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ZINE RESEARCH RESOURCE:  
A MATTER OF PRECEDENTS

A Matter of Precedents is a research resource that has evolved 
through multiple forms, such as an installation, a map, 
study walks, a website and zines.

In Summer 2022 a first iteration of the research resource was 
presented at Collective in the City Observatory Library, 
Edinburgh, titled A Matter of Precedents. It included a study 
board, a map of common good sites in Edinburgh (based  
on the 2018/19 and 2020/21 Edinburgh City Council 
Common Good Registers), and an audio library of recorded 
interviews with those involved in the particular activa- 
tion of the common good at the City Observatory reopened 
in 2018 under the custodianship of Collective, a con
temporary art organisation. With manifold input by cultural 
workers who have encountered issues surrounding the 
common good in their own communities and work, the 
research resource attempts to demystify and expose  
some of the legal mechanisms and institutional processes 
around publicly owned items. In May, we – Annette 
Krauss, Alison Scott, and Frances Stacey – together with 
many collaborators engaged in two in-person walks to 
gather around and discuss other common good sites in the 
city. We walked and talked along two routes in central  
Edinburgh taking in a variety of sites, objects and spaces 
held in the common good, exploring and imagining  
forms of custodianship, collective ownership, maintenance, 
and community use of these sites.
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Here, in print, we are pleased to make available further 
aspects of the resource, launched in tandem with an online 
presentation where you can listen to the interviews  
made in the first part of the project A Matter of Precedents. 

This print resource is formed of three zines. They act as records 
of the project, as a reader and an invitation for further 
study: holding transcripts of recorded conversations, online 
material, previously published articles, and two newly 
commissioned texts. Much of this gathers in printed form 
the contributions made for the display in the Library  
at Collective – whether that be audio interviews or material 
added to a study board – and contributions offered as  
part of the common good walks. 

The three zines feature topics and items that closely follow 
the structure of the online resource, starting with zine  
one which covers general notes on the common good in 
Scotland and materials that situate this in relationship  
to wider debates on commoning. Zine two unfolds material 
contextualising Collective’s specific relationship to  
common good through their inhabitation of the City Ob-
servatory as a site held in common good. This zine is  
divided into two chapters “Administrative Chores: The 
Labour of The Common Good”, gathering administrative- 
organisational material related to common good in  
Edinburgh, and “Common Good and Colonialism” exploring 
aspects of the relationship with colonial legacies. Zine 
three looks toward other struggles surrounding the common 
good and documents the Study Walks along common 

Intro
d
uc

tio
n b

y A
nne

tte
 K

rauss, F
ranc

e
s S

tac
e
y and

 A
liso

n S
c
o

tt 
Intro

d
uc

tio
n b

y A
nne

tte
 K

rauss, F
ranc

e
s S

tac
e
y and

 A
liso

n S
c
o

tt 



77

good sites in Edinburgh. The various angles from which this 
documentation takes place hopefully spur re-imaginings  
of common good in Scotland and offer avenues for further 
study. 

All in all, the zines attempt to share information on the 
common good in the spirit of open access and free  
distribution, and connect this particular form of Scottish 
commons to wider discourses and learning. 

A MATTER OF PRECEDENTS 

A Matter of Precedents examines the City Observatory’s status 
and designation as a ‘common good asset’. The ‘common 
good’ is a form of collective property, unique to Scotland, 
comprising buildings, land, structures, and monuments 
gifted to the people of a specific historic burgh. Categorised 
as ‘common good’, these items are today managed by  
local councils and their partners for the good of the people. 
This study is developed in dialogue with a number of  
people involved in Collective’s redevelopment of this site, 
alongside artists, cultural thinkers and others. 

Developing on Annette’s long-term research on the commons,  
A Matter of Precedents considers the specificity and lack  
of visibility of the Scottish commons, particularly in Edin-
burgh; and draws on Collective’s journey to the City  
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Observatory as a way to study the (imaginative) potential 
of the ‘common good’ as a particular legal, historically 
philanthropic, early capitalist anomaly entangled with co-
lonial histories.

In the face of the increasing pressures of commercialisation 
and privatisation of public space in our cities, A Matter  
of Precedents seeks to understand the obligations, responsi-
bilities, and restrictions around the use of common good 
items as opportunities for public agency.

