’t, I just opened the door and
just flew in, I got the book I needed and, you know, I was rushing as we always are at
work and really hadn’t appreciated it at all, so I guess it’s a bit like, well, this sounds a
bit facetious to compare this to, you know, the death of a loved one, but you hear
people talking about when someone close to them dies, that they didn’t say ‘goodbye’,
I think that was it, knowing that I hadn’t said goodbye to this space, ’cause you didn’t
know this was going to happen to them … them … I’m referring to it as if it’s a person,
but it did feel like, it felt like … that space felt like it was part of the library team almost,
it felt like losing a colleague, so it does sound a bit facetious for me to say that but it’s
what it felt like, I think not just to me, to a lot of us, yeah …

00:34:46

DW

Again … the place, the space had a personality …

00:34:51

DC

It had a personality. It did have a personality, yeah, absolutely, erm and you felt kind of
… you loved the space and you felt as if the space loved you as well, ’cause it felt very,
erm … it felt like a very nurturing space, and you did feel as if it … it … you did feel
protected when you were in there, which sounds like a strange thing to say, but you felt
protected by the space itself and by the collections, you felt as if it was this little temple
of culture in amongst this kind of brash modern world that we in with all its problems,
you felt it was kind of a little space, a little gem of a space that, erm, almost had
protective qualities to it [laughs].

00:35:41

DW

Magical qualities [laughs]. Okay, after the fire … did you enter the library after the fire?

00:35:49

DC

Yeah, so … well … we didn’t enter the fi– … the library for many, many weeks
afterwards because afterwards it had been completely destroyed so there was detritus
everywhere all over the floors, erm, up to, you know, a metre deep, so the only people
were allowed into the space were the firemen and engineers for quite a long time
afterwards, but we were able to go right up to the door, the entrance to the space, both
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on the ground floor of the library and also up at the level of the old library book store
which was an enclosed space above the library which latterly had been used as a painting
store, erm, and that happened … so, the fire was on a Friday, the twenty-third of May,
and the Saturday nobody was allowed into the space because I think it was still partsmouldering and, obviously, the Fire Service hadn’t yet assured that the space was safe,
you know, they were worried about beams falling down and so forth, so it was the
Sunday when I came into work, and on that Sunday morning I was taken in by a couple
of members of the Fire Service and also Ranald MacInnes from Historic [Environment]
Scotland was also there as well, and we went into the building, worked our way up the
main stairwell into the old Mackintosh Museum space, along the corridor right up to
the door into the library which, obviously, had gone, there was no door left there any
more I don’t think or had certainly come off its hinges, and so at that point we were
able to look in at the space and, obviously, it was a huge shock because it just did not
resemble the space that you had been used to at all, I mean, it was completely stripped
back, right back to the walls, erm, all of the mezzanine construction had fallen down
into the ground floor of the library, erm, apart from a little bit of the mezzanine was
still hanging onto the wall on the right hand side of the library as you looked in from
the doorway, so the right hand side there towards the windows … there was still a little
bit of mezzanine still hanging off the wall with some volumes of bound journals
hanging off there as well, but the rest of it just looked like a complete disaster … I
mean you couldn’t make out individual books or anything like that, you couldn’t even
really make out the structure … the posts that used to hold up the mezzanine, erm,
were still in place, I think there were six of those, they were still standing, almost like
pre-historic kind of … you know, it was like some kind of wooden henge or something,
you know, still standing, these skeletal kind of figures … actually, I was reading a review
in the newspaper the other day of the Giacometti exhibition that’s just opened in the
Royal Academy, and I was reading that review it made me think of those upright posts,
because they were very skeletal and charred and black, almost kind of like Giacometti
figures, the six of them lined up and all around was just complete detritus, you couldn’t
make head nor tail of it really to be honest.
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00:39:23

DW

In colours … how would you describe it in colours?

00:39:26

DC

Oh, black and brown, very very dark, obviously, no electrics in the building at that
point, erm, it was … it was very difficult actually to work out what you were looking at
because of the lack of light, erm, I think we had a couple of torches that we could shine
in … but it was brown and black and very wet, obviously, from the firefighting, erm,
effort, erm very mouldy, very smelly as you can imagine.

00:40:00

DW

Can you describe the smell?

00:40:01

DC

The smell predominantly was of – at this stage – was of smoke, erm, that permeated
the whole of the building really … later on as we got into the subsequent salvage effort
in subsequent weeks the smell of the smoke started to die down a little bit … and the
smell of, erm, mould and damp kind of started to creep in a bit instead as a kind of
replacement, but I remember the smell of smoke certainly hung around, and you could
smell it out in the street as well, erm, at that early stage.

00:40:35

DW

Could you taste it?

00:0:37

DC

I don’t remember tasting it, I just remember smelling it, I don’t remember tasting it,
no. Although, I’m trying to remember did they make us wear face masks, they may well
have made us wear face masks, I mean, certainly we had to wear hard hats and steelcap boots and all of that kind of stuff to make our way … and high-viz vests, and it
may well have been we had face masks actually which would explain why I didn’t taste
it.

00:41:02

DW

What can you hear? What could you hear?

00:41:06

DC

You could hear the wind coming in from outside, because all of the windows had been
shattered, so there were large gaps, it was just open to the elements essentially, and
obviously the Hen Run had been completely destroyed so there was wind coming in
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from that, so there was almost a kind of echo through the building of this wind, do you
know when you have a sort of gale and when wind howls it … it … it sounded like
that, you could hear the wind working its way through the building, erm, in much the
same way that the fire found its way around the building, the wind was probably
following the same path around the building as the fire had, erm … and it made me
think of that Botticelli painting … was it the Primavera? When you’ve got that figure of
the wind coming in from the right-hand side that’s almost like a personification of wind,
it’s got a face onto it and it did feel like this wind was a kind of human element almost,
it felt like it was … yeah … it felt human the way it was kind of …

00:42:15

DW

What was this wind doing, this personality?

00:42:18

DC

It felt quite malevolent, actually, it felt quite malevolent to me … erm … yeah, and it
was kind of the opposite of, remember I was saying before how one of the most
atmospheric times in that space was when we had particularly windy weather and dark
typical Glasgow weather and you felt kind of … swaddled by the library and protected
from that, and then of course after the fire all of that was gone, the windows were open
and you realised that actually that the library had lost its ability to protect you from all
of that and actually now it was open to the elements that it had been kind of … I don’t
know, that battle that the library had had against the elements for all of those years on
such an exposed site and it had managed to keep the wind and the water out, for the
most of the time, and then you felt that finally the elements had got their comeuppance
on the library and had sort of taken it over almost.

00:43:24

DW

Did you touch anything?

00:43:27

DC

No … erm, not on that, erm, not on that initial … visit, no. I think we were told not
to actually. You could definitely see there was lots of kind of patternated surfaces that
were quite … that looked very tactile actually, and you did kind of almost kind of want
to … touch, I mean a lot of the stuff had become very carbonised, particularly in the
corridor that led into the Mackintosh Library. The wood had developed a very
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particular patina, a kind of, there was a kind of a craqueleur going through the wood …
I’m kind of hoping that they may retain a little bit of that in the restoration actually,
because I think that would be nice, but I don’t know if they are, but, erm, basically all
of the wood had been turned into charcoal really, so … but, we certainly weren’t
allowed to touch anything in there, in the library at all, no.

00:44:23

DW

When was the first time you handled a book after the fire?

00:44:25

DC

So, that was … I can’t remember exactly when it was, but it was certainly quite a few
weeks after the library … after the fire, if not months actually, after the archaeologists
started their work, we were not allowed in that space, the archaeologists were because,
obviously, they had proper training for this kind of stuff, they know what they’re doing,
so it was only when … the archaeologist who had been recommended by Historic
[Environment] Scotland and been employed by the School to go through that space,
layer by layer, it was only when they started to bring stuff out and me and my colleague
David were then asked to go across each day to look at what they had brought out and
make decisions as to what could be retained and what shouldn’t be retained it was only
at that point that we started to actually handle the materials that were coming out of
the library, but that was quite a while after, erm, the fire, because, obviously it takes a
while for the building to be made safe for people to be able to work in there and just
for these things to be organised, so that was quite a few weeks afterwards.

00:45:32

DW

Going back to the Mackintosh Library again, can you describe … because you
illustrated or conjured up interesting imagery … did you feel anything unusual or
strange the first time in the library after the fire?

00:45:47

DC

Erm, you feel in … you feel in shock, I mean, that’s … you feel in shock, so the only
thing you can do really is … act … in your professional role, that’s the only thing you
can do really, so surprisingly I think me and my colleague David became kind of very
very objective, actually, when presented with that scenario, erm, you’d imagine that
actually that your mind is going to be quite confused but I think … our mind became
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very clarified actually as what needed to be done, we kind of tried to focus on what we
could do, what we could control, because there was huge elements we couldn’t control,
erm, and yeah, you’re in shock and you’re just dealing with the reality of … you’re on
autopilot really, you’re just coming in each day and working with the reality that you’re
presented with and doing it to the best of your ability. I think there was a degree of
numbness, I don’t think the reality of it hit us for quite a while afterwards, I think
probably the reality of the fire hit more for me when we started the salvage operation
than that first sight of the Mackintosh Library after the fire.

00:47:12

DW

Can you tell me a bit more about the salvage?

00:47:15

DC

So we would go across each day, early in the morning, about eleven o’clock, and we
would look at what Natalie [Mitchell] and Gretel [Evans] and the other archaeologists
had brought out the previous day, they were digging down in, erm, quadrants and
digging down in layers and recording everything they found, I mean they did very much
treat it like an archaeological dig just as they would in a field, you know, looking for
medieval pottery or something it was all done very very scientifically and they knew
exactly where every book that came out of that space, they knew exactly where it had
been found in the space, in the library, and I think actually that helped the fire crew to
understand a little bit about how the fire had moved around the space as well because,
because I think, some books literally fell where they were in the library, then others had
sort of flown across the space almost so it helped them understand the dynamics of
that flow of fire … so we would go across there each day and we would look through
… it became quite … disheartening at times because, erm, most of the stuff you were
looking at you were deciding to get rid of immediately because you knew it was just not
usable, and you knew that … any conservation treatments would be ten times more
expensive than just buying a straight replacement, erm, and then there were other
periods where they would hit pockets of material that were better preserved than other
areas of the library and then that became a little bit more positive because then there
was stuff you could extract from the space and there were other books that you knew
could be conserved and brought back into use, erm, so it felt a lot more positive at that
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stage, erm, it was … the salvage for me was very … personal and a very, hmm … it
kind of took on an extra significance for me, the salvage, because immediately after the
fire, the School was very good in that they really looked after the emotional health of
people who were directly affected by that fire and so we were all offered, erm,
psychotherapy after the … after the fire and I certainly took that up and a lot of my
other colleagues in the library did as well and so, already, when the salvage started I’d
been going to this psychotherapy for a while and … it was about the fire, but
increasingly as I went to more and more of these sessions, increasingly it became more
and more about excavating my own past in a way and it soon became clear that for me
the excavation of the Mackintosh Library kind of became like a physical manifestation
of that emotional excavation I was doing at the same time, I won’t bore you with the
story, but basically I lost contact with my father when I was very very young, about
four, and then after the fire and after the psychotherapy I had re-established contact
with my father, I tracked him down, I found him and now we’re back in contact with
one another, so for me I look back on the fire as a really … as a hugely destructive …
event, but actually for me it was really informative as well because had that not
happened, that fire, I would never had gone to that psychotherapy and I would never
have discovered all of these things about myself, I would never have spoken about my
father and I would never … that would not have been put me on that trajectory of reestablishing contact with him, so I do view it as a really informative experience in my
life and the act of salvage, of going through all of this detritus, erm … did take on a
metaphor for me, and it’s actually something the psychotherapist herself picked up on
that when I was talking about the salvage of these physical remains that actually it was
as much for me about emotional salvage and excavation as it was about the physical, I
think probably, my colleague David who was doing it with me would have had a very
different response to it because of personal circumstances, so … it very quickly took
on a huge significance for me, emotionally, way beyond the significance of the fire itself.

00:52:08

DW

Okay. Have you heard any curious stories that have risen following the fire?

00:52:14

DC

Curious stories … in what respect?
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00:52:16

DW

I don’t know, anything, um, urban myths …

00:52:20

DC

Oh right.

00:52:22

DW

… or things found possibly, or …?

00:52:27

DC

Urban myths or things found? I don’t think … I’m trying to think … I don’t think so
… no, no, sorry, I can’t think of anything.

00:52:39

DW

That’s okay. What do you think the future might hold for the Mackintosh Building?

00:52:42

DC

Er, I think it’s going to be, er, I think it’s going to be hugely positive actually, I’m really
optimistic now at this stage ’cause I think it will, it will come back … as we … well,
slightly different than we all remember it because they’ve very much taken the
opportunity to restore it to a kind of purer vision of what [Charles Rennie]
Mackintosh’s design was, so a lot of the stuff that had been added in the past, the
extraneous stuff, it will no longer be there including quite a lot of the bookcases in the
library which have just been added in a kind of Mackintosh style over the years, but of
course it will come back as a more usable building because they’re obviously taking the
opportunity to put in all the modern infrastructure that you need that previously they’d
had to kind of find a way of cramming into the building and now they can kind of look
at all of that anew, so I think it will come back as a really positive building, I think the
fact that it’s now going to be all first-years in there, that seems to have been accepted
now, I think, again is great because it means every student who comes to the Art School
now should have an experience of that space as before it was predominantly Fine Art
of course, and if you were in Design or Architecture you had a limited experience of
that space, it returns it very much to the function of what it was as well which was
cross-disciplinary with lots of different design disciplines within there, erm, so I’m really
positive now and it does feel that there’s a lot of work going on now, I mean for a while
after the fire, for about a year, it felt like a lot wasn’t happening, but of course it was, it
was just stuff that just wasn’t necessarily visible and a lot of stuff was going on behind
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the scenes but now there’s a lot of visible stuff, so it feels very very concrete that stuff
that’s being done to it which is great, and I’m a lot more positive, I can’t wait for it
actually to come back, I think it’s going to be really good.

00:54:43

DW

Is there anything you would like to add, something that we haven’t discussed?

00:54:47

DC

Erm … I don’t think so. No, I mean, we’ve covered most of it I think, I can’t think of
anything that … that I thought, ‘I must tell Dawn about that’, no, I mean it’s just … I
think it’s an event … that affected lots of people in different ways, and … it’s quite, as
I say, quite an informative experience for me and I, yeah … I think it’s just … and it’s
nice to be able to talk about it actually because I think, we all did a lot of talking about
it immediately after the fire of course and sort of six months after the fire, and then
inevitably the rest of life crams in and you don’t, we don’t really sit down and talk about
it anymore ’cause you’re trying to look forward, but it’s quite nice to sit down and reflect
on things, I think, um … yeah.

00:55:44

DW

Thank you so much.

00:55:45

DC

Thank you. Thank you.
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Interview Transcript: Sarah MacKinnon (SM)
Mackintosh Restoration Project Project Manager, The Glasgow School of Art.
Interviewed by Dawn Worsley (DW) on 1 June 2017: Study Space, GSA Library.

00:00:00

---

[Introductions]

00:01:03

DW

Can you give me – if you wish to – your date of birth and where you were born?

00:01:08

SM

I was born in Tunbridge Wells in Kent on the eighth of July 1963.

00:01:13

DW

And how did you come to be involved in the Mackintosh Restoration Project?

00:01:18

SM

I responded to an advert for the job, erm, in … ooh, it must have been the end of
2014, and I was appointed in about February 2015, started part-time in April then
full-time in May.

00:01:34

DW

Okay. Did you have any connection with the Glasgow School of Art before that?

00:01:39

SM

No.

00:01:41

DW

So, what was your … had you ever been inside the Mackintosh before then?

00:01:45

SM

I’d been inside the Mackintosh twice before.
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00:01:48

DW

Okay, that’s good, I’ll get to that. So, can you tell me about your role as Project
Manager?

00:01:55

SM

Yeees … it’s quite a difficult job to … it’s a very difficult job, to sum up, but, erm …
in essence there are two Project Managers working for Glasgow School of Art, so we
are client-side Project Managers, so our responsibilities are to, erm, act as the client’s
representative, to manage the project on behalf of the School and to be the liaison or
the link between the School and the external consultants and the contractors who are
working on the project.

00:02:30

DW

OK. Could you give me an example of your … day-to-day activities, what would you
be doing in a typical day, if there is a typical day?

00:02:38

SM

There isn’t a typical day, but, erm, the day is made up … we attend a lot of meetings,
so meetings with the contractor, meetings with the design team, meetings with the
various client groups, erm, and … a lot of my time is spent, err, dealing with, um …
the issues related directly with the contract, so, communication, getting information
between designers, the School and the contractor, erm, managing the administration
of that contract from the point of view of the School, as a client, erm, I also … err
… am working with Liz Davidson who’s the other project manager on the … sort
of detailed consultations, now we’re building up the detailed consultations, erm, for
the client groups, so the different users to make sure that the spaces are as good as
they can be for them, erm, I’m also programming the School’s … err … workflow if
you like, between now and student occupation in September 2019 and also managing
the client commissioned parts of the project, so that’s the restoration of the historic
lighting, err, various other bits and pieces around the … particularly around the
conservation of object from the building, erm, so do that; try to walk around the
building as often as possible to see what’s going on; we do … had a lot of dealings
with the, erm, comms team and the School’s PR officer, press, talking to the press,
talking to the telly, talking to subcontractors, so, you name it … a day can be made
up of any of those.
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00:04:37

DW

Okay, fabulous, erm, so when was the first time you stepped into the Mackintosh
Library if you’d ever been to the library before the fire?

00:04:45

SM

I went on … I came on a tour with my husband to the Mackintosh, so one of the
GSA tours and I think it was probably about … late 1990s so I, presumably, went
into the Mackintosh Library then …

00:05:03

DW

Okay …

00:05:04

SM

… but I can’t claim honestly whether I remember it or not …

00:05:08

DW

Okay …

00:05:09

SM

… yeah, I now know so much about the library, and I’ve seen so many photographs
of it that I have a kind of recollection of it, but I’m not sure it’s mine.

00:05:17

DW

That’s interesting [laughs]. Okay.

00:05:21

SM

And then the second time I came in, I came and sat in the foyer waiting to meet
somebody who was having a meeting with Seona Reid, so that would have been just
before the fire.

00:05:31

DW

Okay.

00:05:32

SM

Probably in 2014, I would think.

00:05:34

DW

Okay. Can you tell me, erm, what were your impressions before you started working
on the project, what were your impressions of the building?

00:05:44

SM

I think I had … I think my impression of the building was purely, erm, I won’t say
an academic one, which I’m not sure … yes, I probably can say it was academic rather
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than intellectual, erm, I started my, erm … life working with buildings doing the first
two years of a degree in architecture at Manchester University, erm, and the best
thing for me about that was that we did a lot of history of architecture, and so I had
learned about Mackintosh as a pivotal building in architectural history and so I knew
it was a pivotal building in architectural history and I knew something about why it
was, and I think that’s what I knew about it really.

00:06:29

DW

Okay. Do you have any kind of phenomenological impression? Do you do
phenomenology?

00:06:38

SM

If I knew what that meant, I’m sure I would!

00:06:41

DW

Sort of, erm … so an ambience of the building …

00:06:46

SM

No.

00:06:46

DW

… the feelings …

00:06:47

SM

No. Nothing at all. I don’t really, erm… I don’t have an emotional response to that
building in its complete form.

00:07:00

DW

Oh, okay.

00:07:01

SM

My emotional response to that building is as it has been in the time that I’ve known
it.

00:07:05

DW

Can you … tell me more about that?

00:07:09

SM

[laughs] Well …

00:07:10

DW

Too soon?!
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00:07:12

SM

No, no, I probably can … I don’t know what that building’s like when it’s working.
I think … I don’t remember there being students in there when we went … and I’m
guessing it would have been the summer actually, as we were here on holiday, so, I
don’t know what it is when it’s doing its job.

00:07:31

DW

Okay.

00:07:32

SM

I … my, erm … experience of that building is, and probably will be, the time I spend
with it in this particular state, so in … when I first arrived at it, it was … smelly of
smoke, quite sad, quite damp, and quite kind of, it had a slightly abandoned feeling
about it because … the east side particularly still had … it still had quite a lot of
furniture in it, it still had quite a lot of stuff in it, it had all the partitions, the Fine Art
partitions, put up in the studios and, erm, it seemed … it seemed then like a building
that was still kind of on the critical list, and there was a moment when it came off the
critical list and started sitting up and talking to us a bit more and looking like it was
going to get better.

00:08:28

DW

How does a building talk to you?

00:08:29

SM

Oh, God! Building always talk to you! They have to talk to you! Erm, I mean it is an
extraordinary thing about buildings, isn’t it? And it’s something to do … buildings
… the reason historic building … I think the reason historic buildings are
fundamentally interesting is that they … are … constructs of human activity and then
they are constructed for us to occupy and so the older a building gets, the more that
… that … timeline of occupation becomes kind of enticing to human beings, and we
are … I think we are geared up to feel either comfortable or uncomfortable in
buildings and there is a lot … a lot of that is, erm, a lot of that is to do with the history
that we’ve plastered on them, and a lot of it is to do with the pure design of them, so
… even in its sort of sad state, when I arrived in 2015, erm, the Mack is a … building
the design of which makes you feel comfortable, so the light particularly, I like light
in buildings, so the light is very lovely, the spaces are particularly comfortable in terms
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of their proportions and I think all of that makes you feel at ease in it, so I think that
erm … I think that’s … that’s … I can’t remember what the question was! I think
that’s where I start from with that building that quite quickly … the quality of the
architecture, erm, grows on you and makes you feel at home, then you start noticing
the detailing, erm, and the detailing is … interesting … and so, it’s intellectually
interesting, and it’s interesting to … learn something about an architect that you don’t
know much about really through being in what’s considered to be his best building
and just occupying it … and then understanding how it was put together originally
through the process of the reconstruction and so on.

00:10:39

DW

You know, you’ve just described phenomenology.

00:10:41

SM

There you go! [laughs]

00:10:45

DW

So, can you tell me what the Mackintosh is saying specifically? Can you describe what
a building can do, it has layers of history, so what is the voice of the Mackintosh?

00:11:00

SM

Well, I think that’s very interesting because it is, erm … there is also an intellectual
way of looking at this, so in … in … in the … ah, there isn’t a single profession that
deals with the conservation of historic buildings but there is a body of knowledge
around the conservation of historic buildings and what that – and indeed objects –
and what that identifies is what’s called the significance of something, a thing that is
contained within the Burra Charter, and the Burra Charter sets out, erm, how you
establish what the significance of something is and it’s kind … mostly it’s pretty
intuitive that, erm, so the Mackintosh has some very obvious intellectual significances
like it’s [Charles Rennie] Mackintosh’s greatest work and he’s a great architect, so
that’s an easy one, but there is also, erm … a sort of slightly more wishy-washy one
which is about the social side of a building and I think that the thing that … you …
shouldn’t divorce from the building is the use of it by students to learn how to paint
or design or whatever, and I think that probably you … even though I haven’t seen
it doing that, I’ve seen how people react to it, and I’ve now lived in the Art School
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for two years, so I understand the kind of creative force and the impact students have
on the place, and so I can imagine how important they are to the history of the
building.

00:12:38

DW

Okay, great. Cool. Erm … so …. erm, can you tell me something about the fire’s
behaviour in the library specifically? What do you know of that?

00:12:54

SM

I can tell you a little bit about it, I don’t know as much about it as I’d like to …

00:12:57

DW

Yeah, okay …

00:12:59

SM

… but, I mean, the library … the fire … I believe the fire found its way into the
library through a single duct in the first instance which is in the north-east corner of
the library, so it came up from below and across from next door through that corner
pretty much … and, erm, once it’s in there, of course, the thing … the thing about
any library is … I mean this library [indicating GSA’s main library] in a fire, there is
a very large fire-load in this library, although it not that great because books packed
together are difficult to burn, so you require quite a high temperature, but the books
in the Mackintosh Library were surrounded by hundred-year-old very dry timber …
so … covered in oily paints and things like that, so, it was a very … ah … inflammable
space, so, what I know what happened in there was that the fire found its way in and
very quickly took hold of all of that timber and paper and off it went … and it will
have, erm, it will have … as the rest of that building one of the things that was really
fascinating, and what people still find fascinating, is you walk into those burnt spaces
and the first thing you notice is that the floors are intact and the reason why the floors
are intact is because the fire is all happening at higher level because a lot of the fire is
about burning gas not burning physical stuff, so it’s happening up there, it will have
been hotter around the edges than it was erm, in the middle, at some point the
windows blew out and then there was a huge influx of oxygen which caused massive
heat against the west-window piers which is what did the damage to them, so what
you’ve got in there is something very violent happening with slightly different things
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happening in different places and a gradual, I suspect a gradual collapsing of the
balcony and then the ceiling down on top of everything.

00:15:10

DW

So, when did you first enter the library after the fire?

00:15:15

SM

Oooh … about, you know, April 2015, something like that.

00:15:21

DW

Okay. Can I take you back into that? What were your first impressions?

00:15:30

SM

I can’t really remember, except remembering … except thinking that the floor was
amazing …

00:15:34

DW

Okay …

00:15:35

SM

… because it’s such a … and at that time, of course, the posts were still in place, and
again the bottoms of the posts were remarkably intact and so, you know, you got this
real sense of – and the skirting and coving is there and all the rest of it – you got this
real sense of what – intellectually again, I know – which is that fire tends to happen
above floor level but that it had, and of course as things fell on it they protected the
floor as well, so, that … I thought that was remarkable, uhm, I don’t really remember
anything else about it, I mean, the early stage when I was here the windows were all
still open, so, there was quite a lot of light coming into it, so you got quite a sense of
the light and a sense of the … the volume of the space, which is not really the sense
of the volume of the library because it, at the moment, got the book room, the book
store above as part of one volume with it, uhm … and it was just interesting really, I
mean it didn’t … it didn’t … I have shown a lot of people in there – I’ve shown a lot
of people in there – and I’ve shown a lot of people in there who have been very
shocked, it didn’t shock me because I didn’t have a relationship with the space before,
erm, and I knew it was gone, so it wasn’t horrifying for me to see it gone it was just
interesting.
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00:16:58

DW

You described a little of what you saw, what could you hear? I’m going to take you
through the senses! [laughs]

00:17:09

SM

You can hear … you could hear, then, you could hear Glasgow because the windows
were open so …

00:17:14

DW

Could you describe Glasgow to me?

00:17:16

SM

Well … traffic … erm, wind and rain, that was one of the first things that I was struck
by because it was still very open, the building, and indeed – not so much in the library
– but when you get up onto the top floor the dominant noise is the roof flapping in
the wind like a sail or something like that and that can be a very dramatic noise
because, you know, if it’s a bit windy and you take people up there for the first time
it can be quite a scary noise because it sounds like things are going to collapse … so,
I’m trying to think, I don’t think you could ever really hear that in the library, so,
what you can hear was the sound of traffic, the sound of people outside … and what
you hear now is the sound of people working, so, it’s very … it’s quite … it’s quite
odd now on a Friday afternoon when the guys have finished work, and you go around
the building, and it’s quiet again, but that might actually … that is my … you know,
everybody else … a lot of people who occupied that building talk about the noise in
it, and that’s that noise of people occupying it, and the doors flip-flapping and all that
kind of stuff … to me, that’s a very quiet building and the noise of the … I actually
find the noise of the building work quite intrusive because, for the first year and a
half that I was there, there was hardly any noise really.

00:18:31

DW

That’s interesting. How … how … mmmm, I don’t want to put words in your mouth,
so … how would that silence and that quietness and … what sense did you get of
that? How would you describe that to somebody … erm, who … experienced it as a
noisy space or now, again, it’s quite an active space?
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00:18:56

SM

I think it would be a very … I think for, you know, for … the thing is, being in that
building at the moment … and we feel is a great privilege, you know, it’s a
tremendous privilege to be occupying it during this time when most people can’t get
into it … and I think that … that kind of Friday afternoon lack of noise would be a
real surprise to a lot of people and would probably be quite shocking to a lot of
people because it’s so unfamiliar, erm, but because the spaces are so big … it’s almost
a kind a visceral lack of noise, and it’s very peaceful, and it’s very nice, I like it a lot.
[laughs]

00:19:37

DW

That’s good. I’ve only ever been there in its current state as well.

00:19:43

SM

Yeah, there you go.

00:19:44

DW

I had no knowledge of it before. So, what could you smell? You said a little about the
smell of it.

00:19:50

SM

Yeah, I remember … I do remember very powerfully when I came for my interview,
so I came by bus, got off the bus at Buchanan Street, and before I’d got to …
certainly, before I’d got to Boots [on Sauchiehall Street], walking up Renfrew Street,
I could smell it.

00:20:11

DW

Really?

00:20:12

SM

Yeah, and … erm, gradually that has diminished, that smell, if the weather is
particularly humid you can still smell it in some places, but we’ve done a lot of
physical cleaning to reduce the amount of soot and smoke contamination, but also I
think it’s just gradually … because it’s open to the air, it’s just gradually … and you
take out, we’ve taken out a lot of the burnt timber and things like that, so the smelly
stuff is gone, so, erm, again, smell is something that seems to be associated with that
building because I remember, I think it was Sam De Santis, talking to him, and he
was talking about how it always used to smell of paint, so, you could smell the paint
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and the turps and things like that when you walked around it and I remember
commenting – I’m not sure whether it was him – but I remember commenting, to
me the smell associated with that building was soot and smoke and all the rest of it,
and now it smells of, erm, dust and work and what have you, but it’s a different
different smell.

00:21:16

DW

Great. Okay. Erm, so it was quite clear then, by the time you first encountered it, the
space, you could see the floor so most the debris or all the debris …

00:21:26

SM

All the debris had gone, yeah.

00:21:28

DW

Okay, so, did you see any of the debris? Was that … again, was that just part of the
history that you didn’t experience …

00:21:42

SM

The piles of debris that were in the library had been removed by the time I arrived,
so, that archaeological process of extraction had happened, erm, but the … most of
the spaces, most of the burnt spaces, still had burnt linings and timber and so on
cladding them, so they still … there was still very much a sense that it had had a fire
and again that’s an interesting thing because actually there is much less of that sense
now because it’s … most of that material has now been removed, and so now it looks
much more than a stripped-back building and it’s only the kind of blackening that
really gives you a sense that it has actually been on fire.

00:22:28

DW

Okay. I’m interested in a few artefacts that were found in the debris, so … I’ve been
in your office to have a look at the wall panel with the imprint of the children’s book,
erm, can you tell me … what are your impressions now … what do you think of that
panel that they took out?

00:22:48

SM

Well, that was still there when I arrived, so I removed that, I had that removed.

00:22:53

DW

Okay.
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00:22:54

SM

So, when I first arrived the library still had … there were still remnants of the bottoms
of some of the bookcases, so again, that process of the fire happening up here and
things falling down had meant that quite a lot of that was preserved and while the
remaining books and things had been taken away these little bits of bookshelf were
sticking up … vertical bits of bookshelf were sticking up and … I can’t remember
exactly, but I could tell you … I could find the photograph and tell you when I first
noticed that, but it was quite early on … and I remember thinking, because as I said
to you when you saw it, it was brighter then as well so there was much more life and
colour to it and I remember looking at that and thinking that it was an extraordinary
thing, and we needed to look after it and it was actually quite a long time after that
that we took it out, erm, because, in the way of the School of Art, there was quite a
long conversation about who was responsible for it, who owned it, what should
happen and in the end we just removed it to protect it.

00:24:01

DW

So, were you the first to see it do you think?

00:24:03

SM

No …

00:24:04

DW

Had somebody else spotted it?

00:24:04

SM

No, I’m sure other people had noticed it.

00:24:06

DW

But, they’d never …

00:24:07

SM

But nobody’d … I don’t think it had dawned on anybody that it was something
particularly important.

00:24:14

DW

Why did you feel it was important?

00:24:18

SM

Because I suppose actually, partly because it was the only thing in that room that
made you realise that it had been a library, you know because there was nothing to
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suggest books in there by the time I got there, so, it was the only remnant of book
… bookness … that was in there! Erm, and as I said to you also, it was written by
somebody who … called Caldecott, and my maternal grandmother was a Caldecott,
so that struck a chord with me, but I think it could have been written by anybody
and I would have been interested, but I do remember, and I went back, the first time
I saw it I went back and Googled it so that I could see what it was, erm … so, yeah,
I think it was that connection with the pre-fire state of the library that made it
interesting and every who saw it thought it was interesting … it’s just that, you know,
it’s just a lovely, strange, kind of shadowy memory, isn’t it?

00:25:13

DW

It is, very much so. Okay, mmm, can you tell me about one of the many unidentifiable
books, the one Historic Environment Scotland has, erm, taken away to Stirling?

00:25:29

SM

I can’t tell you much about it because I’ve only seen it once!

00:25:31

DW

Oh, okay! [laughter] But you could tell me about that, you could tell me about that,
how was that?

00:25:36

SM

Well, I saw it when it was being looked at by them in my office at a meeting I wasn’t
at … so, I’ve only looked over somebody’s shoulder to see that book! But, erm, I
suppose, erm, I mean burning books is a very emotive thing, isn’t it? So, seeing a
burnt book … yeah, the idea of setting fire to a book is something that is so alien to
me that erm, when you see a book that’s burnt it feels terrible and the thought of all
those books being burnt is a terrible thing …

00:26:09

DW

Yes.

00:26:10

SM

… In a way that’s quite difficult to articulate, and I think it’s just in your core that it’s
not something you do, burning books.

00:26:17

DW

Yeah, there are many historical atrocities.
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00:26:19

SM

Yes, exactly, and yet, libraries have burnt forever, haven’t they? I mean the library in
Alexandria burnt several times, so books … you know, libraries are vulnerable to fire,
but I think it is the recent history of … dictatorship and so on connected with the
burning of books that makes it so horrific … and I think there is a … I mean, fire is
such a weird thing, isn’t it? And it’s such a … it’s so easy to … I don’t know whether
it is anthropomorphising it or whether it’s, you know … there’s probably a different
Greek word for it, but it has an animal feel to it, and the idea that it went in there and
ravaged these bookcases full of books is quite a strange and violent thing.

00:27:06

DW

Mmmmm. Do you know how that book was selected from all the other books?

00:27:10

SM

I have no idea, you’d need to ask the Archives colleagues, but it’s the one, isn’t it,
with the beautiful prints inside it?

00:27:18

DW

I haven’t seen it!

00:27:19

SM

Oh, have you not seen it? If it’s the one I think it is … it has … it’s a book about,
erm, ornament, if it’s the one I think it is, so it’s burnt around the outside and when
you open it up it still got these beautiful coloured plates with patterns inside.

00:27:33

DW

It’s a folio?

00:27:34

SM

Yes.

00:27:35

DW

And in which language is it?

00:27:37

SM

Oh, I can’t remember, I don’t know whether I noticed, I think it’s in English, but I’m
not sure.

00:27:41

DW

Okay, and do you know if it has been identified yet?
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00:27:43

SM

Yeah, I think it has, I think they know what it is. Polly Christie is the person to talk
to about that.

00:27:48

DW

I’ll speak to her. Okay, and then I’m also interested … I don’t know if you ever saw
these, but of the books that were conservable, they’re by Gertrude Bone, inside, if
you open them these discolourations have happened because of the chemical reaction
to the heat.

00:28:08

SM

Okay. Alright.

00:28:09

DW

Have you seen them?

00:28:09

SM

No, I haven’t.

00:28:11

DW

They’re quite interesting, like inkblot patterns.

00:28:13

SM

I mean, they got very wet as well, that’s the other thing, they had a huge amount of
water poured on them, and then they sat in this great pile of damp stuff with no roof
from May until November … so there was a lot of wet happening.

00:28:30

DW

Yes.

00:28:31

SM

So, they started warm and wet then they got cold and wet [laughs].

00:28:38

DW

Poor books!

00:28:39

SM

I know, poor books.

00:28:40

DW

Yes, it’s … some books survived the fire but didn’t survive the dousing.
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00:28:44

SM

Yes, I’m sure that’s right, I’m sure because the … I mean the big killer for paper is
mould, isn’t it? So, if you want good conditions for mould, warm and wet is pretty
perfect, isn’t it? I think it’s amazing that any of them came out, to be honest.

00:29:00

Dawn

Yeah. Okay. Has any other unexpected or unusual thing been found in the library at
all?

00:29:11

Sarah

Well, there’s the … I mean … have things come out of the library? The person to
ask about that is Danny, the security man, who will gladly talk to you because he has
a collection of things that have been found in the building, so in what was the shop,
in the Kier offices there are shop-display cabinets, and they are full of things that
people, Danny particularly, but other people have found, and once they knew Danny
was making a collection people just started giving things to him and they’re all sitting
there, and some are … there are postcards – which I don’t think are there because
they are now in the archives – cigarette packets, you know, bits of newspaper, all
sorts of stuff that have appeared behind panelling and things like that, so lovely
things, lovely lovely things …

00:29:58

DW

Okay.

00:29:59

SM

… Erm, I mean, the most remarkable things that came out of the library were the
bits of light, the survival of the library lights is an extraordinary story really.

00:30:10

DW

Do you want to tell me about that?

00:30:12

SM

Uhm, I can bore you for about six hours on the library lights! They got about … I
think it’s a bit over six hundred and thirty fragments of light including bits of glass
out of the sort of, iconic library lights, erm, and they’re brass, but they were soldered
together with soft silver solder which, erm, melted at quite a low temperature, so,
going back to what we were talking about the heat in the library, they kind of
dismantled themselves quite quickly and mostly because they are just plates, I think
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what they did was to just fall and then get covered in more paper, and so the majority
of bits are in quite good condition, and some of them fell in chunks, so several bits
are still stuck together, erm, and the archaeological extraction that the School
commissioned, I think, was largely with the hope of finding books and objects that
had come … that had fallen from the store above, so, ceramics and things like that,
but actually, I think the most valuable find was all these bits of light because we’re
now putting them all together to rebuild the lights, so … and the other thing that you
should see at some point is the archaeologist’s report which we’ve only got bits of
the extraction.

00:31:40

DW

Yes, I’ve read that, yes.

00:31:41

SM

And, so what they did was, they gridded it and they went down a meter at a time
through the stuff, and their sketches … I’ve only found one, but one of their sketches,
you can see a bit of light in it, and it would have been very easy to discard things like
that, but they were … everything was taken out and given a number and stored, and
now they’re going back together.

00:32:05

DW

Yeah, that’s great, that’s really good. Can you tell me about the conservation rationale
or methodology?

00:32:17

SM

Yes, I can … it’s quite an unusual project because normally one would start … one
should start a conservation project with a conservation philosophy which then guides
the whole project, but I actually wonder how many projects really do that because
the problem with starting with a conservation philosophy is then you learn other
things and so your conservation philosophy becomes inaccurate or unworkable, so
you have to start with something fairly loose, I think, and again you … I think this
project started … in … in the way of all projects, going back to that, sort of body of
knowledge of conservation and best practice of conservation by thinking about what
the significance of the building was and then working from there, but the architects,
in particular, have done a huge … just a phenomenal amount of research and so there
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is much more known about the building than then they could have encompassed in
the conservation philosophy at the beginning, so, it’s a slightly … it’s not a very …
it’s not exactly a precise, dictatorial kind of philosophy … and it’s not cast in stone,
as it were, but broadly speaking, where it is possible to do so, the building is being
returned to the state that it was in 1910 which is the date of Mackintosh’s last major
intervention, so that’s when the librarian’s office went in and he finished off the
library furniture and things like that, so 1910 and the library in particular is being
reconstructed to the state that it was in in 1910, so, at the moment, the later stair that
goes up to the balcony is not going in, in fact, ‘not at the moment’, it is not going
back in, but the librarian’s office is going back in, erm, now, as you get … as you
move away from the library, it gets more difficult to square that philosophy with the
use of the building as a twenty-first-century art school, and so the level to which it’s
going back to 1910 depends … is then … err, I don’t want to say, ‘compromised’,
that’s not quite the right word, it’s balanced with the modern use of the space, so, for
instance, the intention at the moment, and it might change because it’s an art school,
is that the architecture studios will be returned to their original colour scheme for
instance, but that the painting studios won’t, so … erm … and all the spaces will be
Wi-Fi enabled now; obviously they weren’t in 1910, and they will have power sockets,
they didn’t in 1910, they’ll have LED lighting, generally, to a modern standard with,
you know, good colour rendition and all that, they wouldn’t have had all that then,
so there is a baseline of that 1910 that will run all the way right through the building
but with modern interventions where it’s appropriate and justifiable.

00:35:40

DW

Ooh, I was wondering if you can tell me a bit about conserving fire-damaged or
water-damaged books?

00:35:47

SM

No.

00:35:48

DW

That’s okay!
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00:35:49

SM

I can’t tell you anything about that! … Except that they have to be frozen and that’s
to do with that mould thing.

00:35:53

DW

Oh, really?

00:35:54

SM

Yes, so the first thing you do with them is freeze them to stop mould growth.

00:35:59

DW

Oh, there you go.

00:36:00

SM

I’d guess that’s a dry-freezing process, but I don’t know, again, Polly Christie would
be the first person to ask about that I think.

00:36:08

DW

Okay. What do you hope for the future of the Mackintosh?

00:36:17

SM

Well, I suppose, I mean there’s always a kind of glib thing about hoping that it’ll get
abused in the same way that it did before, but it’s not that glib in a way, one of …
firstly, I hope the contract to be completed on time and on budget, because that
would be good … secondly, I hope that it is a useful building again and that, err
because it does place some fairly major constraints on what we can do, we can’t make
it … yet if you take the Reid: it should be a perfect building in a way because they
were starting from scratch, they were designing for a purpose, the reasons why that
isn’t perfect are probably to do with … err, quality of briefing, quality of response to
brief and then economics and things like that kicking in, erm, the Mackintosh is not
the same, we can’t give … we can’t avoid floor boxes if people are going to have
power, we can’t do what they’re doing in Stow with some things, because we can’t
bash it about in a way that you can that building, so every building in a way … every
building imposes, or project imposes compromises, the Mack compromises on use
are slightly greater than they’d be elsewhere, however, beneath all that there is what
is still fundamentally what is a very good, erm, design for a building to teach people
about art because it’s full of inspiration and light and all those good things, so it is a
good building for the purpose and it’s still a good building for the purpose, so, I hope
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that it’ll be useful, I hope that … I actually hope that it will be … erm, that it will be
loved in the same way as it was, I suspect, because … the things that are changing …
so by the time that we get it back in use, there will be virtually nobody that was
studying at this establishment who can remember it, so that’s the first thing … there
will be obviously a lot of staff who remember it, the second thing is because it’s going
to have first-years in it, their behaviour won’t necessarily … they won’t be learning
behaviour from the year before in that building, so, their behaviour in that building
will be a whole new behaviour and will almost certainly, just because they’re firstyears, be slightly more tentative than it would be if they were watching other people
being less tentative, and I also think that they will not be able to avoid going into that
building knowing it’s special, because it’s going to be surrounded by so much press
that, you know, you would have to be the most air-headed student not to know that
you’re coming into something special, and I think … I hope that that specialness will
wear off quite quickly so that people can just use it and so because I think that’s a
very important part of its character and its significance … but it’s also what will keep
it in use and … falling out of use is the worst thing imaginable for any historic
building because then it just becomes a burden, so, it’s got to be usable, it’s got to be
workable and I hope that they will use it, and I have a sort of vague comment which
I tend to make is that the library, the original library, was used properly as a library
for maybe seventy years before it became so precious that it had to be locked away,
and so I rather hope that the library we’re creating will be used for that seventy years
and will never become so precious again that it has to be locked away [laughs].

00:40:02

DW

Do you think the fire or its aftermath has had any personal impact on you?

00:40:06

SM

Oh, it’s had a huge personal impact on me because it’s changed my life because it’s
given me a job that is … it’s a sort of job that comes up once in a lifetime, so … yes,
it’s changed my life.

00:40:21

DW

Do you want to tell me more about that? Is that too personal a personal question?
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00:40:22

SM

Well, no, not really, it’s not in any kind of deep spiritual or emotional way, just in a
practical way, I mean in career terms, it should be … it’s a fascinating thing …
everybody I meet professionally says, ‘Oooh, what you going to do next?’ which I
think is very interesting because you tend to say, well I’m a bit busy doing this at the
moment so I’m not really thinking about that, but the expectation is that once you’ve
done a job like this, you can do anything you want … so just in career terms … but
I suppose in … like everybody, erm, there have been parts of my career that have
been quite frustrating because I haven’t been doing what I really wanted to do, and
to some extent, I suppose I am now doing what I really want to do, or one of the
things that I really want to do, and, surprise surprise, it turns out to be just as
frustrating! But at least you know … I don’t ever hate it … I don’t ever think, ‘Oh
God, I’ve got to go to work’ I mean I don’t bounce out of bed and say, ‘Oh good,
I’ve got to go to work’, it’s a different experience, it feels very worthwhile.

00:41:30

DW

What’s the best thing about it?

00:41:32

SM

The best thing about it and this is, and I’d have to explain a bit of backstory for this
… but the best thing about it is … erm, now, I’ve changed my mind you see, I think
the best thing about it is working on a project where you don’t have to justify why
you’re doing it, so I’ve worked on smaller … I’d spent the ten years before this
working on small community projects where you are constantly justifying why it’s
important on sort of minor listed buildings and trying to raise funds and things like
that, it’s a bloody nightmare because you’re just spending your whole time telling …
saying … trying to sell the project, and you don’t have to do that with this one, which
is fantastic ’cause it’s … errr, takes a lot of pressure off … I think the other best thing
about it is … the other best thing about it is probably working with Liz [Davidson]
actually, because she’s quite an inspiring person to work with, drives me mad, but
she’s quite an inspiring person to work with, she’d probably say that I drive her mad
as well but … it’s an interesting … the partnership works very well I think in terms
of sort of complementary skills and things like that which is supposedly why I’m here.
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00:42:45

DW

That’s good.

00:42:46

SM

Yes.

00:42:48

DW

It’s good to have a good dynamic.

00:42:49

SM

Yeah.

00:42:50

DW

And can you tell me what’s the worst thing? Do you want to tell me what’s the worst
thing – on the record – you don’t have to!

00:43:00

SM

… I can’t tell what’s the worst thing on the record.

00:43:02

DW

That’s okay! [laughter]

00:43:05

SM

I’m trying to think of a way that I can tell you is the worst thing … no, I can’t think
of a way I can tell you.

00:43:15

DW

That’s okay. Is there anything you would like to add, something that we haven’t
discussed and you think we should have?

00:43:24

SM

No, I don’t really think there is, I mean, I suppose there’s an interest for us –
particularly for me – because we’re not embedded in the School at all, we’re in a little
satellite world which just touches the School from time to time and that’s quite an
interesting thing because you get to kind of observe Glasgow School of Art without
really feeling part of it, and I quite like that, I think that’s quite a nice position to be.

00:43:50

DW

How is that outsider position? What do you see?

00:43:55

SM

Well, I mean firstly, we’re here for a finite period of time, so we’re here till this project
is done, and then we don’t have a job any more, so that’s … so there is a … it’s quite
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interesting to look at the dynamics of an organisation without feeling that you really
belong to it and without feeling any long-term investment in it, erm, but at the same
time needing to understand because you’re trying to produce something for that
group of people, so, I find that a quite an interesting thing with it being such a creative
organisation … there are so many creative people packed into such a small space that
it’s quite an interesting organisation to observe I think.

00:44:39

DW

Okay. I think we’ll end it at that. Thank you so much, Sarah.
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Interview Transcript: David Buri (DB)
Academic Liaison Librarian, The Glasgow School of Art.
Interviewed by Dawn Worsley (DW) on 5 June 2017: Study Space, GSA Library.

00:00:00

---

[Introductions]

00:01:29

DW

Could you tell me your date of birth and where you were born?

00:01:33

DB

Okay, date of birth is 6th of March 1960 … and I was born in Watford, Hertfordshire.

00:01:40

DW

Okay. Uhm, how long have you worked at GSA as a librarian?

00:01:45

DB

Twenty-five years.

00:01:47

DW

Wow. [laughter]

00:01:50

DW

And before that?

00:01:52

DB

I worked in … as a librarian in a private company in Glasgow, ah, for a few years when
I first came up to Scotland and then before that I worked at the Institution of Civil
Engineers Library in central London.

00:02:05

DW

Okay. So … and … you had no connection with the Glasgow School of Art before
that?
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00:02:10

DB

No, none, no.

00:02:11

DW

Okay, uhm, so could you tell me about your role as Academic Liaison Librarian?

00:02:17

DB

Okay, I’m one of two Academic Liaison Librarians here, and, uhm, I look after the
Mack School of Architecture, the School of Design and the new School of, er,
Innovation Design and the School of Simulation & Visualisation, basically it’s my
responsibility to make sure that the library has the materials to support those courses,
uhm, to help the students in their work and to act as a kind of liaison between the
library and those departments.

00:02:52

DW

Okay … uhm, do you have any involvement in the Mackintosh Restoration Project?

00:02:58

DB

Uhm … not a close involvement, I’ve been along to some meetings where there have
been discussions about, uhm … er … the replacement furniture, the usage, future use
of the Mack Library space, uhm, but no … it’s been mainly my boss, Alison Stevenson,
who’s doing that.

00:03:19

DW

Okay. Could you tell me about a typical day as a librarian, as you?

00:03:30

DB

The nice thing about the job is that there isn’t really a typical day! [laughs] Ehm, because
… yeah, each day is … very different, ehm, some of the work is the sort of library back
room type work where you are ordering materials, cataloguing them and so on, uhm
… maybe … doing some management of the collection which might involve weeding
out some material that’s not being very heavily used, uhm, exploring, ah, new resources
of a purchase, print or digital or whatever, um, you’re responding a lot to enquiries
from students and staff and also, er, from outside enquiries as well, might be doing
research, architectural research or whatever, uhm, there’s a lot of meetings to attend
inevitably [laughs], ehm, inter-library meetings and also meetings outwith the library as
well and obviously quite a lot of work to do with rebuilding the collections after the
fire as well.
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00:04:39

DW

Could you tell me a little bit more about that?

00:04:42

DB

The rebuilding of the collections?

00:04:43

DW

Yes.

00:04:44

DB

Yeah, uhm … it’s a bit sporadic, but we have received a lot of offers over the past three
years of donations of books, sometimes individual books, sometimes whole collections
or whole libraries, so … I do spend quite a lot of time, er, responding to those, er,
potential donors, maybe going out to look at their material, er, maybe sifting through
lists of material for, you know, potentially being donated to use, ah, writing to potential
donors, it’s quite [tuts], it’s quite slow work, it’s something that has to be done very
diplomatically, uhm, often people … almost think they have a right to kind of donate
materials to us and that we would automatically want to accept it because it’s been
donated, and it’s free but … obviously we’ve got, uhm [tuts] real kind of constraints on
space here so there’s a limit onto how much material we can accept, and we have to be
very very selective so often that means being very diplomatic in letting people down,
er, and maybe sort of suggesting other places that they can go to if they want to pass
the material on.

00:06:03

DW

Okay. So, this may sound an obvious question, but would you say your work as a
librarian is closely involved with handling books and similar paper artefacts?

00:06:17

DB

Uhm … yes-s-s … but also, I think, because so much more is now available digitally,
uhm, the actual form of the material in some ways is … less important … perhaps for
me, I’m more interested in whether it’s a good quality source of information rather than
necessarily it being … whether it’s printed or digital … but yeah, the physical item is
still really important in the Art School, er, and in the library and in design and
architecture, the physical book as in many cases has not been replaced by a digital
surrogate, so, it’s still really really important.
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00:07:02

DW

Why do you think that importance remains?

00:07:05

DB

Ahm … I think, er … A lot of material in our subject areas is just simply not available
digitally because maybe there are, uhm, copyright restrictions, say on the use of images,
uhm … I think also our students really … still enjoy the kind of experience of looking
at a physical book, leafing through it, looking at the colours and shapes in a way that
you just can’t do on a screen, so, I would say, yeah, it’s still really important the physical
book, but maybe not quite as important … particularly in architecture perhaps as it
would have been in the past.

00:07:49

DW

Okay. Uhm … so the book as object, even though we are in this contemporary library
context … a very very different situation … but when you are handling a book, do you
get a sense of it having a personal history or a biography or even a personality? Is it just
a vessel for information?

00:08:23

DB

I think it depends if you are looking at the new material that we buy, and obviously,
that is less so, I mean it can still be really attractive, and the images really jump out at
you, and you can look at maybe … the plans and sections if it’s an architectural book
and really sort of understand a building, you know, quite quite quickly … I think newer
books perhaps have less of that personality, uhm, but obviously, the older the material,
things like the old, uhm, journals and magazines for example, yeah, I think very much
so, there’s a sense of … that book being … part of the history of the School and …
yeah, you’re handling something that has a … has a kind of place in the School if you
like.

00:09:15

DW

Does that history … it’s associated with the School, so it’s associated with place as
much as people, or …?

00:09:24

DB

Yes, I think so, I think so, it’s just that the sense of it being part of that kind of onehundred-and-fifty-year history of the School … I mean, literally in some cases, in the
case of the early book there is really … the books have been there for as long as the
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School has been, so yeah, yeah, very much so and part of the pleasure of working here
is somehow … being part of that history yourself and being able to shape the collection
for future generations as well, I think that’s something for me has become more and
more important the longer that I’ve worked here.

00:10:00

DW

So, quite a lot of power! [laughs]

00:10:03

DB

I’ve never thought of it in that way actually, you know, I don’t see it as a … I don’t
think librarians would see it in that way at all, I don’t think I would use it to kind of …

00:10:13

DW

Manipulate minds!