Alongside this specific focus on the common good, the project 
takes an intersectional approach, considering the rele- 
vance of colonial, feminist, and educational histories in 
Edinburgh. It seeks to (un)learn from ongoing debates 
around colonial cultural heritage, and practices of reparative 
justice, while unpacking the philanthropic principles of 
educational Enlightenment projects. These convergences 
are explored through the input of different stakeholders, 
and with those participating in the walks, and now unfold 
in yet a different constellation, here, in the zines.
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Annette Krauss 
Artist, educator, and writer Annette Krauss has been working 
with Collective in Edinburgh, Scotland over several  
years on A Matter of Precedents, a research project exploring 
the ‘common good’. Annette’s collaborative work is  
dedicated to practices of ‘unlearning’ and ‘commoning’, ad- 
dressing questions of institutional responsibilities, femi-
nism, and privilege.

Alison Scott 
Alison Scott is a Scottish artist, writer and art-worker often 
working with other artists on collaborative and research- 
led projects. She has been assisting Annette closely with the 
research and production for A Matter of Precedents.  
Recent projects in print, film and performance work through  
feminist approaches to weather, land, and the inherited  
environment. 

Frances Stacey
Frances Stacey is a curator and producer who collaborates 
with artists, filmmakers, and others to develop new  
commissions, films, exhibitions, and pedagogical programmes. 
As a freelance producer she has supported the develop-
ment of A Matter of Precedents with Annette and Alison, 
informed by experiences working with Collective from 
2013 – 2020 and co-producing in the context of ongoing 
socio-political struggles.
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The following transcriptions are derived from the recorded conversations that were 
held during the project A Matter of Precedents. The conversations took place 
between the artist Annette Krauss and key people involved in Collective’s acti- 
vation of the City Observatory as common good, and with artists and re- 
searchers who have encountered issues surrounding the common good in their 
own work and communities. 

The transcriptions were produced as working files for the audio installation in the 
library at Collective. They are summary transcriptions and in some cases word 
by word. Extracts from the recorded conversations can be accessed online

www.collective-edinburgh.art/held-in-common-goodwww.collective-edinburgh.art/held-in-common-good
 
Part 1 and 3 of the audio transcriptions can be accessed in Common Good 
Resource ZINE 1 and 3.

HOW DOES COLLECTIVE RELATE TO  
THE COMMON GOOD?

 
PUSH AND PULL TOWARDS COMMON GOOD

 
AUDIO-TRACK 4

Part 1. Collective’s early research into the relationship between  
public and private space in Edinburgh; in conversation with Kate Gray,  

former Director of Collective, 13.8.2021 (12min)
 

Present during conversation: Kate Gray, Annette Krauss, Alison Scott

00: 01:58 (Kate Gray):
I suppose, it’s worth saying this has a longer history, the idea it came from was 
further back, in both the history of Collective and my own interests. When you 
sent me the questions, I was thinking, when did this start? It wasn’t one day I 
woke up and thought: I need to move Collective up to Calton Hill, but it was a 
long iterative process that had major turning points in it. In order to give it con-
text, I have to go back to the One Mile project. At that time I was employed as a 
lead artist, and the previous director had this concept to look at how artists could 
collaborate with communities within a mile of Collective, and develop new com-
munities. And then that led on to a project that we did around 2009, a collabora-
tion with artists Tatham and O’Sullivan.

 
00:06.00

As an extension of that work, I invited Tatham and O’Sullivan to come to Edin-
burgh to look at spaces that on the surface looked public but were private – and 
to do work in that space. What ended up happening was they did a project called 
An Indirect Exchange of Uncertain Value and it was based in Fettes, a (public) 
private school. I say ‘public’ as that’s the term elsewhere in the UK but that doesn’t 
make much sense.

It has this incredible history. It looks a bit like a wedding cake on top of a hill. 
From a distance, it looks like it should be accessible, it’s our heritage. But it was 
built as a school for orphans by a philanthropist with a charitable mission. During 
the time it was built the philanthropist died and the board got carried away with 
the design, an elaborate gothic design that took up all the funds that would have 
paid for the orphans to be educated. So, by the time it was completed they didn’t 
have the money to pay for orphans to be educated and so it became a private 
school immediately.
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00:08.02
At that point we were particularly interested that it was the school that Tony Blair 
was educated in. Felt very poignant. This blurring of what’s good work and where 
the state fits in, and all these different complicated issues, felt entwined with it.

So, we did this project at Fettes that was about making this private space public, 
mostly in the grounds. There were works by Tatham and O’Sullivan, Chris Evans 
and Elizabeth Price. They were all interested in this dynamic of public and private. 
We weren’t allowed to give access to the inside of the building, only the grounds. 
So, we did a choreographed tour of the works and one work wasn’t visible or ac-
cessible but could only be described. What is important to say is, these conversa-
tions were very live, they involved lots of different people and had lots of different 
iterative outcomes.

 
When that project finished or during the course of that project, the then Director 
of Collective left and I applied to be director of Collective. I think most people in 
the Scottish visual art scene would have thought that quite unusual, because I had 
been a practising artist and I suppose it depends how you categorise yourself, but 
other people wouldn’t categorise me a practising artist. At some point that changed, 
and I am not 100% sure myself when and how that happened. I became more and 
more interested in organising and what structures allowed or didn’t allow for dif-
ferent forms of organising; what structures were public or private, particularly in 
Edinburgh.

 
00:11.00 – 00:13.19

By that time, I had kids and I felt committed to living and working in the city, 
and was interested in part of the conversation around organising and how organ-
isations function in Edinburgh. Long story short, I did become Director. One of 
the first projects we did after I became Director was with Kim Coleman and Jen-
ny Hogarth. It was a commission that started from funding that became available 
through the visual Art Festival to commission emergent Scottish artists within 
the festival context. So, we commissioned Jenny and Kim, and they were interest-
ed in the backstage of the festival and making that more visible, which very much 
connected to the idea of public and private. Again long-story short, we fixed on 
the City Observatory to present that work in. It was very much around the idea 
of: what is seen and unseen? What’s an observatory? How does it make the un-
seen seen and so forth? And again, what’s public and private, particularly in the 
festival where there is a very clear definition between things that are presented to 
a public from a stage, and Edinburgh becomes a stage. Is everything then public 
in the city for a period of time? What does that mean for a city that is generally 
conservative (with a small c) and private for the rest of the time.

 
That was the first time I came across the City Observatory, through that project, 
so it has that lineage for the organisation as well.

 
00:14.04

We did the project there just for a few weeks through the festival. We were work-
ing a lot off-site and that’s what I was driven by. I was less interested in an exhi-
bition space and more interested in working outside, and the gallery as a platform 
or base for things to happen, but not the focus necessarily. 
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AUDIO-TRACK 5
Part 2. Collective’s eviction from the previous space at Cockburn Street;  

in conversation with Kate Gray, former Director of Collective, 13.8.2021 (3.20min)
 
 

00:13:39 (Kate)
I think it was 2009 in the summer, …
 

00:14:39
… when we first came across the Observatory and it just so happened that as soon 
as I became Director, one of the first letters I received was from the City Council. 
It said as you will know the CEC has made the decision that no third sector or-
ganisation should be in commercial properties. Any third sector organisation in a 
commercial property will be expected to pay commercial rent. You are in a com-
mercial property so within the next six-months you will be paying full commer-
cial rent.
 
Needless to say, the gallery hadn’t been paying commercial rent. In fact it had 
been paying no rent. This was on the basis that they had invested money from the 
Lottery to redevelop the gallery when it was on Cockburn Street, which made it 
more accessible to people. Having invested this money, the council wouldn’t pay 
rent for this period.
 
So, then I sent back a letter that the council had provided with details of the rent 
free period, because of this investment. They returned saying, oh yes, this letter 
but it isn’t legally binding. We will help you find somewhere else to go that isn’t 
commercial or you can choose to pay commercial rent. But commercial rent would 
be, what was then the Arts Councils, entire funding to Collective. There was real-
ly no way we could have considered that, it would mean there was no programme 
or we would have to become a commercial gallery, or would expect artists to self-
fund in a space we just serviced, neither of which seemed viable.

AUDIO-TRACK 6
Part 3. Collective’s search for a non-commercial space; in conversation with Kate 

Gray, former Director of Collective, 13.8.2021 (14.30min)
 
 

00:19:00 (Kate)
To go back to, we were in a quandary then what do we do – do we become an 
office-based organisation that just works in the public realm? Do we become a 
commercial gallery? But from my perspective and from the history of Collective, 
it felt important to honour the principles of those that set up the organisation, 
the collective of artists; to honour their intentions as stated in the articles of as-
sociation that Collective would provide space for artists to experiment and would 
give artists their first solo-shows. That felt really important to carry on. 
 