00:10:14

DB

Manipulate, no, manipulate minds or put my own … taste on things, no, I think as
librarians we’re trained to really avoid that and to be very neutral, so yeah, no, there’s
no … I’ve never thought of it as power at all, no [laughs].

00:10:31

DW

Uhm, okay, so before the fire, how often would you take yourself off to the Mackintosh
Library?

00:10:39

DB

Oh, uhm … two or three times a week perhaps … yeah, I mean, immediately before
the fire we were doing, uhm … a stock check of the collection there so I’d spend quite
a bit of time in the library in the weeks leading up to the fire, but before that, yeah,
regularly popping over to retrieve material for student, er, one of the things that I went
over for quite a lot was, erm [tuts] for the pre-1985 architectural magazines and
journals, so if I had an enquiry from a student and it related to say a 1950s building or
an 1890s building, the … the best kind of source for responding to that enquiry was
over in the Mackintosh Library in those old periodicals and magazines, so I was going
over quite a lot to kind of … hump these, you know, big bound volumes of magazines
back and forth.

00:11:35

DW

So, the objects actually in the library, you handled quite a lot?
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00:11:40

DB

Yes, yeah, it wasn’t a dead collection by any means. It wasn’t a kind of static collection.
It was part of the library’s working collection. I always saw it that way, particularly the
journal collection.

00:11:51

DW

What’s it like to handle something that’s been part of the School for such a long time?

00:11:59

DB

Uhm, yeah, it’s a real pleasure because, uhm … you would open up – going back to
journals again – you would open up the journal maybe for an account of a building
built in the fifties let’s say, and that whole era would kind of jump out at you, the …
the typeface, uhm … the photography, it just … immediately somehow kind of took
you back to that, that time period in a kind of strange way and you were there you were
suddenly back reading about something that had been built in the sixties or whatever
and so … I found that quite … yeah, quite evocative really, yeah.

00:12:42

DW

So … you’ve already started this conversation, but what was it actually like for you to
work in the Mackintosh Library?

00:12:54

DB

Uhm … yeah, it was a very special place, uhm, do you mean the sort of … the kind of
atmosphere of it or …?

00:13:03

DW

Whatever … yes, anything … whatever comes to you.

00:13:07

DB

Yeah, I mean it’s very different from working in the library here in that, uhm … I mean,
I like to, I like to work quite quickly, and I like to get on with a thing and work fast,
and you couldn’t do that in the Mack Library. It was a much … it forced you to work
in a much slower kind of way, you had to undo cabinets to get at any of the material,
you had to hunt around for what it was you wanted and to get it out, there was no
photocopier, the light was not so good, so it forced you to work much much more
slowly than you do in the library here when you can just pull something off a shelf,
bang it on a photocopier and you’re done, there wasn’t any of that there it was … you
had to make the effort to go over there, you had to get the keys, you had to unlock
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things, you know, you maybe had to wait whilst a tour went around, it was a lot slower
to use as a library, uhm, and that was the kind of, if you like, the downside of it in some
ways, uhm, so it did force you to behave in a slightly different kind of way you had to
move a bit more carefully because of the furniture and so on, you couldn’t just like
dump stuff on tables and … carry on as if you were in a modern space, it forced you
to work in a kind of different way.

00:14:28

DW

Did you find that frustrating?

00:14:30

DB

Sometimes if you were really really busy and you had a lot to do … yeah, you couldn’t
get things done as quickly [laughs] and obviously there was a limit to what you could
maybe carry back over here for students or carry back over for photocopying … so
you might have to make a couple of trips and so on, uhm, but, er … other than that I
mean it was a very … yeah, it was a very sort of creaky kind of space you felt you were
often on your own in there, so you kind of step back into a kind of very quiet sort of
oasis everything around was very muted you didn’t hear a lot it was quite … somehow
quite soundproofed … you might hear a car driving up the hill, or you might hear
somebody in the room above walking around, but often it was just a very very quiet
space … and it was very woody, so it had that kind of creaky kind of atmosphere as if
it was … which you wouldn’t get in a concrete building like this at all and… it was
often very warm and quite … quite dim, quite dimly lit as well … you really noticed the
weather because of the tall, the tall west-facing windows faced into the prevailing winds
so … if there was a gale blowing or if there was rain being blown against the windows
you really noticed it … yeah, so in a way you don’t hear in a modern library obviously
you hear what’s going on out there you just don’t really notice it because you’re sealed
in.

00:16:12

DW

Yeah, I tend to find people talk a lot about the light and the quietness of it … did it
have a … smell?
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00:16:22

DB

Yeeeees … uhm, the cleaners would go in and out quite regularly so if you went in in
the morning, you got a sort of tail end of the sort of … they were forever polishing like
the … fingerplates on the doors you’d sometimes get that smell of polish … if they’d
been in, uhm … other than that, yeah, it was slightly, sort of musty sort of smell as
you’d expect with lots of old books in there, sort of warm and musty, yeah … yeah,
yeah, it was a very sensuous sort of space, yeah, very much so, yeah, yeah …

00:17:04

DW

Okay. Uhm … so, uhm, phenomenologically what was it like … how would you …
what kind of effects would it have on you … sort of, if it’s a quiet space and quite a
dim space and sometimes you would find yourself alone there, uhm, how did that feel?

00:17:29

DB

You could feel quite cut off there, uh … I mean you were literally cut off in some ways
because … the phone connection was quite erratic … the … even though you could
get a connection to the internet, again, that was a bit erratic sometimes … so, yeah, you
did feel quite isolated, but that was quite nice I think … sometimes if you were in the
mood for it, it was quite nice to go over there and have that sort of quietness … and
then … sometimes you would get students coming in or tour groups … does that
answer the question, is that not … not quite …

00:18:16

DW

No, no.

00:18:16

DB

… I haven’t quite answered have I …?

00:18:17

DW

There are no wrong answers. There are no wrong answers.

00:18:23

DB

… and … go on, ask me a bit more about this, I don’t think I’ve really quite answered
that! [laughter]

00:18:28

DW

Uhm … so … say, books as objects have … a story … did the Mackintosh, as a space,
have a story, a personality … did it talk to you … as a man of architecture?
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00:18:52

DB

[Sighs] Yes, I mean, again, it was that feeling of … being very much a continuing part
of the School’s history, I mean, there was always a portrait of … I can’t remember
which librarian it was but a painting of him on one of the walls, and it was set in the
Mack Library, you know, exactly … you could see where he had been standing and …
yeah, there was that kind of … yeah, it was a feeling of privilege actually of being part
of that … continuity of the School’s history somehow and … yeah, yeah … I mean,
you didn’t go … I didn’t think that … I didn’t sit there thinking about that all the time
but there was an awareness of that, I think, it did make you feel … part of that
generation of people associated with the School and that was really … yeah, very special
I think, yeah …

00:19:50

DW

Great. Uhm, did you have a favourite area in the library?

00:19:55

DB

A favourite area? Yeah, I … I’m a really keen hillwalker and uhm … on really clear days
I … if you went up … up the stairs to the balcony and you had to – I had to virtually
stand on tiptoe – there was a little window in the corner, and you could look out and
uhm … you get this view right the way to Tinto which is a hill I think it’s about thirty
miles away … it’s a reasonable distance away, and you do see it as you travel south from
Glasgow it’s got a very distinctive shape and uhm … that’s when you knew the weather
was really good and it was really really clear ’cause you could see right the way across
the city right out to the hills, you know, a long way away, so we used to … I used to
take myself up there for a quick peek if the weather was really good and see if I could
see any snow on it or anything like that [smiles] so I really liked the … I liked the sort
of castle-like feeling that the School … I’ve always liked that about the Mack Building,
you think you’re in a castle, and I liked that idea of going up to the top and peering out
over the landscape … so it’s an outward-looking favourite view rather than an inwardlooking view perhaps [laughs], which is … which is …

00:21:06

DW

That’s a nice perspective.
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00:21:08

DB

So, I’m looking forward when it’s built I’m going to do that again on a clear day go up
there and peep out and see right across the city, and it’s a reminder that, I guess, all the
things that I really love about Glasgow … you’ve got the immediate grid of the city
below and then the fact you’ve got the access to the … to the wonderful, you know,
hills and mountains around the city which I think is what … what I love about Glasgow
and that … made me feel very happy and that always … that erm … yeah, was one
reason why I came to the city was … I wanted to live in an exciting city, but I also
wanted to pursue my interests of being out in the … in the wilds and in the countryside
and that somehow, that little spot encapsulated it all [laughs] … in a daft kind of way.
[laughs]

00:21:58

DW

Okay. So, when was your favourite time in the library, was there a particular time of
day or year or …?

00:21:09

DB

Oh, goodness, I … I … That’s hard to say really, that’s … obviously, when it was sunny
and bright, you did get the … effect of the light coming through the windows and that
sort of … that … that grid pattern, er, throwing shadows of the grid pattern on the …
on the floor, so … probably a bright really sunny winter’s day would be the best time
perhaps when you’d get that sort of sharp light I think would be really good … yeah.

00:21:43

DW

So, can you tell me about the day of the fire on the twenty-third of May 2014, what
were you doing that morning?

00:21:51

DB

I was in the Mackintosh Library finishing off this wretched stock check which we were
… had almost almost completed, uhm … so I think I spent quite a bit of time over
there that morning, uhm … and I left, I think, at about midday I left the Mack Library
… uhm … so I think I may have been the last person to be in it actually, uhm … and
oddly enough I [sigh] … I only really went out for some fresh air actually, I was feeling
a bit muzzy because it was the time of the Degree Show … every … every degree show,
you know if you were in the Mack Building it was quite, you know, it was quite fumy
and quite … you know it smelt of kind of like paint and so on and it … I remember
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feeling a bit, a little bit muzzy-headed and thought I would go out and walk … go out
for a walk around the block just to clear my head and, er, that’s what I did, and I left
about twelve o’clock and … I actually popped down to the Mitchell Library, I think I
was looking for something for somebody, for a member of staff or something and
that’s when I got a phone call from colleagues saying … that the Mack Library was on
fire, so … [sigh] … yeah.

00:23:16

DW

What was that like?

00:23:17

DB

I just couldn’t believe it, I really … and I thought, that would be just some little thing,
you know, it’ll be just some little minor thing, you know, and nothing to worry about
really but I did come back up the road and, yeah, as soon as I stepped out I remember
I could hear the fire engines and I just … that’s when I saw … thought, yeah … this is
bad, you know, so as I …

00:24:49

DW

It all happened quite quickly?

00:24:49

DB

Very very quickly yeah, yeah, this was about half twelve I guess, uhm … and then you
could, you know … you crossed the motorway [M8], and you could see and smell and
… then there were a couple of colleagues coming down the road crying, you know, so
… it was obvious very very quickly that it was really bad, yeah … yeah.

00:25:12

DW

Okay, Uhm … so, can you recall the sequence of events as you walked back towards
the Mackintosh …?

00:25:24

DB

Ahm …

00:25:25

DW

… as you experienced them …

00:25:27

DB

I can just remember hearing the sirens … could smell the smoke … you could see the
smoke, uhm … I do remember, yeah, a couple of colleagues I think from architecture
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coming down the road and, yeah, crying and saying that the Mack was on fire and then
I … gah, I can’t remember … yeah, I just came along Renfrew Street, and I think, I
think the street might have been closed and I walked around the back, and I was in
Scott Street … but I think by then you couldn’t get back into the library anyway, into
the main … Bourdon I mean, that had been closed off and, yeah, smoke was pouring
out of … windows … and then a sort of explosion as glass blew out, and that was when
I really did think, ‘Oh!’, you know … it’s the whole building going to be destroyed
really, you know … and just stood there with other colleagues just aghast really … uhm
… and then I think the smoke started coming out of the library windows and that’s
when … yeah, that’s when I kind of realised that the library was affected, it wasn’t just,
say in the basement or, you know, limited to a particular part of the building that …
yeah, that it had spread … yeah … yeah, so it was, it was … pretty awful, yeah, yeah …

00:27:05

DW

Okay.

00:27:06

DB

… yeah.

00:27:07

DW

So, when did you first enter the library after the fire?

00:27:10

DB

Ehm, very early on actually … I … somebody from Historic [Environment] Scotland
asked … myself and my colleague, Duncan [Chappell] to go in with them … this was
I think maybe just … not the following day, maybe the day after … We went in, and I
think they wanted to sort of get an idea of where they might … start looking to find
things or … yeah, just to sort of get an idea of the kinds … they took us up there, and
I remember … yeah, it was just overpowering really the … the stench, really … and
the dampness and the darkness and it was cold and, ehm, we went up to … we didn’t
go to the main library door, we went somehow up the stairs to the entrance, it would
have been the entrance to the balcony level, I think that’s right, I think that’s right,
yeah, uh … and it was just unbelievable, it was just appalling … it reminded me of,
uhm, you know those sort of wartime photos you see of the Blitz in Coventry; actually,
that’s what … Coventry Cathedral, you know, bombs had been dropped on it, and
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there were just these sort of skeletal remains, I think that … it was, it was, it … I
imagine that is what it must have been like back in the Blitz or something like that after
a bomb had hit a building, it was really … it was unrecognisable as the library really,
yeah … yeah.

00:28:51

DW

So, uhm, so, you, Duncan … who else was there?

00:28:58

DB

I think, ah, somebody from Historic [Environment] Scotland was there, and I think it
must have been fire … personnel as well, you know, to make sure that we were safely
through the building because really the fire hadn’t been totally put out and I think there
were questions as to where, you know, was it really safe, maybe … maybe … don’t,
yeah, make too much of that but … yeah, yeah, that was before it was generally made
safe, ehm … so it was a really early look, and I think it was still smouldering as well at
the time, yeah, water dripping and running everywhere as well, so it was … it was a
pretty shocking sight, yeah it was, yeah.

00:29:41

DW

You began describing the smell of it, and the darkness …

00:29:45

DB

Yeah [sigh], yeah … ehm … yeah, it was just that burnt smell, that smell of burnt wood
and paper and … it was very cold, and it was very dark, and it was … it was always a
kind of dim place I suppose in many ways, the Mack Building, but, yeah, this had no
light and … ah, you know, no … no artificial light that I can really remember, it was
quite … yeah, it was … it was quite apocalyptic [ironic laugh], yeah … yeah.

00:30:24

DW

So … and you also said it was unrecognisable …

00:30:29

DB

It was …

00:30:30

DW

… as a library.
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00:30:31

DB

Yeah, it was basically unrecognisable, I mean, there was one of the … it was pretty
horrible really … the way one of the pillars was sort of like a skeletal kind of pillar just
sort of standing up on its own, and that was all that really remained of … of the upright
pillars and, er, you could see where the balcony … the balconies had collapsed down,
they hadn’t all burnt through … and of course, it was just a huge cavern-like space
because most of the upstairs, the upper floor to the furniture gallery had gone, a lot of
the stonework … the heat had been such that the stonework had been damaged which
was a bit of a shock as well because you somehow thought that would all … survive, it
was, yeah, it was really horrible; actually, it was kind of like … hard to describe really
… it’s like seeing somebody you know without their clothes on in a way, that sounds
an odd thing to say really but, you know what I mean? It’s like …

00:31:38

DW

Yeah.

00:31:40

DB

Yeah, it kind of really exposed the kind of shell of the place and all of that beauty had
kind of gone, and it was just down to the kind of crude kind of stonework and
brickwork, and you saw everything that the panelling had kind of covered up and
masked, so it was quite, yeah, it was quite brutal in that … in that kind of way as well.

00:32:02

DW

De-beautified?

00:32:03

DB

Yeah … yeah … aha.

00:32:06

DW

Okay. So, after the fire and the excavation, can you tell me about the process the
archaeologists took?

00:32:20

DB

Yeah, it was, it was quite a … I remember being quite shocked when they were talking
about the archaeologists coming because I think that sort of brought home to me …
somehow the extent of the damage that, you know, it was so bad that we were actually
having to get archaeologists in. [ironic laugh] I remember being quite shocked when
they were talking about basically it’s an archaeological dig, you know, and that kind of
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… ooh, I found that quite, ooh, shocking really in … in a way, but that’s what it was
and the way that they, you know, approached the space in sort of … by sort of divvying
it up and digging down into the debris, uhm, so, it was very interesting if you could sort
of detach yourself from what they were actually doing, it was very interesting, so they
brought material out from the library space in crates and then every … pretty well every
day, Duncan and myself would go over to see what had been fetched out and to
basically sift through it to see if there was anything worth keeping aside really … ahem
… yeah, it got very depressing [ironic laugh] because we were doing that for several,
crumbs, I can’t remember, it might have been a couple of months, erm, going over
there fairly regularly and it was kind of … [ironic laugh] … quite funny, I suppose,
looking back, in a way, that the archaeologists … seemed to be really enjoying it because
they were able to bring out, you know, big, kind of … objects that had obviously been
books and to them that was sort of … quite exciting and … yet … to us, the material
that they brought out was just so … damaged beyond … all repair, there was a kind of
… there was a kind of, yeah, uhm … a sort of dichotomy … to an archaeologist, they
had something big which was recognisable, you know, if you’re doing an archaeological
dig on, you know, on Orkney or whatever, I guess that doesn’t happen very often, so
to them that was really thrilling [laughs], to us it was just depressing, ’cause it wasn’t a
usable item anymore, and I think they would come out quite proudly and say, ‘Look at
this!’ you know, ‘Look, you can see it’s a book!’ and ehm … [laughs] just, you know!

00:34:55

DW

That’s the difference between the objective position and the subjective position.

00:34:58

DB

Yeah, exactly, and of course what was … [tuts] you know, sometimes they would bring
out something that looked like it was basically not too badly damaged, but then, you
know, you opened it up, and there was just like massive holes burnt in it or … it was
crawling with maggots, so it was a wodge of damp paper that you couldn’t do anything
with, you know, so you would briefly get your hopes up that you’d found something
that was okay and it really wasn’t, ever [laughs], so we had to kind of go through this
kind of – not exactly a charade – but we had to go through this thing where they’d
bring stuff out and say, ‘Oh, great!’ you know, but [laughs] really you’re just thinking
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this is just a waste of time, I’ll go through the motions and then get back over the road
and wash my hands [laughs], but it had to be done and they were a lovely bunch of
people, I really enjoyed working with them and, you know, they did a grotty job, you
know, very faithfully as well and it was a chance to meet a different group of people as
well and, uhm, but it … towards the end, I’d had enough of it really … yeah.

00:36:07

DW

You don’t mind me pursuing this line of questioning?

00:36:10

DB

[laughs] No! It’s okay!

00:36:11

DW

Okay, good! So, the … so, again you’ve started … how were you involved in decanting
the debris from the library and making decisions about what could be kept and what
wouldn’t be kept?

00:36:26

DB

Ah, yeah, we’d drawn up a kind of, ehm … oh, like a flow chart almost really … I’m
trying to remember the details of it now … Alison will probably remember better, but
we had different types of material like paper, glass, metal, wood, and then we had a
kind of a decision tree, I suppose about what to do with the material, you know, was it
recognisably part of something, could it be used to, erm, aid the restoration, or, you
know, was it an identifiable book, is it likely to be a valuable book, you know, so we
had a kind of decision tree really, erm, to help guide us in whether or not it was worth
salvaging something, uhm, so we used that really to sort of help us as we sifted through
the crates of material … yeah.

00:37:21

DW

Uhm [sigh], so what is it like to handle an object, especially a book, that comes out of
a fire situation?

00:37:30

DB

Ah … [sigh] at the time you mean?

00:37:34

DW

Well, you, as a librarian who deals with books all the time and then somebody says,
‘Have a look at this, isn’t it great?’ and you say, ‘Hmmm, not so much!’
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00:37:45

DB

Yeah, it’s … it … it was very sad when perhaps you came across something that you
remembered handling … I think I found that … you know, that was a bit sad, ehm …
because you know, there were only eight thousand books in there so inevitably you did
recognise some of the material, I mean, I didn’t know the collection, all the collection
very well, but the architectural collection I’d used, uhm, you know, with students …
and it was a … it was really really sad to see a book that had perhaps interested students
or excited students and was fairly unique and reasonably … perhaps only of a handful
of copies in the UK and then to … you know … to see it burnt and damaged … it was
really … it was horrible really, it was really quite … quite horrible, ehm … or you’d
catch a glimpse of something that was say like a … I don’t know, you know, an art
nouveau magazine or something again which you’d used and was fairly unique and was,
you know, a shadow of what it had been and, yeah, it was really sad or maybe a
reminder, you’d open something up and, ‘I’d forgotten we had that!’ and then the
realisation that had gone, you know, from the collection, was … yeah …

00:39:16

DW

Okay.

00:39:17

DB

… yes, sad.

00:39:19

DW

So … what was it like when the archaeologists did find something that was recognisable
as a book and functioned as a book?

00:39:28

DB

Uhm … … yeah, I mean, that was a bit encouraging, I suppose, but it didn’t happen
very often, erm … [tuts] I still think that the sort of amount of loss … it just emphasised
the amount that had been lost I think, really I think when it was just … it was … you
know, when it became obvious that it was only going to be a handful of items really
that were worth … worth conserving, I don’t think we particularly punched the air over
it really, and the archaeologists right at the beginning had sort of said, had suggested
that there was a good chance that material would have been saved because debris would
have fallen on top of books and that wouldn’t have allowed the oxygen in and around
that book, and you know, we would find things that hadn’t been damaged and I think
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in the early stages we … felt that would be the case but in fact, it really only happened
with one book, you know, with one single book that was protected in that way with
stuff falling on top of it and not really being fire-damaged at all, so I think … felt slightly
cheated I think that that hadn’t really happened to any extent really, uhm … so, yeah,
most of the material was just so damaged, and it didn’t particularly feel like any great
cause for celebration really [ironic laugh].

00:41:17

DW

So, how many books were conservable?

00:41:20

DB

Uhm, initially, eighty books were salvaged out of the eight thousand for possible
conservation and then, I think, around … in the end, we went for around twenty, uhm,
that we decided were worth conserving, ehm … obviously, some of the material wasn’t
worth a huge amount of money, you know, financially, so there was no point spending
ten thousand pounds conserving a £200 book if you can buy it and replace it, yeah …
yeah, and obviously … yeah, a lot of the material is, you know … none of the material
… no … all of the material … none of the material was totally unique, it’s all
replaceable, but it’s just the fact that it’s … those books and that collection, you know,
had its own history, really, there as a discrete collection, that’s what has been lost, you
know.

00:42:16

DW

And I suppose those books have their own histories, they’ve been donated as well.

00:42:23

DB

Yeah, they’d had their own stories, their own bookplates, their own annotations and so
… yeah … yeah … and again which reflected maybe the history of the School and its
purchasing policy, or donors or whatever, they were all… they would have had their
own stories, and that’s … that’s … yeah, that’s been lost, yeah.

00:42:43

DW

Okay. I’m going to try and not be so depressing now! [laughter] Okay, so I’m especially
interested in a few of the artefacts that were taken out of the debris …

00:42:55

DB

Right, okay.
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00:42:56

DW

… so, uhm, for example, there’s the panel which they found in the library …

00:43:02

DB

Yes.

00:43:03

DW

… with the cover of an impressed …

00:43:04

DB

That’s right, a children’s book, I think, yeah.

00:43:06

DW

Yes. Caldecott’s Picture Book No2 …

00:43:10

DB

That’s it.

00:43:11

DW

… 1910. What do you know of that imprint or that book? Do you remember that
book?

00:43:16

DB

I don’t remember that book, no, I don’t remember that book, and I was only shown
that imprint subsequently, uhm … but, yeah, I think it was quite, again, quite a … shock
when we were told about that, and we were shown that, it was quite … quite a spooky
kind of moment [ironic laugh], uhm … … kind of made me think of the, well … I
think everybody, you know, you immediately think of that sort of Hiroshima-type, errr,
thing, you know, the shadow of the … something that was there, sort of imprinted on
the background and then gone, all trace of it is gone, it was that … just the kind of
slightly odd, kind of spooky … event really, yeah, yeah.

00:44:05

DW

And then there’s an unidentifiable book which Historic Environment Scotland have
taken to the Engine Shed.

00:44:14

DB

Yes … yeah.

00:44:15

DW

What can you tell me about that?
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00:44:16

DB

No, I can’t remember much about that book at all.

00:44:20

DW

Do you know anything about the process of selecting it because it was … it was one of
the books which couldn’t be conserved?

00:44:28

DB

I know that we decided to retain some material … to sort of tell the story of the fire to
some extent and sort of…

00:44:40

DW

Can you tell me more about that decision making and the process, what the intentions
might have been?

00:44:48

DB

I think we felt that it was important to sort of have a few items that were … not exactly
memorial but something that could sort of just maybe stimulate people’s thinking
maybe in the future about, you know, the fire and maybe give people an opportunity
to maybe make some sort of artistic response to what had happened, uhm, so I know
for example we’ve kept some, uhm, plates from I think an Owen Jones’s Grammar of
Ornament, Victorian sort of pattern book which had been, uhm, kept between clear, sort
of clear plastic sheets … again which had been conserved and stabilised and you look
at them, and you’ve got these beautiful images, and then you’ve got the sort of … the
charred page around the image and that sort of very eloquently tells … something of
the story of the fire and I think we felt that was important to have a few things like
that.

00:45:52

DW

Yeah.

… particularly if … when the building is restored there won’t be anything kind of quite
like that in say the furnishings or in the fittings or whatever that tells the story of the
00:45:53

DB

fire, and so we thought that did that in quite … quite a good kind of way.

00:46:11

DW

And then … you have two books in your office by Gertrude Bone …
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00:46:16

DB

Yes-s-s.

00:46:17

DW

… and I’ve been looking through them, and they struck me because of the patterns …
I don’t know if you’ve actually noticed those yourself because the heat reaction has
discoloured the pages.

00:46:28

DB

I know there’s … I can’t remember if it’s that book that has kind of sort of grey mark
through each page in the same position?

00:46:36

DW

That’s one of them, yeah.

00:46:38

DB

Yeah … that’s a sort of heat mark, isn’t it …

00:46:41

DW

Yeah.

00:46:41

DB

… I think, yeah.

00:46:45

DW

Yeah … but you can’t tell me anything about …

00:46:49

DB

[sighs] About how that makes me feel or what?

00:46:51

DW

Well, no … when you saw them, what did you think? You know about the book,
obviously?

00:46:59

DB

Yes … it’s a small book, isn’t it? It’s a smallish … yeah … I just … it just makes me
think of the, uhm … of the other … the Bone … etchings which were of Glasgow
which were a big folio volume of … that was Gertrude Bone’s husband, wasn’t it?

00:47:23

DW

Mmmm.
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00:47:25

DB

Which were destroyed in the fire and which we’ve managed to replace actually, uhm,
so when I see the name Gertrude Bone I always think back to the husband’s etchings,
uhm … no, I mean, it’s just … it shows that the fire didn’t destroy absolutely
everything, I suppose … I suppose yeah that some books were … were relatively
unscathed, I suppose, but it was just so random and … yeah, it’s just that feeling that
… you know, I might have chosen twenty different books to save, you know! [laughs]
I guess it’s just the randomness of it all I think, yeah … yeah … it’s just … yeah.

00:48:09

DW

So, what do you think the future might hold for the Mackintosh?

00:48:13

DB

Uhhhm … I’m a bit … I’m slightly apprehensive, ah, for 2019, you know, what’s it
going to look like, are we going to manage to … avoid that kind of Mockintosh look to
the space, uhm … is it going to work, is it going to work as a space for students … are
we expecting too much of that space, I think that’s something I’ve always worried about
is it’s thirty-five feet by thirty-five feet as I keep telling Alison and … I think we’re
expecting it to do a lot, I think we’re expecting it to be quite a tourist attraction and
obviously, people will want to see what’s being done in there, I think students will want
a quiet space … I think there will be … a lot of interest using it for sort of artistic
interventions and for creative activity … that’s all really good stuff … but it worries me
that we are expecting that tiny space to do an awful lot of things, uhm, and whether it
can do it, I don’t know, I don’t know if everybody is going to be happy at the end of it
… is it going to work ergonomically, is it going to be comfortable enough to work in
… it was never … it was more of a piece of sculpture than a really comfortable library
to work in, uhm … I wonder whether, yeah, people’s expectations of it may be … may
be too high … I don’t know, I’m quite apprehensive! I’m excited, but I’m also nervous
about what I’m going to see when I go in there and how I’m going to feel about it …

00:50:05

DW

Sure.

00:50:06

DB

… uhm, so yeah, a mixed sort of … mixed emotions really about that but obviously
from a professional point of view it’s a chance to be involved in rebuilding the
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collections and shaping them in a less random way perhaps than we did in the past so
it’s an opportunity to build collections of material in there for future generations and
again to be part of something long-term for the future and that makes me really excited
as well … uhm, we were just speaking this morning, actually, to Chris Platt in
architecture about, you know, what would a special collection of architecture books
look like, what avenues we should pursue, what books should we try and obtain there
to go into the Mackintosh Library … uhm, so that’s … it’s an unusual opportunity as
a librarian to be involved in something like that because the destruction was so total
there is the opportunity to sort of begin from scratch which you don’t often get, uhm,
yeah, so that’s exciting as well, yeah … so, yeah, mixed …

00:51:18

DW

So, there is a light at the end …

00:51:19

DB

Oh, definitely, definitely … uhm, but, yeah, I’m really … I can’t wait now for 2019, I
want to see it done and see what it looks like and … yeah.

00:51:31

DW

So, do you think the fire had an impact on you?

00:51:36

DB

Oh, crumbs, definitely … uhm… I mean I think the thing about working in the Art
School is … particularly if you stick with it for a longish period of time, uhm, you know,
it does become, for better or for worse, it does become a really … important part of
your life, you know … you might not really want it to [laughs] but it does, and an
important part of your identity and, erm, yeah, I mean I would say … yeah, the sense
of loss I felt I think after the fire, to my astonishment, and a lot of people felt this way
was, you know, it was very much like a bereavement, and you know you do feel that,
yeah, something was really lost in that fire … I think … I think you also feel a bizarre
sort of responsibility in that … [sigh] it’s difficult to explain that you sort of think,
crumbs, yeah, I was working there when the fire happened … you feel that sense of
collective responsibility for what happened even though that’s a bit … a bit irrational
and a bit silly so, yeah, I do feel … every time now you talk to somebody about the Art
School, and they say, ‘Where do you work?’ and you say, ‘At the Art School’ that
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subject, the fire comes up in the next sentence so it is always there and I think it
probably always will be [laughs], uhm, which is a bit annoying, you know, a bit irritating
… uhm, and also, I mean, I think, there have been … there have been some good
things about it, I mean it’s … I think … my colleagues in the library … I think it’s a
kind of shared experience that we went through and all the kind of – particularly in the
days immediately after the fire – it was all very kind of emotional and very intense and
… everybody was pulling together, and I think there’s something in that that I think
has stuck kind of in terms of relationships, having gone through that that experience I
think it’s … been quite good for us as a team of people, perhaps actually it’s made it
more difficult for people to come in, you know, from outside in that you’re either a
kind of … pre-fire member of staff or a post-fire member of staff so I think, yeah, it’s
maybe … be careful that you don’t separate into two groups of people, I don’t think
that we have, but, yeah, I think for those of us who went through it there is something,
a shared something there which will always be there while you continue to work in the
Art School, yeah …

00:54:20

DW

A binding!

00:54:23

DB

Not one that you would have chosen obviously! [laughter]

00:54:27

DW

Is there anything you would like to add that we haven’t discussed and you think we
should?
Ah … goodness, we’ve covered an awful lot, haven’t we? It’s brought back a lot of …
ooh, crumbs, a lot of memories, a lot of things I haven’t thought about in quite a few

00:54:33

DB

months actually.

00:54:41

DW

But that’s okay though?

00:54:42

DB

Yeah, I think so, yeah, I think there’s enough distance now to … yeah … yeah, it’s okay
… no, I think … yeah, that’s okay, yeah! [laughs]
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00:54:59

DW

Okay! Thank you.
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Interview Transcript: Alison Stevenson (AS)
Head of Learning Resources, The Glasgow School of Art.
Interviewed by Dawn Worsley (DW) on 5 June 2017: Library &Archives Services Offices, GSA Library.

00:00:00

---

[Introductions]

00:00:17

DW

Can I ask you, again for the purposes of the record – you don’t have to – could you tell
me your date of birth and where you were born?

00:00:24

AS

Sure, erm, my date of birth was 8th of March 1976 and that was in Edinburgh.

00:00:29

DW

Okay, and how long have you worked at GSA as Head of Learning Resources?

00:00:34

AS

It will be five years in January.

00:00:38

DW

Okay, and ehm, did you have a connection with GSA before that, is this a, erm,
development in your role or …?

00:00:45

AS

No, I came straight here from a role in New Zealand, so I’d … I came to university at
the University of Glasgow here and then, erm, several years later lived in New Zealand
for about ten years and then I came back here for this job.

00:00:57

DW

Oh, okay, that’s interesting, okay, and before that did you have any connection at all, you
mentioned …
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00:01:06

AS

Not with the Glasgow School of Art no, I’d lived in Glasgow but not with the institution.

00:01:10

DW

Okay, fine. Could you tell me about your role in regards of the library and archives?

00:01:16

AS

Sure, so I’m Head of Learning Resources, I’m head of the department that includes the
Library services, the Archives & Collections service, and the Learning Technology
service as well. So we’re a professional support service that supports the research,
learning and teaching at the Art School by the provision of collections, by the provision
of spaces and by the provision of services through our professional staff.

00:01:39

DW

Okay, and … can you explain if you have any involvement in the Mackintosh Restoration
Project?

00:01:48

AS

I do, quite a wide-ranging involvement, erm, because I’m responsible for both Library
and Archives & Collections. Both of those departments – or subdepartments – were
heavily affected by the fire. Erm, Archive & Collections were based in the basement of
the Mack Building and had stores in the subbasement and the space above the Mack
Library, so, the fire caused massive damage to those collections and also, of course, that
the service themselves had to decant all surviving collections out of the building to a safe
space, ahem, and that was a whole, you know, enormous bit of work in the days
immediately following the fire to get all those collections out, because the Mack Library
had been so totally destroyed, there wasn’t, actually, a great deal of immediate action to
take with regard to the Mack Library so we knew that we still had this building that we’re
sitting in now which is the main library, and has been the main library for many many
years. Erm, so my current roles are: erm, working or leading the Archives & Collections
service on their restoration project, so, they have a lot to do to conserve and repair the
damaged collections; re-box those that lost their boxing; and plan for their move back
into the Mack Building in 2019 … In terms of the Mack Library, erm, my role at the
moment has been mainly at the strategic level discussing what will the Mack Library be
used for once it is restored and therefore how does that drive the design decisions that
we’re making about the restoration. Erm once those two high-level activities kind of
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reach more of a conclusion, pretty soon, then we’ll move into another phase of work
which is more about the practical, operational and how do we move the library books
back in again, and how do we catalogue them, and what do we change now that we have
a slightly different space that we’ll use in different ways.

00:03:49

DW

Okay. All-encompassing!

00:03:50

AS

Quite … quite all-encompassing, yes!

00:03:53

DS

Okay, and can you tell me about … your day-to-day activities, so what would a normal
day be, if there is such a thing?

00:04:04

AS

A normal day in general, not specifically about the Mack?

00:04:06

DW

Yeah, yeah.

00:04:06

AS

Okay, a lot of my time is … erm, working with people, so, obviously I lead quite a large
department, there’s thirty-five people in that, there’s nothing I can do as an individual to
ensure that … the right student gets the right book or the right student has the right
access to VLE [virtual learning environment]. I do that by leading my team, so a lot of
what I do is meeting with those people who report directly to me, making sure that
they’ve got what they need to deliver on all of their objectives, making sure they’re being
developed in the right way, erm … We work as a team across Library & Archives, so
we’ll meet together to make sure that we are … so, we take a collective approach to the
collection, so when we think about how do, erm … how do the collections support
teaching, we do that across archives collections, and so – this isn’t about day-to-day –
so, my day-to-day activities would be, mmm, I would usually come in and I would usually
have at least half of my day already scheduled in terms of meetings, sometimes one-toone meetings with staff, sometimes wider meetings with other heads of departments
across the GSA, erm, sometimes … the committees that the GSA has, also quite often
external meetings so with other university-librarian heads in Scotland or with other, erm
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… museum-collections holders … other than the meetings, a fair bit of my time is
reading and writing, that’s partly personal preference, I would say, I am someone who
enjoys data and writing down things, so, when I am thinking about something, or when
I’m trying to solve a problem, I will often do that here at my desk by looking at the data
and trying to analyse what’s going on, erm, so, part of my job is all the responsibility …
the accountability for … how we’re doing, are we actually improving the students’
experience, how can we evidence that through the number of people coming in at the
doors or the responses they give us to our survey, so quite a lot of my time is … analysing
and thinking and then trying to plan how the evaluation of what we’re doing at the
moment feeds into what we do next year.

00:06:15

DW

Super. Okay, erm, so do you … you work with people?

00:06:23

AS

Yes.

00:06:23

DW

Do you work with books and artefacts at all, in relation to the Mackintosh Restoration
Project specifically?

00:06:30

AS

In my role, that’s like a special treat. So, erm, the times when I get to work directly with
the books is usually because Duncan [Chappell] or David [Buri] is doing something really
exciting or interesting with the books and they want to show me, and I want to see it.
So, not directly no. Although that was not the same in the weeks after the fire, I suppose,
because when Kirkdale [Archaeology] were here, and we were doing the salvage work
from the Mack Library, erm … my role was to put together the decision tree that we
used to make the choices, so a lot of material was coming out of the library, erm … We
had to decide what to keep and what to dispose of at that point, so, I wrote that ‘decision
tree’ in consultation with the rest of the team and then Duncan and David were going
over to the library for an hour every day to actually make sure that set of … that
framework was being implemented, and I was there with them most times – mainly as
support really – they were still the professionals doing the choices, and I was there to
support them because it was obviously a fairly traumatic thing to have to do every day.
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00:07:40

DW

Okay. Erm … erm … I don’t know if this question is relevant, but do you ever get a
sense of the personal history of … or the biography of the book …? What does a book
mean to you, is it …?

00:07:58

AS

A book for me is something that you can use to access knowledge and information, so,
that’s mainly what it is for me, I would say that has changed a bit since coming to the
GSA and being exposed to artists’ books as a collection, so, erm … … yeah, ask me
your question again! What was the …?

00:08:30

DW

[laughs] Oooh, I’ve forgotten my question! So … do you have a sense of a book … as
an object …

00:08:37

AS

Yeah.

00:08:38

DW

… that it has a … its own biography, its own personal history, does it have a personality
maybe?

00:08:48

AS

Yes, books … books … lucky books, special books have that I think, erm, because we
have a lot of books here that will come into the main general lending collections. We’ll
have ten copies of them because they are a set text. They’ll get worn away, and we’ll
probably throw them away, and we’ll replace them with a new copy. But over time some
books will accrue that sense of history, particularly books that get moved into special
collections so where we, as librarians, record that history in terms of who gifted it to us,
erm … Other books may develop particular sorts of history because researchers will tell
us Mackintosh read this book because he was a student at the time and the book was in
the collection at the time, and he created this, and that seems to have come through this
influence, so there’s that sort of history of a book … And then you have books like the
first copy … the first book that ever came into the library – I’m sure Duncan has told
you about – that he happened to have out, that just by chance was not in the Mack
Library the day of the fire, so survived. So that just has that … that particular physical
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volume now has much more to it than the fact it’s a copy of a particular book. And so
the works that were in the Mack Library – the works that will go back into the Mack
Library – all of those have, I would say, a personality because they have a history and
they are more than the words on the page. They are about the materiality of the book
and what that’s gone through, erm, yeah … I think so.

00:10:24

DW

And, also, who’s handled it, I suppose.

00:10:25

AS

Yeah. Yeah.

00:10:28

DW

Okay. Erm … so before the Mackintosh fire, what was it …? Did you work in the
Mackintosh Library itself? How often were you in there?

00:10:40

AS

I was probably in there once or twice a month, I would say, depending on what we were
doing here in the library in terms of projects to use the Mack Library. So, erm, the reasons
why I might go in there might be: there would be an academic project using the space,
so like the Digital Culture Projections project or the, erm, artistic dress tableaux vivants
projects, and I would be across there wanting to see what they were doing with that
space, how they were activating it through their teaching and learning. Erm, I would
sometimes take guests in there. Erm, we would be across at degree show times showing
off people’s theses and we’ll be across as part of my role liaising with GSA Enterprise
who run the tours through the space, so sometimes things would arise and we would
have to go and have a look and, see, ‘That seems to have got a bit bashed,’ or, you know,
‘This door isn’t opening properly,’ or, you know … dealing with those sorts of issues as
well.

00:11:38

DW

Okay, and, erm, I suppose in recent years, or in recent decades it was more of a precious
space rather than a … what would be a ‘real’ library space for want of a word, why did
that decision take place, do you know, I know that was before your time, but …
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00:11:59

AS

I think it was a practical decision because, obviously, all the furniture that was in the
Mack Library was original Mackintosh furniture, so, it had such a value, you know, both
in terms of the value to the School and part of our heritage, and a monetary value that
any time anybody was using the space they had to be supervised … it’s quite a small
library, so it can probably take twenty researchers at any one time – where we can take
several hundred across here, so – if you’re having to trade-off between having this space
open for longer or having a member of staff sat in that space, this one wins because you
can have more services for more people. So, in terms of practicality, that is why the Mack
Library space had become slightly closed-off and … slightly more of a museum space.
We were working hard to try to reverse that trend, I would say, in the last couple of years
leading up to the fire, we had established a regular opening time so that student could
know that every week during a particular number of hours they could come and drop in
and use the library, and we were working with academic staff to try to encourage them
to use it as a space for their teaching. But yeah, it had unfortunately not been prioritised
as a working library in the way that we hope it will be in 2019.

00:13:25

DW

Erm, so could you describe the Mackintosh Library to me in terms of physicality …
What did it look like? What do you see when you think …?

00:13:35

AS

I … when I think about it, I think of a fairly compact space with a lot of wood
surrounding you and moving into the middle and then the chandeliers hanging down
and, again, coming into the middle. So, I always felt as if you were drawn to walk into
the middle of the space because of the way it was designed. And then, of course, there
were the huge windows rising up all three storeys … for me, it felt like a very calm space,
a very warm, welcoming space, erm … the space above the Mackintosh Library, so, the
level which was prior to the fire being used as a store for Archives & Collections, so we
had furniture and oil paintings and various other things there … that I always felt was an
underused space because it’s a beautiful space in itself with the twisted hanging girders
and the windows all the way coming up … and it … it never felt properly connected into
the Mack Library below, even though it is connected, you know, the air travels up
through the windows, erm … so for me, the Mack Library was a very beautiful space …
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a very, erm … a place that I think would have been wonderful to work in terms of a
researcher. There’s a … after the fire we gathered from various people their memories
of the Mack Building and, erm, there was a … a researcher, an architect researcher, who
spoke to us about what it had been like to work in there and he spoke about it being a
really amazing space, this incredibly unique space, but that for him the magic really
happened when you opened the cabinet doors, and the books came out and that, for me,
is how I saw it as a place where … it’s a beautiful space, but it all really comes together
when you’ve got people in there sitting, using the books and working away.

00:15:41

DW

It’s about the books essentially …

00:15:42

AS

Yeah, yeah.

00:15:43

DW

… and what’s in the books?

00:15:44

AS

Yeah, yeah.

00:15:47

DW

Okay. So, did it have … a smell?

00:15:52

AS

I have a very poor sense of smell, so I’m probably not the best person to ask, but … …
I would say sometimes it had that smell of … bright sunlight on wood.

00:16:10

DW

I love that! Can you describe that? That’s quite a difficult thing to describe.

00:16:15

AS

Not really, ehm … I suppose …

00:16:18

DW

That’s beautiful!

00:16:21

AS

That’s just … just … you know, if I was to … what would the Mack Library smell like?
It would smell like that. It would smell like that, erm …
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00:16:27

DW

No explanation needed I think.

00:16:29

AS

Yeah.

00:16:30

DW

And what about sounds? What would you hear?

00:16:34

AS

Not much, you know, quite a quiet space … erm … ideally, it would be … you would
hear the noise of pages turning and people … you know, that sense … you know when
you’re in a library, you could almost hear the concentration or the inspiration, ehm, but
that didn’t happen enough in the Mack Library, so again, that’s what I hope we will see
much more of when we reopen.

00:16:59

DW

And you’ve touched on this, about the ambience of the place, could you go on a bit more
about the phenomenological … oozing of the space?

00:17:15

AS

… I … I’m not sure I can, because … a lot of people know a lot more than me what
might have been in Mackintosh’s ambition when he designed the space in terms of the
symbolism of all the different elements and the colours, erm, I … I never felt that …
seeping into me, you know, I never felt like, ‘Oh, it’s trees and seeds and life,’ I didn’t
really experience that, although I know that some people did … I think … I think for
me … it didn’t have enough of it because quite often when you went in, there wasn’t a
lot going on in it, I … I didn’t often feel this sense of … it’s a historic space in which
lots of exciting research and thinking in student life has happened, because when I joined
the GSA it was in this, you know, transition period of not being greatly used, so you
couldn’t just drop in and see people using it and then most of my memories of the Mack
now, it burnt, you know. I had only really been in the role for a year, uhm, when the fire
happened and so most of my memories of the Mack are going in and seeing it looking
like something that had just been bombed out of existence and black and smelling of fire
and smoke and then gradually gradually over the last few years sifting through that,
getting back down to the floorboards, uhm, you know, the kind of the clean air coming
back into it again.
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00:18:57

DW

Okay. I’ll ask you again about all of that. So, can you tell me about the day of fire on the
twenty-third of May 2014, what were you doing that morning?

00:19:08

AS

I was on holiday in Ardnamurchan.

00:19:10

DW

So, you were nowhere near. So, how did you hear about it?

00:19:13

AS

Ah, so, ah, ehm, Ardnamurchan doesn’t have great phone reception or internet
connectivity so we, my family and I, were driving to climb a hill somewhere and we were
listening to a … story on a CD for my daughter and, as it does, the radio cut in with
traffic news … the traffic news was that traffic on Sauchiehall Street was disrupted
because of smoke from the fire from the Mack Building and then the radio cut back out
again, then the story came back on again because the traffic news had finished, and we
were driving to a hill, and we had lost even radio reception. So, I had no idea what fire
was happening. I thought it would be this building [indicating the Reid] because the Reid
Building had only just been finished. There had been a few false fire alarms, you know.
There was snagging going on … I think when I got to the top of the hill, we got phone
reception and Kathy [Molloy] here was able to phone me, or I phoned her, I can’t
remember, and told me it was the Mack Building that was on fire and that there really
wasn’t anything anybody was able to do at the moment, the fire service was on site …
ehm, and … that … yeah, that we didn’t really know what was happening, if the fire
service had put it out or what was going on, so … when we got back to the bothy we
were staying in, I was then in phone contact with Kathy and Susannah [Waters] over that
evening and the next day, so most of … most of the morning there was still a sense that
there was anything anybody could do, you know, the building was off limits, but as the
day wore on … yup, the fire service was going to let, ehm, the team in to start decanting
the Archives & Collections, so I was in phone contact with my boss and, I think, we
came home the next day, uhm, so that I could start coming into work and helping.

00:21:20

DW

So, when you first saw the Mackintosh, did you have an idea of the extent of the damage
or was it greater or lesser … than you’d expected?
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00:21:31

AS

Uhm … … the destruction to the Mack Library was as – in terms of extent – was as I
expected, because before I’d got back here, uhm, Peter [Trowles] and Susannah had both
been into the building, and Duncan – I’m not sure if Duncan had – but, anyway, I had
certainly been told that the Mack Library had been totally destroyed, so in terms of
extent, that wasn’t a surprise, ehm … but, it was still, ehm, horrific to actually see it …
In terms of damage to the rest of the building, uhm, it was not as bad as at various points
we had feared it had been. There was no water leakage into most of the Archives &
Collections stores, for example, ehm, and a lot of the collections were able to be taken
out and we could, you know. We could see them as they went out. They were a bit damp,
but they were okay.

00:22:23

DW

Okay. So, could you describe to me, that experience of entering the library after the fire?

00:22:33

AS

Ehm … … I’m trying to remember whether I saw it first from the ground floor or the
space looking down into it, I think possibly both, so, this would be at a time when …
you were led in by the fire service and, erm, they were really good at … keeping us safe,
but not making us feel as if they had taken ownership of the building, you know. So we
were able to say, ‘What we need is some lights over here so we can work’ and they would
help us get the lights, and they would help us get there, and it felt like a really really
professional service from them. So, I think, probably, they took me in … took me along
to the right-hand corridor, up the central stairs and along the right-hand corridor, past,
ehm, what were very very blackened plaster casts in the corridor leading to the library.
So you are … you know, it’s getting blacker and darker, and then as you get to the Mack
Library itself: the rubble was so high, you know, it felt like it was about a metre and a
half high because everything had essentially burnt and fallen down onto the floor. So, it
didn’t look like any recognisable remnant of the library that had been there … it looked
like something different.

00:24:01

DW

So, was it just you in terms of GSA staff there?
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00:24:05

AS

I can’t remember now … I can’t remember who I was with that first time that I looked
at it, partly because when I came back the focus was not on the library, you know, the
library was burnt, it was gone, there was nothing we could do. The focus was: there are
still precious collections in the building in the sub-basement – we will all work to get
those out.

00:24:29

DW

Sure. Okay. Uhm, ok, so, you described a little of what you see, and you can’t really
distinguish anything, uhm, so … and the library space wasn’t a library any more, I guess,
so … again, senses, what was the smell then?

00:24:53

AS

It smelt very very burnt, you know, quite … almost quite rancid … it was very wet as
well because they had poured so much water into the whole building, so, you had the
smoke but also the dampness on top of that, erm, and, like you say, it didn’t look like a
library any more, you couldn’t really identify … well, you couldn’t walk into the library
because the pile of rubble was so high, so you were standing, you know, on the door
looking in, and looking in, you couldn’t identify individual books particularly, you
couldn’t identify individual bits of furniture, ehm, you could still see some of the metals,
you could still see radiators and various things like that, but … erm …

00:25:43

DW

What about sound this time?

00:25:47

AS

Ehm, going into the library then, it was very very quiet, ehm, because no work had started
yet, there were no restoration activities, it was very very silent, ehm …

00:26:05

DW

Was that the same kind of silence as before?

00:26:07

AS

Ooh, no, no, definitely not, I mean, in the Mack Library before the fire, even though it
wasn’t as alive as you hope it will be, ’cause it wasn’t as used, it still felt like an organic
living place, whereas after the fire it really felt dead to me, like it had died, ehm, and …
that … that persisted, you know, while it stayed in this lumpen state, so it was … it stayed
quite static for quite a while until we got the archaeologists in … sort of there … nothing
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happening, no movement, no life to it at all, ehm, and I remember being very pleased
when we started the archaeological work because we were injecting some movement
back into it, it wasn’t just … just lying in this dead state.

00:27:02

DW

Was there any hope then?

00:27:04

AS

That we would find things in it? I didn’t really have any hope, no, it looked so … the
destruction looked so total, uhm, and we were told by the Fire Service that the heat that
the fire had reached in the building and the windows blowing out then all the water
poured into it … it didn’t seem to me at all likely that we would find anything in there,
however, when we spoke to the archaeologists, they all said to us, ‘Oh no, we’ll definitely
find something in there’ or, you know, we didn’t really believe it but felt we have to …
we have to try this because the professionals are telling us that. Yes, I guess they were
coming from it from the point of view of excavating middens, you know, hundreds and
thousands of years old and they’re still finding things. So, in our midden in the Mack
Library, which is only a few months old, they’re very optimistic about finding things, so,
I didn’t really believe it, but I was really glad that we were doing something with that pile.

00:28:06

DW

Okay. Ehm, and how did the School approach the archaeological excavation and the
conservation of artefacts and then, now, the restoration of the Mackintosh?

00:28:18

AS

How did the School approach it? Ehm, the School approached the archaeological salvage
within the Mack Library in terms of this space was incredibly precious, it held incredibly
precious collections, therefore as we begin to repair the building, the first thing we have
to do is carefully look through this pile of rubble to see if there are things we can save
or that can inform the eventual restoration, ehm. So, the School invested, ehm,
considerable time and resources in doing that and doing it, ehm, very very carefully and
with a high level of attention to detail. So, the archaeologists laid out a grid square and
they dug down layer by layer by layer and everything that brought out was identified, or
tried to be identified if we … and we had our decision matrix that allowed us to say,
‘Keep this,’ ‘Dispose of that,’ and we had a lot of documentation going on … ehm …

221

Three Burnt Books: An Unconventional Conservation Narrative
the goal was that we would keep any books that we thought were salvageable; that we
would keep pretty much any piece of metal that came out; any piece of glass that came
out; and that we would keep the best examples of any other sorts of materials, so, the
stone that came out we kept all of it, ehm. But, things like the wooden panels from the
walls we kept some but not all, ehm, so that we weren’t losing information about how
the original space had been constructed … We took, ehm … it turned out that, actually,
that there were individual volumes in there that were identifiable, ehm … So, I think we
salvaged around about seventy or eighty – Duncan will be more precise than I am – and
sent them down to Harwell Document Restoration Services where they could be frozen,
then they could look at them in more detail, and then we asked them to give us a cost
analysis of what it would cost to take these volumes and bring them back to a usable
state, because the books in the Mack Library are valuable and precious, but none of them
are unique in the world. So, we always had to think about: is it better to get these
individual volumes conserved or is it better to see if we can replace that individual
volume with another copy of the same work? Now, we also did think about the
personality and the history of the books because, ehm, there will be some books in there
that even if we could simply go out there and buy another copy, that copy wasn’t as
valuable to us as the one that we had, and that was all the ones that were on our
Foundation Collections. So, all those elements came into play when we looked at which
volumes should we spend time and resources getting conserved.