Then the question was, if we cannot be in a commercial space then what is not a 
commercial space? This is when we came across the idea of the common good.
Eventually we got there.
 
The council said they would help us find a non-commercial space, so by that time 
I was sitting down with the council looking at their property portfolios and they 
were saying “you can have this garage in Granton”. Thanks but this will not work 
for us.
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00:21.07 (Annette Krauss)
Why would they propose that?
 

(Kate)
Well, because they had it on their books and they didn’t know what else to do 
with it. To be honest, they knew that they had an obligation to help us but there 
wasn’t a will for us to succeed. They recognised that they had produced this letter 
and in real financial terms, they could be liable for some of the investment in the 
building from the lottery. There were real levers at work.
 
In terms of thinking that, if we went public with the reasons why we were being 
asked to pay lottery money for not being that building – when you get Lottery 
money you have to state that you will be in the building for 25 years and in that 
way the Lottery money is depreciated over time, to safeguard it and ensure you 
don’t sell the building. So, the letter was on the basis you would stay in the build-
ing for 25 years and would have a period rent free.
 
They kind of knew there were big issues, but nonetheless, were making a move-
ment to get more rent and taxes in from the centre of town. They knew that they 
had to help us or at least go through the motions of helping us. And if that was 
exhausted and we hadn’t succeeded, they would be able to say: we have done the 
best we could, we’ve had this many meetings, seen this many properties, our hands 
are tied. The politicians have made a decision about commercial properties and 
that’s where we’ve ended up. I might be being a bit cynical, the officers you are 
then dealing with, it’s a job, they are not going to be like “I must save this organ-
isation”.
 

00:24.00
(Kate meets Dorothy and astronomers at City Observatory; 24:00-27:00)
So anyway, we are going through all these processes, going to look at their port-
folios, properties, none of them were suitable. In parallel we were doing this pro-
ject in the City Observatory as a one off and part of the festival. We got to the 
end of that festival project and I was sitting up in the City Observatory with the 
then curator of that space, called Dorothy, employed by the City Museums ser-
vice and her job was to oversee all the monuments. 
 
And the Observatory was categorised as a monument. So, there was the Obser-
vatory, the Scott Monument, Nelson Monument… She was curating but not as 
we know it, her job was to oversee these buildings that were classified as monu-
ments. She was telling me about what they were trying to do. It was very clear 
that the City Observatory was about to fall apart. 
 

00:26:13
At that time the Astronomical Society had a lease on the building. They had a ‘full 
repairing and insuring’ lease, which means that when you take on the lease you 
are responsible for insurance, repairs and maintenance. But as an amateur associ-
ation they didn’t have any income, so from 1930 until 2008 they hadn’t been able 
to have a programme of maintenance or even regular access to the site by the 
public. They had done private observations, built some toilets in the 1970s and 
additional domes funded by private individuals, the details of which are very hig-
geldy-piggeldy with little records. And no maintenance.
 
So, the building had fallen into disrepair and was put on the at-risk-register.
That’s important because that’s a real marker for local authorities. They have to try 
to get buildings off the at risk register, if they have any in their domain. (00:27:00)
 

00:28:19
So, I was talking to Dorothy, the then curator. She was saying, you know, before 
you came and proposed this exhibition, we’ve had a year of getting stakeholders 
together, trying to review what we are doing with this site. We have all these 
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people, they all have very different points of view and are stuck in what the ob-
servatory to be but don’t have any funding, so we don’t know what we are doing 
with it.  
 
And I was like, ah, well that’s really interesting. Edinburgh is funny like that, it’s 
full of these historic places that are not commercially viable but at the same time, 
there is this overabundance of heritage. We don’t need another heritage attraction. 
And she said, well it can’t become commercial anyway because it’s held in the 
common good.
 
What? It’s a categorisation that falls within the council’s reason – a common good 
categorisation where things that are held in the common good cannot be used for 
commercial purposes.
 
How did that come about? Cloak and dagger no one really knows.

00:30:20
To do anything in a common good site you need to go to the court of session and 
get permission to do it. And it has to go back to these principles of the common 
good. As far as I understand it, when things were recategorised when different 
boundaries were drawn up ( – you probably know more than this, as you’ve been 
researching, my research is just talking to people) and in order to transfer them at 
that point and keep them as they were intended to be when they were categorised 
as in the common good.
 
It’s a quirk of Scottish law as far as I understand it. The City Council in Edin-
burgh and many places in Scotland – most local authorities have a common good 
account with the assets sitting in it. Held in this way that is in a way separate from 
the subsequent commercialisation of what it is to be a local authority.
 
I was very interested, as what happened to us in the gallery was a result of com-
mercialisation of local authorities. Essentially what they were saying was: we val-
ue more the commercial asset than anything a third sector organisation can do in 
our city. And that’s why they were recategorizing things and not allowing organ-
isations like Collective to have a foothold within the city centre and cultural life 
of the city.
 
It very much links to conversations around the festival in Edinburgh and the 
commercialisation of culture. Set up as a peace-making mission but over time 
becomes an economic driver of the city, very little about artistic new work, more 
about being an economic generator for the city, and the city reorients around that. 
For someone living and working here, this is an experienced culture. This is a 
systematic thing. Organisations like Collective are increasingly marginalised.
 

00:34.03
Back to the City Observatory, this is why my ears pricked up so much when she 
told me about it and also knowing many of my peers in the visual arts across the 
world were talking about the commons at this time.
 
I mean, wow, Edinburgh has legal commons and no one knows about it. I’ve been 
doing all these projects about public and private space, and I didn’t know about it.

We are all talking about this sort of the commons as if there is nothing between 
commons as grazing on meadows and when the internet happened. There is this 
gap. I am sure there are lots of actual connections that actually have been ongoing 
but have been invisible. I got very interested in common good and that made me 
very interested in the observatory, because I did not know what else was in the 
common good. All I knew was that Dorothy told me that the observatory was. 
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EXCURSION:
SOME NOTES ON FUNDING: LOTTERY HERITAGE
 

00:36:00 – 00:39:00
There was a policy at the time for no new museums with Lottery funding, as lots 
had been set up but couldn’t survive without business plans, sustainability and 
without public funding. Lots of them were set up and then collapsed a few years 
later.
 
Heritage Lottery, which is a very conservative proposition, comes from people 
playing the Lottery. During the Blair Years it was very systematically replacing 
the public funding of culture. This has happened, done incrementally over time. 
Now, Lottery is the majority of how culture is funded in the UK. As we all know, 
the Lottery is played by many people on the lowest income. So, it’s essentially a 
tax the wrong way round, where people that are desperate to win the Lottery and 
are playing are the sole funders of culture and sport in the UK. And the people 
that use culture and sport are not those same people. There is a real issue there. 
The biggest part of Lottery funds is targeted under the Heritage Lottery and about 
conserving ‘our’ heritage.
 

 
 

COLLECTIVE INHABITS THE OBSERVATORY

AUDIO-TRACK 7
Part 1. Director Kate Gray convinces stakeholders that Collective can take over the 

City Observatory; in conversation with Kate Gray, former Director of Collective, 
13.8.2021 (17.50min)

 
 

00:40:00
In another conversation with Dorothy (curator of City Observatory, employed by 
the City Museums service), she said ‘What the observatory needs is someone like 
you’ ‘you have different ideas about what it could be.’ And I’m saying ‘ah no, I 
think you have the wrong person, I don’t want to run a big historical thing. No 
way would the stakeholders like me or the Collective to do this.’
 
She said why don’t you just see and come to some of these stakeholder meetings. 
Everyone else is at loggerheads. You are already a stakeholder, having done a pro-
ject here. You know more about this site than many people do.

Calton Hill is not embraced by local people despite being in the centre. It can feel 
like a long way away to visit, and it had a history, being close to the theatre district, 
and had become known for cruising, so you might be advised not to go there 
particularly at night.
 
It is a blank space for people from the city but embraced by tourists. Abandoned 
by the people that live there but embraced by others. People didn’t realise the 
observatory was there, trees had grown up all around the perimeter wall. Most 
people are drawn to looking out, because of the incredible views. Most people 
stand with their backs to the wall, and don’t think about what is behind the wall, 
it’s just a blank space. I had really enjoyed opening it up for this one-off project. 
It was particularly enjoyed by people who live in the city discovering both the hill 
and the site. We had also had the biggest number of visitors we’d ever had. Others 
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thought no one would pass by (as art viewers) while they were attracting many 
more. Actually, lots of people are up on the hill and they are spending lots longer 
in the exhibitions than they ever spent at Cockburn Street.
 