00:31:24

DW

Do you know how many books from the Foundation Collections were saved,
salvageable?

00:31:29

AS

No, not off the top of my head …

00:31:31

DW

A few of them?

00:31:33

AS

I can’t remember, actually, but Duncan will be able to tell you.
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00:31:37

DW

Okay … where am I? Okay, so what was it like for GSA Archives to handle artefacts
that had emerged from quite a violent situation? This was a novel context, I suppose …
how was that? It was quite close to home.

00:31:54

AS

Yes, I think it was very difficult for people to know and be confident that they were
making the right decisions, this is in terms of, kind of, retaining or disposing of burnt
stuff, ehm, because there was … for some people there was an emotional reaction of,
‘It’s all ruined, it’s all ruined, just throw it all away, throw it all away, I don’t want to see
it.’ So, some people had that reaction and other people had a kind of contrasting reaction
which was, ‘It’s still here!’ You know, ‘It’s burnt around the edges, it’s charred, but it’s
still here, we should keep it,’ you know, ‘We should keep it because its survived, it can’t
just survive then we throw it away.’ So, people had very different emotional reactions to
how to manage this sort of material, and I think that a lot of people in my team have
been here a long time and have invested many years of their professional life caring for
those spaces and those collections, so, it’s, ehm, it’s not at all surprising that they had
very emotional reactions to dealing with this … in some ways my role, partly as the head
of the department and partly as a relative newcomer, was to provide that framework in
which we could say, ‘It’s not you as an individual who has to make that decision about
throwing this away,’ you know, we’ve all talked about it, we’ve come up with this set of
criteria so … and we took that out too. We took it to Historic Environment Scotland.
We took it to other people to get their opinion on it before we started working through
it, so, ehm … it was a kind of … it was a long couple of months of going into the Mack
Library … into the Mack Building every day and working with the librarians to decide
on the disposal or retention of burnt paper, printed material and working with the curator
to do the same with objects that were coming out, ehm … so, I think for a lot of people
that was a really, really sad and depressing period of time because … every day we were
going in and being confronted with more stuff coming out that wasn’t usable and was
going to have to be disposed of … every now and again something would come out, and
it would be really really exciting, and you’d have a piece of the glass that came from of
the periodical table or something like that, ehm, which was quite thrilling really when we

223

Three Burnt Books: An Unconventional Conservation Narrative
had started off thinking we would find nothing at all, so, yeah … a very very strange
couple of months.

00:34:32

DW

Do you want to go into more detail about the process of the excavation, especially in the
library, you spoke about having to dig down, and they had a grid-like system …?

00:34:44

AS

They did, yes, so, they had a grid-like system and they, as archaeologists do, started at
the top, you know, excavated the top level of a particular square and would draw it and
mark where particular artefacts were found, the idea being that it might help us to identify
… if we knew where things were found then that might help us to identify whether they
had fallen from the ceiling or fallen down from the store above, then they … … there
were two teams of archaeologists really. Kirkdale Archaeologists were doing the actual
sifting and the bringing out and the documenting of everything we found and then when
it was an object that would come out or an artefact, that was then passed to AOC who
would then, ehm, document that particular artefact, so a photograph would be taken of
it; it would be listed in a spreadsheet; we would discuss with the curator or the librarian
what it might be; if we could identify it then; and then we’d add that to the information
that we had. So that at the end of the process we had a big report from them describing
what they had done and what they’d found. Erm, and what that’s led onto really was
then the bookwork with Harwells: choosing to send a number, and then sometimes we
would – I don’t know if Duncan mentioned this, but – what we found was our barcode
stickers survived the fire, so that gave us a way to identify some of those … some of the
books were so compressed that we didn’t separate them. We just sent them to Harwells
as a sort of lump, and they carefully undid them, so they were able to tell us … they were
able to tell us, from Oxford, what books we’d sent them because we weren’t able to see
from the outside what they might be.

00:36:35

DW

So, what is it like to handle an object that’s come out of a fire?

00:36:42

AS

It’s … [pause] surprising … because it has been through this incredible inferno of fire and
yet some of it still exists, because the books that didn’t survive they were just, you know,

224

Three Burnt Books: An Unconventional Conservation Narrative
dust and charcoal around the edges and they got swept up and we never even looked at
them … the books that came out and we had to handle and look at: it was surprising
that they had survived at all from my point of view, and because they had not only
survived the fire, but they’d survived sitting in this … this pile of rubble for a couple of
months before we could start the archaeological salvage … so I wouldn’t have been
surprised if anything that hadn’t been destroyed by the fire had then been destroyed by
the damp and the … all the other forces working on it, so, ehm … how else was it? It was
sad … it was sad to see all this … all these books, coming out, broken into bits sometimes
or, you know, you would, if you would look and try to decide if this was worth salvaging,
it would be looking at the condition of it, so you know, opening it up and seeing, no, it’s
really ruined all the way through or it’s all gone and … yeah, it was sad.

00:38:02

DW

I’m especially interested in a couple of … three artefacts that emerged from the debris,
erm, so one of the books that came out has since gone to The Engine Shed in Stirling.

00:38:15

AS

Yes.

00:38:16

DW

Can you tell me a little about the process of selecting that book? Why was that book
selected?

00:38:26

AS

As part of the … salvage work we held onto a few … burnt, ehm, pages from books
because we were aware that – although we were going to get some books conserved, and
although we were going to dispose of a lot of books – that we were going to want to be
able to tell the story of the fire once everything had been rebuilt, so, we held onto a few
pages from books and this one particular book, ehm, not with any real sense of what we
might do with it, and … not really … tracking its existence as part of our restoration
project, it wasn’t something that we had on our list as we saved this, it was just … it was
just kind of there waiting for something to do with it really.

00:39:29

DW

Has that book been identified?
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00:39:31

AS

I don’t think it has, no.

00:39:34

DW

Interesting … and can you describe it?

00:39:37

AS

Erm, its-s-s-slightly larger than A4 and, uhm, I’d say it’s probably about 5cm deep, so
it’s quite a large book, uhm … because we didn’t have it conserved, it retained that
reeking smell of the fire and the damp, so we had it inside a plastic bag, and we were
careful not to handle it too much because obviously, it could have been growing mould
and nasty things like that … it was really a relic of the fire more than it was a book by
that point, I think, ehm, it would be interesting to see what HES do with it … whether
it will come back as a sense of being a book, for me, it had just become a relic of the fire
rather than a book by that point.

00:40:29

DW

And maybe going back to what we were discussing earlier and in connection with that
book, how do you decide … what to save and what to not save?

00:40:42

AS

Yeah.

00:40:43

DW

Where is the fine line?

00:40:47

AS

In terms of the books?

00:40:49

DW

Yes, I suppose.

00:40:50

AS

In terms of the books it was, erm, does it look like, with professional conservation
expertise, we might be able to bring this back to … a usable state so it can go back into
the collections again and be used because we felt like the library is there to be used, we
don’t want to be, ehm, holding on to large collections of unusable books, ehm … we
identified for the archaeologists – or Duncan and David did – where in the library
particularly important collections had been held, so if we knew that along the … if along
one wall we had had our runs of journals, which we knew we could replace or we knew
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we could get in digital form, we said to the archaeologists, ‘You can work quite fast along
there because we know there will be nothing in among the paper rubble there we are
going to be desperate to retain.’ However, ‘In this corner over here, this is where we had
our really important folio collections, so work slowly there because any paper-based
remnants that you find, we want to look really carefully,’ and then once those came out
it was then down to, yeah, David and Duncan to look and see … can we identify, you
know, do we know that it’s something of particular value to us in terms of the
institutional history or just in terms of the book itself, erm … but, overriding all of that
was, it has to be in a state where it’s at least feasible that the conservators would be able
to bring it back.

00:42:35

DW

I’ve been speaking to Sarah MacKinnon about the imprint of the children’s book …

00:42:41

AS

Yeah, yeah …

00:42:43

DW

… what are your thoughts on that?

00:42:44

AS

I thought that was, erm … it was really surprising, again, that such a thing could have
been created by the fire, that I had no idea that that was something that could happen,
that if you subjected a book to that intensity of fire and pressed it against a wall that it
would leave its imprint there, ehm … In some ways that was part of the library coming
back to life again, that it … when we started moving the rubble around and sorting it
through, you could, f-f-for me anyway, the library started to feel less heavy, started to
feel like it was going to become a room again and finding things like some of the pillars
remaining in the floor and the imprint on the wall, ehm, they were good moments.

00:43:40

DW

And also, there are two books that I’ve been looking at that were conservable and they
have been stabilised …

00:43:47

AS

Yeah.
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00:43:47

DW

… they’re by Gertrude Bone, I’m not sure if you’re familiar with them, but they have
them in the office at the back there, but these bilateral patterns have emerged in them as
a reaction … as a heat reaction …

00:44:00

AS

Yeah.

00:44:02

DS

… and I’m very interested in this, but you haven’t seen them?

00:44:04

AS

I haven’t seen those ones, no.

00:44:06

DW

That’s fine. Okay, so, the future, what do you think the future might hold for the
Mackintosh Building?

00:44:12

AS

Ah, I think the building itself is going to be a very cool and exciting place for the students
to come and inhabit again. I think that when it reopens, it will be full of first-years, they’ll
all be together, ehm, it should be a great place to come and start your life as a GSA
student, ehm, mixing with your other disciplines, being part of the history of the
institution, ehm, and … yeah, I mean, it was always an amazing building to be in: I think
it will be again.

00:44:45

DW

And, do you think the fire and its aftermath has had a personal impact on you?

00:44:51

AS

Ah, yes, definitely, definitely because, ehm, it was an incredibly challenging time to …
respond to something none of us had any experience of at all and … I think for me it
… it was quite … ehm … yeah, challenging to try to find the resources in myself to do
what was required of me at the time and … I think it has, you know, inevitably, it has
shaped all the subsequent years, you know, all the time since the fire, erm a lot of my
time has been looking after the projects that are recovering from the fire … it’s … it’s
… yeah, I’d say so, yeah.
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00:45:52

DW

I also think it’s quite interesting that GSA had the foresight and the cool-headedness to
approach it as a future historical event if that makes sense …

00:46:03

AS

Yeah.

00:46:06

DW

… could you tell me anything about that? That there wasn’t just this panic, do you know,
that it was just, ‘Okay, we have to…’ How does anybody respond to anything so dramatic
and drastic and … as a fire, and that idea of being slightly objective about it.

00:46:30

AS

I think that did come into it. I think in the immediate aftermath of the fire the thing I
learnt was that in a time that felt, kind of, very chaotic, you know, there was a lot …
there was a lot to do and salvaging the collections was just one of the things the School
was having to do. Obviously, the School had to look after the students. It had to manage,
erm, all the academics who had lost their work there as well. So, the collections were just
one element of what it had to do. So, in a scenario in which it’s slightly chaotic, what
worked for the Learning Resources team, for the Library & Archives, was empowering
the people within the team to make the best decisions with the information that they had
at the time. There was no way that every decision could come through me or come
through anybody else: it had to be that I said to the team, ‘Right, everybody has to work
at a level, you know, beyond what is normally expected of you of your role description,
so you might be an Archives & Collections Assistant, but today you are in charge of a
team of twenty senior academics, and you’re in charge of them, and you’re in charge of
them to get the printed collections out of the plan-chest drawers and down the road into
the McLellan [Galleries],’ and giving people the … giving people the authority to make
those decisions, you know. Nobody had all the information. Nobody was going to be
able to spend the time reflecting on what’s the very best decision on what to do at this
time. You say, ‘Right, if this is what you think is the best decision to do right now, then
go ahead and do it,’ and give people that capacity. So, that was a … a real piece of learning
for me is that in that sort of situation, you have to give people the capacity to make those
decisions, ehm … I think in terms of what you were mentioning about the School trying
to think about the fire from sort of twenty years hence and not simply work as fast as
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humanly possible to get back to where we were the day after the fire, yeah, I think it has
done that quite successfully through the archaeology, through, ehm, decisions like not
… we’re not cleaning all the plaster casts … so, we had a huge collection of plaster casts,
some of which were very very blackened in the fire, and we’re going to retain them as
black, so that when you come back into the building, that again they will be part of the
story of the fire, and so, I think you’re right, the School has done that very well, the
School, ehm … in times of crises responds incredibly well, I think, you know, it must be
something to do with the people here and their creativity comes into play whereas, you
know, day-to-day bureaucracy is not its strength, but in times of crisis, it does amazing
things!

00:49:23

DW

And finally, is there anything you would like to add, something that we haven’t discussed
and you think we should?

00:49:28

AS

I suppose, uhm, you asked me about the future of the Mack Building and in particular
the future of the Mack Library I didn’t really talk about. So, we spoke at the beginning
about how prior to the fire it was a kind of slightly closed-off space, so, the ambition is
that because when we reopen it will not contain original Mackintosh furniture, ehm, that
means the doors will be open all the time. So, that means from eight o’clock in the
morning until ten o’clock at night, when the School’s open, the Mack Library will be
open, and, ehm, when we were thinking about how the library should come back into
life again, one of the things you get no disagreement about is that Mackintosh designed
a fantastic library. There is nothing about that that doesn’t fit the needs of our students
and our researchers going into the next hundred years. They’ve got different sorts of
spaces here in the main library, you know: kind of collaborative spaces, very
technologically enabled spaces. But, students here they have their, ehm, busy
collaborative studio space, what they look for from us is sometimes busy collaborative
library space, but they also look for us for high-quality silent individual study space, and
the Mack Library is going to be one of the best places in the world to do that. So …
there was no … no problems about thinking that we’re going to restore this space then
we’re not going to use it for … because it’s a perfectly designed high-quality intensive

230

Three Burnt Books: An Unconventional Conservation Narrative
library and erm, I’m really excited about that coming back. We’ve got a growing
postgraduate community here at GSA. They need particular sorts of silent, quiet study
spaces. I think it will be brilliant for that community. I think it will be amazing to have
all the Special Collections together. So, previously we had some of the special collections
here in the main building and some across in the Mack Library, and what we are going
to be able to do is take all the Special Collections and have them in the Mack Library.
So, the idea of the library being this space of really dense materiality where you can come
in and experience the unique space, and you can experience the unique collections, and
hopefully you can experience some unique research and learning, yeah, you know, in that
space at the same time. So, I think when we start to take the books back in again, that –
for me – is when the library really comes back into itself again. So, we’ll rebuild it; we’ll
reconstruct the interior; we’ll rebuild the tables, and then we’ll bring the books back in
again, and that’s when it really, you know, opens up again and starts to exist again as it is
meant to.

00:52:24

DW

Thank you.

00:52:25

AS

You’re welcome! [laughter]
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Interview Transcript: Emma Dadson (ED)
Key Account Director, Harwell Documentation Restoration Services.
Interviewed by Dawn Worsley (DW) on 4 July 2017: via Skype.

00:00:00

---

[Introductions]

00:00:33

DW

Would you mind if I asked you your date of birth and where you were born?

00:00:39

ED

It’s the 14th of the 4th, ’77 in Oxford.

00:00:42

DW

Okay. And how did you come to be involved in the salvage and restoration of paper
artefacts after the Glasgow School of Art fire?

00:00:53

ED

Uhm, so, in sort of two ways, so, I suppose, me personally involved with, uhm,
document restoration, uhm, I … my … the company, Harwell, was established by my
father who died in twenty-thirteen but after university in 1999 I kind of went to work
for the company during the vacation before I kind of went off to do my permanent
whatever-it-was-going-to-be and I kind of never left just because I, uhm, I suppose I
enjoyed a huge amount working with the heritage community, working on salvage and
prevention – sort of disaster prevention – and preservation and so on, that’s the kind
of way in which I found myself working in salvage. Specifically, on the Glasgow School
of Art project, uhm, we were … the School has a contract with us so in the event, there
was an incident which affected the collections that they couldn’t manage themselves,
the retainer is sort of set up so that we would be there to come and help them in an
emergency situation with vehicles and crates and things like that. I don’t think there’d
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been any kind of activation prior to the fire, uhm, but obviously, we were in touch with
the School on the afternoon of the fire. I think I spoke to Susannah [Waters] on the
afternoon, about three thirty-ish? Uhm, and then we were at that point I don’t think
access was possible, ehm, and then we sort of exchanged mobile numbers and then on
the Saturday morning at about half past nine I had a phone call from the curator – I
can’t remember his name, unfortunately – but he said that the fire brigade were going
to give access later that afternoon, uhm, for a small team to go in and start the salvage
process, uhm … Oh, I do know his name, P– … is it Peter [Trowles]?

00:02:46

DW

Yes.

00:02:46

ED

His brother … I can’t think… his brother works at Westminster Abbey, I know that
so, so it’s one of those weird coincidences’. I went, ‘Oh, I recognise you!’ Ehm, so we
were also contacted by AXA Art, who are the insurers for the School or for the
collections within the School to make sure … they wanted to make sure that we were
involved in the recovery process, so, uhm, yeah, so that’s how that started.

00:03:09

DW

OK. Great. Ehm, so you are the Key Account Director, is that correct?

00:03:14

ED

Yes.

00:03:15

DW

What does that mean? What do you do exactly?

00:03:19

ED

So, basically, it’s, erhm, my job is to look after … so we, Harwell as a company, is
appointed to work on disaster-recovery projects in sort of three ways; we either work
for loss adjusters or we work for damage-management companies who subcontract to
us, or we work directly with heritage organisations and so my role, really, is to look after
that third one, so the kind of prestigious accounts, that kind of thing, so I’m sort of, I
suppose … I suppose I’m kind of … it’s a bit customer service, but it’s more kind of
about providing the kind of niche services to that sector when they have incidents, so
my role is twofold: I get involved in major loss projects like the fire at the School of
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Art, so I go off [garble] in those incidents, but also we use [garble] in salvage, archives,
libraries and museums to provide kind of training and workshops for other people who
haven’t had fires and haven’t had floods to make sure that they’ve sort of mastered
prevention and their emergency plans are kind of as good as they possibly can be but
there’s some quite common areas where [garble] uhm, and because we are in a unique
position that we see plans being implemented all the time we can kind of work out what
works, what doesn’t work, uhm and that kind of thing so we kind of … we kind of use
that experience to provide training.

00:04:51

DW

Okay. Fab. Uhm, could you tell me about, uhm, a typical day? What are your day-today activities? Do you personally handle damaged books or …?

00:05:03

ED

Not really, not in terms of the restoration process as Harwells, [garble] are damaged …
I don’t really … I’m more involved in, uhm, the kind of … there’s two parts to it I
suppose; there’s the kind of emergency bit where we’re recovering items on-site, so I
do get involved in that sometimes, but not so much on the salvage, on the cleaning and
the drying, that’s done by other colleagues, but for the kind of on-site work then I do
get involved, so in terms of a typical day, uhm, I suppose there’s two types of day really;
so when I’m doing training, so yesterday for example, I was training at the Museum of
Cambridge, so I was down there [garble] like exercises in helping people to test their
plan out, uhm, today I’m obviously based at the office, I might have to look at a job
later on in London … so when I’m in the office, it’s kind of supervising progress on
priorities and projects – I’m not actually doing the cleaning or the restoration work –
and communicating with the clients, uhm, but then if it’s a training or consultancy day
I could be in St Andrews or Cambridge or Dublin or Glasgow or wherever, so they
kind of … it splits generally between that type of day and a training day.

00:06:21

DW

Okay. Great. Can you tell me, uhm … how would you … how would a conservator
approach restoring or stabilising a fire-damaged or smoke-damaged paper artefact?

00:06:36

ED

Okay. Well, I’m not a conservator, that’s an important thing to say …
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00:06:40

DW

Yes.

00:06:40

ED

… but basically, if it’s fire-damaged … really the kind of crucial steps are to determine
whether or not the item is wet or not and obviously any fire is going in all likelihood
involve a lot of water to put the fire out, uhm, and so, uhm, if the document … if the
book is wet that sorts of trumps everything else, uhm, because you’ve got to make sure
that the … basically, fire results in acidic residues that sort of settle on the surface, uhm,
and in the kind of very very long term, for paper, that’s harmful, but it’s not actually
that acute as an issue. If it was metal, for example, that would corrode, and that is
dangerous, but for paper-based material, leather-bindings and so on, it’s okay. I’ve had
people come to courses who’ve brought fire-damaged things from the Blitz, and they
are physically intact, they are mechanically okay, it’s just that they’ve got a bit of smoke
on them, but if the items are wet, because of the fire … the extinguish of water from
the fire, then that’s … that’s the priority, the key thing if things are wet is to either dry
them if they’re physically robust enough and there’s space, and you would basically do
that by fanning the books open, uhm, but if the volumes are weak or damaged
physically in anyway, uhm, then … or if there’s no space, then the course of action is
to freeze them as soon as you possibly can, uhm, now obviously with the Mackintosh
Library, that wasn’t possible, because it wasn’t structurally safe to get in there for so
long, uhm, but as soon as the documents … as soon as the books that came to us
arrived at Harwell, they were frozen, so they’d be … so they wouldn’t deteriorate any
further.

00:08:24

DW

Could you tell me a bit more about that freezing process?

00:08:26

ED

Yeah, it’s quite simple, we tend to freeze throughout -18 to -20oC, so basically outside
of the window here we’ve got big freezer containers, a bit like shipping containers, all
of which have a freezer unit on the back and items get put into crates, they get labelled
and then they are placed in that freezer store, uhm, and they sit there until the kind of
restoration works are authorised and if that does come through, then the documents,
or the books, are transferred from the freezer to our dryer and, uhm, and then they’ll
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be dried and that will take anything from two days to two weeks depending on how
wet the volumes are and then once the volumes are dry, they’re properly stable, and
then you can look at cleaning and rebinding work.

00:09:14

DW

And does the freezing, uhm, have any impact on say, uhm, mould and bacteria as well?

00:09:24

ED

Yeah, well, it just stops it basically. So, the whole point about freezing is that it doesn’t
restore anything it just stops any further deterioration, so, I mean, obviously, the
pictures you’ve sent me from the Mackintosh Library they were all very badly
deteriorated anyway, but in a … if you were able to respond quickly, then you would
freeze the items ideally within two or three days of the leak, and uhm, that would stop
any mould growth, it would stop any dye-bleed from the binding covers, it would stop
distortion and so on. It doesn’t … they still need to be dried out, but by freezing …
say for example there was a situation where the person who held the budget and who
was the decision maker was sort of on holiday, but you had a flood on day one of their
holiday, and they weren’t going to be back for two weeks, by freezing things you stop
the items from deteriorating, and they can sit there until someone comes back and can
make a decision about restoration, so that’s the sort of purpose, and there were a
number of … I don’t know so much … I can’t remember that there were many books
that came out of the uhm, of the stores underneath the Mackintosh Library, but a lot
of the stuff that we recovered on day two was frozen the following day and the level
of deterioration there was much less because it was frozen so early on to stabilise it.

00:10:47

DW

Yeah, it was a slightly different situation from … the archives and the library of course.

00:10:52

ED

Yeah.

00:10:53

DW

Could you tell me … you also mentioned, uhm, acidic residues from the fire and
smoke? What does that cause in paper? What happens?
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00:11:02

ED

Well, acids in paper can cause things like discolouration and perhaps a sort of premature
ageing so lots of the uhm … that’s why in archives you have acid-free boxes and acidfree envelopes to put things into because it’s a sort of preservation measure but, uhm,
often if you see, uhm, sort of documents in newspapers that have been kept uhm, in
kind of banana boxes and stuff in attics, they’re often very yellow and the acid-free
storage that you get in archives kind of either stops that or slows it down, so, as I say,
acidic residues are damaging, but it’s the kind of longer-term problem than you would
get that … it’s sort of more kind of, chronic issue, low-level chronic issue than the
water and the water is obviously the kind of acute thing that needs to be dealt with.

00:11:59

DW

Okay. Can you tell me anything about, uhm, the physical and chemical changes heat
causes in paper? I sent to you an image of the book, and there was some discolourations
within that book. How does that happen?

00:12:17

ED

Well, that … so are you talking about the one where there’s ‘Chapter One’, and there’s
an illustration?

00:12:22

DW

Yes.

00:12:23

ED

That’s not fire. That’s mould I think.

00:12:25

DW

Oh, okay!

00:12:27

ED

So, if I’m looking at it correctly the peripheral damage is all … it’s fire, but I can’t really
see the periphery because it’s uhm, obviously I’m looking at the centre of the volume,
but I would say that pattern up the spine … up the sort-of-centre of the page, that’s
where moisture has kind of travelled up or down through the spine and then it’s seeped
in through the spine into the centre of the text block, and it’s been, as I say because it’s
been wet for so long I would … I’m ninety-nine per cent sure that’s all associated with
mould because if you think about volumes, like books, they’re quite tightly packed and
so although a fire might cause quite a lot of damage on the outside, you have to work
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quite hard to completely destroy something that’s so tightly packed as a book because
there’s not enough oxygen to sustain combustion whereas water can seep in quite easily
and I think that that pattern there is, as I say, because of fungal growth in the six months
that it took to access that volume whilst it was kind of buried in the Mack so … so, it
might be that some of the … it’s quite difficult to see the colours, but some of the kind
of damage at the very bottom of the pages might be a bit of smoke ingress there, but I
think the discolouration is mould, not fire.

00:13:48

DW

Oh, that’s really interesting, uhm, can you … I don’t know if you know this, but …
how does mould create that kind of discolouration? How does it go through this kind
of weird spectrum of reds and yellows and blues?

00:14:06

ED

[laughs] Well typically … so, lots of archives and libraries get mould in their collections.
If it’s because the collection is just a bit damp, typically the fungal spores are kind of
white and fluffy, a bit like you get on bread, so they’re kind of penicillium-type moulds,
and they are almost a bit pretty actually, they’re kind of little fungal colonies and so on.
When you have mould growth, though that’s associated with, uhm, actual physical
water damage it tends to be much more kind of kaleidoscopic in terms of the colour,
uhm, and what often happens … I mean, it’s partly an issue to do with uhm … what
uhm … species of mould it is, but often moulds will take on the colour of the binding
that they’ve … so obviously, if the water has run across the binding that’s say blue or
red, then, uhm, the moulds that grow can take on a bit of that colour, uhm … usually,
if mould growth is associated with fungal … with flooding, the moulds are black, so if
it’s on paper-printed documents you would expect that fungal activity just to be black
spots, but I think possibly because it’s drawn in a bit of the dye from the binding, that’s
possibly made the sorts of yellows in there, so I think that might be why.

00:15:34

DW

Okay, that’s great. That’s really interesting. Okay, I went on a bit of a tangent there!
Could you tell me something about the methods you use to restore or stabilise paper
damaged by water?
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00:15:52

ED

Yeah, so as I said, the first part of the process is to freeze the documents which we’ve
talked about, ehm, then if they are wet then there’s two kind of methods you can choose
to dry the volumes out; either they can be air-dried with air movement, so it’s a bit like
how you dry your own clothes at home, if they come out of the washing machine, you
increase the surface area of what you’re trying to dry, so you hang everything up, uhm,
and that means there are more surfaces from which the water can vaporise, then air
movement can accelerate the rate at which water will move from the kind of … a liquid
to a gas state, so on a windy day water will evaporate from clothes more quickly than it
would on a still day, that’s option number one, uhm … that works sometimes but in
the case of very severe fire damage where the physical structure of the book is
weakened, the way in which you would dry a book is uhm you would basically fan it
open a bit like that, and you would allow the pages to just fan out?

00:16:57

DW

Uh-huh.

00:16:58

ED

But if the binding is damaged then it can’t physically stand up, so that doesn’t really
work, so the alternative process that’s used and the one we use most commonly is
vacuum drying and what that basically means is the volumes go [garble] clothes into a
drying chamber [garble] vaporise at ambient conditions rather in kind of much hotter
conditions, obviously paper is very heat sensitive, so you don’t … you could dry books
by sticking them on a radiator but they’d over-dry, so by vacuum drying them they can
dry at kind of ambient conditions which won’t be harmful for the paper, the way I try
to kind of … because I’m not particularly a scientist, but the way I kind of visualise it
is if you boil water on the top of Mount Everest the boiling point of water at that
atmospheric pressure is about 70oC because it’s so much higher up with less
atmospheric pressure than at [garble] so I kind of imagine our drying chamber is kind
of up the height of two Mount Everest and that’s essentially what you’re achieving with
the air pumps so yeah, the volumes will go in and they will, uhm, they will dry out and
depending on the level of saturation they will take anything from sort of two days to
two weeks to dry, uhm … and then once they’re dry, then you can look at dealing with
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possibly irradiating items because they’ve got mould growth which is hazardous to
health and then obviously, surface [garble] colonies as well.

00:18:38

DW

Okay. Some books … okay … I’m going to ask you a kind of hypothetical question;
so, some books survive the massive heat of the fire, and they also survive that, you
know, months of being in squelchy marsh-like conditions … how could some books
survive that?

00:19:07

ED

Well, I think it goes back to the point about fire damaged that uhm … in order for …
I suppose in orders for … if they’d been sort of loose documents with very little kind
of physical protection around them, then I think you’d … if they’d been paintings then
I think they would’ve been much more vulnerable, but the kind of book itself provides
quite a lot of protection and basically the bindings in those situations take the brunt of
the damage but because, uhm, I mean, it might be that even though they obviously
were exposed to a huge amount of water, uhm, you actually have to work quite hard to
get volumes completely saturated. I think if they’d all been completely wet through then
it would’ve … the result probably would’ve been … far more of them would have been
in a very very poor state than when they were retrieved, and it might be that we saw a
fraction of what came out of the Mack ‘cause a lot of it, uhm, was disposed of in
Glasgow, but I think if they are hard … basically, one of the things we do on our
training course on how to handle wet books, you kind of line books up from the charity
shops in a crate and you sit them in a little puddle for a couple of hours and then you
actually practise a salvage exercise. What you’ll find is uhm … uhm … out of say twenty
books, some of them will get completely … they will have sucked all of that water up,
and so the text block will be completely saturated, whereas others will barely look like
they got wet at all, there’ll be a little damage on the bottom edge but very little …
certainly not the whole thing wet … and that basically boils down to the quality of the
paper. Water takes the path of least resistance and so back to the training session: I’ll
get a couple of cookery books, a couple of … sort of, probably not a leather-bound,
but kind of older books … hardbound books and then some softbound kind of Agatha
Christie, Maeve Binchy cheap … cheaper books and what we’ll find always is that those
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modern paperbacks end up completely sort of waterlogged and then the other hardback
volumes don’t actually get that wet … there will be a little bit moisture, again travelling
up to spine a bit like that photograph you’ve got … you’ve shown me … that’s not
completely wet through, so I think that some of the … some of the items that came
out of the Mack probably weren’t saturated to start with, and so although they were
wet and that allowed them to go mouldy, I think that’s why they didn’t suffer the
disintegration, so I think the text block and the binding itself provides protection and
I think it’ll first stop the volumes from getting completely saturated and then the worst
of the damage was seen on the binding and that protected the text block. The other
thing that I think is probably quite important is in the Mack, it wasn’t the basement, so
had these items basically been sitting in a basement, and they were physically sort of
underwater, then I think the level of damage would have been much much worse,
although obviously there was a lot of water, it was all quite vertical so it was kind of
cascading over but the items weren’t ever really sitting in water, and I think that’s
probably why the damage isn’t quite as bad as you might have been expected.

00:22:30

DW

Okay. Uhm, people have very strong feelings about books, and that’s probably why
they send them to you, do you have any thoughts on that, on, you know, books and
what they mean to people and why people have them restored and why people don’t
just go and buy a new one?

00:22:54

ED

Well, I mean, it’s, uhm … [sigh] I don’t know, I think it’s … it’s very difficult to
appreciate how that would change over the past … over the next sort of twenty, thirty
years, but I know from my experience that I’ve kept books from when I was very young
and when I’ve bought kind of baptism presents for kind of nieces and nephews and
things like that. I tend to buy books ’cause I think it’s the kind of thing you want to
keep, even if you’ve read something hundreds of times … I … I personally don’t have
Kindle and things like that; I much prefer the kind of look and feel of books. I think
people kind of psychologicaly just feel that … it’s quite hard to be … particularly if you
are a librarian, it’s sometimes quite hard to be ruthless about books because it feels
wrong to be looking at destroying them or getting rid of them or making quite cost-
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effective… like, ‘Is it cost-effective to restore these items?’ I think the decisions that
get made about kind of modern collections, so that kind of working collection of
libraries is sometimes a bit different, but if it’s special collections if it’s quite a rare and
unique material then … it’s … I don’t know; I think there something interesting I think,
particularly for an academic, special collection that’s volumes that have been handled
and interpreted by students of over the course of the past fifty, sixty, seventy years …
that in itself is quite inspiring so, I can see … I mean, the levels of damage to some of
the items were huge in terms of … to get them back into any kind of pre-incident
pristine condition would have been very very expensive, uhm, but a number of volumes
were selected to kind of show what could be done … what could be achieved and the
damage that the fire actually caused, and I think that’s definitely the right balance that
was struck there.

00:24:58

DW

Could you … could you tell me a bit more about what the art school hoped that you
could achieve with the books they sent to you?

00:25:06

ED

Uhm, I think … well, with the stuff that came out of the Mack … I can’t remember
the … detail … I’m trying to remember … I can’t remember the numbers, but there
were … they … say there where fifty volumes that were sent to us to look and, well,
first of all, to freeze and … and kind of make sure [garble] and then we would … our
conservators would kind of assess them for, uhm, kind of rebinding work and basically
to rebind some of them, which to kind of completely conserve some of them – even
though they could be made dry and safe to handle and clean – to make them look like
they’d [garble] the fire was the expensive and difficult part, because, uhm, to recreate
the binding you’d have to basically take all the pages apart, create a new binding, sew it
all back together … it’s dozens and dozens of hours just for one volume, and so I think
they were quite selective about what went through that process and you would have to
talk to Duncan [Chappell] about the logic about what they selected to have treated,
uhm, but a lot of it boils down to … a lot of it boiled down to stuff that was about
Glasgow, and that was really really particular to the School, uhm, obviously, they had
other items which were, uhm, more I suppose special but were more general, but the
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items predominantly were chosen had a … there was an affinity with Glasgow, and I
think that’s probably why they were chosen, but I wasn’t really privy to the logic of
deciding exactly what got restored, that was the School’s decision.

00:26:44

DW

Sure. Could you tell me … could you give me some figures … do you know how many
books they sent to you to assess and then from those which ones … how many you
decided to … ones you could conserve?

00:26:57

ED

If you give me a sec, I’ll look it up on my computer …

00:27:00

DW

Yes, that’s fine.

00:27:01

ED

… and I’ll see if I can work it out.

00:27:02

DW

Yes, that’s okay.

[pause]

00:27:10

ED

I’m assuming that they’re happy for me … I’m assuming they’re happy for me to talk
about this because …

00:27:15

DW

Oh yes, that’s fine, don’t worry! I’ve been interviewing the librarians as well, they’re all
part of it, so it’s fine.

[pause]

00:27:46

ED

Sorry, I’m just looking it up.

00:27:47

DW

That’s fine.

[pause]
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00:28:08

ED

I think it’s about twenty from the look of it, uhm, but that doesn’t look … I remember
there was a spreadsheet with uhm … I just want to see if I’ve got … because there were
various versions of it.

00:28:24

DW

Are these twenty that came to you or twenty that could be conserved?

00:28:30

ED

I think it was twenty that came … hold on … … certainly, I think we provided costs
for about twenty volumes for conservation …

00:28:49

DW

Okay.

00:28:50

ED

Uhm, I could get the file out, and that might give me more information, but, uhm …

00:28:55

DW

That’s okay you don’t need to worry about that, and you don’t need to give me any
costings either, that’s fine.

00:29:01

ED

No, I think from memory … yeah, there were some volumes which to conserve them
fully would have been like a five-figure sum and we were quite clear from the beginning
we didn’t really think that was a practical choice of action … a course of action, but I
think in broad brush terms, about twenty were sent to us for assessment … I’ve lost
you now … twenty was sent to us for assessment, and then of those, I think about ten
were treated and some of them were conserved and a few … others were just basically
where the binding was taken off because obviously, that had borne the brunt of damage
but the … the individual leaves of the volumes were cleaned and irradiated to make
sure that there was safe to handle … so yeah, I think about ten.

00:29:51

DW

Yeah, that sounds about right actually … so, could you tell me about your assessment
process, so you get the twenty, you look at them and then they … how do you assess
whether it’s going to cost that five-figure number, whether you can do something about
it or not, you know, it could be economy, it could be practicalities, it could be …
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00:30:16

ED

Yeah, I mean I think … the only thing we can’t really do anything about is when pages
are stuck together and even then you can sometimes … sort of … you can separate
some pages … some paper types, but really anything can be conserved; it basically
means taking everything to bits or from the assessment perspective, taking … working
out the likely labour involved of taking everything apart, individually washing and
strengthening every single page and then sort of putting it all back together again and I
think the … I mean partly it’s … there’s a little bit of materials in there, so if it’s a
particular kind of leather that’s more expensive than another, but largely it’s all a labour
cost and … uhm … that’s how the … that’s how the costings are put together.
Conservators, our conservators certainly, but conservators, in general, don’t usually
make statements about what they think is … whether it’s a cost-effective course of
action … they will just provide a cost, but I suppose my role is to say, obviously, ‘It’s
your money to spend, you can spend how you like it,’ but, uhm, obviously I’m quite
aware if something is going to cost tens of thousands to repair, that’s … that’s … you’ve
got to think about that quite carefully and maybe if items are very very politically
sensitive or very very significant within the collection then you would spend more on
a kind of per-item basis, but obviously, you can’t do that … typically what happens is
that there’s a sum that gets settled by the insurance company and then you have to
make decisions within that, but again the logic of how that was done, uhm, was handled
by the library staff.

00:32:10

DW

Okay, yes that’s great, okay. Okay, shall I return to the images I sent you?

00:32:18

ED

Yes.

00:32:19

DW

So, the … ah, yes, the imprint of … yes, this one. Could you explain how that can
happen, because the book itself disintegrated completely and all it left … it must have
been pressed into the panel and left its imprint…

00:32:44

ED

So, what’s that? That’s …? Is that the piece of the building fabric and then the binding
… the book has pressed onto it? Is that what’s happened?
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00:32:52

DW

Yes, yes.

00:32:55

ED

I don’t … honestly, I’ve never seen anything like that before, uhm, I mean the kinds of
situation where … you have the building that’s completely inaccessible for several
months, uhm, the only other example I can think of like that where there’s been
effectively the fingertip search … the only, I think … Clandon Park, so the National
Trust property in Surrey that had a big fire last year, that’s how they’ve approached the
salvage operation there, uhm, certainly I think … I kind of think that’s it in the UK and
Ireland, which is where I know most about, uhm, but I would imagine if that volume
… that’s obviously the … the shelving panel, because you’ve got the kind of grooves
from the, uhm, the, uhm, the sort of screws that go into … this is my rubbish! … the
nails that go to support the, uhm …

00:33:50

DW

Shelving, I guess.

00:33:51

ED

… shelving, and I guess if that was the volume up against it and I think if it’s got wet
and it’s sat there for a period of time, then ultimately the … the pigment has kind of
transferred from the volume onto the … onto the … onto the wood, but honestly, I’ve
never seen anything quite like that before …

00:34:09

DW

Wow, okay.

00:34:10

ED

… ’cause that wouldn’t happen if the item was wet – sorry – if that item was dry, so
you wouldn’t expect there to be that sort of impression left on a book next to a wooden
shelf because if that happened they wouldn’t use wooden shelves because it would
damage the books, I think it’s just the kind of … it’s the … the transfer has happened
because there has been a thin film of water that’s been sat there before the salvage
operation happen. That would be my guess, but it is a guess I’m afraid.

00:34:36

DW

Yeah, it’s easy to kind of think of all kinds of wonderful things how that could happen.

246

Three Burnt Books: An Unconventional Conservation Narrative
00:34:42

ED

Yeah.

00:34:43

DW

Okay, uhm, this … okay, I’m … these were books that weren’t sent to you so really
really badly damaged ones. How … and some of them were unidentifiable … how …
have you been in a situation or has your company in a situation where you’ve had to
try and identify an unidentifiable book? How do you go about doing that?

00:35:17

ED

That’s not something I think we would normally be asked to do; we are just asked to
kind of restore what’s there, I mean what you would try and do is … again it’s
interesting because I haven’t seen any photographs of the stuff … I did call, actually,
to see Duncan [Chappell] and I think some of the archaeological work was being done,
so I did see some of the material that came out. What I would hope is that if you’ve
got a very badly charred volume that’s kind of falling to bits, the thing you would go to
is the kind of title plate because that’s stuck … it’s quite close to the edge, but usually,
it would survive, and again if a volume has burnt around the edge, so you’ve got charred
and sort of eaten away here, here, here and here, the core of the volume is still intact,
so that would be … if I was identifying the volume that would be what I’d go for first,
uhm, but if it’s something more … uhm … I don’t know, something that was more
badly burned then I guess … I don’t know quite how you’d go about identifying
volumes that are that badly deteriorated other kind of pro– … I mean they would have
known exactly what was there and so it’s kind of a process of elimination, I guess, to
sort of work out … they had a shelf list, so, you can do a kind of bit of detective work
to find out what was what.

00:36:46

DW

Okay, yeah. Okay, I’m kind of drawing it to a close: do you have any thoughts on the
future of the Mackintosh and the library? Do you have any feelings yourself?

00:37:01

ED

Uhm … I think that it’s important to … I think it’s … this is my personal view …

00:37:10

DW

Sure.
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00:37:11

ED

… but I think it’s important to acknowledge what’s happened before and incorporate
some of the … I don’t know quite how they’ll do it, but kind of acknowledge the fire
and acknowledge the damage that was caused and the kind of recovery effort that has
gone on to kind of … or is going on to kind of get the library back up and running,
uhm … I think that’s kind of … if that can be … I don’t know, I know when the
Clandon fire happened, that they are basically recreating the rooms that were there
before, uhm, and I’m not completely sure about that, pretending that it never happened
and I know that there’s lots of different opinions about what exactly should happen,
should you just do a pastiche of what was there before or should you try and do
something new, uhm, and my sense is – I don’t know the detail of the plans – but my
sense is there’s going to be a combination of the old incorporating, uhm, elements of
what happened, uhm, and then kind of obviously building on that with the new, so …
I think … I don’t know, I think it would be odd to rebuild and pretend that the fire
had never happened and I don’t think that’s what the School is doing, it’s much more
sophisticated than that and I think that’s the right balance to strike, personally for me
… because it was such … I mean, if there had been a minor leak or a minor fire or
something like that then you just kind of repair and move on but it was so kind of …
uhm… the impact of the fire was so devastating that I think you kind of have to … it
has to be incorporated into the redesign, and my sense is that that’s happening.

00:39:05

DW

Okay, thank you. Do you think, uhm … oooh, do you think … I suppose you take an
objective approach to your job, you have to, but do you think this particular job, this
case, has had any impact on the company or for you?

00:39:31

ED

Uhm … I say in all of my training that I think as a single … the whole recovery process,
uhm … I’ve learnt … I learnt – I think I learn things after every major loss, there’s kind
of little things that you pick up on, uhm, I think this was probably the most complicated
incident I’ve ever been involved with, not due to the scale, I mean, because obviously
it was horrendous and terrible, the buildings and the amount of damage … the holdings
in the library were not astronomical … they weren’t huge compared to some of my
other clients, but the number of things going on and the number of stakeholders I think
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was very … it wasn’t … I mean it was interesting really that there … were you had
involvement from … obviously, you had all sorts of different objects: you had modern
collections, archival collections, textiles, you had two different insurers, there were …
there was involvement from Historic [Environment] Scotland; the police were there;
the fire brigade were there, it was a very … it was … potentially a complete nightmare
in terms of … I mean, it’s good in terms of you get a lot of help but decision-making
when you’ve got that many stakeholders involved can be really problematic, but what
was interesting was that people on the ground particularly Susannah [Waters] and
Michelle [Kaye] and then Alison [Stevenson] as well when she arrived, they were very
calm, and the salvage process was very much kind of streamlined and left to their
department, and it worked … I think it worked really really well, uhm, and I think they
had a good relationship with the fire brigade and they had a very good relationship,
uhm, with each other and I think that certainly helped the salvage process, they worked
very well as a team, uhm, so I think that kind of navigate … that’s something stayed
with me is navigating the kind of political – with a small ‘p’ – the political side of things
in a big organisation for a Library & Archives, that’s quite interesting, I think. I think
I’d be … I’d be a bit careful about how this was phrased, but they had done … kind of
completed the salvage operation within about sort of four days, really, they couldn’t do
anything about the Mack at that point because it wasn’t safe, but they’d done all that
they could by the Wednesday which was when I went back to Oxfordshire, uhm …
and I think that’s really really impressive given the scale and the magnitude of what had
happened, uhm, whereas the salvage operation for the building took – and I know
because my parent company ended up being contracted to undertake the work – but
that … so, the cleanings work of the east wing didn’t start for I think, nine, ten months,
so it was very … that was much much slower, and I was very impressed with the speed
with which the uhm, Archives team responded. I think the other thing that I’ve taken
away is that uhm … it was obviously hugely upsetting for everybody involved,
particularly initially, uhm … but I think … I don’t know whether it was by design or
what, but the morale of everybody that was on-site was kept quite buoyant, I think –
maybe buoyant is the wrong word, but – it was kept up rather than down by little things,
so I now I advise all my clients, uhm, that if you … it’s better to send somebody to sort
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of a sandwiches shop, buy all their sandwiches, all their fruit, all their crisps and cakes
and bring that back and then feed everybody, uhm when it’s lunchtime, so (a) people
kind of get … they get something to eat, but (b) they don’t have to go traipse off on
their own which is a bit kind of … I don’t know, dispiriting, uhm, and then everyone
… the fact that everyone’s having their breaks together, I think really helped gel the
team together. I’d seen bits and bobs of that in big recoveries – the National Library
of Wales had a fire the year before, and that was very similar – but I think the benefit
of that I saw very much in that incident, so that’s something that I’ve taken away. They
fed everybody. They fed contractors, they fed me, they fed their own staff, they fed the
fire brigade. Everyone got fed, and I think that just helped pull everything together and
I think that’s certainly something I certainly … it sounds like a really minor thing, but
it’s … it’s keeping people’s spirit up in what is actually a depressing set of
circumstances; it’s really really helpful.

00:44:07

DW

Okay, then finally is there anything you would like to add, something that we haven’t
discussed that you think might be important to note?

00:44:21

ED

No, only that I think … I think, uhm … I think the team that I was working with on
the… on the first week of fire, I thought were really impressive and were … obviously
shaken by what had happened but they were very, uhm … what’s the word? … They
kind of … they were very … I’m trying to think of the best word, and I can’t think of
it … they were very … it’s not forceful, but they were very determined, I suppose, in
getting, uhm, what they needed done because they appreciated, uhm, impact on the
collections and the threats to the collections even those that were unaffected and they
were very clear-minded and decisive, and I think that’s … that’s … if they hadn’t had
that team there then I think the damage to the collection, not the Mack itself, but the
stuff that was held in the basements, that could have been much much worse and, uhm,
that’s largely down to the tenacity I suppose – tenacity is the word I was looking for –
tenacity of the people … Susannah, Michelle, I think her name was, and Alison and all
the people who pitched in to help as well … and Duncan and his colleagues as well.
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00:45:46

DW

Okay. Thank you very much!
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Interview Transcript: Liz Davidson (LD)
Mackintosh Restoration Project Senior Project Manager, The Glasgow School of Art.
Interviewed by Dawn Worsley (DW) on 11 July 2017: The Reid Refectory, GSA.

00:00:00

---

[Introductions]

00:00:53

DW

Could you just for the record, would you mind giving me your date of birth and where
you were born?

00:00:58

LD

Yeah, 8th of July 1962 and I was born in, ah, Llanelli and brought up in Llanelli, South
Wales.

00:01:07

DW

And how did you come to be involved in the Mackintosh Restoration Project?

00:01:12

LD

Uhm, almost certainly because, errr … my entire history or career has in some way I
think … I won’t be as a … as dramatic or sensational or romantic to say that it brought
me to the Mack, but it’s always been in the field of historic building, so in leaving school
I went to university and studied History and English and then at the end of that very
early decided what I like best about it all, apart from reading good books, was, uhm,
field trips and actually getting to grips with the building itself and, uhm, after finishing
my course I did a three-month stint doing a restoration project just physically restoring
a chateau or a bastide or whatever it was in, uhm, France and just really enjoyed that
handling of the materials so I knew what I wanted to do: deal with actual buildings, not
just read about them or visit them, I just wanted to get involved in the remaking of
them, uhm, and in fact over the last four years I’ve been kind of restoring again a small
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building and again it’s fantastic how you can just pick up material that can be found
material in the case of this little cottage which … in the field and actually put it and
make it into a wall as a piece of architecture and just seems so right, but the Mack isn’t
quite like that, but after leaving uni I did a course then, a postgrad. in architectural
conservation, worked in Edinburgh, then worked in Glasgow, uhm, each of my jobs
over that period was involved in historic buildings or historic environment or urban
regeneration in historic settings, uhm, and I had just actually left in 2014, about two
months before the fire had actually occurred, uhm, I’d actually left my … the only job
in my life I’d never actually gone for which was one they’d ask me to join as a result of
a … of an initiative, which was a funded initiative finishing the Merchant City in
Glasgow, I was then asked to step sideways into Glasgow City Council and work their
conservation section which I did for three years and it wasn’t really for me ’cause I
think the process of a big institution like that didn’t really suit me terribly well and it
was very … it’s tough times for all local authorities and, uhm, I’d actually stepped out
of the role and I’d given it up earlier that year in 2014 and was kind of just doing a lot
of freelance work, again with historic buildings and reports and consultancy, but
nothing that probably was really grabbing me. The fire happened, uhm, a couple of
people said, ‘Why don’t you go for it?’ I think my, uhm, initial reaction was definitely I
wouldn’t stand a chance because the Mack is just of – in my head and most people’s, I
think – of such world renown, I figured the net would be cast almost globally if not
Scottish-wide [laughs] and, uhm, anyway I was persuaded to put my name in the hat
and, uhm, I came for a pre-interview at the end of the pre-interview I remember
standing outside with the person I’d met and, uhm, they said to me, ‘So, do you think
you’d want to work here if you got offered the job,’ you know, ‘if you were successful
at the interview?’ And I remember looking up at the Mackintosh without its scaffold at
that point and saying, ‘Well, all I can tell you is I think this building,’ (again sounds a
bit romantic) ‘I have a very strong feeling this building will bring the right people to the
job.’ And excluding myself, I would say, uhm, I’ve got no doubt that’s exactly what’s
happened in terms of the amazing people that have been pulled into this job, both my,
uhm, other project manager Sarah MacKinnon and people like Polly Christie in the
archives department who’ve come from all over really, different places, a really
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extraordinary range of people have come to this job and I’d just … the best team of
people I’ve ever worked with, so …

00:04:41

DW

That’s wonderful. So, you’d worked in Glasgow a long time then?

00:04:46

LD

Yes.

00:04:46

DW

Did you have any kind of connection or interaction with the Art School before that?

00:04:50

LD

Probably only in so far as … obviously, I loved the building, always came up for the
degree shows, only ever went into the Mack … well, I probably would’ve come into
the building that used to be on the site of the Reid to have a look at textiles and
jewellery, but really it was the privilege of just wondering through the Mack, and then
I’d come up for exhibitions in the museum, so … not an awful lot more than that … I
remember going to a really atmospheric and brilliant lecture, which I’d organised in
fact, with a lecturer that worked here at the time, a writer called Gavin Stamp, uhm,
who is now down in London and I’d organised something in Glasgow called … I think
it was something daft like ‘No More Roads,’ but it wasn’t quite that, it was a bit cleverer
than that, but it was about increasing … well, less reliance on cars and motorways and
those forms of transport to make the city a bit more liveable and we had a whole range
of speakers from Europe and here, and Gavin, who is one of the best speakers in the
country I think … an architectural historian, but he just spoke about road transport
and how it destroyed, in his view, rightly, [laughs] the setting of buildings like Caledonia
Road Church down in the Gorbals and other wonderful pieces of architecture in the
city that we’ve lost really through the motorway and ring roads and things like, uhm,
despite their benefits in other ways I’m sure, uhm, and we used the lecture theatre in
the Mack which is the only time I’ve ever been to a lecture in fact, and, er, we had a
whole day of lectures in there and the atmosphere was absolutely extraordinarily
because, uhm, well … the Reid I’m told will seat about 230, 240, which is the large
lecture theatre here, obviously, you know this, down in the basement here and it seems
like an auditorium. The Mack seats apparently a 120, which is half and it’s tiny, it’s like
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a little room and you can imagine the uhm, proximity of having to sit in a space like
that, probably you wouldn’t take a 120 in there now, but with two people standing in
the back and just bunched up on those narrow benches, the atmosphere must have
been just amazing, and I kind of got a flavour of it that night – that day – with a whole
day of lectures in there of just the … just the atmosphere, that extraordinary space,
slightly raked, beautiful diagonally oriented space must have created for lectures and
theorising and debates and everything over the hundred years that it’s been in use, and
that really seared into my memory of the building, uhm, and luckily, of course, that’s
one of the spaces that has been barely touched by fire just only by the water sitting two
floors below the library, so yeah, I guess I was one of those people who certainly knew
the Mack, was really proud of it, would take people up to it, uhm, and just probably
then settled into that coming up once a year for the degree show and maybe once or
twice a year if there was an exhibition that took my fancy – I can’t remember the last
one I’d have seen, but maybe … oh, it wouldn’t have been the last one but the … the
Lucienne Day … Robin Day and, uhm, what’s her name? Anyway, the textile designers,
uhm, and that was a beautiful exhibition in the museum, and I came to see. And again
just a special space.