We had a glass fronted space, visitors thought they’d seen it all from the windows. 
We didn’t have passing traffic, because we were on the wrong, shady side of the 
street, opposed to up the hill where people were ‘in a different frame of mind’... a 
place about looking out and reflecting on the city … felt like it could be an inter-
esting proposition.
 

00:45:57
The third aspect of the push-pull related to the Observatory, was Creative Scot-
land funding on standstill and pressure to generate organisations own income. 
We had limited options for this on Cockburn Street and if we opened a cafe for 
example, this would be competing with others just running cafes. Thus, it didn’t 
make sense to open a cafe on Cockburn Street. Lots of organisations who tried 
to do income generating projects became loss making. But in a site on Calton 
Hill, there is the possibility of raising money, and do it in a way that is categori-
cally not commercial as it is held in the common good.
 
Then I got involved in the stakeholder meetings and found an ally in Frank Little 
from Edinburgh Museum Services, who played a big part in our ability to move 
to a real proposition. Previously people wouldn’t have believed that this artist led 
space would be running that site. I’d met Frank before and we had a long discus-
sion about commercialisation of festivals and the impact of this on the cultural/ 
museums sector, because you are always compared to a commercialised festival 
and told, why can’t you do this.
 
The observatory was in Frank’s remit (Dorothy was a member of staff ), his prop-
erty. He started to buy into the idea that it was better for the city to have a grass 
roots organisation grow and develop something (rather than someone from out-
side to come in and run it as a museum, he knew it was financially not viable 
because it would not generate the income it would need to operate either. They 
were in quandary, an equation that didn’t add up, so from my perspective it was 
about strategically going in and saying ‘Collective can solve these problems’:
1. We are a charity, so there are no Common Good issues (court of session e.g.)
2. We can raise money while the council can’t (to take it off the buildings-at- 
risk-register)
3. Edinburgh is offering itself up to be “managed” by other organisations (e.g 
Underbelly). Underbelly who delivers the festival fringe, also get paid to deliver 
Hogmanay. They are a business. The council is paying these businesses lots of 
money and they are coming in and making lots of money. Meant to be a service 
to the community, but more and more a business. 
 

01:06:01
Frank was very instrumental in convincing the rest of the council that it was a good 
proposition for them. It was a very new proposition, setting up a partnership with 
the council. They hadn’t done that before. They were attracted that we would raise 
the money, but worried that they would remain responsible for their building. But 
this worked well because they wanted to remain responsible for the delivery of 
the building project. We did all the fundraising, the biggest part from the Herit-
age Lottery. Though a patchwork of about fifty funders. When I spoke to people 
that have done big cultural capital projects, oh yeah, we had 4 funders: I would 
dream of that! 50 funders, with 50 different ways of monitoring. But the council 
needed to maintain control and responsibility for it. They contracted the builder, 
although we were in partnership with them in terms of finding the architect, get-
ting the master plan done, and applying for funds like the heritage lottery: we had 
to apply in partnership with the council. We did all the funding applications, and 
all the work working with the architects on what the plans would be, and how to 
meet all their criteria. There had to be on paper a partnership application. The 
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council has to completely sign up, then the funding goes to the council and the 
council has to administer the contraction of the building work. This meant that 
they were exposed when over-budget. It was a bit of de-risking for us, and it was 
a very different way than in the past. They would have their project and use their 
money and deliver their projects. Or they would give a lease on a building and the 
third party would then develop it. What had not happened previously or not in 
the cultural sector so much, is this kind of partnership. This was because we are 
really small, so you would not think that we can cope with a massive capital pro-
ject overrunning and going over-budget. But also, the council would not say, we 
are giving the responsibility for this major national monument to a small visual 
art charity. It was a way to allow a grassroots organisation to develop this major 
city-wide building with the backing of the council as well. I probably think they 
were exposed at the end of the project, but they still got a project that they pretty 
much didn’t have to fundraise for.

AUDIO TRACK 8
Part 2. The role of the City of Edinburgh Council in activating the common good site 
on Calton Hill; in conversation with Frank Little, formerly Museums Service Manager 

at the council, 22.11.2021 (6 min)
 

Present during conversation: Frank Little, Annette Krauss, Frances Stacey, Alison Scott

00:08.00
ANNETTE ASKS FRANK LITTLE TO DESCRIBE HIS ROLE AT THE COUNCIL 
OF EDINBURGH
Frank describes his role as Cultural Venues Manager, an officer for the council. 
Reporting to a committee run by councillors (decision makers): Culture and Com-
munities committee (who approved lease), subject to planning, common good is-
sues, and court of session.
 
Frank describes how Common good assets sat within other departments ie. Parks 
department. Not one section of Council who deals with Common Good. Not 
long since there was a Common Good Audit: interestingly documentation wasn’t 
clear so some artefacts were contested. Lack of clarity in departments, like objects 
held in the City Chambers. Describes how committee papers are online - Coun-
cil reports on accounts of the Common Good fund every year. Following Annette 
questioning if we could access the debate around the reports, Frank says the de-
bate around committee meetings are unlikely to be reported. 
 

00:02:52
FRANK INTRODUCES THE MOVE TO CALTON HILL FROM HIS EXPERI-
ENCE
Frank reflects that it really goes back to 2010: when Collective had to leave Cock-
burn St premises. Frank was responsible for 13 venues, on Royal Mile and includ-
ing Calton Hill. Property in the Common Good and change of use had to com-
ply to Common Good and be of benefit to all the citizens. If they wanted to rent 
or lease (legally the term was ‘dispose of ’) any properties, they had to go to the 
Court of Session for permission. On Calton Hill, most of the buildings (part of 
UNESCO site etc) had fallen into disrepair, due to lack of council funds and As-
tronomical Society leaving.
 
OLD OBSERVATORY HOUSE NEGOTIATIONS 
Firstly, looked at Old Observatory house: Council invested and restored the site, 
but had no alternative use. Looked at historical use, and decided it had always 
been a house, so they could turn it into commercial property/ house to gain in-
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come. Could lease on a month by month basis to Vivat Trust without needing to 
go to court of session (which would take a long time) but had to get permission 
from council committee (political support). Vivat took on the building; council 
started to look at legal process for future investment and long term lease. Any 
operator/ lease under Common Good would need a lease for minimum 25 years 
to be stable financially (as agreed with Collective in 2016). Concern in regards to 
Common Good, was if they were to rent property, there would be no access and 
one of the terms of common good was free access. Part of the lease agreement 
would be that public access is granted in between holiday makers’ use (in change-
over time), therefore it complied with Common Good. Another key thing was 
that any money raised would be ring-fenced and held in the common good fund/ 
reinvested in the common good buildings for the benefit of the venues (whether 
fabric, maintenance or programming). Asset was therefore being used, but not 
drained of funds.
 
PARTNERSHIP APPROACH 
Frank describes the partnership approach between the council of Edinburgh and 
Collective. It had to be appropriate for the vision of the council, common good, 
and Collective. Council still had a large stake in the site: put £1.1 million in the 
project. Funds secured from many other places. Describes an approach that is also 
for an appropriate use of historic buildings.
Describes taking the disposal to court of session, which took 2 years to go through 
the system. Prior to doing this, set up a Calton Hill stakeholders group: residents 
association, Cockburn association, Edinburgh World Heritage, council, Astro-
nomical Society, to be clear that there was a consensus for the future of the build-
ings. Astronomer Royal (part of stakeholders group) complained, along with sen-
ior architects in the city: Frank describes then how they had to demonstrate due 
diligence to all appropriate uses of the buildings. Then it was agreed they could 
dispose of (ie. lease) the Calton Hill site. (00:06:27)
 

00:34:11 (Frances Stacey)
And just a small technicality: What is the difference between disposal and change 
of use?
 