00:07:49

DW

I suppose this is an apt moment to ask you more, can you describe that atmosphere of
bit more …

00:07:57

LD

The Mack?

00:07:57

DW

… in terms of … it can be the lecture space, it can be about the Mack. Did you ever
go into the library, for example?

00:08:05

LD

Yes, in fact I did. I went to a dinner there once, I was very lucky I was a kind of lastminute stand-in for something and was … it must have been the Presidents Dinner
which they used to hold there annually and, er, wow! I felt really really really privileged
there, ’cause as you can imagine the atmosphere in that for a sit-down meal with quite
a lot of people they managed to fit into this extraordinary series and spaces in there,
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uhm, the library though, uhm, I never used it as a library, I mean it was at that time
only open really by appointment anyway in one afternoon a week, I think, so, I think I
would’ve been like many peeping through the doors, I hadn’t paid for a tour to go into
it, I’d been in it a couple of times just to see it, but as I say, that dinner was my main
experience of being within it, but my main feeling of being in the Mack itself was always
that, uhm, a few things, I think, if folk came to visit, I would bring them up and some
people would go on the paid tour, but I’d always take them up to the entrance hall and
just let them just look around and have a feel for it and sometimes that was all because
they weren’t into architecture and that’s all they wanted to do and that still felt special,
but my main feeling was always of being a bit disorientated with the building, because
I’d go up on the degree show which is a bit of a disorientating, uhm, event anyway
because everything’s going on everywhere and there’s so many people, uhm, but I loved
those half-landing spaces or just getting out onto Studio 58 and thinking, ‘I’m sure
there’s a little odd conservatory room off here and here it is,’ but never quite knowing
where I was in the building, uhm, I always … it always kind of felt it fed me through
and took me to the same … I’d always seem to end up doing the same kind of route,
which is to go up the side of the library in the west side and come across the Hen Run,
and everybody always wanted to do the Hen Run, that was always a special place to get
across, uhm, but I just loved the … getting up onto balconies and getting into just the
little half-landing spaces you kind of don’t even know are there, and of course
nowadays, technically, they’re all non-DDA [Disability Discrimination Act 2005]
compliant so they’re never really advertised as public spaces in a sense, they were always
those little extra spaces that Mackintosh had just managed to cram in, and it’s
interesting now knowing the building, I suppose, as forensically as well as I do, just
how much he managed to pack into the spaces. He’s used every single inch in really
clever ways … there’s so much accommodation, there is so much storage that … the
big cry of any modern development these days, you know, ‘I’ve got a three-bedroom
flat but haven’t got anywhere to put my broom,’ uhm, there’s so much space that he’s
packed into that building and even, in a very modern way, how he’s managed to find
space within walls and within where things pass over and cross over that he creates
channels both horizontally and laterally that takes services up the building, which are
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just so clever, it’s so cleverly thought about … for … for a man who is designing
without the advantage of what we can do now with computers and … slice and dice
buildings and turn them inside out and back to front and upside down, he just seemed
to know every cubic inch of that building and designed every bit of it, down to the
finest finest detail and then made big gesture architecture statements as well, so it is the
work of genius I’m sure, well … I don’t think anybody would argue with it, but the
more you know about it, the more you keep finding out about the building and just …
just keeps on giving, you know, information back to you, it’s an extraordinary mental
exercise, I think, to be part of it.

00:11:22

DW

It’s also quite nice to actually sit here and talk about it and actually be able to look at it
through the window …

00:11:26

LD

Mmm it’s a privilege, yeah, yeah, this is a good place to come and have quiet reflection
on it, even with scaffolding and its debris and everything up at the moment, you can
still feel it. Actually, two people passed when I came into the building this morning,
there were two quite youngish women passing down, passing the Reid and one of them
pointed up and said, ‘Isn’t it magnificent?’ and the other one said, ‘It used to be.’ And
I felt like going after her and saying, ‘It still is! How dare you! It still is!’ But it’s seeing
past the scaffold. But you know, you just feel it’s waiting to come back to us and that
scaffold will drop by the end of this year, 2017, and can’t wait for that alone just to get
this … this kind of, ehm … cage off it but it’s … it’s as I’ve said in the lecture that you
went to, you know, the thing that you first realise when you start getting into it because
like everybody who saw the fire and thought, ‘This is just going to take it out,’ you
know. A lesser building would have long since disappeared, or at least half of it would
have disappeared within a week of that fire, but, he built a really strong building, and
the kind of skeleton – the exoskeleton and the actual skeleton – of that building are
both really strong beasts actually, so … the timber has been … obviously … and things
like the paper and the books, etcetera, were all either destroyed or badly badly damaged,
but it put up a really good fight and it’s still there very much fighting, and it’s bruised
but it’s going to … it’s going to come back, and it’ll be fine.
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00:12:47

DW

Lots of people have spoken about Mackintosh Building almost as a living thing, that it
has this kind of soul in it that, you know, that desire to exist, desire to live, and you are
talking about this as well. It’s really interesting as if it’s almost alive.

00:13:03

LD

Yeah, I think that is the feeling I … I get from it, actually, which is a bit crazy I know
to kind of … you know, put that onto the building but, ehm, again, in that lecture and
it is Tom Inns, the Director, who said it, he’s quite right you know, the … the pulse of
it, the people are not in it at the moment, the workmen are in it, and they’re making
quite a lot of noise, ehm, but the students not being in it … I know it’s … you get the
feeling it’s grieving for that because it’s one of those rare buildings, really, that was
designed and is in that same original use since 19–, sorry since 1897, so it’s … it’s
functioned so long with this pulse of creativity running through it with the students
and all their activities, and the way it’s just embraced people and change and gone
through two world wars, etcetera and just stood there, ehm, I think people, I feel that
from the building, the way I’ve said to a lot of people, the one thing I want to do before
the opening is I just want to run around the entire building and just give it a good … a
good polish! I just would feel so proud [laughs] to actually go around and just say, ‘Are
you ready? Come on, here you go again!’ Uhm, yeah, it’s … it’s, ah … I think the fact
it has just survived in the way that it has … sorry, hand over my mouth and all the bad things!
Ehm, it’s ehm … we’re just so desperately … desperate that these … the workmen and
every level of the craft people come in and are working on the building, the contractors,
don’t make any mistakes. We’re constantly worried something we’ll lose, you know, or
we’ll smash something but don’t realise the significance of it at the time, and we don’t
put it back … we don’t know, we really don’t know … well, the big debate at the
moment for us, you know, two years from its opening is: is it going to feel the same?
Because there will be a huge amount of new material that will have gone into it, there
will be a lot of material still to come out of it yet, debris and services and wiring and
plasterwork that’s still going to get hacked off because it’s too badly damaged or timber
boarding that we’re now going to discard because, you know, we’ve used it for the
research side of it, but actually … moving on we need now stuff that will function and
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not be flaky and charcoaly however appropriate charcoal might be in an art school,
ehm, so, I think one of the big concerns we have is will we still have that … ‘soul’ is a
good description, will we have that same feeling of that building that person still being
in there … when I first started the job, ehm, before I started the job actually, one of
the very nice things was, I was offered the job, and in the same breath, Tom said, ‘Now
we’ve got … we’re out at Venice doing the Biennale, and we’re talking about it, would
you like to come out and hear it, it’s in a month’s time, you won’t have started but, you
know, we can … if you can get a couple of days, you can come.’ I didn’t have a passport,
but I hurriedly did get one, and I went out, and I listened to a day of talks, very very
good talks by Italians and ehm … English and Scottish kind of scholars, just talking
about things, and at the very end I, ehm, it just occurred to me anyway that this whole
… the big thing was: are we going to restore it identically as it was – debate was … it
was still very much out at the time – or do we put to a new competition and get in, you
know – who was still alive at the time – Zaha Hadid or whoever it would be to come
in and do something extraordinary, you know, the twentieth-century genius or twentyfirst-century genius of their day to come in and do it … or do we leave it as it is, a kind
of memorial to the fire, so those were the three A, B and C kind of choices, in very
blunt terms, and, ehm, the decision was coming around, you could see people just want
it back, and then the big question was: how do you put the soul into it, how do you put
that … that essence of what building was, if it was all new, you know, what have we
got? And to me, you know, I … it was the big question, I remember trying to explain
it to myself that if, you know, my mum, who’d died probably five years previously, if I
walked out of that lecture theatre in Venice into the street and ran into her because
somebody had managed to clone my mother but what they gave me was exactly my
mother, but she didn’t know who I was, or her grandchildren were, and she had no
memory of me, that would be quite a shocking thing to walk into this person that you
know so well but has no knowledge of you and, ehm … it was … and I just thought,
how do you put the memory back into the building, you know, and it’s … the only way
that can actually happen in terms of the building is, obviously, the students, today’s
generation of students, put the memory back in, now we’re obviously we’re lucky that
we have a lot of things from it, so we have a lot of artefacts that were obviously taken
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out and will go back in, whether it is furniture or paintings or whatever, uhm, and of
course half the building was unaffected, uhm, and every summer, I think, the poor
Estates crew here have a mad dash … used to have a mad dash to go in and repaint
and rewire and resand floors and everything after the degree show, so it’s always had
that kind of big old strip back and repaint and the smell of the new when the students
start, uhm, this to be just a much more major, much more major element, and the
biggest worry, perhaps, or not worry, but an interesting conundrum for us is, what will
… when they walk through the door … when people walk through the door and people
who knew the building and knew the building pre-fire, it will be like – in many ways
perhaps – walking back into the building when it first opened over a hundred and
twenty years ago and people will … quite a lot of people will expect to think of it when
I saw it in 2014 as opposed to, uhm, 1914, so … it’s going to be something for us to
… not manage, I don’t think we should be quite as Machiavellian sounding as to
manage expectations, but I think we need to be aware of it. Everybody is going to have
a different experience of it, and the library is probably the area of the greatest one …
feeling of change because, probably come on to it, but that will be different, I think,
from what people last remembered as it evolved over a hundred years.

00:18:58

DW

So, I suppose there was this debate about architectural input and architectural genius
… is the emphasis possibly now on craftsmanship? I don’t know.

00:19:10

LD

Yeah, it’ s coming to the fore for sure, uhm… we’ve so far had really good folk on the
job both in terms of the stonework on the outside which is just about finished and just
general kind of construction joinery has been lovely, really lovely work that’s been going
on, ehm. Where we’re at the moment with the library is that’s being … the dummy
prototype has … dummy? Well … the prototype itself which is one entire bay built in
exactly the materials to exactly the dimensions with even the fixings, you know, original
fixings in the … remaking of nails and things like that, that’s been completed and is out
in Edinburgh, and there’s been one visit out to see it by the Director and the board and
everything, and there’s another series of visits happening over this month before it gets
dismantled, so it’s been pretty well signed off, and that's been built by a company called
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Laurence McIntosh – spelt differently – but over in Edinburgh which are absolutely
wonderfully attentive, ehm, superb craftspeople in cabinetmaking and woodworking
and we’ve been really impressed with them and, you know, the net these days anyway
is obviously cast in an European framework with anything over a certain value,
realistically it’s not worth somebody from Bulgaria travelling to Scotland to be laying
floors or whatever, so effectively it’s still a British market and then … a Scottish … and
this is an Edinburgh company where they had themselves a problem in attracting the
right level of skills, was in the very delicate intricate carving of the library pendants,
which are the, if you can picture it, the droplets that come down off the library balcony,
and that’s really the only area of actual carving and decoration in the library, pretty well
everything else are pretty muckle, square timber and joists, just clever construction …
a bit of steaming and bending, but other than that, uhm, it’s all quite big timbers like
this table we’re looking at here just put together brilliantly in interesting ways, but the
carvers were actually using a hand chisel and carving out and there’s the depth issue
and there’s the confidence of the touch in taking out that, you know, hunk of wood,
but at the same time the sensitivity of how are you doing it, so, it’s something you only
get through years and years of practice, uhm, and at the start of that operation,
McIntosh’s … this is the company, actually looked to bring out of retirement somebody
who’d worked on Stirling Castle, who was in his seventies, did a very lovely little piece
for us to show his skills obviously had them, but he’d … he … to his credit, I think,
just said, you know, ‘I’m mid-seventies, I’ve retired, I’ve done my bit, and this is a job
that’s going to take somebody two years, and it should be somebody else who takes
this, not me going in towards my eightieth birthday, to do this is … you know, where
is the young generation?’ So, there is a young lad he actually is Latvian, I think, who
came to work with them, but we have been scouring and looking for that skill of
woodcarving, and certainly there are pockets, but there’s not many, there isn’t that, that
depth of skill that nowadays … well, in those days, I should say, a joiner or a carpenter
would’ve turned his hand from everything from giving me a stool to sit by the fire right
the way to a really fine piece of furniture and the carving would be quite happily, ‘What
do you want? Baroque, Rococo, Arts and Crafts?’ you know, whatever, so that now is
a very fine rarefied skill and it’s real shame because, uhm, this lad is doing a lovely lovely
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work and we’re trying to join him up with a … actually a girl who is an ex-graduate here
who is working in wood and trying to get some of that … some of that, I suppose,
investment in that skill back into Glasgow – I’m not trying to be parochial about it
either – but would like to make sure as much benefit of, you know a city that had such
a fine tradition in Arts and Crafts, benefits from the work that’s going on in the library
work as well.

00:22:53

DW

Yeah, and that’s nice that this is an educational establishment, environment and then
continuing with that …

00:22:59

LD

Yes.

00:23:00

DW

… it’s almost an opportunity, the opportunity of the fire, that it’s a way for developing
…

00:23:04

LD

Yes, there’s lots of opportunities.

00:23:06

DW

… lost or disappearing skills.

00:23:08

LD

Absolutely, well we’ve just appointed … we found some money in a budget because
Sarah and I both starved ourselves of an administrative assistant for the best part of a
year and we squirrelled some money away, uhm … it’s not quite like that, but we
realised we were underspending because we hadn’t reappointed, we’re now just about
to and so we have … the School, to its credit, instead of just thinking: well that’s very
nice, we’ll keep that, agreed to our proposal that we appoint for two and a half years,
uhm, a Traditional Skills Coordinator, so we have a chap called Thomas Simmons who
has just started with us about six weeks ago. He comes from a background; actually he
did architecture at the … at the Bourdon at the MSA, ehm, and then didn’t practice
architecture but went into traditional building and he’s working with us and just
phenomenal, you know, energy into terms of working both with, uhm, social
enterprises like GalGael, who do traditional boatbuilding and trying to get some of their
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participants involved in some of the woodworking skills, transferring over, uhm, but
also in the local community and really really keen, very keen to make sure that (a) the
contractor takes on as many apprentices and skills opportunities and open days and
right down to primary-school education to get kids into construction and skills, but
really keen also there’s feedback directly into the Glasgow School of Art because what’s
interesting, he’s found in speaking to people throughout the School actually, and a
couple of open days, a lot of the students are really keen to actually do things with their
hands so that … we have a sculpture department, but it’s more … there’s not much
casting that goes on, and there’s not really probably, you know, there’s nobody sitting
out there with a hunk of, uhm, of stone and chiselling away at it, that kind of sculpting
going on, which is because arts have changed so much over the … and you can’t …
you can’t have a course set up for every single strand of discipline, and obviously if
you’re in Sculpture or Environmental Art you can go off and do that, but so much of
it now is maybe digital work or installation work, and there’s still this pullback, I think,
to wanting to work with traditional materials and traditional skills and personally I think
that could be one of the greatest legacies of the Mack is that we refire that enthusiasm
in actually working with very simple (it seems) tools but to higher, sophisticated levels
and sophisticated … and traditional materials as well so timber, glass, stone, whether
it's plaster because we’ve got the plaster casts that we’re working on through, uhm, a
specialist conservator at the moment, ehm, but even down to things like the lead
working and interfacing that … obviously with glass and leaded glass like this, and
ceramic because we have work for instance in stairwells, you know, the little tiles in the
stairwells, so there’s not a huge amount of ceramic in the building but there are little
pieces that will need to be recast, and there are things like the … all the doors that got
destroyed had the lovely kind of beaten-brass door numerals on them, so to have those
with the kind of course that involves working with metalwork and, uhm … ah, kind of
beaten brass and repoussé work on it, that would be really an interesting crossover, I
know that the School has probably, for good reason, moved with the times and kind
of stepping away from … in terms of formal tuition and students can still take it up,
but it’s not … they’re not courses run here, it’s not that craft side of Arts and Crafts
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really, but I think it’s an area where working with other partners as well, the School
could actually develop a new string to its bow, uhm, in Glasgow.

00:26:36

DW

Okay. That’s really fascinating. Can you then tell me about your role as Senior Project
Manager? What do you do?

00:26:48

LD

[laughs] Right, so when I was brought in it was very much to act, I think, as the interface
between the School and its academic and its student body and everybody else that is
Glasgow School of Art, uhm, and the contracting world and the architectural and
design team world, because obviously being a … an academic institution it … it
wouldn’t have an architect or a project manager sitting on … it’s got an estate manager
who’s hard-pressed just running the estate because it’s quite scattered and diverse and
complex and he does a good job, but it isn’t set up as an institution to run big
architectural projects that involve conservation of inner-city historic buildings, certainly
not as important as the Mack and neither it should be, so, when the fire occurred, uhm,
the first thing that happened was that the School, I think, the Scottish Funding Council
was very … generously allowed to bring in additional people to work to make sure the
School was represented and can take forward the project that it was going into, uhm,
rather than just contract out to kind of external consultants for the whole thing, so it
means that we have people who are GSA employees: myself, Sarah [MacKinnon],
Thom, Polly [Christie], others – Polly’s an archivist – who are working, brought in
specifically to work to help the School recover, so it’s all part of the recovery, it’s called
the Recovery Fund effectively, so we’re all … I think the assumption is that it’s a kind
of five-year … from 2014 to now, what will be 2019, and at the end of that, you know,
our roles will cease, but I’m not … and neither is Sarah [MacKinnon], my colleague,
neither of us are what is now an official project manager which has given some cause
for issue in terms of nomenclature, I suppose, because it used to be that an architect
could be a project manager, or the QS [quantity surveyor] could be a project manager
and all it used to be was that, uhm, somebody took charge and coordinated the project,
uhm, it could be somebody who had absolutely no building training at all but they
would be managing the project, nowadays it’s capital ‘P’, capital ‘M’, and there’s now a
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course you can go on and it’s, you know, it’s a very official title, so we actually have
employed external professional project managers, who are excellent, so we still have
that interface so effectively there is us working for the School and are reporting to all
the committees and taking the School’s decisions and making sure they’re implemented,
so a lot of those will be … uhm, quite … not aesthetic, but you know, there will be
things like, ‘We don’t want–.’ Well, I say we do want to see new design coming into the
project in terms of things as prosaic as, say, let’s say the toilets, so a Project Manager
… if we just appointed an external Project Manager – capital letters – they would just
be saying: well there’s the programme, there’s the budget, there’s your risk register and
it’s on target and we’re overspending or underspending, but they couldn’t actually speak
for the School, so the School is busy enough doing what it does already, so we’re acting
… both myself and Sarah both come from building delivery, historic-building delivery,
organisation, both of us in fact come from building-preservation trusts backgrounds
which are charities, so we … in different ways, she’s a surveyor and I am an architectural
conservationist, we’ve both worked on projects where we’ve been responsible for the
fundraising, for the concept, for liaising with the design team, for liaising with the
statutory bodies like council for building warrant and building consent for doing
community consultation, uhm, for obviously speaking all the time for as many times as
we can to the client body which is in this case, of course, is a vastly diverse client body,
uhm, to find out what they need and what they want to see there, and then making sure
that, you know, it’s all happening, and through our other officials really, the project
managers and the QS are making sure that the budget is being adhered to, or as near as
can be, ever. The programme, similarly, and the quality of the job and … all three are
important in any job: quality, programming and cost. Quite often it can just be the cost
that drives it, you know, just, ‘That’s your budget, nothing else,’ quite often, well, all
should come together in a kind of equilibrium really. I guess on this job it’s unusual
because … uhm, the programme is almost paramount on this. The School has to get
back in … so, the School is a business … if you think about GSA as running a business,
it has to get the students back in 2019 and we’ve been left in no doubt that that’s already
been too long, that students are out … it’s just part … it is the heart of Glasgow School
of Art and it misses having the Mackintosh back as part of its, uhm, family, I think, and
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something that obviously in a commercial sense it attracts students to the city and to
the institution, but practically it’s, you know, having to send its students down to the
Tontine and scatter them and that’s not good for how it functions. It’s made it work
and it’s to its credit, but, you know, there’s a whole generation of students that have
not been part of the Mackintosh Building which is a real shame … so, programme is
really important … I suppose between the two of us, Sarah and I, uhm, quality has to
be the one up there, because if we get it wrong we’ll have really messed up! You know,
we’ve just … I can’t … you know, it’s a real … we’re just constantly poring over the
detail of it and making sure that we’re getting the best we can and not allowing any
corners to get cut for any reason and trying to second-guess and just trying to make
sure everything is done to the best quality, informed by research and history and … all
the information we know and discussion with people and then the cost, we, you know,
constantly having to balance and take decisions for all that, because there’s a lot of new
items coming in, so if you think about things even like … toilets which are … they
were new in the building anyway and they’ll get ripped out again in fifteen years again
when everything changes again and they … they get hard wear, uhm, but we’re looking
at, you know, so for instance, the cost of that, there could be a complete Rolls Royce
and we think, yeah, but there’ll be students washing their brushes in the sinks whether
you like it or not, you know, and let’s not think this is a conference centre in, uhm, er
… Zurich or something, it‘s a really hard-working art school so there’s always a kind
of pulling back of some of the aspirations sometimes of other members of the design
team who think it’s the Mack, it’s on an architectural pedestal, it’s, you know, something
that will carry our name now as well as into the future, sort of thing, but it really has to
not be … it has to be honest to itself which is that Mackintosh built on a budget and
he did it really cleverly and we have a healthy budget for this, but this isn’t … it’s not
the Hilton and it shouldn't be, ’cause it would be wrong for the students, so it’s trying
to give them a reality check quite often, but also make sure that we think the spirit of
the building and the quality is done to the right effect so … it’s a very multifaceted job
and involves a lot of talking to everybody all around, but we’re basically that kind of
pivot between the School as the client and then the design team and through that to
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the contractor and making sure that everyone’s working together and … and the School
in particular is informed and meets its obligations, so …

00:33:27

DW

I am getting a sense of the weight of responsibility, I think, that people are feeling.

00:33:32

LD

It will crank up I’m sure [laughter] as we come to the end! For a while we’ve been left
in some kind of blissful sense of, you know, we’re just going to get our heads down
and get on with it, and I think people are now beginning … and it’ll just get more and
more and more, and we’re sure … fairly certain given the Art School and just by the
nature of a creative institution, will have taken decisions now in June, July of 2017, but
in a year’s time everybody will deny having said … and will be saying, ‘No! No! No!
No! We want this, but we’ve changed our minds!’ So, I’ve been told to watch out for
that and I think it’s inevitable in any placement. I think with the Art School it’s an
interesting one because quite often you have a client for a job, and that is in a big old
pyramid even if it’s a big institution and you have the client, and that’s the decision, but
in the Art School there are, you know, four schools that we are dealing with, they’re all
brought under a particular academic professor … McAra-McWilliam at the moment,
but … it’s because it’s the Art School, you just can’t, uhm, fetter that ability to be
constantly making … having thoughts, making decisions and having aspirations for
space and I don’t think we can actually put a … get them to sign on the dotted line at
any point and say, ‘That’s it’. In two years, they’re going to keep on revisiting it in their
minds and then saying, ‘Oh, but would like this here,’ or, ‘We don’t think that’s right
there,’ or … and that’s on many jobs, I’m sure it was on this job, the Reid, as well …
so to factor that in and not stifle it as best we can, but also make sure the contractor
isn’t, you know, doing abortive work or stupid work that is just not needed or whatever,
you know, we need to somehow have a kind of framework where we’re trying to get
basically what we need from the client body and … and trying to fix it a little bit and
still allow time in the programme for … it might just be colour or you know fittings
that come in, the furnishings that come in, and that’s all fine, that can be deferred and
be still subject to change, but there’s some big decisions that get taken right now in the
job or have already been taken, in fact, and we can’t be revisiting those because it’ll cost
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us at every level of quality, programme and cost adversely, so that would be really
frustrating to do that [laughs] so, we’re trying to be open and consultative and also tell
folk that for certain things you can’t be changing all the time and rethinking all the time,
which is quite hard because, as I say, that is the nature of this institution and that’s the
beauty of it, is that it’s moving and thinking new thoughts and having genuinely new
innovations coming, you know, and they are alert to new ways of doing things, not just
from within so … we’re going to have that as a constant pressure on us and we’ll just
… it’s interesting. I mean, usually it’s really interesting, and hopefully usually we can
absorb it and make it work for us which is the beauty of a client like GSA, but there
will be times when we’ll just have to be really boring and say that the boat has sailed on
that, you know, you have to … if you want to do that, it’s after the handover period
then you can come in and do it as a retrofit or something, and that’s for you to decide,
but now the door on that has shut and, you know, you’ve got to take what you get. I
don’t think there’ll be anything major, but having said that this place continually
surprises me [laughs]. One of the biggest ones is always, uhm, well, one of the bête noirs
of Glasgow School of Art are floor boxes, as you’ve probably picked up from the
conference, if it came up at all, and we’re sitting next to an example so, for instance,
that’s already not great what we’re looking at here because, if you are minded and most
Art School students don't, but if you are a stiletto wearer, that’s already a problem. If
you get trapped in any slight, you know, dip in the floor, and then underneath that
cover, there will be … I won’t even open it up because I have opened that one up
before I think and it’s just …

00:37:11

DW

Couldn’t resist?

00:37:12

LD

Yeah, and it’s nobody cleans the floor box because a cleaner wouldn’t go near that with
water.

00:37:16

DW

It’s like sweeping something under the rug …

00:37:18

LD

Yeah, it is.
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00:37:19

DW

… quite literally.

00:37:19

LD

It is, and that’s what’s in there, so I doubt it gets cleaned out very often, and that is all
over the world. That’s a floor box for you. So, the Art School quite rightly doesn’t like
them because students will leave covers up or they become trip hazards if you have
your wires trailing or they get trapped. We don’t like them but when you have large
floor-plate floor areas, and you have a lot of students there’s no other way to get power
out into the centre of a room other than drop down from ceiling and interestingly, you
know, the product design people here will just say, ‘You won’t even need plugs by the
time that opens.’ It’ll be all air transfer, magnetism or whatever, you know, you’ll just
walk in, and your phone will immediately be in to charge from the atmosphere which
in itself gives me some worries, I think. I don’t think I want to be in a building for
twenty-four hours a day that is constantly feeding me electricity but … what they’re
saying is technology and probably, you know, I’m sitting here now, maybe in two years’
time, this will be … you’ll be reading it and thinking, ‘Of course it was!’ That’s just a
given that you walk through a building and it’s seamlessly charging your iPod and your
iPhone and your camera just because you are within these four walls, and it’s got a chip
in it that’s picking up electricity that’s been beamed on it, that would be great so … but
it doesn’t exist at the moment, so we’re having to work with what we have in 2017 …
we can push it maybe even into early 2018, but some of it, the conduit for that has to
get run now so that … if we took them at face value and said, ‘Alright will take a leap
of faith on this,’ then in two years technology will have moved that fast because it’s
moving so quickly, uhm, and we won’t put that power in, we’ll just have a few sockets
down the wall for when you do need to have something really mega power hungry to
… to plug in for a screen or a TV or whatever it’s going to be, and, uhm, then we do
let the students in and you have thirty students in that room, and there’s four sockets
and there isn’t the wonderful … in the ether, uhm, self-charging stuff going on, then I
think we would be absolutely run out of town [laughs] so … and people would
immediately buy a lot of trailing extension cables and it would, you know … so, we just
have to take some decisions right here and in the now and if, wonderfully, we don’t
need floor boxes, and they’ll be permanently sealed-down spaces on the floor, and we’re
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making them as hidden as possible and as solid as possible so you at least know they’re
there, but you don’t ever need to see them, you don’t even need to power them up or
take cables to them or anything so you can even wash them if you want to and pour
buckets of water on them, they’ll just be bits of kit that are sitting waiting if ever the
need arrives …

00:39:49

DW

No, don’t stop, it’s interesting. I’m just thinking about … it must be quite a unique
experience to work for a client who already has that, uhm, almost expertise and
specialism in areas you're working in?

00:40:07

LD

Yes.

00:40:08

DW

Because of the organic nature of the establishment and that innovative … you mention
innovation … it must be … have you worked for … in that kind of environment
before?

00:40:22

LD

No, absolutely not, I would say. I think we probably worked … well, in my time
working in historic buildings I’ve worked for arts organisations, uhm, they’re probably
the biggest client, uhm, most buildings if they fall out of use whether it’s a church, or a
warehouse or whatever … certainly, in Glasgow, it’s usually a kind of charity …
charitable or arts-based organisation that would come in and use it so … uhm, but even
then an arts organisation will be concerned, so Trongate 103 in the Merchant City I
worked with, and that has the Print Studio, and it has the Russian, uhm, what’s it called?
Sharmanka [Kinetic Gallery], kind of kinetic sculpture gallery and it has Photoworks,
ah, Street Level Photo Gallery, sorry, uhm, Project Ability, we were working with, uhm,
different groups in society and bring them together through art, uhm … so, I’ve worked
with a whole range of arts clients actually but, having said that, they haven’t been so
passionately involved with the building. They’re passionately involved in what they do
and have been interesting clients and can … brief in terms of the kind of space they
need to work within, but it’s … spatially they are very aware, but I think what changes
… what’s different on this building is (a) the … the … just decades of, uhm, attachment
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and knowledge and affection that the client has for the actual building anyway, and
their previous connection to it, so it isn’t a new client coming in for a reuse of a historic
building, an existing building, somebody already had that building and feel very strong,
uhm, ownership of the building and, uhm, they’ve grown up with it, you know, so many
folk and … so, there’s that, and they’re … and they have an affection for certain spaces,
some of them feel they are already their own ’cause they were their own at some time
in the past and also … again the Art School has all this big range, so it’s not just the
visual arts, it has the Architecture School and then the Design School. And the Design
School, I have never worked I don’t think with a … client that has a kind of design
bent to them as well as being pure arts and the Design School is really interesting ’cause
they just bring all sorts of different … product designers is the obvious one or interior
designers … so they’ve got really interesting ways of looking at things, and they are
constantly looking to some … some more than others, I guess, but to innovate and to
stretch the concept and it’s not … it’s not just about hosting and working with a client
group and doing what they do very well and been passionate about, whether it’s
photography or printmaking, it’s … it’s also about just pushing the bounds and
constantly challenging things, it’s just the nature of the School, I think, it’s … it’s … it
is a different client, and it’s … I mean, at a personal level it’s been a brilliant client to
work with, I think, because personally, I think, every single member of staff I’ve worked
with so far without fault has been … just so open to discussion and debate and they
… I just think it’s being part of an academic institution as well as an art organisation,
and the two are combined on here, so it’s that academic rigour and … constant asking
the question, I think, which is really stimulating for me to … to come across all the
time. People are very open and very understanding, and they want to understand and,
ah, contribute, so that’s been a really positive factor I think … and it’ll show through,
I’m sure, in the building at the end.

00:43:44

DW

Okay. So, I’m going to go back to the nitty-gritty of it now. When did you first enter
the library after the fire?
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00:43:54

LD

Oh, gosh, uhm … I think probably it was in December when I properly started the job
actually, let me think … October I interviewed so … probably, yeah, I started in
December 2014 and, uhm, properly … so I think it’s probably either late November or
early December but it was by that time six, seven, eight months after the fire happened,
so it still had the debris in the library, it had been by that time there was an
archaeological and conservation group working in tandem to grid off and sift through
the library, there were about a hundred-and-ten squares, I think, they’d … into metre
squares, they’d gridded the space off, and it probably work their way through into
probably about maybe twenty-five per cent of that by that time, so they’d kind of were
working themselves into the space, and they’d had a clearing and they were just, uhm,
taking things off and cataloguing them, it was a really sooty, dusty, dark, damp, uhm,
space at that point … the building obviously had its temporary roof over it, uhm, but
it was still, you know, very much affected by all contents which were there and the sift
took in the end about five months of … from beginning to end to get everything out
of that space so, I think my first feeling was just the amount of … the sheer amount of
the debris that was coming out and had to be, by definition, painstakingly taken out
and then photographed, recorded and cleaned if that was appropriate, and then some
discarded, some just recorded and discarded, and some were sent off, obviously, for
conservation and further investigation, uhm, so it seemed like quite a mammoth task
… it was very busy at the point because they’re all where all these archaeologic … well,
actual archaeologists working on-site and, uhm … their back office team working in
the museum, so that was, you know, a stream of sooty footprints running all along the
library corridor into the museum space, uhm, where they had equally sooty tables setup and lots of boxing and photographing and cataloguing going on, so, it was a hive of
activity and, uhm, everybody was absolutely concentrating and focusing on their area
of work and barely looking up because they had a big task to get on with and just
wanted to get through the process, all the finds and everything else, uhm … so it was
pretty daunting, I guess, to look into it at that point, but yet you could see this, you
know, this … this real level of activity going on and everybody knew what they were
doing which was great, so there’d already been a good process put in place … I think
I’d assisted at the time by, uhm Historic [Environment] Scotland who’d been
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overseeing the archaeology and helping the School at the very outset to get the right
people onto the job, so that was great, so there was already quite a … a sense of purpose
about what was going on and that’s really the only area there was … there’d already
been stabilisation work going on that gable of the library, uhm, and there was surveys
ongoing throughout the School, but that really was the area where the activity was
happening, just in that one spot.

00:46:48

DW

Okay, that’s a great description of the floor … the ‘sooty footprints’ … I love that
imagery. Can you tell me … so, it was quite a dirty, dank environment?

00:47:00

LD

Yes.

00:47:00

DW

Can you describe the smells or the sounds and …?

00:47:04

LD

Yeah, the smell … the smell and the sound was damp actually! It wasn’t just the smell
somehow … ’cause if you go into something that has been just so … although we were
seven months or whatever after the fire, the building had had millions or thousands,
hundreds of thousands of gallons of water poured into it and it … the building in a way
… we found it quite soon after really, it was sitting in a … it was like standing in a, you
know, pair of wellingtons and you’d been water so it’d come in over the top and it was
still sitting all down the bottom, so the building itself was still holding a lot of water in
the walls. The further you went down, uhm, the wetter it got so it was just holding that,
uhm, dankness in … in the building at the time and one of the first tasks, there was to
do was actually to get everything opened up as much as we could and push air through
the building, so we actually brought in a lot of … some dehumidifiers, that wasn’t …
it was too big a job for just dehumidification, it was, uhm … it was mainly to do with
just pushing, uhm, hot air or warm air rather through the building and venting it as
much as we could, so windows were opened and broken out and taken out and air
taken through, but … yeah, at the start it was … just indescribably filthy really ’cause it
was that mix of extreme heat and, uhm, the charring and the burning of all the timber
on that side of the building and then, as I say, the amount of water poured into it, so
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there was a slurry … I mean the building still had displays or signs on the marble
stairwell … just the slurry effect of black, down to stained black, into streaked black,
down to the grey and, uhm, some of that we will never be able to erase, it’s absolutely
been fused into the … into the cement work itself on the stairwell. We’re looking at …
we’ve been looking at cleaning methods, you could … you could probably really really
abrade it to get rid of it, which is effectively taking off the top layer of it, but other than
that it’s … it’s just been tattooed into the building, I think, all of this, uhm … and it’s
as if, you know, I suppose almost been massively weeping down its stairwells because
it's just streaked streaked streaked … some of it … a section, in particular, we would
like to keep and annoyingly it’s just had a trial cleaning sample which is the kind of
thing that happened if you’re not there all the time because we said to do one wall and
they’d obviously decided, ‘We’ll do this wall instead,’ which is at right angles to it, it was
the one we didn’t want touched, so somebody took a decision on the hoof and wasn’t
supervised correctly at the time, but anyway … we’ll make the most of it … we’ll be
able to disguise it, I think, but it’s, uhm … I think at the time definitely, and for a long
time after, the building was just redolent with that smell of soot and charcoal and ash
and just burnt fabric, and because we went into the winter, it was … it had been a very
dry autumn actually, mercifully, but we then after just pushed air through it for a long
time and still come the summer of 2015, when you got a hot day, and the building
started to warm a little bit, all the smells would leach out again so … 2015, in the leadup from about – I’m trying to remember the dates now – but a full year after the fire
itself, at that point in the contract, so May 2015 we were in the midst of what was called
the decontamination contract so we had a company in who work from the very top of
the building down, and they did, from memory, a kind of three-stage process of just
physically dusting and hoovering everything and absolutely everything from the ceilings
down to floor voids and things like this, getting into every nook and cranny, and then
they would, uhm, wash everything down with … with ionic, ah, deionised water and
then if anything was most stubborn, they’d be using more, uhm, not so much aggressive
but poulticing or other treatments on depending on the substrate whether it was timber
or stone or whatever, they would be … they went back in and cleaned the most
stubborn things. But the hoovering alone, and the dusting and the hoovering, and a lot
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of that went on was just to remove … actually, you know, although you couldn’t see it,
’cause it was dust there was bags you could end up weighing of stuff that was burnt …
microscopic dust particles that ended up being quite hefty bags of stuff that came out
of that building, and as it happened people gradually started to say over the course of
2015, ‘The smell’s going,’ but a year later you could still smell it very strongly, the smell,
and that we had to do this through the east side of the building as well because of
course because the building is riddled really like a Swiss cheese with all these vents
which Mackintosh had designed both laterally to take, uhm, big pipes that took water
and everything through the building but also … over a hundred different types of risers
through the building, built into the wall and built off the wall that took air and heat in
pipes and water, but also services through the building, electrical conduits, etcetera …
all of those as far as possible had to be gone into and cleaned out and hoovered as far
as you can because you can’t get into everything ’cause you’d have to destroy it to get
into every nook and cranny, so there’ll still be times where we’ll open a duct in the
building and think: even if we can’t see anything, we can smell something ’cause smell
is basically particles that, you know, you breathe in and are trapped or pass through
your olfactory, uhm, areas … that will always be the case and for a long time since, by
the time we open, I think, there’ll be so much new wood and new paint and everything
else and the building obviously will get a big ol’ blast of all the tubes in the building and
all the tunnels and, uhm, passageway through it will get all filtered out and blasted and
blown through, etcetera as everything gets tested, so I think, over time that will go, but
I wonder how long it will take to really … I have a really poor sense of smell, but people
I go around some days, especially on a hot day will say, ‘Oh, I can still smell it,’ I can’t,
and I’m probably inured to it now anyway, but also I actually don’t have a very good
sense of smell, but I think there will be new students coming in here probably in 2019
and there will be days I am certain when the wind is in a certain direction, or the heat
has built up on the south elevation and it’s doing things to the building and releasing
pores of the building that, uhm, still be days, I think, years after when people will be
able to smell it, and maybe that’s right, maybe they should!
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00:53:32

DW

Can you tell me … you discussed a little about this before, uhm, about the materials
that were taken out like brass, the wood, also the copper in the lights, I think … how
did the fire affect those materials?

00:53:53

LD

Well, wood … hmm?

00:53:55

DW

Paper and wood, I guess is quite obvious.

00:53:57

LD

Yeah and amazingly some books did survive because, you know, is totally extraordinary
just because they were protected by other debris and there was no oxygen, or maybe
they got … well, it wouldn’t be because of water but, I think … then, but … I think
some were just compressed and just in the middle of everything else, so there was
nothing getting near to them, uhm. The wood is interesting because obviously … each
extreme, and you’ve probably been round and seen that we have a door frame which is
on studio below the library, the old senior architecture studio and you have a door
frame there which is, uhm, probably about a foot wide in polished, uhm, very dark
timber, typical of the spaces at the time … and on one side, which is the side in the
studio where the fire was raging, it’s utterly charred to a depth of a … the charring itself
expands the wood and cubes it anyway, but it’s probably got a depth of about fifteen
mil. of charring on the wood, and it’s completely cubed and broken up, ah, you could
plane it down and you’d lose in reality probably about five mil. of hardwood on those
… well softwood on those framings, but then … exact halfway along this upright
timber that goes through the whole portal of the doors, uhm, exactly halfway and in
the studio, sorry, on the corridor side of it, it’s absolutely immaculate and it would just
do with a light dusting and polish and what has been the difference is the door, and the
door wasn't one of these modern-day sealed intumescent stripped, uhm, fire doors with
a hard core of, you know, inflammable – sorry – non-inflammable material or
intumescent foam strips that would expand and then stop oxygen, it was just the
original doors into the studio, and they just did enough, so air would have been passing
between the area of the hinge and the area of the joining of the door with the other
swing door, but it was enough, it was enough to stop the fire just going around the
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door and burning the inside, so the timber is dramatically affected where there was
flame, and the minute there isn’t flame, when it might be one millimetre away from
where the flame wasn’t licking up against it, it’s absolutely untouched, and it is
extraordinary to see that it isn’t somehow … it seems wrong somehow that something
can … it’s the extremes of utterly destroyed right next to utterly fine, and a light polish
would do it in the same piece of timber, so the fires … and timbers are very resilient
material, in fact, because a lot of the timber still retains its some strength, the charring
is a protective course in itself, like an intumescent in a way, it kind of just bubbles out
to itself, the charcoal then becomes its protective layer because it can’t re-burn
effectively. I think if it was in there long enough, it would, but, uhm, even in a fire that
raged for the best part of twenty-four hours, really raged, it still managed to protect the
core of itself as … as trees can in fire as well … uhm, so the timber had … had … kind
of went to extremes, the plasterwork gets fragile and where it’s near it actually
chemically changes composition so whatever plaster was in … gypsums or whatever,
it will have chemically changed, and it becomes brittle, so some of it is okay further
away and depending on the heat levels, but some of it and some of the statues we lost
as well, the plaster cast for that reason they just changed chemical composition and
some of them have had that effect but they’ve been consolidated, and I don’t know if
you saw the picture at the conference, but it was, uhm, a company called Graciela
Ainsworth over in Edinburgh, and they literally in some of the worst-damaged very
large plaster casts, drilled holes in the larger ones, took little x-rays, not x-rays, but a
camera, a probe camera into it and looked at it from that is the inside to look at what
happened to the metal – kind of strut work in some of them – because they have this
kind of cage of metalwork inside the plaster’s been formed around, and then once
they’d decided it wasn't too bad, uhm, in most cases they then drilled in and basically
pumped in consolidants from the inside so, we had these lovely images in the Mack of
these huge heroic Greek or, uhm, Roman statues, uhm, two or three times life-size, in
some cases, sitting there with hospital medical drips next to them with the kind of bags
you get saline solution in, just slowly pumping in consolidants and being checked on
all the time as to when the saturation level was reached, and it was like a kind of hospital
ward with all these huge toga-wearing naked black men with their drip bags next to
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them, not moving around thankfully … well, we did move them around with their drip
bags, but it was, ah … just extraordinary and it was a bit like this healing thing again,
like a hospital ward in there … and most of them are okay, you know, it was … it was,
uhm, this technique that Graciella developed specifically for this project, I don’t think
it’s been used before, and they had to … they couldn’t actually get, I don’t know why,
but they couldn’t get the medical bags so in fact what they found themselves buying
where if … nowadays … apparently … there is a big thing about zombies and
pretending you’re a zombie and you can buy blood bags which are fake blood to smear
over yourself when you’re doing rampaging through the city on these … I don’t know
what goes on, but apparently …

00:59:12

DW

Kids these days, huh?

00:59:13

LD

Yeah! Kids these days! It wouldn’t have happened in my day, anyway … so, you can
buy these things which are like medical bags, and she brought these bags which you
can fill with fake blood … anyway, she didn’t, she filled them with consolidants and,
uhm, they would just hang up on these actual medical things with tubes leading into
the statues and it was quite an eerie sight and went on for quite a few months, had to
be a very slow process so it didn’t burst out or anything. Anyway, so that was interesting
with plaster. Copper: most of the metalwork either, if it was in the heat obviously it got
pretty badly twisted and bent, but most of the metalwork was actually okay and of
course the story with lamps, which is brass … which are brass in the library … they
were the only things that have really, apart from a few hinge plates or escutcheons on
the cabinets in the library, really the lamps were the only thing that survives and survives
to a remarkable extent, some almost perfectly because they’re a kind of box-like
pagodary-type construction thing … the soldering melted very quickly because it’s just
soft lead, uhm, and they basically did a reverse IKEA, they kind of flat-packed
themselves down onto … onto the ground with the weight of other things, uhm, falling
on top of them after they’d come down from the ceiling which must have been
reasonably early, and again, thanks to the archaeology, it was very clearly marked where
they fell and then Sarah, my colleague, and Polly in Archives really, uhm, forensically
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then tracked down the samples, the gridded area that the archaeologists had done …
looked at each one of the samples and made these kits of lights … of fifty-two lights
so they found enough of these pieces fell on the spot, pretty well saying, ‘They came
from that position,’ so there’s probably some room for error but maybe five per cent
of error about maybe one light falling and bouncing and landing in another light’s spot
or something like that, but by and large they’ll have just hit the ground and been
absorbed by the other debris and just covered by other debris, and a lot of them were
quite badly mangled but there’s one, just one sole, uhm, metalworker who’s a specialist
in lamps called Rodney French working through in Edinburgh which is a speciality and
he’s been given all these kits or parts, all numbered and, uhm, catalogued and he works
in one for fortnight and he’s painstakingly re-beating them and cleaning them and
bringing them back to life, and they are like brand new. Metal is an extraordinarily
resilient material, so something that was black, twisted, probably, you know, it could be
a full one-hundred-and-eighty degree twist on a flat plain, uhm, he can … he can soften
up and bring it back to the exact profile it should be, clean it down, solder on another
piece in the same way and building up these lights and you would be hard pressed to
know they haven’t been made brand new today, ’cause what’s happened is, of course,
is the finish of that metal which had been overlaid over the years with, ah, I think …
we think anyway, a kind of dark … a paint on the lights. In fact, we don’t know when
it happened but they obviously got fed up with a brass tarnishing and needing cleaning,
so at some point in the School’s history, the maintenance crew had decided, ‘Ugh,
they’re black again, let’s just give them a black varnish and hold the look without them
looking dirty.’ So, that black has now been burnt off and been cleaned off and we are
back to the original brass which will be, er, patinated back to its original, which was
slightly, what’s called an ‘antiqued brass’ which is darker than a bright brass finish, and
they will be re-hung back in the library and they will look like the day – this is part of
this, uhm, familiarity or the unfamiliarity with the … with the original rather than the
new – is that we’ll, uhm, bring those lights back to the appearance how they were hung
in 1909, not to what people remembered in 2014.
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01:03:02

DW

Is there anything you can tell me about the fire’s behaviour? How did it move through
the library?

01:03:09

LD

Uhm, I think … what we think from the passage of fire was it started, as you know, in
the basement, it moved pretty rapidly in a bit of a diagonal but mainly, obviously,
vertically, because it found its way into one of the air shafts that would … uhm, services
risers that were coming up the wall at that point, so it moved pretty quickly … we don’t
quite know because the … the fire brigade themselves had put down the fire in … by
twenty-six minutes they’d actually put out the fire in the basement where it started, the
response was really fast and … and, uhm, ruthlessly wonderful, you know. They just
threw everything into that basement, broke in through the roof and knocked down, as
they say, the fire … so I’m not sure where it would have popped out next, but what we
know is that they were still getting very high heat readings and smoke … and at that
point what the fire was doing was moving up in the innards of the building, in the
structure of the building, rather than outside, and the story goes that they were getting
very high readings, getting a lot of black smoke coming out, so they knew something
was still somewhere, and then they noticed in the boarded walls of one of the studios,
uhm, that there was a kind of orange lying between the boards, and they looked at it
and then realised, ‘Oh my goodness’ and heaved it off because it was fire behind the
boards, and there’s probably a gap of, uhm, er … probably about thirty mil. between
the brick linings of the walls and then the batons and the boarding, so that was enough
for it to be rising up in a kind of sheet of flame behind the structure and the inner lining
of the … of the studios, so it was moving up to the roof quite rapidly and once it got
up onto the roof area, certainly it was getting all the oxygen is needed, but I think within
an hour it was well alight within the library, and the library, probably because it was a
double height space, was expected to have a lot users, wanted to be aired in terms of
keeping it very well ventilated because of its contents, had been built with an unusual
amounts of, uhm, openings into it with these, uhm, internal walls venting and heating
and humidity chambers, so … the … there was a lot of vents on the east wall of the
library, uhm, and it was travelling up through the corners and the riser, so we think it
would have travelled up to almost the bookstore level and probably brought the ceiling
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of the bookstore and move down, back down into the library rather than move up into
the library, so the ceiling had collapsed quite early on from the debris and then more
oxygen was coming in, obviously, blew out some of the windows, etcetera, uhm … so
we think it actually, as I say, kind of moved to the ceiling and then worked its way back
into the space as things dropped in and built-up, certainly the heat was obviously hottest
at the top, we know from the stonework in the library – it appears to have all been
taken down and subsequently we’ve just finished rebuilding – the shattering of the
stone in that area shows that it was something in the region of approaching a thousand
degrees, so the heat was the hottest at the top of the library piers and when you get
down the first five foot of stonework in the library, uhm, you’re dealing with unaffected
stone, so it would’ve been hot and there would have been other things going on there,
but it wasn’t hot enough to actually put fissures and stress cracks into the stone, so …
heat was most at the top and it was, ah, falling back down into the space and then once
to the … the … the main structure of the library had started to catch, obviously, the
cabinets and books and the furniture and everything would have gone up so the whole
thing would have just been infernal, but it, uhm … it had everything there, you know,
it had air, it had wonderful fuel and, uhm, it just could contain itself happily for hours,
it was the one room that you wouldn’t have wanted to fire in really ‘cause it was the
one room that had more fuel than anywhere else in the building to keep it going forever
so, if the fire had started on the east side, arguably it wouldn’t have found this fantastic
powder keg to have … well, it wouldn’t have found the library so it wouldn’t have
found that powder keg, it would have done other damage, but it would’ve been … it
just found a fantastic source everything it needed to really build up an intense intense
intense heat.

01:07:14

DW

Banqueting its way in there.

01:07:16

LD

Tom Inns calls it Alien, you know, just kind of … just kind of bursting out in this space
and then feasting and … which is not a very nice image, but, uhm … it feels a bit like
that, it feels malign in the sense that it was … maligned: is that the right word? It certainly
feels as if it knew where it needed to get to somehow, and then it could settle in there
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and just devour everything, which it did, but … having said that, many people said in a
funny way, it kind of the way it contained it as well … that doesn’t make sense because
fire doesn’t just say, ‘Well, I’ll stay here now, I won’t go to the left or the right,’ but if
it had moved more laterally through the building, uhm … the way that the fire moved
was very much reaching up to get – as a chimney, I suppose – up these shafts and that
did mean that it didn't spread to rooms left or right of it and along corridors and that
obviously help with things like the evacuation of the building as well, it was quite a
contained … and for a little while at least, actually not seen fire because it was moving
within the structure of the building rather than in spaces where people were occupying.
We had a very fast, orderly, safe evacuation of the building and because nobody …
there was no … no injuries or no smoke inhalation or anything so … that at the end
of the day we always say have to remind ourselves was probably the most important
thing, building or not, so …

01:08:37

DW

It’s almost as if the library had to be sacrificed so the rest of the building could survive
and also all the students and the staff could get out safely.

01:08:43

LD

Yeah … yeah, yeah, yeah … maybe.

01:08:47

DW

Okay so … the recent symposium: you spoke about materials and materiality really
nicely, and I was really interested in what you said about that. How do you differentiate
between materials and materiality?

01:09:05

LD

Uhm …well, the materials we’re looking at, I guess, in a slightly more forensic way than
the materiality which is more an intuitive approach to the to the building and that’s the
bit that almost scares us the most, but the two are so linked so … we’re at the moment,
as I say, on-site with, uhm … we’ve had this … we’ve done a few areas where we’ve
done prototypes because we kind of just can’t quite imagine putting together these
drawings with selections of species of … whether it is timber or stone or whatever and
we’ve asked for a quite a lot to prototypes in this job because we just need to see it and
see it in situ a lot of the time as well, so the prototype the library is probably a good
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example. I didn’t … I was away, so I didn’t get round to see the first visit which was a
week before last, to the prototype which is finished, of the library bay … so all of that
has been, uhm, we know the tulipwood is of the same species, just about the same kind
of era and location which is the eastern seaboard of the USA, uhm; the paint has been
forensically analysed, and the stains, so that has been applied in as near to the original
mix of what that was; the architects themselves got down to the level of detailing, which
some might think is completely wasted in the long term, but is … is all part of what
we’re looking at, probably transfers into materiality of not just looking at the fact it was
put together, not with timber dowels which you kind of expected, it looks like a piece
of Arts and Craftsmanship in the way you would imagine it would with pegs going
through the meeting of post and beam or whatever, but actually it was just nailed
together really fast and the equivalent today would be somebody coming along with
their nail gun going bang–bang–bang very quickly, even quicker again, but what they
looked at is it is square-cut nails, hand-cut nails which would’ve been utterly common
in the nail of the type – not screws, interestingly – and nails, which I didn’t know before
doing this project, to my shame, nails actually have a better, uhm, adhesion – if you can
call it that – kind of strength than a screw, I always thought a screw was a better way
of putting two pieces of wood together because of the nature of you-can’t-pull-it-apartagain, with a nail you can pull it back out, or it can work its way back out, but in fact a
screw is constantly making a bigger hole in a sense, and if … if you put it in or out, in
particular, then you begin to really weaken that, uhm, whereas with a nail, and with a
square-cut nail, what you have is the timber itself responds by tearing itself, so if you
get cable-ties and feed that bit through, if you do a cable tie you can’t pull it back out
again. Timber works in the same way, so if you put a nail in it, it’s tearing the fabric in
such a way timber … the wood fibres microscopically, ah, kind of springing out and
they hold that … a square-cut hand-cut nail is in itself a slightly irregular surface and it
grips it in the way you’d really hard pressed to get that nail back out again, uhm, and
what the architects got down to looking at, or one particular guy who is utterly obsessed
in a wonderful way with how it’s been put, he’s not functioning … he’s not working as
an architect, he’s working as a model maker because that’s his bent I think … is the
angle of how you should swing the hammer to put that nail in … so he gave us a kind
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of trial one day in the studio and said, ‘Right, put that together,’ and all of us politely
picked up a hammer and lifted it, probably about two feet away from the nail-head,
looked at it and tried to put it in and he said, ‘No, you have to swing it like a … like a
tennis swing,’ so you almost take behind your arm and you go down on it like that,
because you need to do it not with a series of small taps as most people who value their
thumbnails, you know, would do with the nail, but in those days obviously guys who
were putting in thousands of nails a day could do it blindfold really, and he just said,
‘Do it in one big hit,’ and you do it over your shoulder and down and that … at that
angle and not just ninety degrees in, sort of … that mixture of the material the nail and
the wood and, in a sense, the materiality of how it’s put together and even the thought
process or the lack of thought process in a way of the person who originally put it
together in the same way as today and nail-gun operator would just go bang-bang-bang
not give it much thought just think, ‘I need that to stick to that, I’ll put in three instead
of two, it doesn’t cost me anything it’s just an extra press of the button.’ I think where
the materiality overall is coming in and what we are beginning to turn our mind to at
the moment is just, what I touched on earlier, which is that question of when they walk
back in, let’s say the library … uhm, to the library, it will be different. We’ll have a
lighter tone to it … we know from the photographs you could see the grain of the
wood in the timber, you couldn’t at the end of its life in 2014 and it had been, I don't
know if it was varnished or stained or painted or a mixture of all of those things and
polished and then burnished by people’s handprints and the sun and whatever and so
… probably, I don’t know if the library ever allowed smoking but, in the building at
one time, you could smoke in the building quite happily and there’s loads of
photographs from the fifties of students lounging around with … and fires would’ve
been on … there were fireplaces in the building so they would’ve been actual legitimate
fires in the building … When they walk in it will be different and also, I think, what
we’re interested in is, it will be lighter for sure, the lights were black, they’ll now come
back as brass, the wood will be lighter stained … the floor would’ve had the traffic of
years and we’re not going to artificially distress it down to a dark effect or anything,
we’re going to give it back to people as Mackintosh gave it to people and … in 1909
… so that taking it back to beyond the living memory of anybody who is going to walk
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into it in 2019 is interesting for us and it’ll smell differently, whatever we think, because
it will be, uhm, new wood and you’ll still have that and you’ll have new plaster and paint
… it will sound differently, it won’t creak in the same way probably, uhm, things creak
with age and just … they settle in … there will be some creaking but I bet you it won’t
be as people remember it, uhm, sounding or feeling; there will be more, by nature of a
lot of things that we’re doing, there will be more insulation in some areas of the building
like the roofs, uhm, the windows are going to be the same but they’ll be a tighter fitting,
so it’ll probably sound differently throughout, you might not get as much, uhm, rattling
or, uhm, noise from the outside world perhaps, I don’t know … coming in it’ll be a bit
tighter as a drum because we have a kind of duty to make everything fit pretty snuggly
when it’s meant to … if you open a window, that’s fine, but, uhm, you know, in terms
of energy efficiency we don’t hold leaky seals and things like that, uhm, so I think …
and it’ll probably even … probably even feel differently, I think, just in terms of touch
because it … there will be a lot of newness in the building, so I think that difference of
… it’s going to take a few years for it to just … just become loved in that sense … not
loved, that’s not the right word, but feel familiar because students in a way, thankfully,
coming in with no background of the Mack, who have no sentiment about, have no
reverence for it like some folk do, including myself in there, and will be wonderfully
able to just … just to experience what they have as the new, which is exactly how it
would have been in 1909, and quite right, so it’ll get bashed around again and a thing
for it, I think, that it does quickly get used and abused again quite … quite fast and we
don’t place … I don’t think the School will place a huge degree of reverence, it needs
to operate it properly and not allow bad things to happen, but I think just heavy use
and, uhm, student use and abuse in a good way would be the best thing that could then
happened for it, I think.

01:16:38

DW

Okay, so I’m interested in a few artefacts that were found in the debris, I’ve mentioned
these off-record as well, uhm, could you tell me about, first of all, the book, the
identified book that Historic Environment Scotland had taken away to the Engine Shed
in Stirling?
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01:16:58

LD

Yes, we had as, you know, there were … thousands of books that were actually lost
between the library … I think there were about ten thousand, uhm, and there are stats
on that if you haven’t got it already but, thousands anyway of books that were lost,
uhm, in the end, something like ninety, I think, had some hope of being, uhm, may be
restored and they were sent down further analysis. I think only one just survived, an
extraordinary one from 1909, I think, that uhm … which was Scenes and Landscapes of
Japan and that will be the prize exhibit and that miraculously seemed to have survived
in a silk binding, in a cupboard and trapped around other debris and just is perfect as
far as I know … and of course water did as much damage or more in some ways to
paper than the fire itself, so about ninety, I think, were looked at initially and assessed
as being kind of there or largely there sent, down to Harwell’s in Oxford for further
analysis and on the back of that, I think it was decided about twelve were actually
capable of restoration at some expense, uhm, and so they were … they have been
conserved and will come back in their bindings etcetera, back up to the library. When
Historic Scotland was speaking to us, they had just opened up the uhm, Engine Shed
in Stirling, which is their Skills and Conservation Centre for the nation, uhm, they were
wanting a book for an exhibit and of course everything else … you just can’t keep ten
thousand charred bits of paper and books, and everything else pretty well went, uhm,
and had to be disposed of, and had mould and fungus and all the rest of it, uhm, but
the security guard at the Mackintosh Building, Danny Clark, uhm, I’d spoken to him
about a month previously and he said that one of the archaeologists had taken away a
book and she’d gone back to Latvia, I think, or Lithuania, uhm, and she’d gone back,
she’d left it with him because she just thought it didn’t fit the, uhm … it didn’t fit the
criteria of being conserved, but it was one of those, you know, it still was recognisable
but terribly damaged around the edges and very sooty and very fragile and had been …
had mould on its cover, had lost its cover, I think, or lost part of its cover, uhm … but
she just thought it was one of those things that actually, you know, if you had the money
… if you’d only had fifteen books, you’d probably would’ve just decided to save all
them … conserve all of them. It’s not a particularly special book in itself, there will be
other copies of it, but she’d kept it and she’d kept it in her flat, uhm, and she’d just
taken it home in a plastic bag and kept it and then had gone back to – Lithuania, I think
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actually, not Latvia – and given it to the security guard and Danny had kept it under his
bed and he’d spoken to me about it and I said, ‘Just bring it in,’ and he goes, ‘It’s no
use to me, but I didn’t like to throw it away because she hadn’t.’ So, uhm, he brought
it in and I looked at it and I said, ‘I’ll just keep it here, you never know,’ and, uhm, in
this plastic … see-through plastic bag, so it was already full of charred bits and dust
and soot, and, uhm, I went to a meeting with Historic Scotland and they were saying,
‘We would love to have a book for the exhibition,’ and of course there aren’t any we
can give them for the exhibition and then I suddenly remembered about this book, and
I said, ‘Oh, hold on,’ and I went down into my drawer downstairs in my office and I
said, ‘Do you want this?’ And it’s actually quite an important book now ’cause it’s the
only one they could’ve had, uhm, so, I gave them it and it’s been conserved, I haven’t
seen it in situ yet, I need to get up and see it, I need to take a photograph of it, so it’s
kind of testimony to, uhm, an archaeologist, conservator saying, ‘This is one of the …
it’s one of the many,’ I suppose, it wasn’t a special book, it didn’t survive in good
enough condition to be considered for an expensive and long process of conservation,
’cause if we’d conserved everything that was in that condition, it would’ve been millions
and millions of pounds for something you couldn’t use because it would be too fragile
and it just becomes, you know, one of ten thousand artefacts to have … but she’d just
decided it was, I think, a bit representative of something that wasn’t special enough and
it wasn’t dead enough [ironic laugh] so, it sat in the middle of the two: of going straight
into a skip and going down to a specialist conservator in Oxford for a lot of time,
careful thawing out and, uhm, because they were all frozen, the books, to take the
moisture out of them and then very slowly dehumidified, uhm, so it’s not a special book
but it has become a very special book because she decided to give it to the security
guard and now many security guards would probably have probably said, ‘What’s this
about?’ and thrown it himself, but he actually kept it under his bed for … over a year
and then just happened to mention it to me and … he didn’t know what to do with it,
I think, he just thought he’d been entrusted with something because she was no longer
in the country and she had given him this and had made the effort herself. I didn’t quite
know what to do with it [laughs] so I said, ‘Just bring it back in and I’ll keep it and I
don’t know what I’ll do with it but I’ll keep it,’ and, uhm, and then, as I say, maybe a
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month or two months later that meeting took place and we suddenly realised we didn’t
have a Regular Joe book that we could give them to … it wasn’t special and it wasn’t
not special enough to be saved, so it’s become a special book I think.

01:22:15

DW

Has it been identified yet?

01:22:18

LD

I don’t know. Good question. I don’t know.

01:22:20

DW

It’s still quite mysterious then, I suppose.

01:22:22

LD

Yeah … I don’t know. I need to get up to Stirling. We’re planning to go up in a week
or so, or two weeks to just have a look at it because the exhibition is now open and,
uhm, we’re getting a date for that so, I’ll let you know [laughs] if you need to have a
look at it at Stirling, anyway … because it’s got a good … it’s got a window there from
the front part of the building, uhm, it’s got the book, I hope, on display and it’s got the
light, one of the lights that was badly damaged and we gave them the light which wasn’t
restored, so that’s sitting there beautifully mounted and I think it’s got … it might have
… it might have a piece of timber from somewhere, I don’t know, I need to check what
they’ve taken, they’ve taken bits of the Mack in terms of the material-based exhibition,
so … for the effects of fire on materials, so is actually very relevant to what you’re
doing.

01:23:11

DW

Wow. Okay. Sarah also found the uhm … the wall panel?

01:23:18

LD

Yeah.

01:23:19

DW

… or possibly the side of a bookcase with that children’s book imprinted onto it …

01:23:21

LD

Yeah, yeah the Caldecott book.

288

Three Burnt Books: An Unconventional Conservation Narrative
01:23:25

DW

What are your thoughts on that? What are your kind of … when they took it out and
… they had this kind of strange object which is … is an imprint of something else
which has since disappeared?

01:23:39

LD

Yes. I suppose my first thought was, it’s a bit like the Turin Shroud in a way, you know
[laughs], it’s kind of sitting there and you kind of … it’s a negative image in
photographic terms of something that was, you know, a real thing, so it’s existing in a
very bizarre way, and of course, we immediately looked up the book and, is it volume
three of Caldecott’s verses for children? And, obviously, it was kept for its cover rather
than for its contents really, and I asked Alison about it ’cause I said, ‘Why do we have
a book–’ – Alison Stevenson in library – ‘… why do we have a book on nursery rhymes
in the library?’ And she said, ‘Oh, it was because of its binding and the graphic work,’
and I can’t remember who did it, but was … uhm … you know, [John] Blackie had
wonderful bindings on all of his books by, uhm, Talwin Morris, I don’t know if it was
… I doubt if it was a Talwin Morris but … illustration, but it was because of its actual
graphic illustration on the cover, so it’s lovely that it’s that that has survived in a way,
appropriate in a way because it wasn’t its contents it was there for in the first place …
I think it’s really rather charming that it’s a children’s nursery book. It’s got things in it
like, uhm, from memory, ehm, ‘Sing a song of sixpence,’ and, uhm, you know, the kind
of ‘blackberries in the pie,’ er, ‘blackbirds in the pie,’ things, but all of those common
nursery rhymes … very English, very English rural country kind of nursery rhymes,
uhm … and I think it’s a … I hadn’t seen it, I think it was Sarah who’d spotted it, and
it could easily have got ripped out as part of the lining of the … uhm … the library
being dismantled, and luckily, it’s been very carefully taken out it will come back, and
we will do something with it, almost certainly, in the exhibition of the fire that goes in,
we’ll have a small … I was going to say ‘discreet’, but I don’t mean discrete because we
don’t mean to be a discreet … but it will be spatially a small exhibition which we know
where it’s going to go as something that is … uhm, a memorial or a memory of what
happened during the fire using pieces of material so would be one of the key pieces,
uhm, that’s going to sit up opposite the bookstore library … bookstore above the
library in a new space that we found, in a kind of found space, so we definitely need to
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reorder that book. I keep thinking I should try and get it off Amazon [laughs] so, they
do exist, uhm … but, uhm, yeah, I think it … it’s … I looked at what the contents
were, and I can’t quite remember now but, they were all this really charming English
rural kind of rhymes of that period at the beginning … the kind of Edwardian … very
… very idealised time I suppose of Britain pre-war, pre- the First World War that, uhm,
the School would have opened in and … and is just this charming picture of, I don’t
know, it’s … it’s kind of innocence, I suppose, which wouldn’t have been used by the
School, as I say, by the students for its contents. I doubt at all, but was a beautiful thing
to look at so … haven’t given it much more thought than that, I probably should and
will, but I’m glad … and as you say, it’s a very unusual thing to have actually happened,
to have been seared onto the side of the … the shelf that was standing on it, it didn’t
happen in any other case so … I don't know if that’s to do with the paint that was on
it in terms of the, uhm, book cover itself or it just happened to be very tightly packed
or what has happened and it’s a very very unusual, but very clear and distinct effect that
it’s left and, as I say, the first thing that I looked at … I … I remember going to Turin
on my own once and having about an hour and a half before catching the train out and
just … on my own, I don’t know why, but nobody else seems to be there, just looking
at this Turin Shroud and thinking: ‘Do I believe it? Do I not believe it? Or do I think
it’s a Medieval hoax?’ A bit like relics and things like that or; ‘Is it true?’ And ‘It can’t
be true!’ And, ‘Does that mean then that you have to believe in God?’ And things like
this! So, [laughs] … I … probably brings up those questions, and I left as my usual
confirmed sceptic about everything, believing both sides of it, I guess, but also thinking
it was very powerful thing that … later generations have imbued upon a piece of fabric,
and clearly, within the space, it’s held in Turin, it’s completely and utterly revered and
believed for what it is, and I guess the book, uhm … it just feels from me has a … a
kind of beauty of that very lovely age of innocence, in a way, of that Edwardian period
that the School would have been open to where there was still a kind of, uhm, element
of hope … you know, electricity was coming in people’s houses, the economy was
going great guns, uhm, women were beginning to appear in tearooms, you know, I
think if anything Britain as a country was beginning to get a bit more equal, if you can
ever say it, in terms of its classes and all the rest of it, and then the war came and big
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shifts would’ve happened, uhm, over that period in the country as well, but then, after
that nothing was ever the same again, so, uhm … yeah, I think when we look back at
those images of 1910 the Bedford Lemere images of the library, we’ve only got three
of them, I think, in the space, one in the gallery and one in each direction downstairs,
it’s just so extraordinary to think … it just has this newness and beauty and hope and
then so much has happened in the library and … I’d love to think we can bring it back
and, you know, it comes back into our world in 2019 and has the same … kind of
feeling ’cause it is just such a strange place we’re occupying at the moment, I think
everybody would say, you know, in terms of students, there’s so little innocence now
in children, that includes us, it’s kind of gone back the way into, uhm … because of
things like Facebook and the internet and everyone’s grown up so much faster and so
by the time we get students here now, they’re already … they’ve already done, you
know, five years Internet trolling, probably seen everything you want to see … so, it
must have been a different world when those kids were coming in at age, if it was,
seventeen, and of course, there was a lot of mature students coming in then as well, but
… anyway, I’m rambling now …

01:29:48

DW

I want you to ramble, that’s what this is about! Uhm, and then the other books, uhm,
which were by Gertrude Bone actually … her husband produced some famous
illustrations of Glasgow.

01:30:02

LD

Oh, yes. Muirhead Bone, yes.

01:30:04

DW

Yes. But these books … they’re kind of similar, the books themselves are not important
but, for me possibly – more so than libraries actually – but, uhm, after the fire these
books … these discolourations … mirror-like discolourations have emerged in the
pages, uhm, and I wondered if you have seen those books?

01:30:28

LD

I haven’t actually. Where did you see them?

01:30:30

DW

They’re actually one … two of the restored books.
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01:30:33

LD

Oh, are they? Are you telling me something I didn’t know that they were actually back?
I knew they were back up, but I didn’t know they’d arrived so I must have a look. So,
is it like again mirroring thing or are they actually on pages themselves?

01:30:44

DW

Yup. You go through the book and on each page there’s this mirroring pattern, you
turn the pages, and it’s slightly different, and it's almost like flicking through, uhm, you
know one of those …

01:30:55

LD

Yeah, when you see it moving … yeah, yeah … no, I haven’t seen it. I haven’t seen
them, I need to go over and have a look at that. I hadn’t seen … I’ve got a Muirhead
Bone print of the, uhm, building of the library which I had bought about, er – probably
said this in the lecture didn’t I? – which I’d bought about, mmm … three months
previous to the fire actually and I’d been in an Oxfam shop and seen this print and …
it didn’t say where it, was but I just liked it, and then I bought it, and on my way home
I thought, ‘I’m sure that’s the Mackintosh,’ which wasn’t a building, at that point, I had
looked at properly for three or four years in any level … well, never in that level of
detail or, you know, I’d been up to degree show, that would’ve been it, and I thought
just that … it didn’t particularly look like it, as soon as you get told, you don’t even
know that Scotland, you know, or Britain or anything like that and I didn’t notice the
signature on it as Muirhead Bone, I just quite liked this lovely little etching, it’s only
about that big, and then I suddenly thought, I’m sure that’s the library, and it’s getting
built, but what it looks like is it’s getting demolished because it’s half-built and it’s like
a … it’s like a … a ruin because it’s like a half-built gable and is a half-built wall head
and the windows aren’t in, and there’s cranes everywhere, and it just looks like it’s …
like it’s now, funnily enough … and, uhm, the first thing I thought was, it must … the
first thing I thought is it’s like the demolition of the building and then when I got it
home, and I looked at it I thought, ‘I think that’s the library,’ and then I thought, ‘This
must be the building of the library – the library tower,’ and with all the cranes and other
things and the irregular shapes all of the place. Thought no more about it, came to the
opening of this building and, uhm, brought it along to show Peter Trowles and he said,
‘Oh yeah, Muirhead Bone: there was about sixty of them, and they’re all badly foxed,’
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and he very quickly dismissed it [laughs] and I thought, ‘Oh …’ and I kind of put it
back in the bag, ‘Oh … alright then.’ So, not very special after all and I just hung around,
and it was just in this carrier bag, and then I took it and got a framed … well, I went to
IKEA and bought a frame, and it looked immediately very impressive in the frame and,
uhm, and I put it on my wall and then about three weeks later the fire happened, and I
came down … I was away that weekend, and it came in on the Monday … it was a
bank holiday and looked up, and I thought, ‘Fu–!’ – sorry! – it looks exactly like my
picture because they’d taken down the gable and, uhm, it looks like it’s been demolished
again and yet, you know, hopefully, it’s going to be a rebuilding, and I thought, ‘That
is really weird,’ it’s just this … this … and I looked at my picture, and I looked at the
reality when I got home – on my camera – and I thought, ‘That’s exactly the same gable
as what I’ve bought in a … in a …’ – you know – ‘the building of it from a hundred
years previously,’ and it’s eerie, actually, ’cause it was almost the same profile that would
have been taken down, so it’s a beautiful little etching. If you haven’t got it, I’ll email it
to you so, I’ve got it.

01:33:41

DW

Strange coincidence.

01:34:42

LD

Yeah, yeah, yeah … definitely.

01:34:44

DW

And here you are.

01:34:45

LD

I know! I know! Brought to the building!

01:34:49

DW

Okay, the future: What do you hope for the future of the Mackintosh?

01:33:55

LD

Oh … So, I’ve got a personal one that I don’t cock it up, which is the biggest one
because I could never forgive myself and I will never know until it’s … I get near the
end of it, so far not. Uhm, no. But for the future of the Mackintosh, I think it becomes
this throbbing heart of the GSA again, because although this building has been doing
a magnificent job, and it will continue to do, I think, I do … I do love this building, I
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love where we are sitting at the moment, I love being able to see it, uhm … I just think
that such an extraordinary part of Scotland and Glasgow and the School … so for the
Mackintosh itself, I just wanted it to carry on doing just really clever, subliminal,
extraordinary things through people that use it because I think it has already done that
throughout its life and it just … gets into you, as a building, and it does create, uhm …
artists, I think, it really does create, ah, innovation and creativity and genius, in some
cases, and it builds … people and communities within it and friend groups and really
strong partnerships, so I think it has a real energy about what it does for people and
for creativity and practice and the city and, you know, we needed it back on the city’s
map, speaking as a Glasgow resident, and on Scotland’s map and for the School itself
I think it would just begin to, uhm, bind this wonderful institution back together again
because … I don’t think of GSA remotely as a fragmented institution, but it’s not like
we are on one big walled Oxford campus or anything like this. We’ve got this … at the
moment we are a bit spread out so, I’d like to see the Mack finished and then I’d like
to see the School itself get the Bourdon helped and made the focus of … of a bit of an
upgrade, because that’s looking a bit sad, uhm, and actually it’s a fine piece of Brutalism,
and then you’ve got an amazing piece of Modernism, Arts and Crafts or whatever you
want to call it, over the road; completely contemporary building here which I think is a
great response to the Mackintosh; a wonderful piece of Brutalism and could be made
more wonderful and then Stow will do its thing very finely, I think, and the fact it’s got
room to expand on its footprint is great for GSA, and we need to just hook ourselves
all back together again, I think, as a … as an institution and make the … the pathways
between the buildings a bit more legible and tangible, so that we feel Garnethill is, you
know, working in this kind of buzz of creative energy, so I think the Mack is really key
to … binding the School back together again, ’cause it’s, you know, to go back to that
analogy of Tom’s, with the heartbeat, it’s a really strong heart of the School of Art, and
I think it needs to come back in on all cylinders, so … I hope.

01:36:48

DW

Do you think the fire or its aftermath has had any personal impact for you?
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01:36:53

LD

Uhm, fire and the aftermath …? Who knows [ironic laugh]. I think it’s easily been the
most important job I’ve ever done, if you can say that, and I’ve had a lot of individually
– not me – but the jobs have been important, you know, in terms of what I’ve done,
uhm, but I realise the privilege of working on this building, which is huge, and, as I say,
working with the most extraordinary team of people which have been … just new
found, uhm, friends and really good good people to have, uhm, taken on in what will
be … I can’t imagine I’ll ever want to do another big job like this again, I don’t think
anything could compare to it, so … and I’ve just had my birthday two days ago, so I’m
now fifty-five and … I think I’d originally thought … at the end of this job in 2019,
when I’ll be fifty-seven … just … yeah, uhm, that I won’t look for another job again,
but in the course of doing this job certainly things have changed quite a lot for me, I
think, so, uhm – not relevant to your project at all, but my long-term… uhm … I’m
sorry I keep on getting a little bit choked – my … long-term partner kind of left earlier
this year and one of the reasons she cited that I was working too hard … so that’s really
a bit … I’m not there, which I don’t think was strictly true and I’m sure it was an easy
kind of cop-out, but that … that alters your perspective then on what you are going to
do at the end, because that would’ve been the case, so … finish this job and then do
what I wanted to do which is actually work with my hands and finish my cottage and
build it for us which is now not relevant, so I think it’s definitely altered my … during
the course of doing the job my life has definitely had a very seismic shift, I think, and
I don’t quite know what’s at the end of it, which is an interesting one, and it’s made me
think … when I went into it, I definitely thought, ‘Well, I’m going to do this job as well
as I can, four years, and really give everything I can,’ without detriment to my family –
I don’t think it was the reason but, anyway, it has been cited as one – but … I think, in
a way … this job is … is the thing … is the structure in my life at the moment, which
is now … that’s a little bit scary because it is now over two-year durations, so that …
is a bit frightening in some ways because at the end of it I’m not quite sure what …
what will happen but … I kind of hold fast to the fact that I definitely think it’s brought
the right people to it and what I mustn’t do over the period of this is … bring my …
overly emotional – this is crazy! – but, ah, it’s just all … just all a little bit kind of
current, I think, at the moment … however: yeah, I don’t know, I think I’d like to
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maintain a connection with GSA in some shape or form, ’cause I just really like the
people that I’ve come across, and I know having worked with all of them at different
levels, uhm, a little bit and some only a little bit, but there’s … individually … there’s
all sorts of turf wars going on and rivalries and like any institution, but, uhm, genuinely,
I don’t think there’s anybody here that I’d say I’ve met who … isn’t just putting their
heart and soul into what they do – I’m sure there are some, and covering it up very well
… if they are – whereas where I’ve been previously … this is an unfair thing to say …
previously in my last three years at Glasgow City Council, and there are some
magnificently stalwart just brilliant, you know, people there who’ve hung on in there
and doing a great job under a great deal of pressure and lack of resources and red tape
and politics and bureaucracy, but those latter things kind of kill the passion for what
you are trying to do ’cause there’s so much just … just petty bureaucracy goes on
nowadays sadly in local authority which is really hard to fight your way out of that kind
of paper bags to get on with what you’re good at, and there are some people who are
very good at their job, and I just wish they had the … the relative freedom here with
… that I’m allowed, i.e. there is a budget to do the job, everybody knows what they
want to see happen, there’s huge support, and there is an element of … of wishing to
be bold in what you’re doing and take risks and to go beyond things, not just … just
work within the parameters of what is, uhm, you know, a safe, risk-averse approach
which is what you have to do, you have to kind of just battened down and just work in
a very very, uhm, constrained circumstances, I think, these days in a lot of local
authorities there’s so many people watching you, and there’s so many angles to what
you’re trying to do and … the political kind of overlay to things, whereas here, uhm,
that’s not to say there aren’t very strong systems in place and parameters, we have to
work to, but … you are allowed to be as good as you can be as well so, I think I really
love that element of … and I love the youth of the institution as well, which is great,
that energy of kind of young people come in and do things, so all of that is quite lifeenhancing, and I think … which is a great credit, I think, to the Glasgow School of Art
so … yeah, I think after it and what happens and how it affected me … I’ve loved …
I have loved it, and I enjoy it, it’s a hard, in many ways, it’s the hardest job I’ve ever
done, and there’s definitely … there’s more process in terms of the construction, uhm
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… how construction works these days which is less enjoyable, you know, there’s always
the potential of quite litigious occurrences in a construction contract, so everybody
slightly has to keep everything in triplicate and watch the backs, but that is the
bureaucracy involved in construction these days but, having said that … uhm, now and
again, we try and bring everybody together and say, ‘Come on guys, we’re all together
in this,’ you know, and I … on a personal level, there are just so good … so many good
people working together that … we’ll see how it shakes down but, you know, so far …
I trust everybody I’m working with which is a great thing so … we’ll see … sorry, again
huge rambling!

01:43:05

DW

I can see you as a professor! [laughter] And finally – this is my very last question I
promise you – is there anything you would like to add that we haven’t discussed and
you think we should?

01:43:16

LD

Oh, flip … hmm … so let’s see going back to what you’re after: the materiality and the
materials, I suppose … uhm …. I …. well, one thing we’ve spoken about but I don’t
know if it’s gone anywhere else within the School is that: I would love to see – we
touched upon it at the beginning – that the School may be, at the end of this project,
and as a result of doing the Mackintosh, kind of does a little bit of … the building is
going back in very simple terms to its 1909 … its finished product as Mackintosh
handed it back to us and then the School will go in and overlay its 2019 and thereafter
influences, you know … time marching on, which is great, but, one of the things …
maybe as a slightly revisiting, I would really think School … should and could consider
is whether or not it introduces more materiality back into its own practice so … it long
since … well, not long since, it’s recently, in fact, closed down its ceramics course and
that might be the right decision, but I think there are things that have happened within
this project that have shown the beauty and the creativity and the still, uhm, ability to
be very contemporary in terms of materials which are traditional materials and maybe
even traditional processes, but using contemporary ways, and I think the School would
be well-placed to build on this new experience it will have in terms of just, uhm, local
materials and sort of stone and timber and brass and lead and glass and actually look at
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the materiality of the building and how it assists teaching and can be used in a very
contemporary way to advance creative practice by way of more … more … I don’t
want to say ‘artisan’ well, I do want to say ‘artisan’, in a way, because I think that the
growth of that today in society is a really interesting one. I come across people all the
time now, who are quite often sole practitioners and they’re working metal, forging or,
uhm, on the weekend, who made glass, and these are the folk who are popping up quite
often as one-man bands, uhm, and maybe setting up as cooperatives or sometimes
going off into these idyllic locations, you read about them in your Sunday supplement,
and they are the new artisan workers who are creating new, small-scale but really highvalue, uhm, and good quality work and jobs and also art and, uhm, practical, functional,
work … and working with other people in really interesting ways and I … I know GSA
has always been really cutting edge or likes to think of itself, certainly in the Fine Art
department, you know, it’s been right out there in terms of embracing very new and
avant-garde and shocking and not even there yet ways of, uhm, expressing creative
practice. I just think it shouldn’t have … it should rethink some of the things that it did
quite a long time ago and did brilliantly, because Glasgow was right there in global
terms, in terms of it, uhm, it’s … it’s … how it worked with materials and the artistry
of that and I think … it has an opportunity to rethink whether or not it tries to bring
that back in as part of the legacy of this building, actually, having been restored with
the use of those people and materials and the skills that will hopefully bring to the job,
so that would be a really genuine legacy, I think, for the city and definitely for Glasgow
School of Art and I would take a course … I’ll come back as a student [laughs].

01:46:53

DW

That’s it. Thank you very much, thank you for your time.

01:56:54

LD

Good. Just as well I arrived early!
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Interview Transcript: Gretel Evans (GEv)
Conservation Department Manager, AOC Archaeology.
Interviewed by Dawn Worsley (DW) on 12 July 2017: AOC Archaeology Edinburgh Offices.

00:00:00

---

[Introductions]

00:00:32

DW

You can or cannot answer this, depends if you want to or not: uhm, can I ask you your
date of birth and where you were born?

00:00:38

GEv

Yeah, 12th of March 1977 and I was born in Singapore.

00:00:42

DW

Okay. Uhm, first of all, how did you come to be involved in the forensic excavation of
the Mackintosh Library?

00:00:50

GEv

Oh …we were initially … well for the actual excavation was through a company called
Kirkdale Archaeology who carried out the excavation of the library, ehm, now I think
they were possibly recommended by Historic Environment Scotland, or that’s where
they came from, they do a lot of work, uhm, at various properties in care for Historic
Scotland so they’re used to excavating in these various properties whether they’re big
castles or, uhm, cathedrals or basically historic scheduled monuments and, uhm …
they were, ah, looking for somebody to assist them with the actual triage of artefacts
and what they find ’cause they were just used to doing excavation. We do sometimes
carry out conservation on their excavated material anyway, so they came to us with
that proposal, uhm, and we were obviously very happy to be involved and they … the
lead person there, Gordon Ewart, uhm, sort of proposed his methodology and also
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gave an idea of what he was after and then we sat down in conjunction with him and
also people also from Glasgow School of Art to refine and define what we would do,
uhm, and that is the process that I was first involved in with that.

00:02:08

DW

Okay. Uhm … and can you tell me about your, uhm, day-to-day involvement in … in
that process?

00:02:19

GEv

In the whole process of the excavation?

00:02:20

DW

Yes. Either on-site and before and after as well.

00:20:23

GEv

Okay yeah. Well, uhm, as the project manager for the, uhm, project I, uhm, as I say,
defined and refined our methodology and … and in conjunction with Gordon and
what we call to clients at GSA. Ehm, so I wrote a … proposal as to what we would do,
how we would record things, what we would do on-site … obviously had an idea of
what we would doing afterwards in terms of writing up the … the body of work as
well, uhm, and I then … ah, led the project on-site in terms of, well, project-managing
it, getting us onto site which was … there was kind of quite a few hiccups, not to be
unexpected really with something in terms of the … the, uhm what’s the word? It’s
gone from my head … you know, in terms of having a … a high-profile project and
then also, uhm, in terms of the health and safety of working in such a hazardous
environment, uhm, and … so, that was my role and … and really leading … leading
the team. So, defining the project really from the conservation side and leading the
team and getting us onto site and then project-managing it. Uhm, I was probably onsite to start off with every day and then as the project went on for several weeks and
months, uhm, Natalie [Mitchell] who was my colleague, who was up to speed, so she
was more there on a day-to-day level, supervising our technicians and I will be there
continuing the project management role and, ehm, liaise with the clients and that kind
of thing.
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00:04:02

DW

Okay, can you tell me a bit more about that methodology and the documentation and
reporting?

00:04:05

GEv

Yes. I probably should have had a quick look before I came up! I’m just trying to think:
so, we would have done a proposal, a part of that proposal obviously is to provide a
costing and in order to provide a costing we kind of need to know what we’re doing
and what we’re looking for. So, the initial costing for a certain number of days, which
way, uhm … it went on for longer than on the initial proposal, but that is not really
surprising because there was a number of hiccups or hitches with progress to start off
with, so … we also were … really the project managers for the site at that time, who
an interim company or an interim project-management company, were also wanting
us to be completed in a certain time, so there was that pressure, so we … I … I literally
sort of wrote the document that would satisfy the client and to us meeting their needs,
how would we … would do it in terms of working with Gordon and his team, ehm,
the actual physical processes involved of working where they would, uhm, where their
… where their remit stops and ours started and how we would interface and also, uhm
… so, that was kind of more in the document, there was the decision tree which was
proposed by the client at GSA which was what we worked to, and we … on having,
receiving that from them, and we then obviously had a look over that … I’m trying to
remember whether we had to suggest any alterations or clarifications perhaps more so
… and then, uhm … actually putting all of that into practice, so obviously writing that
kind of proposal, coming up with the methodology, talking to people about it, uhm,
how it would work … and that’s all great in theory and then obviously once we got
on-site itself, actually putting it into practice and then tweaking and amending because
obviously theory and practice don’t always marry up. Uhm, so that was … for that, in
a way, was a kind of nice trial period. Uhm, in the McLellan Galleries where a lot of
the materials that were rescued at the very time of the fire by the Fire Rescue Service
and also the other kind of, uhm, people assisting, a lot of conservators were there to
assist, uhm, they had stored a lot of material that had come out or been taken out of
the building, and that was that the McLellan Galleries, so … we, uhm, started with
going through the materials there before we got onto site, so it gave us a chance to trial
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out the ‘decision tree’ and how well it works in practice and … for any queries that it
threw up to be … basically, uhm … clarified and our processes refined.

00:06:42

DW

Okay. Uhm, and what did the School of Art actually engage you to do exactly? What
were they hoping … you would find or achieve or …?

00:06:56

GEv

Uhm, I think the idea was really that in terms of … we’ve called it a ‘salvage operation’,
so to salvage as much as we could, uhm and … and one of our … ah, kind of proposals
and suggestions was that obviously really, you need … we needed the excavation …
the library needed to be excavated for the building, uhm, to be made safe and for the
Mackintosh [Restoration] Project go-ahead, and it was like one large big bonfire. So,
we then had to rescue as much as we could and, uhm, we’ve always sort of stressed the
idea that, uhm … just because we salvage it in the first place, it doesn’t necessarily
mean it needs to be kept in perpetuity, but those decisions could be made further along
the line, as well as, uhm, just highlighting the uhm … potential or possibilities, the
conservation possibilities and potential of the material that’s been rescued or salvaged,
so for example … we wouldn’t be able to return a burnt piece of Mackintosh, ahem,
furniture to its former glory. Ahm … if you could, that would be restoration anyway,
but it was more about capturing the information that that piece still held and then a
decision could be made as to whether it needed to be retained or not, so for example
in terms of, ehm … so, a Mackintosh piece of wooden furniture that, ehm, you could
look at the … things like the wood species, the wood, ehm, manufacturing methods
and … and … ah, any other materials, ehm, that were involved, you could identify
those and would be a body of information about … about that. Ehm, you could even
do things like, eh, digital scanning, laser scanning, so that, again, these things wouldn't
necessarily need to be retained as they were, but could be in a much more …
information would be held in a much more compact form. So, it was really just kind
of to, you know, literally offer up as much potential for the … the damaged material
as … as possible, with, you know, decisions not being need to be made at the time but
… but options being given.
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00:08:58

DW

Okay. Great. Okay. So, have you ever worked on … a project like this where, uhm, it’s
a recent fire in a site that’s in use?

00:09:10

GEv

No. I think I can safely say it was very, uhm, very unique. After that, there was, uhm
… subsequent to that there was the Clandon Park disaster? And our London office …
archaeologists were involved with that and we sent Natalie down as, uhm … to provide
some conservation advice to the, uhm, National Trust, uhm, and I also had a
conversation with Katy Lithgow who’s the head conservator for the National Trust
just telling her what we’d found, so subsequently the, you know … you seemed to be
speaking to people about it, but prior to that, ehm, no, I don’t think I’d been involved
in that kind of scale of disaster.

00:09:51

DW

So, would your approach … you have a methodology I guess based on an established
archaeological methodology, would you change it, tweak it slightly for …?

00:10:02

GEv

Well, we did. We … we … I suppose our proposal was based on …. ehm, an
archaeological approach, forensic psychological approach so obviously, what would
normally happen is archaeologists go and dig and we would either receive the artefacts
and then carry out a conservation assessment and say what we could do with them in
terms of conserving them or in terms of information we could retrieve from them. In
fact, it’s very similar. And the other thing we would do, uhm, on an archaeological site
is we would go and give assistance for particularly fragile finds being recovered. So, I
suppose it's just following those principles of archaeological conservation and applying
them to an entirely different context.

00:10:40

DW

Okay, uhm … [GEv pours coffee] coffee!

00:10:44

GEv

Coffee.

00:10:46

DW

So, when you first … when you first … saw the library or just immediately before you
saw the library, what did you expect to see?
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00:10:56

GEv

Uhm … I … I … I can’t quite remember what I expected to see, I had been to …
Would you like some coffee?

00:11:03

DW

Yeah.

00:11:04

GEv

… to the uhm … to the building beforehand. I’d been one evening, I think, for the art
show and a friend had shown me around, so I had seen the building. I don’t think I’d
actually seen the library in all its glory, but I had seen pictures of it and, uhm, I was
also familiar with, uhm … other aspects of Mackintosh work. I live in Glasgow, so I
see a fair bit, I used to work for Glasgow Museums, and they were working on the
Mackintosh Tearooms Project, so I was … I was familiar with the whole aspect of …
can I take your spoon?

00:11:38

DW

Yes.

00:11:38

GEv

Thank you … uhm, that whole aspect … in terms of what I … I expected to see …
I’m not too sure; actually, I have to say. I … I was away when the fire first happened,
I was actually on holiday somewhere, and I remember seeing it on the news and then
looking it up on the internet because I was so gobsmacked and … what I saw was the
fire raging out of the roof and I actually just thought that the whole building would be
devastated, so I think I was probably pleasantly surprised to see that there was, in a
way, so much still retained that … especially knowing, uhm, how much wood is in …
is in the construction, in the interior, to still see … to still be able to walk about a good
part of the building. I think, uhm, what I’d seen in terms of the fire, I was … kind of
pleasantly surprised, if you can be, to … to see that there was so much building left
inside, uhm, but then when I got to the actual library bit, you know, you could see that
it was totally devastated and I remember somebody also shown the lecture theatre
downstairs? And, you know, that kind of quite eerie feeling of what had … what had
(a) gone on and (b) been lost, because, ehm … certainly, the library was one big bonfire
and … and when you saw also what had happened to some of the materials, even in
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that first initial visit in terms of … uhm, distortion and collapse and, you know, what
have you, I do actually remember thinking it was really quite fortunate that there was
no loss of life as such for such a devastating fire, uhm, and that was, I think, particularly
lucky just for the way things happen in terms of time, etcetera … especially with, if
you’re thinking of recent events [Grenfell Tower Fire, 14 June 2017] as well, ehm …
so, yeah. So, I suppose I never really thought back on it like that, but it was I suppose
kind of, ‘Oh, goodness.’ It could’ve been an awful lot worse, although it was quite
awful but certainly I remember looking at the lecture theatre and that was really eerie
because everything was still standing, but totally charred, and the library was just
devastated, so … I did remember thinking, ‘Oh my gosh, I’m glad I’m not excavating
this bit!’ [laughs] Glad I was going to stand down here and get everything back, but,
uhm … yeah, so …

00:13:57

DW

So, it immediately struck you as a huge … job?

00:14:01

GEv

A huge undertaking. It was also quite … as I say, quite eerie, almost to walk in … so
you walk in through one part of the building, it’s totally untouched, and then you walk
up the stairs, and the lovely staircase and it’s still totally untouched and I was thinking,
you know, ‘Where was this fire?’ And you can smell it and then you start to see more.
But what, I think, was quite striking, as you walked down the uhm, corridor … when
I first went to view the fire, before we started the job, just have a look around, uhm,
you walked down the corridor where was all the sculpture and the friezes … and they
were just totally blackened and charred and so … it was kind of very arty in its own
way that, you know, you had this kind of corridor leading and then this really dramatic
devastation at the end which was literally just one big bonfire, about so high. You
must’ve seen pictures of it or did you get to see it at the time?

00:14:52

DW

Yes.

00:14:53

GEv

Yeah.
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00:14:53

DW

Yes. Can you describe … can you describe what you saw and also a bit more about
that eeriness?

00:14:59

GEv

Uhm, I think the eeriness was from, as I say, sort of seeing one part of the building
just totally untouched … and then, I think the … the corridor and … I’m trying to
remember the glass in the corridor … uhm … what you saw, things … like I say, just
the material changes and … and working with materials and knowing a slight, uhm, bit
of … of the kind, you know, material culture, having some idea … even though I
couldn’t tell you actual figures, but … but having some idea of the temperatures that
things must reach to … to change them, the way they have, so seeing, you know, glass
window panes still intact but totally crazed, seeing things like, uhm, the … I think
they’re probably 1960s fire doors and how they literally hadn’t been touched, and that’s
all still intact and you think, ‘Oh, goodness me, there is … they have done their job,
and there is a real point to them, ugly as they are!’ And, as I say, then just seeing … the
sculpture was quite amazing because you could also see that there’d been chemical
changes to the plaster, uhm, under the heat and how it was blackened, but, you know,
really quite … uhm … what’s the word? … just nothing I’ve ever seen like that, because
these lovely marble … or plaster sculptures, I should say, or imitation marble
sculptures, and … and the way that they’d just been massively altered by this fire. Very
classical-looking sculptures and very very blackened in this corridor … and seeing
things like the, uhm, the wood still being intact, but the coatings or paint surface just
been totally, uhm, crinkled and crizzled and crazed, which is obviously just a heat thing.
Uhm, and then in the … the library itself, I mean, just an absolute mound, uhm …
also, just seeing … because we were looking up, and seeing the furniture-store floor
had pretty much gone, apart from a few bits, so seeing that, and then, uhm, lots of kind
of, you know, just when see all that crumpled metal and you realize kind of what has,
you know, gone on … uhm … and then just taking that a little bit further, it was really
strange when … when they finally … well, were starting to excavate or certainly got to
the floor and to seeing this totally untouched floor intact still, in the library. It’s quite
… it just makes you think the way that fire works and … what it does and …
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00:17:24

DW

Yes.

00:17:26

GEv

Yes. It’s very strange. Yeah, strange.

00:17:29

DW

The fire itself was quite … as an entity, as a chemical thing … as a physical thing, is
quite …

00:17:36

GEv

Yeah. It’s … it’s funny, isn’t it? I mean, it’s a bit like when you … when you learn about
any kind of fires or if you do … I remember doing fire training when I was in some
… working in some big place like Selfridges, you know, then … and that whole aspect
that it’s not usually a fire that kills you anyway, obviously, it’s the smoke inhalation and
things like that, but … uhm … yes, seeing the devastation on the one hand but then
further into the job, also seeing, uhm, how much was salvageable and also in places
how much was undamaged like, I’ve talked about the floor being really intact and not
even burnt, and then sometimes … and I think also the construction of the library
itself, so with the mezzanine … the way this mezzanine kind of obviously kind of
pretty much fell down, and then … intact underneath that, quite often, was some of
these book cupboards with books in, and obviously just because the fire had been …
had been pretty much quashed in these areas, uhm, so it’s really interesting to see the
way the fire took hold of the building and what it affected, and what it didn’t, uhm …
yeah, the lecture theatre. I only saw that once or twice, but it was quite stunning …
quite, you know, visually stunning. It was … very strange to see … that.

00:18:50

DW

Did you feel you could actually reconstruct the event from your training or just …?

00:18:58

GEv

I … I didn’t, I mean, obviously you can see where the fire’s gone and where it’s had
an effect and where … perhaps the smoke has blackened things and, as I said, the heat,
how that’s affected materials but things haven’t necessarily been burnt? You know, like
wood is intact, but obviously, the coatings have been … the heat has affected it. Uhm,
twisted metal as well, that’s actually structural as well, to see that is always kind of, you
know, you don’t normally get to see that when it’s all twisted and burnt … and I did
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think initially … my initial thoughts were, ‘Oh my goodness, how are they going to
excavate this in an archaeological fashion,’ but it did work really well. I think it’s
because I saw it as a massive bonfire and you kind of thought that, oh … you know,
when you’re a kid, and you go near a bonfire … that’s an old bonfire, and you pull
things out, the thing collapses, you know, it’s kind of dangerous, but in actual fact, I
think partially, because of what had happened and, uhm, subsequent to the fire, so the
fact that you had obviously the fire brigade going in, you had the … the water being
poured, then you had it left for something like six months, it was kind of pretty solid,
and it was almost like you could … you could actually almost cut through it and get
these … sections as you would in a … an archaeological dig. So, it, uhm … it was
interesting to see that that actually kind of worked as a process, uhm, and then … I
think, as you went through things and then as information became available and also
as Gordon, uhm, Ewart at Kirkdale also constructed things and talked about his ideas,
about how the fire had … had taken hold, uhm, it became more apparent over time,
yeah.

00:20:27

DW

It is quite interesting, uhm that you could almost … you could slice it like a cake,
almost.

00:20:31

GEv

It did. It was kind of like that, I mean not everywhere, obviously, but … for was
something that was a huge mound and also bearing in mind that when you first came
to the … the door where the fire was, it was literally a mound up to about here, I say
that, if you’re standing up, you know. So, it was a high mound, and you think, ‘Oh my
goodness,’ how are you going to get into that with all this twisted structural metal in
and things like that, and bits of floor or ceiling hanging from above. Ehm, but I think
as I said, because I think the … it would’ve been drenched with the water and then left
for a long time and things kind of just probably under their own weight and the process
of the water kind of drying out, actually, it became more solid, it wasn’t this big kind
of ash fire that got disturbed – it would’ve been immediately afterwards, but this was
further down the line – and say it was excavatable – not that there’s such a word, but …
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00:21:17

DW

There is now!

00:21:18

GEv

Yes! [laughs] …you know, so, yeah, I mean … and all credit to the archaeologist for
doing a great job in terms of … making sense of that as well.

00:21:27

DW

Yeah. Can you describe the … sounds and smells of that space?

00:21:31

GEv

Uhm, the smell, obviously and overwhelmingly, the smell of burnt … but …

00:21:36

DW

Burnt-ness?

00:21:37

GEv

… uhm, not … you know, not fresh burnt, not like somebody’s just … uhm, burnt
some toast, not that kind of burnt. It’s … it’s a … it’s a smoke … kind of damage
thing, uhm, that you could definitely smell, uhm … actually, it’s just reminded me I
have been involved in another fire thing! [laughs] So I remember that as well, that was
years ago … yes, so … to start off with, there … there was certainly sounds, what
would’ve been a group of us looking around, there wouldn’t have been much else,
probably quite quiet … the whole thing quite quiet on the whole, unless there’s people
around, uhm … although when we are back on-site and then the whole thing, you’ve
got, obviously, builders and demolition guys working in there, and there could be a bit
more … a lot more going on. But the smell … the smell was a … an old smoke smell,
you know, sort of kind of smoky, very smoky smell somehow rather than something
recently burnt and that was just in everything, you kind of … you know, even when
you walked in the building you could … you could smell it even when you weren’t near
the burnt area to start off with. Uhm, it definitely was throughout the building.

00:22:43

DW

Did you find … did you find it infused … did you take it home with you?

00:22:47

GEv

Oh yes [laughs]. Oh yes, it was lovely! I used to … I live in Glasgow, so it was quite
nice to be able to get the train to work on a daily basis, but I must have looked like an
absolute state coming home every day. I used to go and wash up at the end of the day
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and obviously, you’d be kind of … even wearing gloves and a facemask, I was filthy
… and it’s just amazing how much you must actually kind of, you know, touch yourself
and sometimes just be walking around or I’d pop out at lunch and have to remember
that … you did look a bit like a scarecrow and black marks everywhere and … yeah …
but yeah, I would’ve gone home and been quite stinky no doubt.

00:23:20

DW

And so what was the duration of the actual excavation? How many months was that?

00:23:25

GEv

Hmm, I might have to refer to something to get you that proper figure, but we started
in November sometime I’m sure … and I think we work through to about February.
Obviously, Christmas was in-between, and that wasn’t all necessarily the excavation
because what we did as well, obviously, we spent those couple of weeks in the McLellan
going through the … something like two hundred boxes of salvaged material to sort
that out … which was good, ’cause it was a great trial kind of practice run to see that
(a) the decision tree worked or threw up any queries which we could iron out at that
stage or, you know, amend if it wasn’t practical, uhm, and also to see how we could
process and record the material, ’cause everything was given a number and taken a
photograph of and entered into a spreadsheet, uhm, but also then, uhm, storing it, and
the, uhm, disposal–retention process as well … so, that was the first couple of weeks,
then we got on-site. There was a bit of delay with getting on-site. There was various
health and safety issues … we had to go off and have some … I think I had it anyway
… but had to make sure everyone had asbestos-awareness training. Uhm, I also had to
… I did have to write the uhm … for the … I’m trying to remember what their name
is … Kaya who does it now who are the other people that did it? … begins with ‘T’…
I’ve got to make from them … it’s not that only either! The guys before Kaya? It’ll
come back to me … We had to satisfy the Health and Safety [Management] Standards,
so I wrote the risk assessment and method statement of what we would be doing and,
uhm, I think that was a little bit … probably … that probably would have come back
at least once from them with, you know, amendments and going forwards, so there
was a lot to cover in terms of the risk assessment, and there were a few things we had
to have. Uhm, discussions about how we’d get GSA involved, uhm, just to get a better
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kind of, uhm … just to get things through sometimes, uhm … I mean there was things
like there was supposed to be no photography on-site; obviously, we needed to
photograph everything, there were things like … normally you can only use one tenvolt equipment, and we needed to hoover … these kinds of things, just to kind of get
by … uhm … So, from actually on-site, we got there … and I’m not sure when in
November … I’d say a good couple of months. I think we might have finished the
excavation by Christmas, but I really would need to check that … but then after that,
we still had all the material to pack and processes in the McLellan, and so, uhm, we
went back to the McLellan and the salvaged pieces of … larger furniture and all the
other things needed to be properly packed for long-term storage, so … that took a
good few weeks as well.

00:26:04

DW

Okay. Uhm, and … did you say because … because I suppose you were dealing with,
uhm … individuals who have an emotional connection with this kind of … with the
building, do you take a different approach in that sense? How objective or subjective
can you be in …?

00:26:26

GEv

Uhm … I can be quite objective! [laughs] Sometimes too objective! I think that’s just
doing the job that I do, you know, it’s … ahm, I think definitely for me, uhm, and as
conservators you do … you don’t go into conservation unless you do care about
material culture in particular, it’s usually the archaeological or historical, or something
like that. Uhm, this was kind of different because it … it was different … uhm,
Mackintosh material that’s also burnt. But in actual fact, uhm … I can probably be
quite objective in terms of getting on because I was the one who needs to get us onsite and get the job done and answer all the queries and … and that is my priority in
terms of that. Uhm … when it comes down to … other aspects, I also think I have to
be pragmatic and practical that we can’t rescue everything, but I would also sometimes
have differing opinions to … uhm, perhaps people who, uhm … well, I think there
was … there was … it was interesting, actually, just to see, perhaps more so, some of
the staff from GSA and their different reactions, I mean obviously, many very
devastated people about the building and the library, and we watched … we worked
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with a lot of library staff … and I was quite interested to see their different reactions,
so I think it was quite hard for a lot of the library staff, so I think there was at least one
person who didn’t want to go anywhere near the site afterwards and wouldn’t view it.
We worked a lot with, uhm, Alison Stevenson who’s the head librarian as you know,
and uhm … you know, you could tell obviously that the effect it … it had on her. The
librarians too, who I worked with every day, who would actually … when we got to
the … some of the, uhm, the books for the retention or disposal, we obviously … we
only had so much space to process and store material so they would come round and
sometimes, at some points, a daily basis, we’d … we’d basically have boxes and boxes
of books, and we would’ve gone through them and recorded pretty much everything
and highlight to one side, you know, put to one side things that we thought, possibly
thought really did deserved extra-special attention or what have you, they would have
to come round and really kind of approve the disposal or retention. Uhm, and there
was some lovely stuff there, even … I mean gorgeous stuff, even though it’s still
burned. I remember looking at some of these Burlington journals and other things …
and Vogues and … you know … and I was also telling people very strictly, nothing was
to go, nothing was to be taken away, you know, because obviously people can get into
the souvenirs aspect, uhm, and then, obviously, watching a lot of this material going
into the skip, I think the books was quite kind of like, ‘Oooooh!’ You know, really
difficult, but, uhm … as I say, I’m also pragmatic in … in … in the aspect that I am
… running a project, and I have to achieve the client’s needs, and I have to, uhm …
go with … go with their requirements and obviously we can propose various things
but I … I … I … I quite understood, I mean, my issue is I know how much, from
what I’ve done for a number of years, I know how much it costs to store things, and
there’s no … there’s no point in keeping something if doesn't really have a use or a
purpose afterwards. We may all want to, but it’s totally impractical. Uhm, I do
remember one of the girls who work with us as one of the technicians who was …
used to have quite strong opinions about the fact that nothing … you, know, all his
books being thrown away and they could be going to student conservators who could
be practising on them, and, uhm, there is that kind of very much different … ahh,
attitude, I think, with people who are perhaps … haven’t … not necessarily younger,
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but they haven’t had the experience of … of actually working through twenty years of
conservation projects and knowing that the success of the project, uhm, relies on
achieving the aims that have been defined, that you cannot actually go off and conserve
the whole world and conserve everything and if you do, you’re going to fail in your
major priorities, so I don’t have too much difficulty with that. I probably have more
difficulty trying to explain to people who are getting quite emotional about it that it’s
just not … it’s just not practical. Maybe it’s something that I’ve become hardened to
over the years, and I’m just … kind of … accept it, because otherwise, you would be
too upset trying to conserve the whole world, and there’s no point, you know, there
isn’t enough money, and there isn’t enough time and, you know, things have to go on,
so … I think seeing some of the lovely Burlington books go out the door, I think, would
be lovely and part of me probably would have gone, ‘Oh, that would be really nice to
keep,’ you know, but also … you can’t … you can’t do that, so … I was very aware of
the whole … aspect of confidentiality around the whole process as well and I’m very
aware of … uhm, media and when media get hold of, uhm, certain information, how
it can be twisted and, uhm, you know, sort of used in an inappropriate fashion as well,
so I totally understand the … confidentiality aspect behind that. Uhm … so, I don’t
… I didn’t have too much problem with it, because … you know, yes, if we kept all
the burnt books, that’s all very well, we’ve kept all the burnt books, and we don’t feel
quite so bad for not throwing them out, but what are you going to actually do with
them and where are they going to go and, in actual fact, it’s just … you know, the …
the … the, you know, the librarians know the collection best, uhm, and as … as they
say, everything that wasn’t retained was because there is another copy somewhere else,
so I have no problem with that, I don’t kind of … I really don’t. But I did see a lot of
people who did …so … on a level, some of them are absolutely gorgeous even though
they’re kind of partially burnt, but, ehm … I think I just … I understand the
pragmatism of the whole thing, and that’s where I would come from that there’s no
point in retaining it unless it’s actually got a purpose, and it … and it costs to retain
things, uhm, so it might be nice to retain a half-burnt Mackintosh chair but … maybe
one … but if you’re not going to … if you’re not going to do anything with them …
you can’t keep them forever, so …
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00:32:34

DW

It’s quite interesting how … some books became objects, they stopped functioning as
a book and became an object … a lovely object, a burnt object, but a material object
… uhm, and, uhm, that some … some of these artefacts that came out of the fire,
some were treated as books, they could be conserved and be used as a book again, and
then … there was one particular example which has since gone to the Engine Shed
which was a book but is now an object that represents the fire more than the contents
of the book. Uhm, do you … can you tell me about that book?

00:33:16

GEv

Uhm, yes. I mean I … I … I worked on the Engine Shed exhibition material, so I am
familiar with it. The book didn’t really need any conservation. It came to the lab just
to get photographed and recorded. Uhm, it does look quite stunning as that burnt
book. It’s a large book, it’s … you know, quite visually stunning … and it is now, as
you say, retained as an object for the fire. Uhm, some of the … other books that were
conserved as books, I mean, there was only a certain … a very small number and they
were rather … well, I say, ‘rather nice books’ … it’s a bit of a bland term … but they
were quite special books. There was one of the Japanese prints, I think, if I remember,
with a silk cover, uhm, and those were salvaged with a view of being conserved, uhm
… and I understand that they were picked because they were … more … I wouldn’t
even say rare because the special collection was held elsewhere, ehm, but they were very
intact and very beautiful books and, uhm … yeah, so I suppose the books staying as
books and the book that became an object … I can … I can understand that …. I
suppose it’s a bit like the other objects in the exhibition for the Engine Shed that, you
know, the … the window which I worked on at GSA which came out of the library,
uhm … and that exhibition at the Engine Shed is to show the changes in materials,
uhm, but I suppose the book is very iconic because it was a library, the window possibly
less so, as a window from the library … but the library contained books and here’s a
burnt book, so I think it evokes that idea in people’s mind that all the books have been
burnt like that when they don’t necessarily have, uhm, and … yeah, I understand a few
of them going for conservation ’cause they were salvageable and … and more, er, kind
of worthy of the … that amount of attention, really, but the cost that would be involved
in … conserving any one of those books could not be applied to the whole library. So,
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yes, I think there has to be a cut-off point and … yeah, I’m not sure what else I can
really … really add to that one. I don’t … yeah, it doesn’t … it doesn’t kind of faze me
too much. I understand why the book has been retained and will be iconic, there’s …
elements of books that were retained. There was one where we, uhm … pulled out
some pages of and I think that’s the other thing that we did with the librarians is that
sometimes, uhm, just some plates from within books were salvaged. There was one
that had a … various different typefaces and they’ve been put into Melinex, and they’re
rather nice, all charred around the edges again, so … uhm … yes, I’m not … I can
understand that one becoming … like that … but …

00:36:08

DW

Can you describe it to me, because I haven’t actually seen it?

00:36:10

GEv

Have you not seen it? Okay, I’m trying to remember, it’s … it’s large [coughs] excuse
me. It’s quite a large book. It’s not a traditional kind of A4 size or anything like that.
It’s quite large. Square. I think it’s got a textile-bound cover. It’s black and … but what
you see is the … the, I think, the edges of the book are missing so you can see the
leaves of paper which all burnt, I don’t know if you ever used to do that thing at school
when you had to create like a little treasure map, and you used to get … dip it in tea
and then burn the edges? It kind of reminded me of that. So, it looks … old and historic
and, you know, fire damaged in that respect. That’s what it really reminds me of, that
kind of idea of the missing part of a page with burnt edges, and obviously, little bits
will fall off, and it’s quite a big thick book as well, so …

00:36:55

DW

Do you remember the contents of it?

00:36:58

GEv

Uhm, I can’t, but I did remember looking at the title recently. We installed that a few
… a couple of months ago so … it would’ve gone out of my head at that point, but
I’m sure I did … I remember looking at the title which was … something … yeah, I
can’t remember, but I’m sure … I’m sure I wrote about it in the report when I did the
report for the client, we just said it was this book. I’d have to check that if you’re
interested, but …
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00:37:24

DW

Yes, I am, ’cause it … it was unidentified for quite a long while and had this mystery
about it, so … did you have the job of finding out what the book was?

00:37:34

GEv

No. I’m sure … I’m sure it’s quite obvious when you open it up. I’ll check the report,
and I’ll try and remember. I didn’t have too much to do with the book. I picked it up
from Glasgow School of Art, and I looked at it and … the point of the exhibition at
the Engine Shed is to show the … changes that fire, uhm, causes to materials, and the
Engine Shed is really about building materials but, obviously, and the Mackintosh
Library fire was, you know, the library, so the book is very good for getting that aspect
across, uhm, and so to actually carry out any conservation treatment would’ve altered
the book, so one of the … the brief was a bit strange, I suppose a little bit like the
Mackintosh salvage [laughs]. So the brief for conserving these, uhm, objects chosen
for the exhibition was obviously not to … not to, you know, change them too much,
whereas we would normally try and preserve something although we don’t want to
change its aesthetic appearance too much, so, uhm, I took the decision that literally
there would be very minimal conversation happening to many things, apart from to
stabilise them, uhm so literally the book had pretty much nothing done, apart from
maybe a very basic cleaning of anything loose, uhm. But every time it’s handled, small
bits of burnt paper will come off it, uhm … but, yeah, I think it would’ve been very
difficult to actually conserve the book without changing its appearance and making it
look like something had happened to it … subsequently.

00:39:00

DW

How do you stabilise a book?

00:39:03

GEv

Well, I’m not a book conservator. I’m not a paper conservator, but, ehm, you could
structurally stabilise it if things are falling apart, uhm, the other thing was to … we
were looking at possibly using some kind of consolidant to stop little bits of burnt
breaking off, but … but it’s burnt and the moment you kind of apply anything, it’s
probably going to end up looking plasticky or altered or that kind of thing, so … you
know, it’s not usual really … if somebody was to conserve a burnt book, normally
they’d be wanting to turn it back to looking unburnt … and like a normal book, and
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that wasn’t really our brief … that wasn’t our brief … so, uhm, if you were to, uhm,
conserve the book you’d probably be looking at where you had loss of paper from the
edge of a leaf, in filling that, uhm, putting paper there, matching paper, that kind of
thing to make it look like it’s not missing, which obviously it is.

00:39:50

DW

Like nothing ever happened to it.

00:39:52

GEv

Yeah. Yes. Yes, which is not the … not the … really suitable for this, so …

00:39:57

DW

Okay. I don’t know if you ever saw or remember, uhm, there are a couple of other
books, uhm, I’m interested in. They have been conserved as books, uhm, and inside, I
think it’s … patternation that’s occurred from being in damp conditions, being pressed
together and some kind of mould growth in them …

00:40:17

GEv

Right.

00:40:18

DW

Anyway, this is kind of mirror-like patternation happened within the pages and
throughout the book and it kind of alters on each page. Do you have any recollection
of anything like that?

00:40:27

GEv

I don’t. I mean, one: [coughs] when we did get to the sections, which was quite early
in the excavation because the book cupboard on the right-hand wall as you enter the
library was quite well preserved under the mezzanine floor, uhm, and we were quite
surprised at … the intactness of the cupboards or … some of the books within the
cupboards as well, so at that point we would give the archaeologists assistance, and the
other thing we did also was to equip them with some, uhm, solution to spray the mould
because we also saw, uhm, an awful lot of weird and wonderful life forms growing in
there, which is not surprising. It’s been sitting there after being soaked with water for
six months and so … yeah, and moulds can be pretty horrible health-wise? It was one
of the hazards of working on-site, so we suggested that the archaeologist wore … or
they should’ve been wearing face masks anyway from the pollutants from the fire and
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just the dust. Uhm, we get them to spray, ah, anything they came across as mouldy,
and then some of the books you were able to lift in kind of sections? ’Cause they were
still kind of stuck together, so we’d lift them in sections … and we tended, certainly I
anyway, tended not to open any books, uhm, because usually, you know, you might
want to start having a peep, but you could see with goods damaged, they’d either got
stuck to the cover or got stuck to the leaves or something like that, or you would
literally be ripping it away, so most of the time we certainly for the books that were
salvaged and sent away to Harwell for conservation, uhm, again because they would
still be damp, uhm, the quickest way to arrest any further damage and also to prevent
any further mould growth was to put them in the freezer, so that was our kind of …
the first point of contact for those and then they could sit there happily frozen for a
while, and we’d send them down frozen to Harwell’s, so, uhm … yes. So, we didn’t
open an awful lot of books, I have to say, perhaps unless … perhaps unless you knew
it was going for disposal, ehm, but to be honest, it’s not like … certainly, we had the
luxury of time to go … to go through things, I mean there was so much material
coming out as well, ehm, that it tended to be just kind of we … you know, we were
very busy on-site [coughs], so I can’t think of many books that I kind of leafed through
or anything like that. Some of the journals, I think, more so, uhm, which were quite …
yeah, there were some really wonderful periodicals and journals, they were … lovely,
yeah.

00:42:54

DW

Can you tell me about any … any other weird and wonderful things or anything unusual
or interesting or amazing you found … or the archaeologists found in the excavation?

00:43:06

GEv

Just trying to think … trying to think of very small things that were very apparent and
lovely … it is a while ago I’m afraid.

00:43:2

DW

Yeah, it is.

GEv

I’m just trying to think what else came up on-site … There is stuff right at the back of

3
00:43:25

my mind, but it’s not coming forward at the moment … I was very surprised and …
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and I’m not sure if I touched on this at the beginning, but I was very surprised as we
went through the excavation how much was salvageable but also how much of the,
uhm … the books and … and journals and other things were … not totally burnt. I
mean, for a library that was basically made of wood, paper and books … there was an
awful lot of stuff …

00:44:04

DW

Consumables.

00:44:05

GEv

… Yes. Basically, an awful lot of stuff there is still … although totally damaged and
totally buggered, uhm, it was … still there. It wasn’t all a total pile of ash, but I think
that’s part of the construction of the library, as I say, this mezzanine floor that literally
fell and that’s where some of these book cupboards were on the outside of the wall …
ehm … I’m sure there are many things, that as we came across … but to pick them
out now … is a struggle, I’m sorry.

00:44:40

DW

That’s fine. Uhm, I wanted to ask your, uhm, professional opinion about something
they found after the excavation as well. On one of the panels, the wooden panels they
found a cover impressed …

00:44:52

GEv

Imprint of a book.

00:44:53

DW

Yes!

00:44:54

GEv

Yes, I’ve seen that.

00:44:55

DW

Okay. What are your impressions, or can you give me …?

00:44:58

GEv

That’s quite wonderful. I mean I was going to mention that, but … that’s something
I’ve seen, uhm, subsequently. I’ve been backwards and forwards to Glasgow School
of Art for various other projects, so, uhm, just recently we’d been asked to consolidate
some, ehm, burnt fragments of wood for one of the lecturers there? Uhm, and so we’re
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doing that. So, I’ve been doing … and I was on-site doing the window and other things
for the GSA, for the Engine Shed lecture, sorry, exhibition, uhm … So, I have seen
that a couple of times because Sarah MacKinnon has asked me to give a quote for us
to carry out some conservation on it, uhm, so … and I think it’s brilliant. I think it’s
great.

00:45:37

DW

Have you seen anything like that before?

00:45:39

GEv

Ah, no, but … I’m not totally surprised really. I mean it is … I suppose it’s a bit like if
you’ve ever had a wet magazine, on the cover? It depends what things are printed in
… yeah, it’s a transfer … a transferring. I have definitely seen it with, uhm, you know,
when I’ve had magazines … probably reading something in the bath and it’s got wet
and then, you know, you put it somewhere, and you’re like, ‘Oh, damn, it’s gone all
over that,’ so … yeah, I have seen it in that respect … and I think it’s great. I think it
is really good.

00:46:08

DW

So, you do think it’s dampness rather than the fire that caused that?

00:46:11

GEv

I think it’s probably … I think it’s probably the dampness and being stuck to that, the
whole thing being damp and then … I mean, the fire might have had something to do
with it. I think if there was heat involved … not so much the fire, the heat might have
added to the process as, you know, it was hot and it got damp, and then it stayed in
this position for a while, because it looks literally like some of the surface … not even
surface has come off, but maybe, uhm, some kind of plastic covering or something like
that … I’d have to have another look at it. I had a look at it in Sarah’s office, and we’ve
given an estimate for carrying out conservation assessment of how to keep it on there,
because it definitely looked, from what I can remember, it looked like it was sitting on
the surface of the wood, you know, uhm, like a distinct layer, so it was almost like
something that has come off the cover and transferred, I mean, a lot of the time you
get these … if you get [coughs] like a nice printed, uhm, cover of a book but with the
plastic cover you used to get on top of them, you know the kind of protective ones …
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it could’ve been something that it’s kind of gone through that or become part of that
or even possibly it might be, as you said, the fire … the heat might have kind of
somehow kind of melted that slightly and … and it’s just kind of held on to the colours
and transferred them.

00:47:26

DW

A transfer onto melted varnish or something.

00:47:28

GEv

It is. The varnish has melted on the wood as well, yeah, because that’s starting to flake
and that’s one of the things we saw on a lot of, uhm, the burnt wood is that kind of
surface coating, paint or varnish, almost kept turning into like craquelure effect and …
and, yes, still there but all crazed and cracked … so, yes. No, I have seen that piece, I
think it’s … it’s quite wonderful, and I think we might have … yeah, I mean … there
was a lot … I mean that’s one of the things that as we were going through these stacks
of books, that were stacked vertically, is … one of the reasons we also listed them as
blocks is because they were stuck together and that would be the process of whether
it’s the fire, I think, a lot of it would’ve been the water and sitting there for however
many months as well, to be honest, uhm, and things not really drying out, just kind of
… getting squished into each other.

00:48:18

DW

Melting into each other I suppose. Okay, uhm … So, do you have any thoughts on the
future of the Mackintosh and the library?

00:48:29

GEv

Hmm … In terms of what they should do? In terms of …?

00:48:33

DW

Anything really, uhm, do you have any thoughts about the future of the Mackintosh?

00:48:37

GEv

Ah, yes. I’d … I mean … when working on the project you hear a lot of other people’s
opinions as well, not just working on the job but also, friends, you know, my friends
… not so much my family because they’re down south, not familiar with it, but I’ve
got … I live in Glasgow, so I live on the Southside, and there’s quite a few people, I
think, who … either are artists who’ve attended the Glasgow School of Art in the past
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and … or just know it as an iconic building and especially if they’re in the art world as
well, and even if they’re not, ehm, everyone has a lot of opinions about it and they like
to tell you their opinion about it as well and how it should be returned to its former
glory or it shouldn’t be returned to its former glory and various other ones. I mean …
I think … I don’t have too much of an opinion about it, as long as … I would like to
see it … going back to its kind of original style, but, ehm, what … what is also apparent,
and this is something Gordon Ewart talked about a lot is, you know, returning a
building back to its former glory is like: well, when? Because that has actually … there’s
been so many changes along the way and one of the things, one of the points, I can’t
remember … somebody … it might have been Alison [Stevenson] even who made this
point that, well you can’t really turn it back to, er, you know, when it was first built,
you know, its initial years used to have segregation for the men and women in the
canteen and that’s really not going to happen in this day and age, apart from, you know,
probably being, uhm, prohibited by modern laws, and the other thing I’m aware of is
things like, if they are rebuilding things is things like the, ehm, disability access, that if
you are now actually having that chance to do that, that you have to make … you do
have to, uhm, abide by those guidelines as well and I think that’s also a good
opportunity to … so whereas before a historic building might not have been changed
to accommodate that, then, you know, they’ve got an opportunity to basically make,
sort of much more acceptable for all, uhm … so, yes, I don’t … I don’t … I just … I
don’t have too much of an opinion, but I just know it’s not as black and white as just,
‘Let’s put it back to how it was,’ because that doesn’t happen like that, but I would like
to see, I mean I do like all things historic as well, I would like to see, uhm obviously
the library come back as it was, although it would never be the same as it was, uhm …
but it’s also not possible to totally do that as well.

00:51:02

DW

Sure. And do you think this project had any impact, personal impact on you or
professional impact?

00:51:09

GEv

Uhm, yes, definitely. I mean … I definitely think I’ve been, uhm, very fortunate to be
involved in it, uhm … very privileged as well. Also privileged to see it in the condition
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it is in or has been in with the fire, I mean, uhm, there’s been obviously a lot of
curtailing of kind of images coming out and I understand that as well and so to have
the access that I’ve had to the building and the project and what’s going on as well, is
I think, has been quite a privilege and, as I said, I’ve been back a number of times,
uhm, working on, uhm, objects for the Engine Shed exhibition, working on the
window, uhm doing these other burnt pieces and so I feel like I haven’t quite left it at
the moment, which is quite nice, you know. Now, I’ve always had a recent to go and
pop back. Danny, the security guard, is still there and, ‘How you’re doing?’ You know,
seeing Sarah and Liz and Polly as well, so that’s … I quite … I’ve realised I quite
actually like that and see how it’s coming along and I’m always happy to be involved
in any other aspects of … of anything to do with the regeneration of the … the
refurbishment of the building as well, so it’s … yes, it’s something that, although we
were involved for a good couple of years ago, in a way, it’s still … has been ongoing, I
mean, for me, even though we haven't been doing … well, I have been direct work
with it, but just not the salvage, so … I think there’s so many different aspects to it as
well, which is interesting, so …

00:52:37

DW

And finally, do you have anything you’d like to add, something we haven’t discussed?

00:52:42

GEv

[coughs] I can’t think of anything. I think it’s been quite comprehensive [laughs].

00:52:47

DW

It has! That’s okay. Okay!

00:52:52

GEv

Lovely.
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Interview Transcript: Natalie Mitchell (NM)
Conservator, AOC Archaeology.
Interviewed by Dawn Worsley (DW) on 12 July 2017: AOC Archaeology Edinburgh Offices.

00:00:00

---

[Introductions]

00:00:32

DW

For the purposes of the record, uhm, could you … could I ask you your date of birth
and where you were born?

00:00:38

NM

Oh, yeah. Uhm, my date of birth is 20th of the 2nd 1986, and I was born in a town called
Chatham in Kent.

00:00:47

DW

Okay. And, uhm, how did you come to be involved in the forensic excavation of the
Mackintosh Library?

00:00:54

NM

Uhm, so, I joined AOC, uhm, just a small while before the, uhm … we were contracted
to work on the library and so as part of my new role as conservator at AOC, I was,
uhm … I joined the team to help with the salvage of the library.

00:01:10

DW

Okay, uhm, and could you tell me about, uhm … about your role: what do you do
every day?

00:01:17

NM

Uhm, so, as a conservator at AOC, we get to work on, uhm, all sorts of material, from
archaeological finds to, uhm, more historic, uhm, objects from a range of clients, uhm,
through AOC itself to, uhm, other archaeological, uhm, units and, ah, Historic
Environment Scotland, uhm, who we do a lot of work for on their properties.
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0:01:42

DW

Okay. And a day-to-day basis what can you … walk me through, uhm, an ordinary day.

00:01:49

NM

An ordinary day! [laughs]

00:01:50

DW

… if there’s such a thing as an ordinary day.

00:01:51

NM

Every day is really different, ehm, generally speaking, I’ll be working on several projects
at one time so, uhm, it’ll be a case of managing those projects. So I could be doing
anything from liaising with clients by email or telephone, or in person if we have
meetings; it will be, uhm, managing projects to either set them up, so starting them or,
uhm, actually carrying out the practical work, so practical conservation treatment of
objects or it might be facilitating works such as, ehm … maybe liaising with external
contractors such as leather specialists or textile specialists and to help the bigger picture
of a project, uhm; it could be … doing something to help, ah, the way our premises
runs like, err, sort of jobs that need doing in the lab, uhm, sort of fixing equipment or
ordering supplies, uhm, tidying up, that kind of thing, yeah, err, it could be … it’s
usually bits of everything, and so our day-to-day jobs are … yeah, are really varied and,
uhm, it sort of depends on the projects we’ve got going on at the time.

00:02:59

DW

Okay. And do you have a specialist area?

00:03:02

NM

I, ah, trained originally … originally trained in, ah, metals conservation as a specialist
area. As an archaeological company, we all have higher skills in working on, uhm,
archaeological assemblages, ehm, but as a conservator here, uhm, through the
experiences we’ve had of working in different materials we, err, become quite skilled
in working on, ehm, a whole range of different materials and object types, sort of
archaeological or historic, so that can …

00:03:29

DW

And what would those involve, for example?

00:03:32

NM

The sort of materials types?
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00:03:33

DW

Yeah.

00:03:34

NM

That could include anything so, uhm, metals, organics – sort of say leather or textiles
… wood – it includes ceramics, glass, uhm, a whole range … yeah, a whole spectrum
of material types. The only thing we generally don’t tend to have is very specialised
conservation, ehm, sort of projects going on that you’d have a sort of more specific
conservator for, such as a textile conservator or paintings conservator or something
like that, but, uhm, I’d say, yeah, we come across a whole range of materials, yeah.

00:04:08

DW

Okay. Thank you. Uhm, so have you … so, have you ever worked on a project like
this, err, a recent fire, very recent fire on a site really still in use? Is it … do you usually
work on more historical sites or …

00:04:27

NM

Yeah. Generally speaking, our … the work we do, even the work we do, ehm, on more
historic properties rather than archaeological sites, uhm, generally they’re not as, uhm,
modern … they’re not as modern context as the work that we did at Glasgow School
of Art, that was … yeah, that’s probably one of the most, I suppose, modern places
and objects that we’ve … we’ve been working on, uhm …

00:04:50

DW

So, would you approach that differently?

00:04:53

NM

Ah, no. The approach is very similar. Obviously … ehm, it’s, you know, different, the
materials are more modern but because it’s still as significant as any museum collection
they’re still incredibly important objects. We treat everything with the same, ehm, sort
of principle and ethics that we would do with something that may be sort of, you know,
prehistoric. It’s, ehm, we use the same, yeah, the same skills and same principles to
approach our work, same structure, yeah, everything’s much the same.

00:05:26

DW

Can you tell me a bit more about those principles and ethics? So …

00:05:30

NM

Ehm, so … I suppose, ehm … it’s …
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00:05:39

DW

I guess there’s a big textbook! [laughter]

00:05:41

NM

Yeah! Basically it … the principles and ethics that we use that underpin the profession,
so any conservator would apply to any, ehm, sort of object or collection going forward
so, ehm, it’s treated … I mean, all the objects while … so for example, Glasgow School
of Art: they were very damaged, ehm, they’re still all material is treated, uhm, as if an
object, they’re treated with great care, uhm, and with sort of respect because they are
… we still … do our utmost to make sure that everything that we do is well documented
and recorded, err, that we speak, we sort of liaise and spoken to other specialists and
conservators and curators to make sure that we sort of are as well appraised to the
project as we can to make sure that we’re using the best approach that we can and
making sure that we sort of, ehm … sort of using all our skills and, ehm, getting as
much advice I suppose as we can, and I think it’s anyone who’s a conservator, the
general principles is making sure that you’re … using the most appropriate techniques
or whatever, if that’s a direct treatment or something or whatever, it’s how you’re
approaching a project from management-wise to make sure that you’re … sort of
treating a project, yeah, the objects with care or collection or kind of site, as this …
we’re treating this, and … yeah, going forward … going forward from there really.

00:07:11

DW

I’m interested in, uhm … I guess the archaeological methodology. How would you
design a methodology for excavating a site like the library, the Mackintosh Library?

00:07:25

NM

So, uhm, the company that excavated the library, Kirkdale Archaeology, they basically
use the same principles as used for any archaeological site so, ah, uhm, it is not exactly
reinventing the wheel it’s just repurposing it for, err, a different context to an
archaeological excavation, so … the principles that are applied exactly the same, so it’s
using your archaeological fieldworkers; designing, ehm, a kind of … using the library
as it were … if the library is basically your field, so you’re, uhm, using … separating the
area into contexts and basically excavating through it as if you were working on any,
uhm, site whether it’s like, yeah, an open piece of ground or something like that, but in
this case, it’s constricted within a library so … uhm, they sort of, I suppose, it’s … yeah,
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the principals and the kind of approach they take is exactly the same, uhm, but just
kind of modified.

00:08:25

DW

Okay. Yeah, super. Okay. Uhm … So, my second question – even though that is not
my second question – was: is this … was this … was this excavation in any way novel
– no pun intended – how was it different? The site was a younger site, but was it
different in any other way?

00:08:49

NM

Oh, I suppose I’m saying … yeah, the same principles as an archaeological excavation
are used, but I suppose it’s different in the way because … it’s novel in that … all the
material … if say the uhm, debris field from the fire was your soil, everything is being
excavated through, whereas say, if there … there was a … an archaeological site that
was being excavated it might be sort of trial trenches and that sort of thing, like areas
being investigated, whereas this was the whole block, the whole debris field within the
library was being excavated through, uhm, sort of basically what we could context so
the … like the field is basically divided up into grids, so each grid square is carefully
excavated through, so in that case, it’s novel in that … the whole site is being carefully
investigated. Nothing is being overlooked. Everything is being recorded. So, I suppose
in that case it’s extremely, uhm … it’s far more … well, not more meticulous, but just
a very very kind of, uhm, thorough and a kind of, I suppose … the job is on a slightly
larger scale in that sense and not just … that’s a very three-dimensional job because
you’re not only just going through, say the debris field is your ground, you’re also
working upwards because you’ve got the walls and the ceilings, so it’s kind of the whole
3D box of the room is being really carefully, either excavated at ground level or
recorded, ehm, from the walls and ceiling as well, to make sure that all the information
that’s still there is … I suppose retained through documentation, uhm, and, uhm … so
I suppose in that sort of sense whereas like archaeologists look for all the clues and
evidence they have from the ground level for structures that no longer exist, the
structure is still there and it’s revealed itself in a way you couldn’t see before because,
obviously, uhm … walls of the library were cladded so lots of parts of the structure
that were hidden before, so it gave the archaeologists an opportunity to sort of really
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investigate and record how the, uhm, building or that part of the building was, ehm,
designed, I suppose. So, it was, yeah, it was quite … different in that sense.

00:10:57

DW

Okay. I don’t know if you can answer this question but, uhm … what did the School
… what did the School of Art engage you to do exactly? What did they want you to do
or find or … uhm …?

00:11:16

NM

So, uhm, from … as far as I’m aware, when I joined the project, uhm, the Glasgow
School of Art contracted Kirkdale to carry out the excavation … archaeological
excavation, uhm, at which point we was [sis] approached to, ehm, facilitate with, I
suppose, the finds processing, err, of everything that was removed from that debris
field. So, we was [sic] basically tasked with sorting through all the materials that the
archaeologists had removed, so we were, uhm, looking through the debris to look for
finds, to identify different materials types, to basically identify what had survived and
what the kind of viability was of the material that survived, to, uhm, assist with kind of
sorting everything that was removed because obviously, it has to … go somewhere else.
So, we helped with that, ehm, and facilitate them with the packing of anything that was
retained, uhm, and also to help through … guide them through their own sort of
decision tree of what they wanted to, uhm, retain and dispose, and also to help identify
different material types because after they’d gone through the fire, everything is so,
uhm, disfigured it’s quite hard to identify different materials, so just helping, uhm,
facilitating the archaeologists basically, the process of, uhm, sorting through what was
kept and … yeah.

00:12:42

DW

Okay. Uhm …you’ve answered this question. When you first … what did you …
personally, expect to find … not necessarily in the debris, but what did you expect to
see when you first entered the library?

00:13:02

NM

Uhm … I suppose I didn’t have … any … yeah, I don’t know. I really didn’t have any
expectations because I just didn’t … yeah, just didn’t know what to expect, but
remember the first time I saw it being … overwhelmed, just so shocked to see what I
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saw on the first, ehm … prior to starting the work, we carried out several site visits to
… obviously, uhm, there’s a lot of sort of groundwork to make sure that all the ehm,
the project was planned and was ready to go ahead, and so the first site visit that we
made, which we made from, uhm … the best view of it we had was from a higher level
that would have been equivalent to the mezzanine that was going around the top of
the room, so you was looking at it … down and you could see the scale of the project
and how high the debris field was, I mean, I’m not a particularly tall person, but it was
definitely taller than me! So, it was literally, physically overwhelming and that really
surprised me to see sort of, ehm … how much of the room had just sort of come down
and how deep the debris field was, uhm, and sort of seeing, uhm, from the top down
a lot of the material that was overlying the debris field that was sort of … structural,
timbers and … sort of sort of, uhm, sort of fixtures and fittings and things that you’d
associate with a building that are kind of not necessarily, ehm … pieces of Mackintosh
furniture or objects, but more just kind of practical things like the pipework and that
sort of thing, kind of crumpled bits of metal and stuff like that, only kind of look
through it and think, ‘Oh, my goodness!’ It was really concealing what was going to be
underneath so … kind of had no expectations of necessarily what you’d … find from
it. You could see there was a deep field of something, but whatever that was just going
to be … thick … sort of … soot and charred material, ash, or whatever it was going to
be, artefacts in there was just … uhm, you had no, no idea. It was a … yeah, complete
sort of surprise to what we found inside really, yeah.

00:14:59

DW

Can you remember any … how it smelt or any sounds?

00:15:03

NM

Yes! From the first visit, uhm … I think it’s a sort of … it’s quite, I suppose, it really
has a quite damp smell to it because of the water … the firemen extinguished, and there
was a lot of water there, and I suppose it just kind of felt very kind of, I suppose,
reminiscent of being on … I don’t know. It could have been on any building site or
something like, that I suppose, it just kind of smelt quite earthy and … damp and … I
suppose it didn’t have a particular … a smell to it. You can smell there had been a fire,
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but it wasn’t particularly overwhelming, ehm, but … later on, the smell is … completely
fixed onto my memory [laughs].

00:15:42

DW

Really?

00:15:43

NM

Yeah, yeah. Uhm, the objects that have come in since, uhm, have come up quite
recently that we’ve helped GSA with me. Uhm, we … so it’s been, what … a couple of
years, a few years since we’ve been working on the job and as soon as I smelt it, it just
… an instant flashback to the job. It’s completely like, yeah …

00:16:01

DW

That’s really interesting …

00:16:02

NM

… burnt in my memory.

00:16:02

DW

… can you tell me more about that? So, an example, you get … so, an object arrives
and what would that be and …?

00:16:09

NM

So, uhm, for example, like, ah … the objects that we helped with … the Engine Shed
exhibition, so, uhm, they were sort of charred pieces of wood, a burnt book and even
sort of before you’ve unwrapped the packaging you can smell like the kind of sort of
… the burnt, uhm, ash and sort of … yeah, the burnt elements of the material. Uhm
and I can’t really …. just …yeah, I can’t really describe it, but it’s sort of … err, sort of
similar to the smell you have after, you know, a night after you’ve had a bonfire or
something like that that lingers on your clothes, but, uhm … far far stronger, really
strong smell … almost quite chemical-y and it was just, uhm … yeah, it was … yeah,
just flashes back memories of being there [laughs] … it’s really strange.

00:17:01

DW

That’s fascinating.

00:17:02

NM

Yeah, really strange connection and it’s funny because you smell other burnt things and
other things that have a similar smell and it has … it doesn’t have that effect, but I
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think it’s just … it was very damp … very damp and a lot of the objects were like
mouldy, so I think it’s that kind of very … like a dank, a very dank, dampened-down
burnt smell. It’s really specific to, uhm, fire-damaged properties, and it’s, ahh … yeah,
it’s just kind of, uhm … yeah, it’s not particularly pleasant [laughs] … it’s a … but it
just makes me feel quite sad like it brings around quite a like … a sad emotion, you
don’t associate with … something good. It sort of just makes me think of …

00:17:39

DW

No sausages?

00:17:40

NM

No sausages! No, no sausages, unfortunately. That just makes me go, ‘Oh, a burger
would be nice now,’ it just makes me think of … uhm, like yeah, what was lost, yeah
… it just makes you feel like, yeah you know, something bad has happened, it’s …
yeah, it’s really strange.

00:17:53

DW

So, how was it … how did you feel actually working … when you had to actually work
in the library? How did you feel about that?

00:18:03

NM

Uhm, I mean, the part of it is … uhm, I mean it’s … everybody who’s working is very
professional … it’s, to an extent, sort of you have to get on with the job in hand, and
it’s very kind of … uhm, every day was … there was something new that needed being
sorted … you just have to have sort of several hats on to make sure that the job was
sort of progressing smoothly and manage the work at hand, so it’s very much sort of
you have your kind of, uhm … your kind of work hat on where it’s just getting the job
done and not having an emotional connection with it, uhm … but then, sort of … it’s
also quite emotional because it’s something … a really sad thing that’s happened, and
I think the more … well, so I mean … I wouldn’t … I’ve never had a connection with
the library beforehand and sort of … meeting all the people who were involved in sort
of along the process of it and seeing how, uhm, you know because it’s obviously …
how distressed they were, to begin with, and it’s quite an emotional experience, ehm
… but it’s also just a really physically challenging experience, like the work itself is
physically hard work, it was physically uncomfortable because you have to wear a lot
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of PPE [personal protective equipment], uhm, it was particularly cold at the time of
year we carried out the excavation, so it was just … it was challenging on many different
levels like emotionally, physically, ehm, mentally, trying to just work out all the practical
arrangements, uhm, and also the actual work itself was, err, very like … elements of it
were very repetitive, so it’s also making sure that kind of your motivation, and the
team’s motivation sort of, ehm, keeps on going, so … it was, yeah, really sort of … it
kind of … yeah, tackled lots of different part of your senses, it was quite … it was quite
a difficult job, yeah.

00:19:49

DW

Okay. I’ve asked you this question, and I’m jumping my questions …

00:19:58

NM

That’s all right I might get … you might squeeze a bit more information out!

00:20:02

DW

Okay. So, it’s basically about your, uhm, methodology, uhm … so, you had a grid-like
system … and you were digging down, is that right?

00:20:12

NM

Yes, so, the archaeologists, uhm … so …. ah, Kirkdale Archaeology, they were the
ones that designed the grid-like system and this is all done in conjunction with Glasgow
School of Art, so they helped propose the methodology to make sure that basically that
we’re all meeting Glasgow School of Art’s kind of requirements for what they needed
from the salvage, which was preliminarily finding out, removing all the material but
also salvaging anything that was … that could be salvaged from that, so … in order to
do that, everything had to be worked through, so they had the grid-like system and
then … they worked down through each grid, removing the material. A lot of it is …
was just like ash and that kind of thing so, although it was really high in volume, a lot
of it is … ehm, just debris really that can be disposed of, and every time they found
something, uhm, anything that, you know, you could identify; basically, it was removed
and recorded and then further recorded by, uhm, AOC staff. From that point on it was
an advised process, and then the grid-like system works by … because the fields are so
deep in certain parts, they had to … like they had an upper and lower grid system as
well, so you might have, say, your squares running kind of like – I don’t know – ‘A’ to
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‘D’ down one side and then ‘one’ to ‘four’ on the other side, then you’d have an upper
square and a lower square, so … it’s pretty simple really [laughs] but just to … kind of
… a methodical approach to make sure everything’s recorded.

00:21:41

DW

And what kind of things – it was obviously a library – but what kind of things did you
find? Okay, there was a lot of ash, and there was a lot of dust and then … how do you,
uhm, distinguish, uhm …. I understand the decision tree – GSA had a decision tree –
how do you distinguish on-site, uhm, an object that might be salvageable or might be
of value?

00:22:12

NM

So, uhm, we’re able … so we had Glasgow School of Art’s decision tree that helped
guide us, and we had, basically, uhm, members of staff from GSA coming to, sort of,
talk with us … every day or whenever we needed to, so we basically used their guidance
… and uhm … obviously using our skills as conservators to enable … to identify
material types, so naturally, at the beginning, it’s a case of, uhm … I think, of identifying
everything that we kind of felt was in … sort of a good salvageable condition and
everything sort of being retained, so down to nails and screws and that sort of thing,
through to things that are more artefactual, I suppose, like uhm, for example, pieces of
plaster, and the chandelier, or pieces of furniture and that kind of thing, so we’re able
to whittle out kind of what … uhm … from the debris, kind of, things that are
recognisable, I suppose, and from that everything was really carefully documented and
recorded and photographed and entered onto a spreadsheet, and from that we were
then able to present those objects to, ehm, GSA staff and that they were able to sort
of decide what they were going to do with them afterwards, so … basically, our role
was to, you know, facilitate and … making things, I suppose, almost in a way
representative [laughs] so they could then look at it and say, ‘Oh, yeah, I can see now
that that … is a chair, that is the back of this chair,’ or whatever, whereas before, when
everything is just a whole mess in the debris field, things just looks so unrecognisable
but … after they’d been sort of, just given a little bit of a clean-up and you kind of start
laying things out, uhm, I think the brain’s much … you could just … your brain is able
to cope with the information, I think, before everything is just so messy, like … you
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just can’t cope with seeing what there is but once it’s sort of cleanly laid out and
everything like that, it really assisted them being able to sort of see that, ‘Oh yeah, this
is from …’ For example, we had the, uhm, periodical bench in the centre of the library
and was [sic] able to identify quite a few pieces from that once they were all laid out
and pieced together, so in a way, we were kind of, I suppose, facilitating that jigsaw
puzzle of what there was remaining and then they’d say, ‘Fantastic! We’ve got a piece
of this table,’ or, ‘that stand,’ uhm, yeah, that kind of … or the lights, for example,
where we ended up having lots of pieces and things like the lamps where sections were
really repetitive, was [sic] able to then … as soon as you’ve identified something, just
without needing assistance, to be able to just kind of retain all those pieces and put part
of that jigsaw together, so … uhm … yeah … does that make sense?

00:24:43

DW

Yeah! I suppose you could … you learn to recognise and then you can spot it again?

00:24:48

NM

Yeah exactly. You get your eye used to what you’re looking for, and so it’s quite
interesting because you might see little bits … charred bits of wood and … from that
you might have, I don’t know, several pieces that are just charred pieces of wood and
completely unidentifiable to another, very similar looking piece, but with a slightly
turned foot [laughs] or something like that and you say, ‘Ah, yeah. I know that’s from
these library chairs,’ or something like that, so I think… – I’ve forgotten it now – but
you really did feel like you were really becoming familiar with different styles of, you
know, Mackintosh furniture and stuff and trying to keep your eye out for, uhm,
different sort of types of features and stuff like that, and I think everybody, like the
archaeologists and the AOC team, uhm, we all sort of, yeah, became, uhm, quite
qualified at spotting, uhm, things that were interesting and things that were just sort of
beyond having any distinguishing features left, so, that was really the key, and uhm …
but material, I mean, as far as … that was kind of … identify things sort of with
distinguishing features, as far as all the other kind of material goes; generally the main
things we were seeing were wood, sort of obviously, paper … ah, uhm … and then …
metals, but most, I mean, most of the metal artefacts we found were either lamps and
everything else was generally kind of structural fittings, structural features and fittings
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and that kind of thing, so … we started to get our eye … it’s quite difficult when
everything looks very similar like … burnt wood [laughs] just all tends to look the same!

00:26:13

DW

It’s quite interesting to, uhm, gradually become quite intimate with Mackintosh’s, uhm
… you know, objects I suppose, uhm … I guess in handling, uhm, stuff from the
debris, you… I don’t know, I’m probably reading too much into it, but maybe you get
to learn how, uhm, something was constructed or how the thinking process was behind
it maybe?

00:26:41

NM

Yeah, definitely. I mean, uhm, a lot of technical drawings at the time were being made
up of, I think, sixty pieces of furniture and that kind of thing, because basically what
happens when the wood burns, it chars from the outside, obviously, and then you still
tend to have like a core left depending on how burnt the wood is, but what happens
when wood chars from the outside, the surface can delaminate and that will reveal a
kind of internal structure, so you might have had a type of joint before that you couldn’t
see because the surface might have been either coated with paint or it might have been
a concealed joint, but when that charred surface peels away you can see inside to see
what sort of joint he was using to make the furniture with and all sorts of elements of
construction that just may not have been … you know, may have been kind of guesser
or someone might have had an idea, but without physically taking that piece of furniture
apart, which could never do to, yeah, a Mackintosh chair or something, you could then
see … see how it was constructed, which is really interesting and similarly, like one of
the objects that was a great find was one of the … the wall clock, the library clock, and
… it sort of also goes back to like the ethics that I was talking about, basically, ehm, in
the way that everything was retained and everything was treated, as if it was a significant
find until you was able to sort of, say, you know, it’s nothing special or otherwise
everything was kept and the clock was found in quite a few separate … several separate
stages, so I think the first part that was found was the back of the clock which’s just
like a small sort of shallow wooden tray, it didn’t … it kind of looked like something,
but not … and no one would have known it was something that significant and I think
the face of the clock was found, which was kind of a big square … a big square, uhm,
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frame with a … a hollow inside and again it sort of looked like it’s going to be
something. but nobody knew how significant it was, and I think at that point, one of
the librarians, I think, possibly identified it as the clock, uhm, from the library and then
I think after that we found the mechanism. Uhm, so it was one of those things when
initially something doesn’t necessarily appear to be something so interesting and then
it all kind of pieces together, uhm, so like … like a one-of-a-kind unique object that
was found, that was in the library, so, uhm, yeah, that was … really interesting, so …
but similarly … but from the clock, uhm, we had that in before it went to be displayed,
it’s being displayed at the Engine Shed, and it also has this feature where the outside
has been charred and there’s been some small areas lost, but that’s now revealed like
the joins piecing the clock together … and that wouldn’t have been visible at all before
when it was all constricted [within the library] because it was … I believe the clock was
painted as well, so, uhm, it sort of revealed more secrets about how the pieces were
made and, uhm … yeah, although it’s sort of very sad but the pieces were damaged in
the first place, so it’s, uhm … nothing was going to waste, like all that information can
be found from things has been found to, uhm … and, sort of, I think we’ve really been
making the most of that opportunity that’s been, I suppose, presented from … from
the fire.

00:29:46

DW

Can you tell me a bit about the documentation and recording process?

00:29:51

NM

Mm-huh, yeah, so … AOC basically, we … in conjunction with GSA were making sure
we were kind of getting what they needed. We came up with a way of recording our
work, so we had a spreadsheet to capture all the sort of information that they wanted,
so basically, sort of, uhm, identifying what material, say for example, if I had an object
in front of me, I’d identify what material type it was, we tried to give it a description if
we could identify it to anything, uhm, we’d give, uhm, take some measurements of it
and give an estimate of what’s left of the object, obviously you can measure something,
but if it’s a part of a chair or something, you’re not really giving a full representation of
what the object is, so we … we were basically sort of looking to see how much the
object is missing or how complete it is, uhm, we were giving a description of the
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object’s condition and also an indication as to whether, uhm they were viable
conservation options for the object as well, uhm, we were … ah, photographing the
object and assigning it a number, so, uhm, something like – and that’s a standard
procedure for any sort of field archaeology would be assigning a number – like a finds
number to something – and then cataloguing it. So, it was basically kind of an
adaptation of … I suppose, field archaeology sort of practices and also kind of, uhm,
conservation practices which would be of like doing a condition survey, which is sort
of combining the two to get all the information that GSA needed and to document
that everything that was removed was recorded and identified, uhm, from the library.

00:31:28

DW

Okay, super. Uhm, we discussed this a little before, uhm, and, ah, we talked about the
kind of professional hat that you had to put on while dealing … while doing the job,
uhm … and I suppose that objective position, uhm, is kind of natural because you do
this every day, uhm, but did you find you had to be … and also discussed … you
mentioned that you know, you were aware of that this was very personal to the staff of
Glasgow School of Art, so … What am I trying to say? Did you have to be mindful in
your approach while still retain that kind of objectivity, uhm … while still being, I guess,
sensitive to …?

00:32:19

NM

Yeah. I think so, uhm, definitely. I think when we were first brought onto the project,
the fire hadn’t … it wasn’t that long after the fire had occurred that we were, sort of,
looking to assist with the excavation, although it was a bit longer before the actual
project starting, ehm, so I think we were obviously very mindful because a conservator
…. part of your job is trying to make people aware of what’s possible, and think it’s
very easy for people that maybe aren’t so aware of what’s … what the options are and
what’s feasible, it can be quite a daunting or quite depressing outlook when you see
how much damage was there, so I think, uhm, being able to provide some optimism
for … for them was probably quite a valuable thing and to be able to show … it’s a
massive challenge that you’re doing, not only just because … like salvaging the objects,
but getting the whole project underway, like it seems like … kind of, in a way, it felt
like a huge mountain to climb, but I think it was a very visible procedure because the
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library was being excavated and you could see the progress and I think that’s really kind
of helped alleviate people, sort of stress from seeing a challenge that’s like … just huge
and achievable being methodically processed. I think that kind of helped mentally …
and so you’re not directly, I suppose, being sensitive in the way that you’re saying
anything, you can facilitate, I think, relieving that stress by just the way the project was
running to remove everything from the library, and then on a more personal level, sort
of, uhm, able to talk to people, curators, other librarians on what I’m on about, what’s,
uhm, sort of achievable as far as treatment goes, uhm … and salvage goes, because I
think, uhm, it’s very easy when you just saw like how I said the room looked before to
be like, ‘Oh! There’s nothing like nothing can be done,’ so, I think I was able to sort of
give some reassurance that … we’d do our best to … sort of pull out the kind of
options that are available and that, you know, it didn’t have to be, uhm … everything
didn’t have to be written off, that there was something possible like going on, you
know, and being able to find something, and I think the actual process itself as things
were been found that, you know, people just didn’t think would survive, like the … the
glass from the lamps and that sort of thing really like … made it … yeah, everybody
just kind of really fuelled the process along and it was really sort of … yeah, there were
really lovely moments ’cause everybody was just so happy to … have these objects that
you just did think would be there, uhm. So, I think from the start, being able to just …
provide support really helped, but also, yeah, just being sensitive because … you know,
you don’t want people to feel like something that they really cared about was being, I
suppose, disposed of or thrown away but … you know, the kind of principles and
everything that we put in … everything we apply as a profession was being applied to
this project, and it was going to be dealt with, uhm … sort of properly, and I think that
was the kind of reassurance that people needed, so I don’t think you could say like: oh,
I could take credit for, you know, sort of being particularly sensitive to this person for
that or one thing or another, but I think the whole process that basically AOC and
Kirkdale Archaeology brought in using that archaeological process is what makes the
project a sensitive thing, you know, I think it’s a really appropriate way to deal with
these sort of circumstances. Not just practically, because these things need to be
recorded and needed to be dealt with, but kind of therapeutically for someone to see
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that there’s, you know, uhm, progress and that things can be retrieved and, at least just
recorded, so you’ve got … you know, a tangible sort of, uhm, outcome at the end of
the project shows these things were found, they were totally obliterated, but … we did
find a section of this chair and piece of the clock and that kind of thing, so I think that
really helped, yeah.

00:36:18

DW

Do you have … I wondered, do you have any recollection of, uhm, I’m actually looking
at a few books that came out, for example, there’s the burnt book, uhm, currently in
the Engine Shed. You said you’ve seen it?

00:36:34

NM

I have seen the book, yes.

00:36:35

DW

Could you describe it? What does it look like at the moment and, uhm?

00:36:40

NM

I shall do my best [laughter]! I did look at it not that long ago. It’s one of those things
that I think now looking at it, ehm, I looked at it very much from, I suppose, an object
point of view rather than necessarily it being … a book. Would that make sense? So, I
was looking at it from the point of where I was assessing its condition, so it was about
… I think it was about … two-thirds of the book remained, it was burned from, say
like the short end, the top or the bottom end, up and around two-thirds of the book
remained, uhm, that was just very charred and, uhm … it was relatively stable that I
think I remember, yeah, the … I mean, ‘stable,’ [laughs] everything that we describe as
objects go is comparable to what else was in … I mean, if you saw it compared to other
objects, you’d say, ‘Oh, it’s not stable at all, it’s really friable,’ and it’s, uhm yeah, its in
a really poor condition, but compared to other books that were removed from the
library [ironic laugh] it was … in a relatively stable condition: the pages are legible, it
can be identified, uhm, that kind of thing, that’s … that was our basis of a book that’s
in relatively good condition from the library, uhm. Yeah, I remember it, sort of, I think
it was … it was a good example of one of the books that were burnt, that was in
relatively good condition.
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00:37:58

DW

And how big-ish was …?

00:37:59

NM

Oh, I’d say … I think it was a bit bigger than A4 and it was a really quite thick volume,
yeah … uhm, sort of the thickness of a large dictionary or something like that.

00:38:10

DW

Okay. Can you tell me anything about … like … which language it was in, how big was
the typeface had been …

00:38:20

NM

No, I can’t.

00:38:21

DW

… were there illustrations?

00:38:22

NM

Yeah, ahhh … you see, I can’t really remember, to be honest. Uhm, I remember it had
a green… I think it’s got a green textile cover, uhm, but the outer sleeve either wasn’t
there or it’s been burnt … it’s not in place anymore, uhm, but I can’t remember exactly
anything about the content. I was, uhm, purely looking at it from more a … a condition
of the material type, and condition as supposed to … a book, I suppose, yeah, so it’s
sort of looking at it in quite a different, uhm … a different context, I suppose, as … if
you are looking …

00:38:57

DW

I’m interested to know about this. This looking at it as an object. Uhm …can you …?
Yeah … it’s difficult …

00:39:07

NM

I suppose … I suppose what I say is, like the book, the content of the book isn’t
something that’s significant to me because what I’m looking at is … the condition of
the physical material present, rather than, say I’m looking at the condition of this piece
of paper present, the, you know, the covers, ehm, that kind of thing, the uhm, fastness
of say the ink, uhm, does it have anything on it? Is it damp? Is it mouldy? Is it covered
in soot or particulates? Whereas like: what language it’s in, whether there’s, you know,
sort out what’s … what the content of it is, that’s kind of quite like insignificant because
it could be about anything. It could be, you know, a recipe book or, you know, a kind
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of one-off novel … first-edition novel or something, it wouldn’t make a difference,
because we’re not … like as conservators we’re not looking at that kind of significance
of the object, if it’s a significant object, because the contents doesn’t matter. So, it’s
looking more… as … this is the object, this is what GSA have requested they wanted
to preserve this, or kind of, uhm, preserve it for this exhibition as a representation as
to kind of what the material is like coming out of the library, so we don’t want to falsely
make it look like it’s in better condition, because obviously, they want to make it look
… they want to show this is what the material looked like, this is what burnt material
looks like, so … it’s sort of looking at kind of … what would need doing to it to make
it suitable to put on display without kind of removing, uhm, any evidence to show what
it’s been through, so for example … I’ve forgotten what … the book had about a third
of it missing, so it wasn’t like … we could’ve repaired that! But we wouldn’t look to
like clean away any of the evidence of the soot or the particulates, so it’s that kind of
thing, it was just basically looking at it to check to see if it’s sort of stable enough to go
on display, so … and it’s similar with any sort of conservation we do, uhm … if the
objects need working on, you know, when it’s brought to us, it’s sort of looking at the
stability of the actual physical material present … rather than sort of, uhm, you couldn’t
sort of necessarily prioritise over kind of whether, you know, you like the content of
this one more than that one or, you know, kind of … obviously, you have a personal
interest, you know, there are things I find particularly interesting, but, uhm … we don’t
really kind of … I don’t know … sort of, discriminate [laughs] against what, you know,
what the content of something might be, yeah.

00:41:38

DW

So, when you describe it as stable, what does that mean exactly?

00:41:45

NM

So, ‘stable’ is generally … uhm, a word, and again it would just vary, I suppose, from
material type to material type, from the context from which that object’s from, so for
example for GSA I might use the word ‘stable’ in a slightly different way in that, uhm,
some of the objects are incredibly unstable [laughs] in that it means physically, their
physical stability, their integrity, like how they’re holding together, so if something’s
really crumbly or friable or powdering, or something is sturdy and strong and holding
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its shape, holding together, so it’s that kind of description of how it’s … condition just,
uhm, its physical condition, its state, if it’s happy to just sit there and it’s not going to
fall apart over the time, it’s not going to deteriorate over of the time, uhm, if it was just
kind of say placed on display or whatever, it’s kind of extremely fragile and even just
sitting under its own weight, the object might, uhm, come down, become damaged or
fall apart, and that kind of thing … and then also, it might vary depending on what the
use of the object is, if it’s going to be handled then it might be stable just sitting in a
case, but if you handle it, it might fall apart further, so it kind of is just a word we use
to describe, uhm, the physical condition of something given the context, so suppose it
might be … used for.

00:43:04

DW

So, is it a kind of intuitive assessment?

00:43:06

NM

Ah, yes. I think so, yeah, yeah. I think, uhm, given the brief that was requested for from
GSA on this case was: to, uhm, have a book that’s representative … like represents
obviously the condition of objects that have been through the fire, so obviously, uhm,
you know in some cases making something stable we might apply treatments, in this
case, it’s not what is … uhm, maybe it wouldn't kind of, uhm, right to do so because
you’re kind of … taking away from the fact that actually that this book has been
through the fire, so … it’s kind of not as stable as it would be it’s just a bit of foxing
on your reference collection at home. So, it’s a … yeah, it’s a generic word that we kind
of use to discuss things.

00:43:49

DW

Do you remember whether it was damp or mouldy?

00:43:52

NM

The book was, uhm, dry, uhm, when it came to us, but it wouldn’t have been when it
was excavated. It is very unlikely it would have been dry. All the material was damp
and, uhm, mostly it was mouldy when we excavated it so, uhm, that was quite a big
problem we had.
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00:44:08

DW

Okay. Uhm … there’s another … there’s a couple of other books. I don’t know if you
saw them, you might have, or noticed this: uhm, when I had a look at them, they had
since been conserved and stabilised, and when you open them these have, uhm … ah
… these kind of bilateral mirrored discolourations on the pages …

00:44:28

NM

Okay.

00:44:29

DW

…stemming from the spine, so each page had a different pattern … patternation I
suppose …

00:44:37

NM

Yeah.

00:44:38

DW

… and there were two books, and one had, uhm, quite monochromatic patternation
and the other one had really quite colourful patternation, uhm, reds and blues and
yellows. Do you … can you tell me as a conservator what might cause that? Or do you
remember these books by any chance?

00:44:57

NM

Uhm, if I saw the books, I might well remember them. I do remember that a lot of the
paper, uhm, had really unusual staining, and I think it can be from just a number of
things, uhm, either from … as I said, everything was really damp so like … actually
really soaking, really really wet, so not just a bit damp on the outside, books were soaked
straight through, so … obviously, depending on the fastness of their dyes and the kind
of the … sort of chemical components of the dyes when they kind of break down, it
could be that they’ve just … the dyes have dispersed and settled and dried leaving the
sort of different colours from inks in them, uhm, it could be that. It could be, uhm,
even if there were just different coloured inks to start with that have separated out on
the pages, or it’s not from like the printed material it could be from … a lot of them
had textile coverings and that kind of thing. There’s also quite often in contact with
lots of other books, so, uhm, the power of the fire and the room falling apart, some of
the books have kind of … flipped open or torn apart, that kind of thing … all the
different material types pushing together. It could have been like a … contaminant …
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from something else that the pages got dyed from. But, uhm, the other major cause of
discolouration was … the mould [ironic laugh] so, uhm, a lot of the books basically
seem to … uhm, where they’re very damp through and they was [sic] closed and kept
closed, through the weight of all the materials on them, the mould just sort of seemed
to root from the inside the books and grow outwards and I think these life forms kind
of just formed these amazing, uhm, patterns and colours and we saw some beautiful,
yeah, quite, ah, yeah, stunning patterns and effects from these different moulds that
just grew … kind of like a new life out of the books and sort of stems of bright vivid
yellows and greens and blues and, uhm, also some kind of not so nice sludgy brownlooking colours and greys, but some really really vivid vivid colours, ehm, growing from
the books and the way they grew, they … well, to me it seemed like they grew from the
centre out and so if you opened a book, it created this kind of, uhm, mirror image I
suppose, uhm, of … of the pattern, and it would go, probably from the centre and then
as you fanned out through to the outside pages, it would kind of reduce in sort of size
… the pattern that you’re describing, so I think it could have been a whole combination
of things and whether the mould was at all… how… what influences the colour,
whether it’s the species of mould or, you know, what they’re living off, I really don’t
know enough about them, but it was… yeah, they created some amazing patterns. I
think it could well be a combination of… of factors. You might need to speak to a
mould specialist.

00:47:45

DW

Yeah, I think I might.

00:47:46

NM

Yeah, because… it was really interesting, that is really interesting, uhm, yeah … some
of them were just beautiful like the patterns they created. So, sometimes you’d be
looking at a book and might not be, necessarily be in the context of, ‘Ooh, that’s nice
pictures!’ Or whatever it, you up it up and think, ‘Wow! Look at that!’ Like it’s … yeah,
really fascinating and I think, uhm, probably a lot of people … we’re some of the only
people that got to see that sort of thing and, uhm, I suppose at the time it’s not
necessarily something that you’d be pondering over or thinking as … particularly
wonderful, because at the end of the day it’s really sad this … that book has been so
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damaged or that kind of thing, so it was kind of, I suppose, this … discreet, curious
thing to look at, you know, you could kind of think, ‘That’s beautiful,’ but very much
the sensitivity thing, like these are people, this is a collection, it’s really important, so
… there are different ways of looking at it and appreciate it and then treat it, you know,
the issue and move on, so, uhm … but you know, it’s interesting in hindsight that …
these sorts of patterns and stuff are able, like you know, on reflection now, years down
the line … they can be looked at as something … a new kind of … another avenue to
why something is so pretty … interesting.

00:48:59

DW

Wonderful. I do. I know I do!

00:49:01

NM

Yeah, yeah, it is, it is. I think it’s, uhm … yeah.

00:49:04

DW

I think we looked at the same book, actually. I’m really interested in this one book with
these beautiful colours.

00:49:09

NM

Yeah, yeah, it’s, uhm … yeah, they are … it’s really interesting, really interesting.

00:49:16

DW

Okay, uhm, so, do you … do you have any thoughts on the future of the Mackintosh
… of the library yourself or …?

00:49:26

NM

Sort of how it’s going to be used or what you think …?

00:49:29

DW

Yeah, well, anything. What … do you think about it at all?

00:49:33

NM

Uhm, well, I think, uhm, since we did the work there’s been sort of things … sort of
things on and off such as speaking to yourself that have kind of kept us up to date with
the progress of it and doing, uhm, sort of some bits and pieces of work for GSA such
as the pieces going into the Engine Shed exhibition. Uhm, it’s also something that’s
still kind of on the forefront of our minds because we’re … still involved with it every
now and then. Uhm, on a personal note of the library, you know, uhm, I suppose …

346

Three Burnt Books: An Unconventional Conservation Narrative
I’m reminded of it … I’m reminded of the experience of it through working on things
that come in, such as the pieces of burnt wood and the smell, and I think, uhm … yeah,
I suppose in that sort of sense, I’m reminded of it every now and then, and I do think
about the experience we had working on it. Uhm, I suppose from a professional point
of view, I probably draw on the experience that we had during the job … every day. It
was a massive project, and it took a lot of management and, you know, we all think …
we all learned something from the process, so … uhm, my management skills of
projects or kind of things that come up, uhm, I think, yeah, the skills I learned and the
kind of experience I had from it I probably draw on that aspect as well, and then as far
as the actual physical labour goes, I suppose I have my own sentimentality of what I
think I’d like to see or you know, I’d love see it when it’s complete and kind of what I
would like, uhm, just from my own personal selfish point of view to see, you know,
that’s achieved at the end of the project, uhm, yeah, so I suppose I do still think about
it and hope, you know, going forward, it would be really nice to continue to work with
Glasgow School of Art wherever they need our help … again.

00:51:18

DW

I was going to ask you if … if the job has had any impact on you and I guess you’ve
answered that.

00:51:22

NM

Yeah, I think it has. It has, definitely. Yes. So, yeah, from a professional point of view
of just project management and sort of the day-to-day things that we had to deal with,
uhm … you know, all sorts of stuff like … like dealing with a project that had so many,
I don’t know, health and safety risks, like the mould; having to deal with mouldy
objects, having to deal with such a vast amount of objects; working on-site, that kind
of thing, having to take everything to the library with us that we need, uhm; sort of
working in the team; working with all sorts of different, uhm, people like the curators,
the librarians and, uhm, their sort of site staff actually on the building, running the
building, making sure it was, uhm, secure and everything like that, so … yeah … no, I
think about it quite a lot. I made some nice friends, you know I think the security guard
that was on when we were there is still there, Stevie [sic: Danny?] a lovely guy. It’s really
nice to … yeah … I do think about it, it was good. I, her … yeah, I still even have …
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I think I still have my mug from the principal contractor [laughs] which is my tea mug
that I have every day! So, I do actually think about it, every day, yeah.

00:52:31

DW

Okay, and finally – this is my last question – is there anything you would like to add,
something that we haven’t discussed you think we should?

00:52:38

NM

Uhm, ooh … I shall have to think about that one … uhm …

00:52:53

DW

You can say, ‘No.’

00:52:55

NM

Yeah … no, I’d like to add something else, but it probably will be in like five minutes’
time … uhm, I don’t know … I think, uhm … yeah, I don’t know. Obviously, it’s a
really sad thing that happened, but I think the work that’s come from this and like the
work you’ve done and everybody else involved is sort of … uhm, it’s been … I think
that the Glasgow School of Art has really led the way in doing this kind of work, and
thankfully, it doesn’t need to be done too often, but I think, uhm, everything that can
be drawn out of it has been really positive and I think it’s been … yeah, it’s been a very
good experience; hopefully everybody involved has, you know … from what could be
made of it, like you know, I think it’s been really positive, and I think, uhm, everybody
has since learned something, and I think even within like our own conservation industry
like there’s been … a lot of kind of conferences and there’s always development and
people wanting to kind of discuss what’s the best approach to these kinds of things and
certainly the work that has been done here, I hope … you know, the sort of knowledge
that we’ve had has been passed on, and everybody is welcome to kind of … I suppose
it is a very, uhm … GSA have been very communicative about what happened and
very free, very free in like they’re sort of talking about it, and it’s hopefully if anyone
had a similar experience, you know, they can use the lessons that we’ve learned or the
approaches that we’ve learned and apply it somewhere else, I think it’s been, uhm,
creating kind of developing salvage plans and kind of … just getting people kind of
thinking about what kind of response can be done to future projects as well, so I think
it’s added to a kind of, that kind of pool of information, that knowledge that everybody
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shares in that kind of conservation, ehm, field and that kind of thing as well. So, it’s
sort of affected other fields of activities other than just say, like a college itself, it’s part
of a much bigger picture now. So, uhm, yeah, so I think that’s quite interesting kind of
when you look at kind of the web that’s been spread from this one little … the fire that
took place was one location and to kind of know how many people have been
influenced and kind of got information from what’s happened and how many people
are really interested to find out what was done because, you know, all institutions
whether it be a college like GSA or museums or kind of historic properties need salvage
plans in place, so it’s actually something that’s kind of really affected, I think other
places as well, so … and that’s a really positive thing and, yeah, hopefully, it can
continue, so …

00:55:38

DW

Thank you.
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Interview Transcript: Gordon Ewart (GEw)
Director, Kirkdale Archaeology.
Interviewed by Dawn Worsley (DW) on 7 August 2017: via telephone.

00:00:00

---

[Introductions]

00:00:27

DW

… So … would you mind, first of all, giving me your date of birth and where you
were born?

00:00:33

GEw

Sure. Ah, 11th of May 1952, Berwick-on-Tweed.

00:00:40

DW

Okay, and second question, how did you come to be involved in the forensic
excavation of the Mackintosh Library?

00:00:49

GEw

I was invited by Historic Scotland, as it was called then, to advise the Glasgow School
of Art on what to do, frankly, about the … the …. situation in the … in the
Mackintosh Library. I went onto site on the Monday morning after the weekend of
the fire. I think the fire was on a Friday. When I got there, ehm, basically the fire was
obviously out, and there’d been a certain amount of shifting of material by Historic
Scotland staff who are there in some numbers. Now, I’ve done an awful lot of work
with Historic Scotland [now Historic Environment Scotland] over many years, and I
think the feeling was that I could offer some assistance in what to do about the debris
or how to tackle the … ehm, the material incentive. It was obviously a great big
smoking heap of broken material, books and wood and the rest of it, but it was …
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there was a case or a concern that there would be some attempt to salvage books and
artefacts, such as they are, that may have survived the fire. Alright?

00:02:16

DW

Yes.

00:02:16

GEw

So, I was invited in. I was invited by the … initially, Historic [Environment] Scotland
who prompted Glasgow School of Art to engage me to excavate the, ah, the debris
field within … within the library itself.

00:02:33

DW

Okay. Thank you. I’ll ask you more about that in a moment …

00:02:38

GEw

Yeah.

00:02:39

DW

Could you – sorry, I will be quiet, I’m just giving you space to actually chat [laughs] – could
you tell me about your role as director and as an archaeologist?

00:02:52

GEw

Sure.

00:02:53

DW

What do you do exactly?

00:02:55

GEw

Right, well I, uhm … I … I … I’m of that generation who used to be referred to as a
kind of … the people who were more interested in fieldwork than academic work,
shall we say, and I was able to … once I graduated from university in nineteenseventy-three I was able to pursue a kind of career, loosely termed, in fieldwork, ehm,
in other words, ehm, as agencies and legislation gradually moved towards a more
conservation-minded approach, planning authorities and the rest of it saw fit to
introduce the need for an archaeological record of, ehm, development, so that was
one thing that definitely happened from the eighties onwards. Prior to that, the larger
institutions such as Historic Scotland or English Heritage, uhm, or the Welsh
equivalent …
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00:03:56

DW

Cadw.

00:03:57

GEw

… or the National Trust or the National Museums of Scotland, all of whom were
engaged in what you might call research excavation for one reason or another. In
terms of Historic [Environment] Scotland, they have an extensive range of properties
in care – some four hundred properties I think it is – and I was asked, along with
others, to engage with work associated really with a presentation of the monuments
over … over many years. Some of them were more research oriented than others, but
broadly speaking the agenda was to bring up or to produce, ehm, a better visitor
experience for, you know, the perceived need for what would become … what used
to be called the heritage industry, in other words, we would work on sites that needed
new drains or something like that, we would excavate in advance. We would clear
sites of debris and the rest of it to make them more interesting and more presentable
to the visiting public, but it was, uhm, a process, in other words, the higher echelons
at that time were people who were significant academics in archaeology, and we were
really field teams. We acted as a kind of, uhm, agency to help them realise other sorts
of more high flown ideas of research and the rest of it. My own interest really were
to do with medieval and, uhm, later monuments, in other words, I spent most of my
time looking at abbeys, castles, palaces, ahm … let me think … I was also involved in
research in historic gardens – which I always found interesting – landscapes – we
pioneered a lot of work there. I was involved in, uhm … later work, industrial work,
in factories, blast furnaces, World War Two monuments, all that carry on. Basically,
respecting or reflecting the ongoing interest or the developing interest in these sort
of monuments. We would … I never took a view that one was more important than
another. It is my own personal interest, as I say, was more medieval than … than …
prehistoric, for instance, or Roman. I have worked on Roman sites, clearly, you must
know, over the years, but there wasn’t one thing that really enthused me too much
and certainly with prehistoric sites, except where you could see continuity between
what used to be called the Iron Age and what you might call the early medieval period,
where you’d see, uhm, sites develop from maybe, you know, the … the first
millennium or the first few centuries AD into, ah, early medieval castles, that basically
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and things like that. So, that was it, so that was my interest and, ehm … the work, as
it was, was a combination of research, as I say, some self-funded – I was able to raise
significant monies, grants, and the rest of it, that’s for research projects of my own,
notably as I say, on gardens. I would say gardens in a particular phase, the early …
sort of, ehm, medieval gardens and parterres and knot gardens and mazes were really
structural, more architectural than botanical, so that allowed us, I think, a window in
… a fairly new … I also spent a great deal of time looking at, ehm, fortifications of
one sort or another, and early artillery works, ehm, of the sixteenth century and
eighteenth … and seventeenth and eighteenth centuries was also a research interest
of mine, and that took me around the place. I excavated in Africa, on sub-Saharan
fortresses in Ghana, for instance, on the basis of my experiences of artillery work. I
also involve myself with, ehm … oh, I don’t know, the development of what you
might call new … new scientific approach to mapping, planning and survey of the
eighteenth century, in other words, the end of the Middle Ages as marked by several
sort of significant technical innovations, one of which was survey and things like that.
So, these are all things I was able to examine. I also involve myself with the recording
of upstanding buildings, and when I started excavation in the ’60s and ’70s, uhm,
there was a definite gulf between that which was below ground and that which was
above ground, but I took it upon myself to involve myself with the recording of the
three-dimensional aspect, in other words, of buildings above and below ground and
then devise new ways of publication on the basis of that. As digitisation developed,
we were we were able to make far more comprehensive records of, uhm, sites and
this applied to the Mackintosh Library in no small measure.

00:08:58

DW

Yes.

00:08:59

GEw

So, we were able to develop that and that all sort of came about over twenty-odd
years. I did the first standing building recording works on site in Kirkcaldy of all places
and, uhm, again it’s just the idea that you could deconstruct a site archaeologically and
express it archaeologically, its narrative, its development that lends itself to
archaeological techniques, I think, so that we would marry forensic evidence of date,
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and artefact and the rest of it into a framework which was the site itself presented as
a 3D notional model, long before scans and things actually created, you know, entities
that might be described as 3D models. Alright?

00:09:41

DW

Yes.

00:09:42

GEw

Things like that.

00:09:43

DW

You’ve actually pre-empted me a lot on my questions …

00:09:45

GEw

Oh, yes?

00:09:46

DW

… about the three-dimensionality of the Mackintosh …

00:09:47

GEw

Yes.

00:09:48

DW

… excavation, uhm, so again, I’ll ask you more about that …

00:09:50

GEw

Sure.

00:09:51

DW

… and what about, uhm, your day-to-day activities, what would a … an average day
be?

00:10:02

GEw

For me?

00:10:03

DW

Yes.

00:10:03

GEw

These days well I’m … as you probably guessed, I am quite old now, [laughs] sixtyfive, I know, it’s bizarre, isn’t it? I can’t believe it, but there we are. I’m sixty-five, so
… I’m in the process of what, you know, in normal parlance would be described as
winding back. I’m trying not to take on … the kind of intense work that I’ve done
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for most of my life. As for running a small business, you know, you really do have to
go with the flow, you know, and, uhm, I’ve done that, and that – as anyone will tell
you – is a seven-day-a-week exercise, but I’ve maintained a presence, a practice if you
like, I’ve never been in the same kind of ballpark as the big units, you know, offshoots
of universities and big institutions like that, they’re clearly different. I’ve always kind
of promoted the individual and the more, ehm, freethinking approach – that’s just
because of the way I like to do it – and the kind of people that work with me are
similarly minded, you know, we’re not there for … you know, I don’t really want to
be part of the planning process, you know. [laughs] We’re interested in discovery and
developing ideas and research in the sense of working things out and, er, it has to be
interesting to us to make it worth our while, we’re just not there … for a job, you
know, we don’t see archaeology, at least nowadays, as a career path. We’re something
definitely on the margins, [laughs] and that’s probably the best place for it in my mind,
you know, we’ve always thought that we can’t really claim to be central to anybody’s
activities, but where we work well with … you know, I’ve worked on certain projects,
for instance, I researched the new, ehm … what-do-you-call-it Parliament of Scotland
and … you know, you got a sense there was a movement to try and, ehm, I don’t
know, harness a sense of history towards a political agenda – it was pretty obvious
that’s what they were at …

00:12:02

DW

Of course.

00:12:03

GEw

… and it was interesting to witness that and to be party to that, even though what we
did was just a record of what happened, we’re not there to comment on the good or
bad aspects of what they’re about, but it’s interesting in these days of, you know, rising
nationalism and the rest of it …

00:12:17

DW

Yes.

00:12:18

GEw

… how history has found a kind of … has become a bit more centre stage, you know,
in all its forms. Archaeology used to be termed a sort of putting the bread and butter
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or the bones … the meat on the bones of history. Well, you know, it’s silly, it is a
complete guffle really [laughs] and you really just … you can't … you know, you are
very much of your time, you know. What people do is inevitably influenced by
yourself and your own experiences. There’s no real science sort of imperatives. It’s to
do with experience and humanism and … you know, the sense of buildings. We all
kind of understand buildings We all kind of know … well, we do know what a door
is and what a window does, but you wouldn’t really really recreate last weekend with
any clarity, never mind five-hundred years ago, so it’s interesting to see the way the
industry … the what-you-call-it, the heritage industry really developed places like
Jorvik [Viking Centre] came out of nothing. It was a way of … I think Jorvik was the
first that really made money, but it was then copied and copied and copied, and you’ll
find endless versions of these sort of … dressed-up things scratch and sniff this, that
and the other, and it kind of misses the point … from my end, I think people should
be allowed to use their imaginations a bit more and just experience these things and
obviously the deeper you go, the more interesting it would be, the more satisfying it
is, but it doesn’t … it needn’t be, uhm … well, let’s put it this way, the truth of the
thing, the evidence is … is … fragmentary inevitably, and you’re mixed up with … some
kind of very very detailed specific events – such as the fire at Glasgow, the Mackintosh
Library, it was a very a particular event – but, the origins and the way things moved
around in that heap is where our skills come in as, you know, being able to say that,
you know, some things had been shot at by … by the firehoses or shoved two
hundred metres, [laughs] you know, across the room or something, you know, you
can explain phenomena because of our knowledge of what actually happened on the
event. If you transpose that event, that fire to one … I remember once excavating a
Roman villa on the Roman wall or near enough and it was very similar to the Glasgow
School of Art, there was a tremendous concentration with a wooden roof that had
come crashing down onto furniture and … and things, you know, just lying about and
it was very immediate. But this was all seen through this kind of … oh, a raid
sometime, about forty AD, probably sort … in other words, you could see the detail
quite clearly, you know, the coins lying on the floor, the table where its legs going in
four directions, you know, the bowl on the table, this sort of thing, but … we didn’t
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obviously have the … the precise information, you know, about who was there, how
many were there of them and what horrors were enacted on the people. But the
evidence was very very similar, you know: intense fire of a wooden building … So,
anyway … I don't know …

00:15:31

DW

I have … I have, ooh gosh, this is great, because I have lots of questions for you on
phenomenality and …

00:15:36

GEw

I mean, I’ll be honest with you…

00:15:38

DW

… the behaviour of the fire as well …

00:15:40

GEw

… I’ve done … I’ve done … many many many hundreds and hundreds of
excavations. I think my generation without a doubt has been the best … been the
luckiest in the sense of getting access or being allowed to excavate or to do what we
do across many different types of sites all over the place. That side of things, I think,
is much more constrained and controlled, probably for the … with every justification,
there’s probably good sense in that, but there won’t be a period … we’ve had the
golden period of archaeology, without a doubt, and I’ve been happy to participate.
[laughs] The one other thing I would say, I really have made a play for, is publication.
I think … books and … writing it up or presenting the evidence is really the point of
the exercise.

00:16:31

DW

Yeah.

0:16:32

GEw

There’s very little note, there’s very little point in just turning up and saying, ‘Oh yes,
we were there!’ If there’s no dividend, and that should be a separate exercise, in other
words, reconstructions and … reworkings or reoccupation of this that and the other
is another exercise. What we’re trying to do is pull down the evidence of the real thing,
you know …
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00:16:55

DW

Yeah.

00:16:56

GEw

… it’s a once only episode which we try to pick up, and that’s what we’re good at. I
remember once working years ago for, ehm, what was … what was the Bramshill
Police College, for instance, this was back in the … nineties, anyway at that time we
were … the Bramshill is the equivalent … it’s a sort of Sandhurst for highflyers, erm,
going on to become chief constables and the rest … we were all there … I was
surveying some aspects of the landscape that appeared from the Jacobean house,
Bramshill in Hampshire … anyway, some of the policemen [laughs] challenged us to
investigate a site, and I said, ‘Well, you know, to be honest, we’ll record a site better
than you ever could!’ [laughs] You know, and they’d say, ‘Don’t be daft,’ and I said,
‘Well, go ahead do something and no doubt we'll find it,’ so they rather clumsily buried
something and said, ‘Go on then.’ We consequently found it within ten minutes, you
know, and I had some very skilled excavators with me and it was very easy for us and
said, ‘Not only will we tell you what you’ve done, we’ll show you how you did it and
we’ll also record the site.’ And at that time somebody said, ‘You know, there’s a case
for a forensic approach to crime scene and the rest of it.’ Of course, there is. And it
wasn’t long afterwards that certain aspects of say, Srebrenica and Kosovo were treated
archaeologically, in other words, mass graves and Sue what's-her-face [Black] in
Dundee got involved with that. We … I remembered talking to my friends and said,
‘You know, murder sites and this sort of thing could easily be tackled
archaeologically,’ which of course they subsequently did it but none of us were that
keen! [laughs]

00:18:50

DW

A bit too fresh!

00:18:51

GEw

I said … they said as one mind, ‘I don’t think this is what we signed up for!’ But it
was funny because that became a standard practice. You'll find that from Fred West
onwards, there was archaeological investigation and I think certain units and agencies,
you know, made this sort of thing of it, you know, and good luck to the,m but it was
interesting to see that archaeological technique move into the real world, just as I say
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our attempts to record the fire, I mean, there were three things that came out of the
Mackintosh. One was the fire itself. We were able to look at the fire in a pragmatic,
practical way. It was dangerous and dirty and unpleasant, I might say, but I thought
by tackling it in the way we did with our grid and our sections … we, for the first
time, had a record of the event that was independent and could stand up and say
something about how things have happened, why things fell and the way they did,
how it affected … how things burnt in sequence, how things went; and the second
thing we found of course were the artefacts: these were books and lights fittings and
furniture; and thirdly, was the building itself, which was the context for the whole
framework, I mean, the library really was a rather odd kind of crudely built, uhm,
framework inside this massive [laughs] … this sort of colossal tower-like edifice, you
know …

00:20:29

DW

Yes.

00:20:30

GEw

… which is, you know, interesting. So, it seemed to me that the two were linked and
of course, to place any kind of meaning on the uhm … you know, where the wind
got it or how the windows blew in, and what happened then and, you know, the
various stages of the fire. You have to basically record the heap of debris in relation
to what … to the structure in which it stood. So, that’s the building … dimension,
the building recording dimension, so those are the three areas that we set up to tackle
and explain to the Glasgow School of Art, er, what we intended to do, and they knew
it from the get-go and, er, it was, you know, it was a challenge and no question, but it
was … it was stuff we do all the time, so we managed it, you know … anyway, I don’t
know where we were with that.

00:21:26

DW

No, that’s great.

00:21:27

GEw

], but all I can say is that you know, in my life as a digger, an archaeology person and,
you know, an archaeologist with a small ‘A’, I’ve seen … they see things on the Time
Team … I was approached by the Time Team [Channel 4] to set up a … a Scottish
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version of it, you know, but, you know, funnily enough … and I'm not … I'm not
thinking about turning a bit, you know … there was a proto, a pilot … thing program
with … that guy with the wurzel accent and all the rest of them [DW: “Yes I know
him!”], you know, Phil [Harding] and the rest of them and they decided that they
wanted to keep that crew because they were slightly eccentric and visually [DW:
“Characters?”] satisfying, but you see, the Time Team became … it was an enormous
success, I can't tell you, I mean it was a hugely successful, popular thing and to
somehow … the notion of talking rash and Baldrick standing there and, “What have
you found out?” All of that became embedded in the psyche, you know, and I’m not
saying that … I don't think it did any harm because it probably raised consciousness,
but it also promoted a whole swathe of what you might call talking head …
approaches to the past and that goes all the way from, oh, you know, uhm, Lucy
Worsley and her eccentric ways and the little gleaming away dressing-up and, you
know, these are people who are slightly … ah, what shall I say? I mean they pick ‘em
for their … [DW: “Character?”] Something like that, and does that go in the way of
the information or is it a means towards giving the information out? I wouldn't like
to say. I just think everybody could do it, anybody could and everybody should, you
know, I just think it's … it’s … it’s not really something to profit from, you know,
and I don’t know whether this is true or not, but there was an awful lot of footage
with me at the time done by the BBC. There was a little crew – and this is at the
Mackintosh – and a very amiable bunch of girls it was that were doing it and they …
to be honest I said, ‘Look, if ever this ever reaches any kind of broadcast, I mean it’ll
be a miracle, but it’s still part of the archives, so will you retain my thoughts or my
comment or all the other people they were interviewing as part of the archive?’ And
they said they would. Now that may or may not have happened.

00:24:04

DW

Yes.

00:24:05

GEw

But there was a … quite a lot of … copy done at the time, and it catches that very
well. better than Neil Oliver ever would, you know. I’m not knocking him or anything,
they're all just trying to make a living, but it’s funny how it can't seem to be a reality
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unless it’s transmitted or transposed by David Attenborough or somebody … you
know there’s a point where you guys, you know, the way you promote and suggest a
deeper meaning to something, that’s perfectly valid, and it's important because the
philosophy of our approach to the past is really what gets … what makes us tick, you
know [DW: “yeah”], especially in these troubled times, so I’m all for that, but it's far
too deep for me, I mean, I did a thing with Jonathan Meads. Have you seen him?

00:24:50

DW

I … I can't…

00:24:52

GEw

He's a pretty extreme … he’s a very extreme character, a very amiable but, you know,
overthinks things to the point of unbelievable density you know but it's funny [DW:
“Some people do!”] because he's such an eccentric and he’s so compelling, I mean,
he's a powerhouse brain-type … but it comes across … but it is quite interesting, it’s
better than Dan Snow, you know, who wants to be a soldier, I wish he’d just join the
army, you know [laughs]. There's a lot of that. The Passchendaele thing I found most
odd, the whole hundred years of the First World War was very odd indeed, and I
mean I’m not sure I get it, you know. Anyway, so…

00:25:34

DW

That’s very interesting. Okay, so I suspect that you do, uhm … Do you have any
thoughts about the fire’s behaviour and movement within the library?

00:25:47

GEw

The fire’s behaviour? Well, I mean, to be honest, I … I work with a team. Now I had
two very good field people, uhm, whom I trusted to record the sections. The idea, as
far as I could tell, the prevailing thought was the ducts, the vents, the hypocaust or
whatever they want to call it, the ventilation system had had an important part to play
in the progress of the fire, okay? Now, all I would say to that is that … that building
was constructed at the height of industrial Glasgow. There was no … no more …
what you might call well-equipped and experienced bunch of folk as were available to
Rennie Mackintosh at that time. The building is definitely more factory, or as much a
factory or utilitarian, sorry, a utilitarian building as they did in aesthetic structure and
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the fabric of the … of the library, the thing you visited … did you ever see it, by the
way?

00:26:57

DW

Well … well, this is the thing. I’ve been in the library only once ever, and that was
after it is cleared out by yourselves so …

00:27:06

GEw

You never saw it when it was intact? Well, it is a strange place, I mean, I honestly say
that you know, I mean … the link between the personality of Rennie Mackintosh and
his works is very very marked …

00:27:21

DW

Really?

00:27:22

GEw

… where you think … I got a strong sense of a personal involvement with man or a
team of people, I mean, he obviously had a team, but a kind of driven quality to the
whole thing and, to be honest, everybody venerates and says it was a wonderful, well,
it was the most gloomy, depressing, spooky place [laughs] and it spoke volumes of
the times they lived, I thought … I thought. It evoked something. It had all the charm
… it was rather crudely put together, and it reminded me of a school production, you
know, the kind of slightly jerry …

00:27:59

DW

Yes.

00:28:00

GEW

… it was a little bit like that, but because Rennie Mackintosh has become a kind of
national treasure with the tearooms and the rest, I think they miss a great deal of the
kind of toughness of the whole thing and the vision of the thing, in the words, he’s
getting it done in the most effective way he could.

00:28:18

DW

Yes.

00:28:19

GEw

He clearly was constrained with finances and the rest of it, but he was also deeply
interested in, ah, historic structures which I also felt we offered a kind of window in

362

Three Burnt Books: An Unconventional Conservation Narrative
on, in other words, what you have at the School of Art is a terrible site. A site, I mean,
the topography is really tricky. That’s a hell of a slope down Garnethill or whatever
and he had to accommodate that. He also … involved himself in what, you know, in
the historic sense you would say were ranges and towers, in other words, to keep …
you know, a long gallery upright, he supported it up with towers at either end, and
the towers ran down the hill. Now, those towers … I mean, the tower in Scottish
architecture is a classic and well-defined form, and one of the prevailing fears of all
tower builders is fire. Now, fire in a medieval tower house, for instance, is mitigated
by stone stair and ceiling. The kitchen. The kitchens generally were vaulted, in other
words, they weren’t wooden ceilings so that the fire, should it break out in the most
likely spots, i.e. in the kitchen, it didn’t progress as far or as fast as it would through
a wooden building. So, my guess is that the funnel effect of a tower was …
understood by Mackintosh and that his stone stair allowed people to get out. What
we were able to do was to excavate onto a floor which had not burnt away. Now, I
was able every week to talk to the various individuals who were involved in the
clearance work. There were basically the engineers, ehm, demolition men, there were
water people, there were people who are experts on fire … ah, analysis and all that
sort of stuff, and I then realised I had a team of specialists at my disposal that I would
normally never get to see, so I used to bore everybody absolutely rigid [laughs] by
asking them questions about bricks and whether the build was right, whether they,
you know, whether there any thoughts that the way the building … the galleries had
collapsed was in any way deliberate or considered, you know? I mean, is it so
ridiculous to think that a town that was specialised in lining out liners with timber
work, that all the infrastructures on the inside … it’s exactly the same in this building,
you know, they were using analogies with ships in shops and factories in the town.
The people that made this stuff as far as we know, although we were never able …
able to pursue that, that was a shame really because I think the carpentry and joinery
of which they talk a great deal speaks volumes about speed and, ehm, what’s the word?
uhm, pragmatism as it does about craftsmanship, the effect is more important than …
many ways, the quality of the woodworking, you know, which was pretty basic, you
know … so, you know, it just speaks volumes of this … of Glasgow at the turn of
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the nineteenth century, this dynamic bunch of folk, I think … Mackintosh with his
extreme interest in recording – by the way his drawings, you know, if you see his
drawings, I mean they’re amazingly good, but they’re not right, they’re drawn from his
own kind of wobbly view, and they’re not surveys, they’re impressions and he’s an
artist and his buildings are a bit like that and I think his clever wife and their coterie
of friends and their associations with Germany and northern Europe contributed
much to the quality of this rather intense experience, not, frankly to my taste at all …

00:32:20

DW

Really?

00:32:21

GEw

… but very particular …

00:32:22

DW

That’s allowed.

00:32:23

GEw

… and … so anyway, I just wondered, you know, with all that knowledge and all that
sort … a … a significant fear of fire, you know, they didn’t think, ‘Well look, you’re
building this thing of matchwood and, you know, you’ve got these bloomin’ vaults
and duct and things, what’s going to happen if they go up?’ Well you know, strangely
enough … the ducts that we saw was stuffed full of wires, in other words, they were
not free-flowing, they were not as built. The changes to the heating system, which I
try to pick up on in my [Kirkdale] report, is one of the changes, in other words, the
added, uhm, what-do-you-call-it, uhm, radiators [DW: “Yes”], piped water and the
income of electricity. The electricity was in … in ducts, but initially, it was in this
enormous ... this thing like … I don't know, it was about four inches across, this
holder [laughs] of electrical wiring [DW: “Really?”] and I think the way the thing was
… was seen as a modern, innovative, American-inspired – I think was said, somebody
said – was it intrinsically dangerous or was it – once it is compromised by new wiring,
new heating, subdivided – was that when it became a problem? But the reality was, as
soon as I saw the site on that fateful Monday with everybody standing around looking
like they’d died, you know, I said, ‘Is the floor alright?’ Well, it had gone away in one
corner where there was a little stair, in other words, where it was breached, but broadly
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speaking the floor was intact, so all I had to do, Dawn, was to basically move across
the floor and clear it up …

00:34:13

DW

Yup.

00:34:14

GEw

… in a systematic fashion which is a lot easier than digging it out of a hole in the
ground …

00:34:18

DW

Yes.

00:34:19

GEw

… and I realised that the floor was … the floor was still there, now, you know, why
had it survived?

00:34:28

DW

Was that surprising?

00:34:30

GEw

The floor was survived by the fact it had been sealed by the collapsing debris above
… by the debris above in terms of … wood, of … of the … the books, eh, basically
smothered the fire, it smouldered, but it didn’t burn freely, it became charcoal, but it
didn’t burn the floor away, and it was able … it just fell on the floor, and the floor
was strong enough to take the weight of whatever was above it. Now that I felt was
considered, because as far as the wood and the upper … the sort of … mezzanine
were, you know, able to take the weight of people walking about but it wasn’t colossal
timbers, and they didn’t affect, frankly, the integrity of the floor significantly, or there
was enough time to get out, you know, and I just thought that if you build skinny
timbers supporting a flat thing, once the skinny timbers collapse, down comes the flat
thing with a ton of weight above it and it’ll basically smother it, you know, was there
an area of deliberate offensive constructive collapse, in other words, you know when
you build cars these days they have a crumple zone, you know, it’s all anticipated, I
just would wish to give them a bit more credit than say, ‘This was naïve and stupid, it
was bound to be a problem,’ I think. Nobody died, you know.
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00:36:05

DW

Because that’s interesting, because the lights, the brass lights they folded up on
themselves as well in a kind of more reduced way.

00:36:14

GEw

Well, it was worth something … some clever person may pick up on this and take it
further because I wish, you know, that clearly the comparanda to do with buildings
of his own, or how he looked at hazards, because fire was far more prevalent then
than that it is now, so they clearly knew what to expect, so he would not have avoided
it and was it something to do with the cheapness of the material, you know; was it the
pine that was used: it wasn’t oak, it burned quicker. The panelling, I could see, the
panelling was more than one phase. Now, somebody had the panelling off and put
on again a few times. They were blocked apertures which again I couldn’t … interpret
at the time because we didn’t go on and write a full report, you know, for one reason
or another and that was that. We made a record of the debris field, we put it into
context, and that is it. We didn’t do any work on the material as such, the artefacts,
everything. I don’t know what’s happened to that, but we certainly didn’t do anything
with it.

00:37:28

DW

Okay.

00:37:29

GEw

So there! [laughs]

00:37:30

DW

So there. Can you tell me about or explain a bit more about the excavation philosophy
and methodology from your point of view as an archaeologist?

00:37:44

GEw

Okay. Well the heap, if you remember, you’ll have seen many a picture of it …

00:37:50

DW

Yes.

00:37:51

GEw

… it was sort of an uneven pile of … of material. Clearly a lot of books. It was
undulated across the floor. It was … I don’t think it is any deeper than a couple of
metres at its deepest, but it had like material that fell off the walls, that was still hanging
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off the walls, and there was a kind of, uhm, concentration of, uhm, books around the
edges where they’d fallen straight off the shelves, and there was a kind of a lesser area
in the middle where there, frankly, wasn’t the debris to fall in on it … uhm … I was
initially going to try and three-dimensionally record the thing from a vantage point,
in other words, to try and catch every artefact in its angle of repose using some kind
of … either … well, think of total station recording or photography rectified, but that
– and this is worth mentioning – the conditions in there were so bad, by the time we
went in there, we … that happened in May as I recall, we didn’t get in there till
October. That heap had mouldered merrily over the summer and one of the hazards
that we became quickly aware of was spores …

00:39:14

DW

Yes.

00:39:15

GEw

… and mould and … as well as, you know, sheer … the weather and the exposed
nature because there was no glass in the windows, so it was open to the elements and
it was wet, you know, soaking wet and dark, and so, relying on overcomplicated
machinery was clearly not going to work even our cheap cameras – and I always make
a virtue of using cheap things because, you know, they’re simple and, you know, you
can replace them – we were using cheap hand– … you know, point-and-press cameras
– perfectly adequate – but, you know, we went through a few of them because they
got gummed up with the muck and the debris and the physical situation there, with
masks and all this carry on, you know, made it difficult, so we relied … we turned to a
drawn record. Now, I was very fortunate as you may see these things some of the
drawings are really spectacular, I think …

00:40:21

DW

Yes, I’ve seen them.

00:40:22

GEw

… and that’s because they’re just very skilled [laughs], you know, I remember, you
know, I did say at the time, you know, that anybody who wanted to see if this sort of
thing in action, you know, they should come along and talk to us, you know, because
you won’t see the like of that again. Two of them are just really really exceptional, and

367

Three Burnt Books: An Unconventional Conservation Narrative
we’re just lucky to have them. But it was because it was drawn and what we were doing
was not a survey, in other words, this is the difference between the three-dimensional
walk-around scan, you know, that’s something else. We are doing an archaeological
record, in other words, an illustration to show archaeological phenomena which I
then use to argue, you know, this happened before that, you know, these kind of
things, so it shouldn’t be confused with a … with a scan. But the thing was, the
scanners and the rest of it were not there to do it. There was nothing for us to use, so
we relied entirely on our own records which were on bits of paper, drawings, and you
know the papers are durable [laughs] and simple technology, so that was the first thing
because of the conditions which was so bad and dangerous and grim, not pleasant, so
that had to be the first thing, so whatever we did on-site had to be simple and
achievable and if we set off … over it with a plan, it had to be consistent. You can’t
chop and change. So, again through our experience we knew that excavating on a grid
is what you do, in other words, we could locate things to within a metre … square
metre. Everything is expressed in a square metre, vertically and horizontally. That’s
the plan. That’s how you tackle sites. Now, the difficulty with that place was finding
fixed points of references. We were, however, able to lay the lines of our trenches,
our cuts, if you like, our probe … the way we moved across the site in various points
by using the shape of the plan itself – the building. Now, it’s interesting that the
building drawings post-Rennie Mackintosh’s own rather bizarre drawings which are
very very large scale, you know, and some of them just aren’t right, uhm, we were not,
you know, you’re looking at idealised drawings which are not absolutely plumb so we
were able to draw it in a plan, by hand, more accurately, I’d have to say …

00:42:57

DW

Wow.

00:42:58

GEw

… than … well, that’s what we did. So, that’s what we got, an accurate … with all its
heaving and things and rarely absolutely straight, you know, things tend to wobble …

00:43:08

DW

Yes.
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00:43:09

GEw

… a bit and that’s where the interest lies, that’s where the idiosyncrasies of change
are visible to us through anomalies rather than consistencies. So, all of that in mind,
we set about going in the front door … thanking our lucky stars that the floor was
intact. Had there not been a floor, it would’ve been a whole different kettle of fish,
but the floor was intact so we were able to progress going across the site, area by area,
grid square by grid square. This meant that everything that came off the site: mucky,
dirty, messed up books and the rest of it, were processed per square. We knew which
grid square they came from and we knew through the records of the library etcetera
where they’d come from, so we could say that, ‘Ah yes, volume 52 of Country Life, you
know, had travelled you know, from its corner … you know, cabinet, all the way down
to grid square XY,’ you know, it’s a bit like Battleships, do you know the game?

00:44:13

DW

Yes.

00:44:14

GEw

Or Connect or whatever they call it, same kind of thing. So, it was … because we
were then able to show the client, who are terrified about time and motion and it all
became rather pressurised through the agencies of the architect, ‘Where are you now
and what’s happening next?’ you know, and I said, ‘Well, here we are and that’s what’s
happening next,’ you know, which was a good thing when you’re confronted with a
much more technocratic agency, in other words, we weren’t excavating amiably on
some hill in Tuscany, we were in the middle of this building site …

00:44:53

DW

Yes.

00:44:54

GEw

… and there was pressure on to get out, like they wanted us out by certain date and,
you know, I had to basically manage it which I did do, amazingly enough, and that …
that was no small achievement. I don’t think people will quite appreciate just how
tight that was for us, but we did it and … and I think there were unpredictable
circumstances, not least to say … I think there was a … I think the site was closed
down a few times due to bad weather, some bits came crashing through …
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00:45:25

DW

Oh, really?

00:45:27

GEw

Yes, something happened, I can’t recall now, but it was terribly … we were chased
away a few times because of, you know …

00:45:35

DW

An event …

00:45:36

GEw

… circumstances beyond our control. It was the weather, it was just the weather, you
know, the middle of winter in Scotland, what do you expect?

00:45:41

DW

And Glasgow too!

00:45:42

GEw

In Glasgow, yes … all of that, but there still was no real consent of concession about
getting a good archaeological record out of it, so I was left pretty much to my own
devices, which is good in some ways, but also a bit odd because there didn’t seem to
be a huge amount of interest other than, ‘When are you going to be finished?’ [laughs]
You know, yeah, it’s true, it’s true.

00:46:05

DW

So, this is … the record is … is pretty much your own creation in a way, it’s your own
thing and your own approach …

00:46:13

GEw

What’s that, sorry?

00:46:14

DW

This is … this is very much your own creation? You kind of built and designed this
approach?

00:46:21

GEw

Oh yeah. I mean it’s nothing new, I mean, don’t run away with this, Dawn, all
archaeological sites are based on a regular grid. I mean, that’s what you do on a site.
If you ever have to excavate anything, you put … you put some kind of reference
point on the ground, in other words, you put a line, a baseline, and then you measure
where you are from that baseline. That’s all you have to do. You can fix the baseline

370

Three Burnt Books: An Unconventional Conservation Narrative
on terra firma using any kind of GPS clever-dickery you want, but you need a reference,
and I used the room. I used the walls as my baseline and measured in from the walls.
Now, we found that they were not absolutely plumb, but for the differences made,
because the archaeological dividend was threefold: I wanted a sense of the episode, I
also wanted to know … to be able to locate things, in other words, if the light fittings
fell straight down, you know, the chances are the fragments of its little bits of glass
would be within a metre or so of its collapse, so would be looking in the right place,
so it was a focus for retrieval of known artefacts: the clock; the lights, as I say … ah,
I can’t remember.

00:47:36

DW

The periodical…

00:47:37

GEw

… And then the furniture … the furniture … the weird lectern-thing, [laughs] that
table with the sort of frame on it, you know … you know, we needed to find that and
… and the rest of it. The most elaborate structure which suffered the most damage
was of course the … the kind of the fabric of the gantry, the … the gallery itself with
its brilliant red and gold and green, uhm, painted bits and I wonder, you know, there’s
a lot of purple prose talked about the sylvan effect of light …

00:48:14

DW

Yes!

00:48:15

GEw

… filtering through the forest of this, that and the other. It’s absolutely mental
[laughs]. But it’s good … good copy, you know, but the … the thing that achieved
that effect was where it was most badly damaged, and that was the thing that we tried
to … we had a brilliant timber specialist Thorsten Hanke, the German specialist.
Absolutely brilliant. He was there the whole time, and he worked flat out, and we look
at every stick that came out from furniture to fabric, from beams to, you know,
boards, you know, and we treated everything the same, and he did a phenomenal job,
and it was all done as it happened, in other words, it had to be, sort of, sorted there
and then …
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00:49:03

DW

Yes.

00:49:04

GEw

… because there was no opportunity to sort of put it to one side, ‘Oh, we’ll come
back to that and write a big report on it,’ that was never … that didn’t … that simply
has not happened, and the AOC – I must sing their praises because they were
absolutely first-class – there were three of them, and they were absolutely on the
money. They … they really did save the day with processing the books, particularly,
and the artefacts in a thoroughly professional fashion. Again, they had the same
problems we had: the dirty conditions; the hazards, to be honest; and the material
itself; but they really … they really did a fantastic job. So, I mean, what could I do? I
just let it run, you know. I watched these brilliant folk, and they were all young, I
mean, I was really quite touched by the whole thing. I was impressed, I have to say
that, and if anything goes through on record, it is to say that was a really cracking little
team and, uhm, they did what I wanted and, uhm, I, frankly, tried to make sense of
things as it happened and obviously to push things on, you know, try to keep the …
keep the deadlines and in mind and all that. But I was also, I have to say, because …
I’m a bit that way inclined, I mean, I did – I keep saying this – get a real sense of the
individual … design … of the mentality of a powerful … I don’t know, a mind, you
know this …

00:49:03

DW

Yes.

00:49:04

GEw

… without getting too … bonkers about it … ehm, the more time you spent in that
place and the more that you realised it: the myopic approach, this obsessive
consistency, looking at every mortal thing. He wasn’t the only person who did that,
but there was a strong sense of a link with this individual character and, you know,
you’ve only got to look at that dismal picture of him at the time, you know, he left …
he was shattered, fat guy, you know, compared to that amiable chap with a flowery
jacket, you know …

00:50:37

DW

Yes.
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00:50:37

GEw

… and the merry moustache. [laughs]

00:50:38

DW

The dandy, I know.

00:50:39

GEw

You know what I mean? It took … it knocked him side– … it took a lot out of him,
and I don’t think he ever did anything remotely as complicated ever again, but that
strange … sinuous … intense … weird … fin de siècle quality, pre-First World War,
you know – oh, Jimmy, it really was quite quite quite … evocative …

00:51:35

DW

Yes.

00:51:36

GEw

… you know, you could not avoid it, and I just thought, ‘Well you know we must do
a job for him,’ you know? I really did feel that we owed to him to try and make it as
thorough record to the best of our ability … of at least that one room. Goodness
knows what happened with the rest of his building, but that’s the only one we were
involved in … and the corridor. We didn’t get any look at his theatre or anything at
all, which were all damaged in my eyes … but we just looked at the library. And there
was an awful lot of folk who claimed the kind of, ‘Oh aye, I love the Mack!’ this sort
of thing, [laughs] you know. I thought, ‘God, what a weird old place!’ One little aside,
when I went up on that Monday, I … I’d been to the Art School some years before
and … went in there and looked at it and thought, you know, this is a bit ramshackle,
to be honest, it was a bit untidy, a bit run down …

00:52:32

DW

Yeah.

00:52:33

GEw

… the whole building, a bit … a bit ratty-tatty, you know, for all its importance and
all the rest of it. Anyway, that was the impression I’d had then, but as I was going up
towards it in Sauchiehall Street, I dropped into Greggs the bakery …

00:52:57

DW

Yes.
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00:52:58

GEw

… as I [laughs] fancied a sausage roll or something to steel myself for the horrors,
and I said, ‘By the way, am I on the right track for the Glasgow School of Art?’ And
all these ladies said, ‘Ooh, that’s terrible! What a shame! What a shame!’ I said, ‘Do
you care?’ ‘Do we care?!’ And I realised there and then … that Glasgow took great
interest and pride in that building …

00:53:15

DW

They do, yes.

0:53:16

GEw

… more in a way than the folk, who work there. They were hugely interested and every
week and every now and again, when I had to go, you know, go to the bank and do
things, they all asked, ‘What’s happening up the road?’ And I realised it: Glasgow
really does worry about its … its heritage buildings in a way that Edinburgh doesn’t,
strangely. I live in Edinburgh, it’s a whole different kettle of fish here.

00:53:44

DW

Fascinating.

00:53:45

GEw

But Glasgow, for all its … slightly, I don’t know … it’s all a bit, er, jumbled in so
many ways, you know, but, uhm … they really did care and, uhm, I found that
interesting that, you know, Rennie Mackintosh is much more than, er, those rather
twee brooches and things that appear under his name. It was something really quite
muscular, something to do with a really powerful, murky city, you know …

00:54:18

DW

Yeah.

00:54:19

GEw

… it really was … and it was men … shipbuilders and that, you know, it wasn’t all
folderols and dancing around, and it was, you know, dare I say it as well, I know
nothing about the significance or symbolism of things he got into, but there’s a lot
of, kind of, slightly … [laughs] I don’t know… you know, the allusions into sort of
sexual allegories and the rest of it are all right there …

00:54:46

DW

Wow.
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00:54:47

GEw

… and, uhm, do you know, it’s just something about that artwork which is very
different from nowadays, do you know?

00:54:53

DW

Yes, yes.

00:54:54

GEw

And if that was done under the auspices of the city fathers and these rather grim
looking guys in black coats and carry on, and all the while he's drawing great … sort
of, you know, phalluses over the place [laughs] and dancing about, and you know, it
struck me as a very peculiar place at a very particular time and, uhm, said something
about Glasgow, actually. I’ve come to know Glasgow an awful lot better and, uhm,
there’s a spirit about the place which is much more free … and lively … and, you
know, out there, you know …

00:55:30

DW

00:55:31

Yeah.

… in a way you wouldn’t have got that in Edinburgh. I don’t think you would’ve got
away with it in Edinburgh. They wouldn’t have allowed him to do it. Now, whether
he’d ever have wished to do it – why’s his stuff always in Glasgow? He’s a west-coast
guy and all that … but anyway …

00:55:44

DW

Well, that’s fascinating, that’s fantastic.

00:55:46

GEw

Well, it is very … palpable. I spent fifty years standing around in palaces and … you
know, the great buildings in Europe and the rest of it, and I’ve knocked spades into
some of them and, you know, you can get a sense of this animus. I wouldn’t say it was
… it’s not untrue … you must try and … you know, the thing about buildings is that
… you are the last element in that experience, you know in other words, they mean
nothing without you again in that space, so it presupposes you standing and having a
good look, you know what I mean …

00:56:21

DW

Yes, yes I do.
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00:56:22

GEw

… and that’s not an objective thing, it is entirely subjective …

00:56:26

DW

Absolutely.

00:56:27

GEw

… in every sense. It’s all about being there. So, this is why I’m just a little pleased in
the real thing. A scan is all very well, but they’re not building them anymore, you
know what I mean, [laughs] and there’s no substitute for going to the place where it
happened, you know, these terms … mean something, you know, that’s why people
plod off to Passchendaele because they get a sense of this terrible event. Maybe you
shouldn’t dwell on these things, I’m sure the poor benighted souls who were all shot
to bits at Passchendaele would be the last people on earth to say, you know, ‘Don’t
get hung up on this,’ you know, but it’s because of the event that people are drawn to
these things, I’m pretty sure. So, buildings are the best testament, they’re the best
artefacts to sense … the humans that once inhabited them because you’re walking
through the same space, you’re not quite breathing the same air, but you’re pushing
the same doors, you know ….

00:57:24

DW

Yes.

00:57:25

GEw

… which is … which is what people like, you know, it takes you somewhere. Right.

00:57:32

DW

Yes, that’s brilliant. Okay. Uhm, so … you spoke about actually that being there …
so, and I’m going to say … what … is digging into ash and soot and charcoal, the
actual very fabric of what was once the library different to say excavating soil in a field
or something like that?

00:57:56

GEw

Not at all. Not at all. It is exactly the same, and I would say the Roman site that I dug
all those years ago when I was, you know, on what was known as the digging circuit
– the site, it was just unbelievable. You know, soil comes off and there are these
colours, you know, and I’ve never forgotten it, and the sense of immediacy of the
event … that’s exactly the same. I mean, at the Mackintosh there was a lady’s … a
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lassie’s … book, what-do-you-call-it … a MacBook or whatever it’s called, sitting …
sitting on the table, you know. In the Roman site I found a bowl, a Samian bowl and
a shield, you know, I thought they were just … they were just abandoned as folk got
the hell out, you know, as the place went on fire. So, that sense of the event was very
very marked, and that was true, as I say, of that Roman site, 40 AD and the one of
2014 or whatever, it was very very similar … exactly the same sense of panic and fear,
you know …

00:59:01

DW

Yeah.

00:59:02

GEw

… you could see that they’d just dropped everything and took off [laughs] and, you
know, so that was exactly the same. And the principles of the recording the … the …
the heap, you know, if it had been allowed … to generate a bit, doubtless soils would
have drifted in – it’s always a bit of a mystery to me where soils come from – it seems
to come in and cover things up, you know, plants achieve … grow on it and will be
buried, effectively, in a short while. But the event, it’s … you took the turf off, there it
would be, you know. So … no difference at all and, uhm, the advantage was we knew
… that the firemen had … had used high-powered hoses and blasted, you know as
they would, things, you know, to put them out and this is … what we found the clock,
it had shot across the room [laughs] and, you know, it clearly hadn’t fallen where it
should’ve done and we surmised that this was down to the pressure hoses which had
been shot at it. It hadn’t exploded, I mean, that was the other option, had it actually
blown up [laughs] and scattered across the room, but no, it was down to the pressure
hoses of the firemen, you know, with everybody saying, ‘What a wonderful job,
etcetera, etcetera.’ But one of the more bizarre remarks and this is saying that – I don’t
know enough about the fire incident in its detail, but firemen were walking along the
corridor … in the upper gallery and were remarking that … flames were coming up
the … the ducts. Now … you know, uhm … ‘Surprise surprise!’ I mean, I just think
this is entirely obvious. They knew where the fire started and it was going to travel to
the walls, you know. [laughs] So … but to get back to old Mackintosh and his plans,
I just wonder … just for the sake of argument, as a piece of hypothesis, you know,
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did he consider how the … a fire would affect his new building? Yes, he did. I’m sure
he did, and what measures did he take to ensure that the people who were in this
library, which is a public space, had a chance to get out. The stone stair is the obvious
solution but, you know: how would people get from the gallery to the stone stairs?
Were the stairs within … a two-minute dash? A one-minute? All of these things were
considered and thought, and it still be worth somebody’s time to work that out …

01:01:40

DW

Yes.

01:01:41

GEw

… because I think it wasn’t just an old building with an … with an intrinsically, you
know, haphazard construction. It was … it was … it was a mixture, it was a big stone
thing … Those windows as well. There was some sense that … the plan that he had
in mind initially had changed, that the floor arrangement wasn’t what he had
anticipated because, you know, uhm, the way the gallery ran right across the window
just seemed … inappropriate. Why have floor-to-ceiling windows and stick
something, right across the middle of it?

01:02:19

DW

Yes.

01:02:20

GEw

You know? So, somebody changes their minds. So, again the changes in plan –
perhaps imposed upon him – were things that made a difference to the way it behaved
in a fire and he had to react to that, you know, I think that’s the skill of the builder,
the architect, the designer.

01:02:39

DW

It’s food for thought.

01:02:41

GEw

These things were all pretty obvious to me and, erm … you know, I was able to air
these, as I say, much to the …. you could see the guys from Page\ Park [Architects]
rolling their eyes and looking skywards [laughs] as they rushed …. ‘Now then, let’s
have a chat!’ You know? ‘We must get going, we must get on.’ [laughter]
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00:03:01

DW

There’s always …

00:03:02

GEw

‘Hang on a minute!’ [laughs] ‘Not so fast!’ But everybody was quite amiable, as I say,
most of the builders were only too happy to talk about bricks, you know what I mean,
and they looked to me like the bricks were a job lot. I thought the bricks were secondhand, you know, [laughs] as they … they seemed to be that … you know, they were
saying that some of the builds were done at a gallop … you know, there’s a kind of
Friday-afternoon quality to some of the stuff, you know …

01:03:28

DW

Oh, no!

01:03:29

GEw

… and it just speaks volumes that they were trying to save money, you know. Was he
responsible? You get the feeling that … he would’ve kept an eye on things on a dayto-day basis and that any skimping or any cutting corners, you know, would not have
been, uhm, something he’d have welcomed. But again he was after the effect more
… than the method, I think. It’s all in the …. books, the workshop books, I’m sure,
and of course the ongoing battle with the funders who told him he couldn’t have this,
and he couldn’t have oak, and he had to paint it black, and all this carry on, and that
too would have made a difference, ’cause I think, oak burns a hell of a lot more slowly
than pine.

01:04:14

DW

Yes, it does.

01:04:15

GEw

So, all of these things were of …. ‘Hmm, there you go.’ … And also, I mean, the
whole of the upper deck when … we had a walk around, Thorsten and I, onto the
top floor – we never went there again – but on day one, we went around … and all
of that … the roof space and everything else was just lying about. There was a
considerable amount of debris which, ehm, you know, I don’t know what happened
to that, it just got chucked away, you know … that there’s a good deal of it and, er …
there you go.
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01:04:46

DW

I wondered, did the archaeologist see any wonders or marvels, you know, uhm, when
you've found resulting from the effects of fire, the water …

01:04:55

GEw

Not really. I think what we saw was a sense of the building, I can’t emphasise that
enough that, uhm, we gathered … we got involved, we saw it in a way that no one
had ever done before since it was put up. We saw behind the … scaffold, uhm, behind
the … panelling, you know, and that was the wonders. We saw for instance that he’d
marked up the ducts for air and … coving and stuff by using different-coloured
bricks. Now, it’s like so standard now … of colour coding, but was it the case then?
I doubt it. You know, it was there for someone to work on, you know, that’s the
thing: the message from the past to the present. I once worked on an abbey in … an
abbey in Galloway somewhere and, uhm, I picked up these fragments of an arch.
Now, there they were, uhm … uhm … carved lumps of ashlar and I notice the marks
on the inside. Now, these are the guidelines to put it up. Now, I thought, ‘Right, I’m
picking up an artefact here, I know what it is, I’m able to decipher the lines on the
inside which are a kind of guide and I’m also in the presence of people who know
how to put it up again.’ In other words, we were part of a long, thousand-year-old
tradition, which was able to pick up this random piece of rubble, put it back or make
another one just as good [laughs] and it was quite humbling to think that, well it was
a non-literal experience of building. That buildings are all about experience and people
that build them [laughs] and that we saw that the maintenance or the need to perhaps
get into these ducts … in an easy and effective way had been helped by somebody
saying, ‘Well, all the ones with hot air are marked with red bricks and all the ones have
cold air have yellow,’ you know? I think that was the case, I can’t remember precisely,
but that design was all about the knowledge that the building was going to have to be
looked after, do you know, and they were making … he was making it plain. It was
an instruction from a hundred years ago. So, that … that sort of thing from a man, as
I say, from somebody who was steeped in this mysticism and the weird … I don't
know, uhm, sylvan woods of Madame Blavatsky and all the rest of it, you know,
whatever they were up to [laughs], uhm, he still had his foot … feet in practical terms,
you know, and this … this is the Clyde where they’re making battleships within a
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stone’s throw virtually of this place, you know, and the factories were running around
the clock, you know? Uhm, it was an absolute … it was, you know, absolute epicentre
of the Empire: engines, you know; foundries; the whole lot going on and of course
the building’s going to be influenced by that, you know, the skills available etcetera
etcetera that into this strange hybrid of drama and, uhm, theatricality and, uhm …
you know, as I say, utilitarian built …

01:08:26

DW

Could you…?

01:08:27

GEw

Very interesting. So, that’s the plus side. We were privileged to get a look at that for
the first time since he … he put it up, that was the, ‘Wow’ moment. There were no
objects that we didn’t know about. We knew they were there, and we were able to
find them relatively quickly, so there was no great mystery there. We didn’t see, I don’t
think, anything in the fabric… you know, Thorsten … we did try to look at the uhm
… the joinery, er, in the time we had, which was very very very little, to try and make
something of the … of the … the range of joinery skills and just how that varied
across the piece. There was a bit of that I suppose … The books, well … the books
themselves, well … we took a view, and that was one of the more challenging
decisions is, what are you going to do this? Now, that was not my decision but a
‘decision tree’ as we called it, [DW: “Yes”] was made about what to retain and what
not to retain, and that was something that was passed, I suggested, amongst everybody
who had something to say on the matter, so that nobody would turn around and say,
“Why did you throw it all away?” Because the … the funny thing was, there was a
sense of, well we can't have the most expensive pile of charcoal in the world, but on
the other hand, if this was Stonehenge, you would. You’d be obliged to keep every
bloody fragment you know? [DW: “Yes”] So, what's the difference? So, it's like realworld stuff. All the clever people, all the agencies with their… the Restoration
Committee, I have had no dealings whatsoever with anybody at all, at all, about the
material that came from my excavation, so I don't know anything about that. I’ve
been … not been involved at all with anything whatsoever [laughs].
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01:10:27

DW

That’s okay, I got that side of the story too. It’s fine.

01:10:32

GEw

I’m sure you did. I’m sure you got it all. So how they untangled it, I don't know, so
…

01:10:37

DW

Okay. Initially … you’ve mentioned the three-dimensionality of that space as well,
and you were digging down and also recording the walls … could you elaborate a bit
on that experience and approach?

01:10:53

GEw

Right. Well … to go back to the idea of what we now referred to as ‘standing building
recording’ is something that evolved. There was a time, as I say, when, you know, I
would come and do a site, and there would be an architect who’d look up, and we’d
look down, you know what I mean?

01:11:13

DW

Yes.

01:11:14

GEw

That the interpretation of the phasing of the walls and the way doors came and went,
or floors came and went, was an architectural interest based on architectural history
rather than an archaeological one based on the physical relationship of … of features,
as we call them. I felt that you could combine the two and the first time this was done,
to my knowledge, with any degree of comprehensiveness was at a site I did in
Kirkcaldy, known by us as the Merchant’s House. This is a fabulous seventeenthcentury building with a sixteenth-century core … it was a really … which we kind of
inherited, in other words, somebody’d done some restoration work in the oldfashioned way, you know, historical engineers had, [laughs] you know, decided that
the roof was a bit like this, but the records were sadly lacking. So, what I set about
was to prove or record the building using the plan, now that sounds like completely
obvious, but I dragooned the help of some friends from Herriot Watt University …
really sharp bunch of people and we embarked on the first three-dimensional survey
of the building, in other words, to pick up the anomalies and to isolate where … uhm,
changes occurred, so the idea was was to describe the site in terms of its existing plan,
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and that is the philosophy that we applied on all our sites now, and I’ve taken this
model, as it were, through all sorts of buildings and … I did, for instance, a very big
survey of Stirling Castle Palace. You could check that out online if you want and you
can see how we went about it, the palace at Stirling Castle, but I’ve done many others:
Edinburgh Castle. I did a couple of books on those two. You can see those if you
want to see how we go about it. We simply identified changes on plans, elevations
and drew the thing together. Now basically, in a notion under practice, everybody
does it, but it’s what it means and how you relate change to those phenomena. That’s
all it is. So, when you go to … up to the Mackintosh, we were looking at the remnants
of two rooms effectively: the room in which the books sat and the so-called … I’ve
forgotten … upstairs, but it was the other room upstairs …

01:13:47

DW

The Store.

01:13:49

GEw

The what?

01:13:50

DW

The Furniture Store, was it?

01:13:52

GEw

That’s the one, aye. Well, you could see the various beams and supports for the
furniture store which were very peculiar if I remember. There was something about a
suspended ceiling, there was something odd. So, the whole edifice was really the site
that we could … the polygon that I entered embraced two separate rooms at one time
so that … it was definitely going to be at least two spaces, and within one of the lower
spaces there was a little office, so there’d been three spaces at one time, so the
evidence of the floor and the tier we were finding was going to be informed by the
way these three spaces had performed … and … and influence, you know, the
material that we are picking up off the floor, in other words, it was bits from the
furniture store that had fallen through [laughs] and landed, so we had to say, ‘This
stuff came from the Furniture Store.’ ‘Oh, what’s the Furniture Store?’ ‘Oh, well it’s
a space above it.’ So, in other words, to avoid all this torturous stuff, you say, ‘The
room comprises of the following things: these elevations, they’re traces of wall levels
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… floor levels rather and doors and windows.’ That’s basically all you need to know.
Sometimes there’s fireplaces. These are the three or four basic reference points for
what you could say about the function of a room and its various stages of life, but the
furniture store still maybe started off as something and ended up as something else.
The library may have been intended to be a bigger space, a single empty space which
was subdivided. I think that’s probably true and that access was, therefore, uhm,
rearranged, you know. So, you could say that there would be … you have to have a
record of the upstanding context, in other words, the walls, so we drew them and, as
I say, we drew all the bits that were still adhering, partly to say these are still in place
and you should treat these now as part of the physical fabric, even though they’re
damaged, they’re still in place, they’re not fallen on the floor, they’re not portable
artefacts anymore, they are still in situ, and you should think about what you’re going
to do about that. Uhm, but it also shows what survived and what didn’t, and then …
because we’d numbered everything and, you know, numbers are free as long as you’re
organised about it, you can put together … databases which now accomplish … at
one time, pre-digitisation, this was a whole lot more difficult and a lot more
challenging in terms of just volumes of data, but because you can log things and locate
them much more readily in CAD, computer-aided design, which is the blueprint for
architects internationally then it seems obvious that our numbers can live in that
environment, and if I say, ‘That blue speck on the wall is a love letter from Mr and
… Mrs Mackintosh to him,’ then it’s an important cultural thing. It doesn’t mean a
damn thing for the evolution of the building, but it’s an important piece of evidence
for something. You know in other words, it’s a framework. It’s about a framework or
frame of reference to absorb anything I think is interesting [laughs] and it could be
patches of plaster, particularly, or decoration or … the minutiae, the things like that,
or the damage or just anything that strikes me as being absolute of being part of this
narrative. Now, a photograph of … obviously, catches everything, but the process of
analysis using my eyes or the eyes of my team is a process of filtration and
interpretation, so what we come up with is a record, an archaeological record, not a
stone-by-stone scan. What would be the point without us taking the game a little
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further to say, ‘Yes, that piece of graffiti is John Byrne getting kicked out on a
Thursday afternoon,’ you know. That’s important because John Byrne’s important.

01:17:58

DW

Yes.

01:17:59

GEw

Do you know what I mean?

01:18:00

DW

Yeah.

01:18:01

GEw

So, we’re after that, after the lot, the whole lot and to be able to locate that and say,
‘That is graffiti,’ or, ‘That piece…’ you know, ‘That Apple Mac on that table belongs
to so-and-so, the famous scholar,’ you know, ‘Dawn, the famous scholar,’ you know,
it’s … it’s an important piece of the narrative, but I need to be able to place that
somewhere, and it’s simply a matter of offering an environment. Now, you wouldn’t
believe how difficult people find to take that on board and say, ‘What is the point?’
Well, the point is the record is a meaningful context. It’s simply … it’s simply an
opinion.

01:18:43

DW

Yes, an interpretation.

01:18:44

GEw

If you can’t show it, you can’t discuss it. Anybody can apply, and that’s why all of
those descriptions of the building to that date were a mixture of art-historical chat
about other buildings that he’d done, about similar carving he’d done and then this
weird threading in of … of … impression, you know, how … how mystically wonderful
it all is. Now, this is utter nonsense. [laughs] This doesn’t mean a damned thing to us.
We’re there to get the … all of it into one place …

01:19:18

DW

Yes.

01:19:19

GEw

… and to let others decide whether or not it’s … it’s important, and that’s the idea of
the matrix, as we call it, or the context or the database. The archive should be able to
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entail all of this so when you and I chat now – all the film lassies of two years ago –
any of that is part of me and my impression, that may be meaningless and not worth
taking any further and fair enough, but it should be able to take this on board. So, John
Byrne saying he thought the degree show was a joke and they shouldn't be paid
money, do you remember that?

01:20:00

DW

I … do. [laughs]

01:20:01

GEw

Do you remember that?

01:20:02

DW

Yes, I think I do.

01:20:03

GEw

He said the whole thing was a farce, you know, and it was interesting to hear
somebody like that say something like that and you say, ‘Well, I have no opinion one
way or the other!’ [laughs] you know, but it’s like it’s all part of the drama. It’s a bit
like me saying to the girls in Greggs, ‘What do you think?’ ‘Oh, it’s a terrible shame!’
‘Well, yeah of course it is, but why does it matter to you? Why on earth would you
care?’ You know, and they do care. And you say, ‘Well, fair enough.’ It’s like an
ongoing story, it never really stops. So, that’s the point of the archive, and these
upstanding building records are really just a kind of … of environment for discussion
and … and the more logical they are, the better it works, to my mind. You don’t
literally have to walk around and dress up and talk to somebody pretending to be a
soldier from the First World War, for instance. That’s … that’s not good. But, you
know, the buildings themselves and an honest representation of them is where we
should go to, in my mind.

01:21:04

DW

Okay.

01:21:05

GEw

That’s my opinion anyway. So, we do … there’s a room – exactly the same – I drew
all four walls and I drew a plan. Now, you know, it ended up being very helpful. I
think even the architects acknowledged that there was some usefulness in this, you
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know. There was a time, for instance, a very practical thing: what are you going to do
with all this broken stone? Well, the hope was that we’d put it back now as is, but …
you know, it was thought it might happen. And so, you know, this stuff was duly
recorded and marked up … you know …

01:21:36

DW

Yes.

01:21:37

GEw

…and it was done quickly and at the time. There was no six months standing on a
scaffold waving a pen. It was done in weeks … days … right there and then, but then
again, storage: what are you going to do with all this stuff? Oh, dear me, nobody’s got
any room for this,” and, “Oh, dear me.” So, you know, that became a problem, but
… you know, not my problem, but it was a problem, you know. An entire building is
inevitably going to generate a lot of stuff, you know.

01:22:04

DW

Can I ask you, do you think the fire or, uhm, this experience has had any personal or
professional impact on you?

01:22:12

GEw

Oh yeah, definitely, definitely. I mean, I’ve had some pretty extreme archaeological
experiences one way or another, some good, some not so good, and this is definitely
one of the more … more memorable things. I find … I found … there were good
parts, as I say, the good parts were the thrill … and it was a thrill, to be honest, to go
into this thing, er, and really really get under the skin – that phrase has been used a
lot – but we really did, actually, physically get engaged with this stuff in a way that
nobody had done before since they put the damn thing up, so that was good. I found
that the uhm … the, er … the significance of what we found was not immediately
apparent to all, which I found a shame. I tried my best as you can imagine. I do go on
and on and on a bit, but that’s the way I am, I can’t help it.

01:23:13

DW

It’s useful for my …
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01:23:16

GEw

It’s good … but not everybody’s like that, you know, and it … it annoyed some folk,
I’m sure, but … so what? You know … so that’s a thing. We would have wished to
publish something. I would’ve liked to publish something, you know, if not … if only
for the people of Glasgow … for the girls in Greggs, you know. It would’ve been a
good thing to do, but that just didn’t happen and … there you are … c’est la vie. I’m
sure there will be something … something, and of course our stuff is an archive, it’s
a separate archive, and I don’t … as far as it stands at the moment, it’s independent
of the School of Art, it’s … in the national record …

01:24:00

DW

Yeah.

01:24:01

GEw

… it’s not just in the School of Art’s vaults somewhere, you know, so it’s in the
national records, so it means it’s available to all and sundry and … ehm, that’s
probably fair enough.

01:24:14

DW

I’m sure something will happen. I’m certain.

01:24:16

GEw

Well, we’re not getting any younger, and that’s the thing, you know. I’ll tell you this
for nothing as well, Dawn, that … there’s a point … it’s a bit like going … it’s like if
you’re involved in anything to do with creative work … you’re good for a while. A
month, six weeks and things begin to pall. You can’t keep the same intensity and
should stop and take stock, get things sorted out. This year in, year out, trudging along
doesn't lend itself to the kind of work I think is important, you know, it implicates a
kind of … a kind of dreary box-ticking view on things and it misses the point. You
need a furious, exciting drive, you know, like a film crew, you know, you’ve got to go
at it, do it and stop [laughs] and then give yourself a break, and then have another go,
you know. Uhm, so, all I meant was my enthusiasm will inevitably fade as my memory
will fade and that opportunity will be lost … and now my wife is always saying,
“You've got to stop,” you know, and, uhm, she may well be right [laughs]. If this
hangers-on for much longer then we just won’t be around to do it, frankly, which is
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a shame. I have tried, but with nane success whatsoever [laughs]. Nobody’s interested,
you know, it’s …

01:25:46

DW

I’m sure … I don’t know, I think somebody’s interested. I hope somebody’s
interested. I’m interested.

01:25:53

GEw

Well, I know you are, and that’s maybe fair enough, but it just … it … it’s a question
of, uhm, it’s … it’s just one of those things, I don’t know. My approach isn’t
everyone’s approach. I’m sure if you were speaking to our archaeology chaps and
ladies, they’d say a very different thing. My experience is, as I said from the get-go, is
about me and my time as a boy in the fifties, in the post-Second World War enthusiasm
for science and … you know, history and all that. You know, we were very fortunate
we were able to … you know, explore and have fun, you know, in a way that perhaps
you guys don’t. [laughs] But it made a big difference to the kind of reasons I’d be
involved in archaeology. For instance, I don’t want to count pottery shards, you know
what I mean? It’s not my thing, but I see it as evidence of a colourful and wondrous
life, you know. I’ve been doing work in the gas installation in Edinburgh Old Town,
five-and-a-half kilometres through all the old buildings, you know, of course, we’re
finding masses of junk of one sort of another, and it’s … it’s very evocative of the
quality of the community, you know, the city people, and you see colourful pottery
from the Low Countries, from France and Spain and all the rest of it, you know. You
just realise that Edinburgh at one time had this fabulous … you know, trade and
people lived really quite exciting and fun lives, you know, with wine and jolly food,
you know, it wasn't all disease and depression, [laughs] and that’s the point, you know.
A pottery, to my mind, is not really … it has no intrinsic worth whatsoever. It’s what
it represents.

01:27:44

DW

It’s the story.

01:27:45

GEw

So, you take the scene with all the evidence. All material evidence is relatively …
intrinsically pointless except for the trainspotter, you know?
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01:27:57

DW

Yeah.

01:27:58

GEw

… and that’s … it’s up to the likes of us by trying to get a combination, an overview
through clever publication and presentation or representation. You see, you can evoke
something through a cool way. I mean, I don’t know … sometimes exhibitions work,
and sometimes they just don’t, but I remember in Paris: the French have a much
more, I think, quite … much more sophisticated … it’s like Japan even, where there’s
a more … oh, I don’t know … uhm, elegant evocation of things not quite so literal
as you’ll find peppering Edinburgh with imitation antique, uhm … statuary for
instance. I mean, a lot of times … a Sandy Stoddart, he’s a fantastic technician, but
I’m not sure … that it really moved the game forward a lot, you know, to have these
rather bizarre Victorian … Victoriana everywhere, you know [DW: “Yeah”] … you
know, when you could have something modern and good [laughs] even, you know,
what's wrong with that? So, that's my feeling, but then again, I have no taste, what do
I know? [laughs]

01:29:06

DW

My final … my final question for you is, is there anything you would like to add
something we haven’t discussed?

01:29:13

GEw

Not really, no. Well, I think I’ve probably said too much, but my feeling is that uhm
… it was an emergency, right. Bear this in mind. This was a shock. It clearly … even
when I got there two days later, they still looked like rabbits in the headlights, and
there was a very very charming man, head of the School, who was dragooned back
from retirement, and I’ve forgotten his name … Jewish chap, do you know him …?
I think he subsequently had a heart attack, to be honest. But he was … he was a real
mercurial character, and he was fun, actually. He … he made no bones about not
getting archaeology, but he wanted to do the right thing, you know …

01:29:59

DW

Yes.
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01:30:00

GEw

… and he and I had a few conversations, not much, but I felt with his support and
general sort of … I don’t know … uhm, he really tried, he really tried, and I liked him,
and I got on fine with him and, uhm, you know, uhm, there were some fantastic
people there, and it turned into … It sat too long, to be honest. It probably should
have been moved a bit quicker, but I think money and what-to-do and what-to-donext was … was very much in people’s minds and I think with numbers of invested
interests and concerns and scholarly-this and scholarly-that, as well as just what-arewe-going-to-do, how-are-we-going-to-get-this-place-up-and-running, you know, it
was really tricky for everybody and I just wanted to sit in and not get in the way and
do what I thought was a good useful job and the dividend was: I never gave Rennie
Mackintosh that much thought until then, but since then, I’ve appreciated, you know,
quite honestly just what luminous intelligence we’re talking about. Someone really
exceptional … exceptional mind … and somebody who you even after this time casts
a long shadow and that was quite something. You know, I look at the evidence of the
efforts of kings and queens and things, but, you know, he’s a super-Scot and no
question and well worth remembering! [laughs] I was most impressed and, er, and
really very exciting stuff and so … I think that will be all I wish to say, I think.
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Interview Transcript: Alan Fairbairn (AF)
Area Manager South Lanarkshire, Scottish Fire & Rescue Service.
Interviewed by Dawn Worsley (DW) on 14 July 2017: SFRS Area Manager’s Office, Clydesmill, South
Lanarkshire.

00:00:00

---

[Introductions]

00:00:27

DW

Would you mind giving me your date of birth and where you were born?

00:00:31

AF

11 5 ’67 and born in Glasgow.

00:00:35

DW

Great … can you tell me about your job? What do you do?

00:00:44

AF

My current role is the area commander for the South Lanarkshire area, eh, for the fire
service, eh, which entails the full management of all the resources, stations, personnel,
equipment, deployment, partnership working across the full range of elements the fire
service’s now involved in, so I’m the … responsible for that for South Lanarkshire as
part of the whole of the, eh, seventeen areas which make up the Scottish Fire & Rescue
Service. Eh, operationally, eh, I’m a third-call officer which we graduate our response
so we have station-level response would be the first initial response, depending on what
… what’s involved and the severity of the incident. It starts very quickly to escalate so
other resources will be requested by the officers immediately at the scene, making an
assessment of what’s required. Thereafter that, officers would be the first call, second
call, third call, fourth call, eh, will attend and take charge of the incident depending on
the severity. It’s a graduated response.
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00:01:52

DW

Okay, and on a day-to-day level what’s … what would your average day be?

00:01:57

AF

An average day for myself would be a mix of, eh, both internal personnel management
issues, eh, development issues, so strategic planning for the service: where we’re going
at the moment – we’re really involved heavily involved in local-area planning, eh, not
only with external partners but what our priorities are for the communities of South
Lanarkshire, but how internally we structure and our governance arrangements, our
action plans, our performance management, all that remit across that board to manage
that situation, eh, a lot of partnership meetings, so health and social-care partners – the
fire service is becoming more and more and more involved in social-health issues
because we see we have a very key role to play in that, so establishing those networks,
referral pathways, relationships with partners whether they be police, ambulance,
housing providers, social landlords, social-work services, the full range. We are involved
across the board in public-service reform.

00:03:01

DW

Okay, uhm, I’m going to take you back to, uhm, May 2014 now …

00:03:06

AF

Okay.

00:03:07

DW

… or try to at least! So, how did you, uhm, first learn about the Mackintosh fire?

00:03:14

AF

Probably by news reports, eh, on the media, so that we knew we would be attending
an incident at the Mackintosh. I was … wasn’t involved in it. I hadn’t been asked to
respond. We have a … a relief, eh, process for officers who are … although I was on
the duty group who was on duty that day, ’cause we have a number of officer-duty
groups to allow a rotation of groups, so my duty group was on. There was a number
of officers on that, eh, so I was aware an incident was ongoing, was being attended to
and a high response deployed by the service, but at that point, I wasn’t requested to
attend.

00:03:52

DW

At what point … so, you took over as relief commander …
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00:03:56

AF

Yeah.

00:03:07

DW

… after the main fire had been dealt with?

00:03:59

AF

Yeah.

00:04:00

DW

When was that exactly?

00:04:01

AF

That was roughly just approaching three o’clock in the morning.

00:04:05

DW

Okay.

00:04:05

AF

So, I’d … I was paged at home, eh, asked to mobilise to provide relief cover for one of
my colleagues who was … who’d been at the incident, eh … was needing relief to, eh,
recover from the incident and obviously, that’s a process we have in place to … to
provide that rotation of staff in operational incidents.

00:04:27

DW

Okay, and what was the status of the fire at that stage?

00:04:31

AF

Eh, it had been more or less extinguished, there was a number of pockets of fire still
burning in some elements of it. We weren’t fully, eh … sure that all the voids had been
done although a number of thermal-image assessments and, eh, other assessments that
we can do to find … to determine fire spread that had been undertaking. We do that
… consistently until we are absolutely hundred per cent sure and that also entails
stripping back so pulling walls back to … to bare wood to show that there’s no … eh,
fire spread hidden between, so we use both infrared equipment that we can use to
detect that – heat-detection equipment – and then just experiences of taking where, eh,
we feel the fire may have spread hidden, we can take it back to ensure that that’s not
been the case so … a lot of that had already taken place, eh, but we had still in a full
process to … a full assurance that the fire was out, finally extinguished and there were
no bullseyes. A bullseye would be like a burning … small piece of burning wood, just
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glowing red and that would, through experience can start a fire again many hours after,
eh, the main body of a fire has been extinguished so we go to that extent and that
degree to ensure the fire is fully extinguished before we leave, and that’s why big
incidents can take days – like this incident – can take days for our attendance to be
absolutely sure that a fire is put out and that it’s not going to restart some point in the
future again.

00:06:01

DW

Okay, uhm, and did you go into … you went into the Mackintosh Building yourself?

00:06:07

AF

Uh-huh, yeah.

00:06:08

DW

Did you go into the library or as … close to the library as you could?

00:06:12

AF

Yeah.

00:06:12

DW

And, uhm, could you describe to me in … in … I guess both professional and layman’s
terms what you saw … what did you experience when …?

00:06:20

AF

From my experience, when I took over the incident, I was given the handover, a brief
from my colleague about the status of where we were at, the … the salvage operation
that had been undertaken to move the goods to a … a safe place, as far as it could be,
the extent of it and then went on a walk around with him so as I could get a full
understanding of what the situation is, because it’s on many many floors: basements,
sub-basements, there was an electricity substation that had been involved as well further
down the street from floodwaters or firewater that was coming off, there was a degree
of flooding still going on in the basement from a burst pipe we couldn’t, eh, stop
immediately, so, a full assessment of that, some fire which was still burning basically in
the back corridor, you know, there’s … there’s a back corridor there that still burning
away, so that still had to be dealt with, eh, and obviously the main body of damage. So,
I’d a full appreciation then of what had been saved, what hadn’t been saved, where
there was still concern for maybe for some undetected fire spread, some pockets to be
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put out and also the other concerns were obviously the electricity substation had still
being at risk, at threat, and obviously the … the flooding in the basement we wanted
to stop that to give us a better relief from the pumping operations.

00:07:40

DW

Okay, uhm … okay, that’s answered that … okay, so, uhm, you’ve seen a lot of fires in
buildings?

00:07:51

AF

Uh-huh.

00:07:52

DW

… how … was this incident different in any way?

00:07:56

AF

The difference being from my perspective is that there was a very very early recognition
of the … the nature of this building: its historical importance, the scrutiny that would
be on both the actions we’d undertaken and the … the salvage operation and the
fantastic work of the initial crews to actually prevent losing the full building, so I was
fully aware of that, and … to give you an indication, when we were looking at –
particularly the library – the area on one of the corridors where you could look down
into it to see, so, that can give you a … we wouldn’t go in there at that point because it
could’ve been still dangerous, we hadn’t assessed the danger of the fallen masonry,
potential collapse because this was still in the very very very early stages, so, there was
no way any of our people would be going in there to … to do any salvage operations,
but it was on my mind given there had been a degree of collapse and through experience
knowing that when things collapse, things on top can provide an area of cover. So
particularly with books and historic artefacts, what would generally happen in a normal
fire for us would be, we’d put the fire out and then the fire service personnel would be
deployed to basically shovel everything out – literally just shovel everything out through
the windows or into debris bins for disposal – in order that, as I said, we can be sure
that there’s no burning fire, there’s nothing in-between, and that takes a lot of stripping
back, so we literally take walls back to bare brick. We take all the coverings off to ensure
that we’re a hundred per cent sure, you know, there’s no fire spread, but in this
particular incident, given my experience and the importance of … and the possibility
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of media documents, books and that, historical artefacts being saved or being, eh, the
possibility of being retrieved and salvaged was forefront on my mind, so that’s where
we took a very, eh, considered approach to a salvage operation throughout that
incident.

00:10:03

DW

You’ve almost answered my next question which, uhm, is: does the Fire & Rescue
Service have a policy regarding burning historic or architecturally important buildings:
uhm, do you … do you have a kind of methodology or a document or do … does your
experience, uhm, cause you to react instinctively or intuitively or is it a combination of
both?

00:10:24

AF

It’s both. It’s both. All Scotland’s historic buildings and buildings of importance,
buildings of significance, critical and national infrastructure buildings, so whether it
would be of real importance or whether it would be valuable documents from a … eh
… eh art perspective, or alternatively, from a … there’s really important information
that needs to be retrieved – saved. We are fully aware of the types of buildings in all
our areas. When there is that recognition, there’s engagement with the staff and we
have conversations about what would be … how would we … eh, what would be the
operational plans for that particular building or premises if there was a fire in it. So
that’s the first thing, so we know exactly where the fire could go, what systems there
are in there terms of suppression systems – sprinkler systems, smoke detection, where
the nearest fire hydrants – so we take an operational visit – and we do these on a regular
basis – to the main premises where we feel … it’s a familiarisation, essentially, for our
staff but also when there is a degree of, eh, importances in a salvage plan to be put in
place, that is then, one: we can assist with the development of that salvage plan because
a lot of the occupiers maybe think, ‘Well that’s the most important there, that needs to
come out,’ but maybe it’s a case we move it sideways in the first instance, particularly
if it’s heavy, to move it sideways and then try to save the building ’cause that’s what
we’re trying to do in the first place, as opposed to being focused on a pure salvage
operation, it’s put out the fire to mitigate anything being damaged. So, to answer your
question, we have both a proactive, eh, approach to identifying a salvage plan with
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occupiers and it’s in their interest to do so as well, and we jointly work to agree what
would be the most appropriate way to do that. Then if there is an incident, that salvage
plan comes out, so simultaneously as the fire is being addressed or the incident is being
addressed, we can try and stop it and mitigate it, at the same time, a considered, eh,
approach to what the salvage priorities should be based on the scale, the size of the
building, because if we have a … an example of a historic castle, there’s … everything
in there is important but the fire may be in one small part of it and although your main
priority for salvage is those items in that building, that might not be affected, so, it
changes the priority. We’re happy it’s not going to go to there, we’ll start with saving
the other things nearest to the fire and moving them away. And that would be the way
how we’d approach this, I’d imagine, as well. Eh, it’s other incidences, it’s just a case of
… experience and knowledge and common sense, essentially, to say, ‘Well, this can be
saved; this is unsavable,’ and we take that approach.

00:13:14

DW

Okay. Uhm, so the salvage, uhm … will happen, uhm, as the fire is raging and
immediately … whilst the fire, possibly, maybe smouldering, but … and does it happen
after that as well? Is the Fire and Rescue Service involved after?

00:13:31

AF

It’s on our minds constantly because salvage operations are … we are responsible for
mitigating the effects of fire on buildings to save property, to save lives. That’s what
we are charged to do. Anybody with any experience in the Fire Service has been
brought up in that mindset. Previously in many years gone by, we had a separate salvage
corps, so we had firefighters and a totally separate organisation which was a salvage
corps and then many many years ago that got blended together, so fire operations and
salvage operations became part and parcel, eh, so … firefighters are trained to identify
and the techniques of salvage, whether it’s water removal from a building, whether it’s
channelling water out of a building where there’s flooding arrangements or indeed a
proactive approach to identifying a salvage plan to occupy us, so that whole thing goes
on. Depending on the type of building and … life risk is ultimately our first and
foremost priority when we attend any incident, so that’s the first and foremost.
Thereafter that, we’re trying to stop the fire because that’s the best way of mitigating
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… that’s the best way of salvaging anything, however, if it’s on multiple floors, if it’s a
widespread incident and if that has really important valuable documents … items within
it that would be … would reassess the priority levels, so there would be a balanced
approach to both firefighting and possibly simultaneous salvage operations going on at
the time, and that’s what happened in the case of the Glasgow School of Art fire:
simultaneous consideration of the salvage and putting fires out.

00:15:07

DW

Okay, uhm, can you tell me a bit more about how … how the fire actually moved within
the library space? How did it get in there and what did it do once it was in there?

00:15:18

AF

I wasn’t involved and in those early stages, so …

00:15:19

DW

Okay.

00:15:20

AF

… when I came onto the incident, the fire had … the library, in particular, had been
already … it was destroyed. As I said, there were still some areas burning higher up in
some of the, eh, extremities of the building which where … they weren’t going to
spread anywhere, but I still had to deal with them, so it’s my understanding, so although
I wasn’t at the initial stages of the incident, my understanding is that it was through the
voids. There’s a lot of voids, with an old building, how it’s constructed, and there are
voids in every type of building that can allow fire spread but … but particularly old
buildings are susceptible to that given the wood that dries out over the years, debris
that falls down behind if there’s been any changes to the building, all these things can
lay the groundwork for a fire to spread both vertically and horizontally, undetected,
through voids … and once it starts, the fire behind a void – it’s very very difficult for
the Fire Service to go into a room and say the fire’s behind that wall at that point and
try and stop it, and that’s why this particular incident was so incredible because it was
a building on many many floors of significance and we were punching holes in walls to
stop that fire, recognising very early that … that … that fire started in the basement
which just breached straight through on many floors all the way through the levels, so
it was an incredible … my hat … my hat does go off to the crews who were involved
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in that early stages because that would have been an extremely difficult fire to … to
tackle.

00:16:50

DW

Okay, uhm, I’m going to ask you some, uhm, elemental questions about fire – fire is
elemental, I suppose – uhm, basically: what is fire?

00:17:01

AF

It’s a … ha! It’s a chemical reaction. Essentially, that’s what fire is; it’s a chemical
reaction which gives off heat and light and results in a combustion process.

00:17:12

DW

Can you tell me about the effects of fire on materials: what does it actually do to
materials, such as materials that would have been in the library like paper and wood
and brass and, uhm, brickwork and the glass as well. What does it actually do to it?

00:17:30

AF

So, near enough every material – some are classed as non-combustible – but all
materials will be affected by heat to some degree or other, and it’s really it’s heat. Heat
causes a material to start to decompose. When a material starts to decompose, whether
it’s a piece of paper, a piece of wood or a piece of steel or a piece of cloth, it starts to
decompose. When it decomposes, depending on the … the nature of the material, eh,
it’ll start to give off its gases, so it’s starting to decompose into its constituent parts. It
then, depending on how it’s made up, whether it’s plastic or wood, it will start to
pyrolyse. Pyrolyse is a process of it starts to smoulder and essentially it’s giving off
gasses, so that’s flammable gases that are coming off a combustible material.
Depending on the material then, again the gases that are coming off and how they’re
made up, they will have an ignition temperature or an auto-ignition temperature, and if
there is a fire in the room, it can ignite that gas, so that when a material will start to
flame. So, for example, I could have a piece of wood here, I could apply heat to it and
heat only, then it will eventually start to decompose and pyrolyse. You’d see some
whispers of, eh, gases coming off. If I then applied a light to it, if it’s ignition
temperature, it would ignite, the wood would ignite, and that’s when you see direct
burning, at that point. So, that’s essentially how fire operates. Eh, it decomposes other
things, that’s how fire can spread from one side of a room to another, so you have
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something in a corner in one fire which is burning away, the fire gases hit ceiling level,
they start to radiate heat down onto other … so the opposite side of the room. The
opposite side of the room, those materials start to decompose because the heat is
affecting them and then when they get up to an auto-ignition temperature because there
is a flame in there, they will ignite. So, you can have a fire on one side of the room, goes
up to the ceiling, can’t escape so the heat and the smoke and gases start burning across
the ceiling, that starts to radiate down onto other materials and then they can ignite. So,
you can have a fire starting in one side of a room, spreading to the other side of the
room with nothing in-between, but eventually, if unmitigated the whole room can
become fully involved in fire … and that would be in terms of flashover, where
everything including the air and the atmosphere in the room is consumed by flame.

00:19:52

DW

Okay, uhm, I’ve spoken to … I’ve interviewed quite a few people about the Mackintosh
fire including the librarians and conservers, uhm, and a lot of them spoke about fire
like, almost like a living thing, like, uhm, an animal going in there and eating the space.
Do you take a more objective approach to it? How …? What do you think of fire as a
chemical reaction or as …?

00:20:18

AF

Well, in the last twenty years the knowledge of fire and fire behaviour, in particular,
probably since Backdraft came out, if you remember, the film Backdraft? That then
became really relevant in the British fire service. The Swedish fire service was one of
the first European fire services to recognise fire behaviour and how it travelled, the
term ‘flashover’, the term ‘backdraft’ and what a backdraft is, and that then led to a lot
of research going on and then a lot of training and technique changes in how we fight
fires – internal fires in compartments – and how they react, so fire-behaviour training
is now day-to-day business for all our … our staff. Compartment fire training which,
eh, essentially is putting our firefighters into compartments which are burning to allow
them to control the gases, because it’s the gases that are burning and if they can be
cooled, eh, or alternatively – I’m jumping about here, but – alternatively if they put too
much water than that, it can have adverse effects, so, bring the heat right down as
opposed to controlling it in a controlled manner, so they are fully trained, and it’s a
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constant ongoing training regime for understanding fire behaviour and the techniques,
depending on the nature of it and how to control it and make it all go, but if you put
too much water in it, you can push a fire from one compartment to another, because
you’re pushing … you’re creating a pressure wave, that pressure wave has to go
somewhere so the fire can travel. So, it’s a lot about water management, how to
suppress it in the most, eh, beneficial way to stop it: one: pushing it through a building
or alternatively: making conditions for the firefighters entering that compartment
untenable because they’ve essentially turned on all the water they’ve had to steam.
Steam has a massive expansion ratio depending on what temperature the compartments
are, but that essentially, if it was … creates an overpressure by huge amount of steam
just brings the whole thermal mass down onto firefighters, so they have to be trained
in recognising where that heat layer is and managing the water application so that they
don’t create undue conditions, but the conditions they’re progressively getting better
to allow them to get to the scene of the fire and put it out. That’s a very short, brief
statement of fire behaviour!

00:22:30

DW

You can go on. You know, I have lots of tape here. You can go on and on about it.

00:22:35

AF

Fire behaviour is an … an absolute art form, and it’s … it’s changed the way fire services
have approached fire fundamentally and how we attack it, the techniques, and … the
equipment is all changed as well in the last two or three decades since fire behavior …
our understanding of fire behaviour has progressed. It really is a scientific art now, and
knowing that and understanding the chemistry of how fire behaves and depending on
the … the incidents … and the amount of research that’s gone into it has as I say,
changed our techniques fundamentally and the equipment as well.

00:23:16

DW

And is it purely physics and chemistry? There is no element of psychology? – I know –
I’m going back to people thinking of it as fire as a thing … a thing … a raging thing,
almost.
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00:23:27

AF

I don’t think firefighters, eh, perceive fire in that way. They’re more pragmatic practical
individuals, and they’re more concerned about … where it’s going and the safety of life
and their own safety. That’s foremost in their minds, in particular, safety, and then the
safety of others and trying to rescue people.

00:23:48

DW

Okay, uhm … one of the things some of the people said, again going to this idea of
this fire finding the library and then kind of chewing up the library which kind of saved
a lot of the other buildings because it almost preoccupied itself with that area. Uhm …
do you think that’s a true thing? Why do you think it kind of contained itself almost in
the library?

00:24:12

AF

It was a big open void space with a huge number of flammable materials, and it found
its way in and, eh, if it could spread it would’ve spread, believe me, that building
would’ve been lost. The whole building would have been lost. So, I don't think it was
containing itself to … the library. If fire can spread, it will spread … very very easily
and very rapidly if it can.

00:24:36

DF

Okay, uhm, I think some of the staff were allowed in on the Saturday after the fire,
were you involved in that?

00:24:43

AF

I took them in.

00:24:44

DW

Oh, okay. Could you tell me a bit about that because, uhm, the uhm, the staff, the
librarians, in particular, really appreciated it and lauded the Fire Service on that, you
now, after-care of, uhm, allowing them …

00:24:58

AF

Well, that was myself.

00:24:59

DW

Okay.

00:25:00

AF

That was my decision.
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00:25:01

DW

You can tell me about all about that if you would like to, please.

00:25:03

AF

Okay, so I think it was back to what I said earlier about recognising early on that this
was a significant building, eh, there would be huge interest in it and in our actions, and
subsequently the importance in recognising there was … things that could be saved
here. So, we don’ t normally allow anyone into a building other than … if we needed
gas experts or we need electricity, these go in under our direction to make an area safe
to allow continued operations, but we certainly don’t as a … matter of fact or a matter
normality allow the occupiers into any building until we are a hundred per cent sure
that it’s fire-safe or it’s as safe as it can be in … in terms of the building and then we
would handover in a way. And this particular instance … in normal circumstances,
obviously that would have been days after. I recognised the significance of this, eh, and
the distress that this was causing amongst people who’d been involved in that building
… across the world, it was spreading to that extent even by early morning … the news
was spreading. I … was aware that the … Muriel Gray and … the professor and …
the, I think the individual who … the gentleman who is involved in the archive and
looks after the library and the basement, the secure area of artefacts, and they would
be attending … coming up to the building early on the Saturday morning and I wanted
to give them that reassurance … to see … the extent, although … the main part, or
one part, or one main part the building had been devastated by fire, that it certainly was
… the actions of the Fire Service and the crew on that day had been fantastic …
incredible in fact, I use that word ‘incredible’, to actually stop that spreading. An old
building with voids could easily take it out at that whole building very very easily. Eh,
so I want them to be assured of one: what we had done to save the building as much
as we can and also: to show them ongoing salvage operations that the Fire Service were
involved in. So, I got permission for that to take place. We arranged for PPE: eh, hard
hats and hi-viz jackets, etcetera and briefed them, fully, and I personally took them on
a tour through the building, eh, to let them see the extent, so I took them in first of all
through … the side that hadn’t been affected as much, eh, and they could see that it
had been hardly touched. Many floors, there was very very slight, light smoke damage
that had been caused … and some surface water which was easily mopped up. And
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then gradually … progressing through, so I, eh, managed their expectations of what to
expect at the library because it was going to be a devastating scene for them …
however, that allowed me to go into conversations like, ‘Look can you see how the
debris has fallen there? I believe,’ – although I hadn’t been in the building prior to that
– ‘That there may be a lot of salvageable books even,’ and I was, eh, gaining an
understanding from my own point of view before I tasked my crews to maybe start
taking things out. I wanted to gain an understanding, ‘Would a piece of wood be of
relevance to you? Would that be … significant to you, if we could save one piece of
wood?’ So, I had to have that understanding. And my own knowledge that there’s
probably quite a lot of collapsed books in there. They’ve collapsed on a shelf, a lot of
them at the bottom – there will probably be a degree of water damage being dumped,
etcetera – could be relatively untouched and salvageable. So, I had to get that
understanding from them, and they give me that, ‘Absolutely, anything that can be
saved, it needs to be.’ So that changed my approach and the Service’s approach to what
the salvage operation would be, that it would be a very very gently gently approach,
minute piece by piece move it out, move it on and, eh, save as much as we can, and
that understanding very very early on, about the joint … expectations of both … people
who are directly involved with the, eh, building and the Fire Services ongoing from that
point. And that laid the ground rules for how we were going to approach it.

00:29:28

DW

And did the Fire Service work with Historic [Environment] Scotland on that, or were
these two different things?

00:29:35

AF

No, I left after my … I was there maybe … five, six hours. So, from early morning and
managed the … took the main group through the building and let them see everything
we were doing and what had been done, and what the extent of the fire damage was.
After that, I handed over. So, there would be other officers, although, like I said, that
probably set the … the … the tone for how the salvage operation and ongoing …
movement from … where our continued involvement through to the point where we
leave, how it was probably managed, and I’m absolutely sure that … eh, because … at
that point, we were speaking about, ‘Well, would you be bringing in conservators?
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Would you be bringing in professional salvers?’ Because I’m not aware of that type of
… so we had those types of conversations, and I think that stimulated a lot of thought
for … for the professor and then the other colleagues who were linked to the … the
Glasgow School of Art. That was informing their thinking of, ‘Who do we need to get
in? Where can it go? Where can we put this thing? What is the salvage operation going
to look like?’ And I’m … I think that … I’m sure it was very helpful for them to get
that very … early understanding of the extent of what could be done and what has been
saved to inform their approach to how they’d brief any conservators or salvers that
they brought in.

00:30:58

DW

Because the decision was made afterwards to get forensic archaeologists in.

00:31:03

AF

Yup.

00:31:04

DW

Do you know anything about that?

00:31:05

AF

No.

00:31:06

DW

Okay. Uhm, okay. So … has this particular fire had any impact on you professionally
or personally?

00:31:14

AF

It’s just one that’s in the archive as a significant incident, and that’ll live with me …
there’s many many incidents I’ve been to over the years, but there are certain ones that
stay with you because of either the significance to … on the scale of the incident …
the destruction that’s taking place, the complex nature of it or how difficult it was, there
are certain incidences that will stay with you forevermore, and this is one because it’s
… an iconic Glasgow landmark that was on fire, it was it an incredible response from
the Fire Service, and although I wasn’t there in the very early stages of the main body
of the fire, I think there was … being linked to it and being able to influence the Fire
Service’s … approach to it and obviously trying to ease the impact it had on the actual
main players from the actual premises itself is something that will stay with me.
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00:32:14

DW

And do you have any thoughts on the future of the Mackintosh? Do you have any
hopes for it? Or, do you think about it at all?

00:32:22

AF

It doesn’t really cross my mind. I do keep an eye on news and press with the ongoing
restoration works and … when there is a media … eh, news report about the ongoing
restoration, so it does interest me, and I suppose one day I will go back in and see the
building when it’s fully restored, and I look forward to that point.

00:32:42

DW

And the final question is there anything you would like to add, something you think we
should discuss that we haven’t … something I missed out maybe?

00:32:52

AF

I don’t think so. I think we’ve covered most … I think the most important point for
me was the early early recognition of allowing the principles in to have a look at this,
because that set the tone. Although, as I said, incredible what the fire teams had done
to save so much of the building in the first place. But, I think for me the most important
aspect was having that early … eh, understanding of what could be saved and then …
so I’d taken the risk essentially of taking … the people through, letting them see at first
hand, and that then informed their thinking … how they’re going to approach the
ongoing restoration works.

00:33:34

DW

Okay. Thank you very much.

00:33:36

AF

You’re welcome.
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