(Frank)
Nothing. The legal term is disposal. It always struck me, when we went to court, 
and they used the term disposal. It would not go well down with people, because 
they thought Calton Hill will be disposed of, “while it meant it would be leased.“ 
(00:34:47)
 
 

 

 
AUDIO TRACK 9:  

Turning an observatory upside down; in conversation with Kate Gray, former director 
of Collective, (10.50min)

 
 

00:55:18
What is an observatory? What does an observatory do if it is not looking at the 
stars? I am thinking about the observatory of the favelas, this idea of the observa-
tory looking at Edinburgh, observing the city itself having the function in making 
that public. In a way that was the first thought that made it feel very compulsive. 
To make it play a part in and comment on the city itself, as well as stay true to the 
group that set up Collective in the first place. 
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01:31:18
Coming back to the reason why I am really happy that you are doing the project, 
Annette, because during the process of moving we were taken over by actually 
making things happen. All these kind of drivers for it: What kind of public art 
organisation is Collective? How can it hold public space? As a publicly funded 
organisation how can it demonstrate this through how it operates? All these things 
take a bit of a back seat when practicalities take over, in order to deliver this pro-
ject. But they were very foundational in what we were trying to do. They were very 
important in the book “Toward a City Observatory” to open up a bit, with all the 
projects around public space, and they felt choral. It felt very much how we oper-
ated, even with Frank: taking what would normally be a solo and making it choral.
 

01:33:11
Annette describes the work with the team at Casco Art Institute, Utrecht. How 
they explored the separation between the back and front of an organisation, how 
they relate to each other, and how they explored making them work in tandem.
 

01:34:08 (Kate)
Why do you think this separation between the back and front happens?
 

(Annette)
I think because of a capitalist-colonial history. A history where institutions and 
people focus on making money, profit, rule over other people. Ownership, identi-
ty, labour is in service of this. It’s really on this whole level. It’s interwoven subtly 
and not so subtly into the whole system. And it’s so difficult to make it explicit.
 

01: 35:07 (Kate)
And you actually cannot know. Anyone who is operating in it does not know all 
of it and can never be able to know. Also something that is really absurd to it, this 
observatory that is held in the common good, and foregrounding the collective-
ness, also has this awful colonial history as well, it is absolutely foundational to 
the site - even though it’s held in the common good - a paradox in itself. It is held 
in the common good, but it has a role in globalising and colonial trade. Absolute-
ly has. 
 

01:37:05
And it does not end here. You can’t operate outside of it as well…In some of the 
early projects I was looking for the outside of it. I was looking for where I could 
find the outside of it, with the observatory project, it was very much foundation-
ally accepting that you cannot be outside of it. And a lot of things that have hap-
pened since then have really helped me see that I am still a product of these things 
that I thought I was looking outside of. Accepting this is part of the journey.
 
I remember early on I was joking about de-gentrifying the observatory - though 
now it looks like we’ve gentrified it. But I suppose the impetus feels like it’s im-
portant still. I recall talking to Tom O’Sullivan after his project when he was on 
the board - who said ‘ok so we’re turning the observatory upside down’. You have 
to be aware that there are lots of different realities and you can’t always deliver 
your biggest hope. For me, it is really important to keep this as a history of the 
institution. I would love to see more grassroots organisations, not even necessar-
ily cultural, to use the common good, rather than asset transfer which arguably 
offloads too much responsibility onto small organisations. We have this asset that 
is draining the local authority, but they are still responsible for the upkeep. And 
we offload it to a grassroots org. and expect them to voluntarily pick it up and run 
with it. It’s not necessarily about an asset, it’s the labour that feeds into it. There 
are lots of possibilities within the common good, to actually keep the responsibil-
ities in place, but allow the asset to have a different life. Even now the council is 
still responsible for the external upkeep of the Observatory buildings. Actually, 
they are more responsible now than when they gave a lease to the Astronomical 
Society back in 1930. We wouldn’t take a full repairing lease, saying this is still 
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your responsibility, the roof, the walls, etc, and this is what they should be doing. 
It’s not necessarily fair to transfer a whole building to a grassroots organisation’s 
responsibility. It is very much in the spirit of it that grassroots organisations can 
operate and deliver programmes out of common good spaces. I’d love it if more 
people did.

Kate Gray 
Kate Gray was artistic director and CEO of Collective, Edinburgh, from 2009 to 2022. Kate became Director having previously 
worked with Collective as lead artist on the One Mile Programme. She oversaw the contemporary art organisation’s move to 
Calton Hill from its former location on Cockburn Street, including the major redevelopment of the City Observatory. Currently, 
Kate is Director of Enterprise and Public Value at BALTIC Centre for Contemporary Art, Gateshead.

Frank Little
Frank Little was formerly Museums and Galleries Manager for City of Edinburgh Council. Frank played a key role in supporting 
Collective’s relocation to Calton Hill and its redevelopment of the City Observatory site. 

A
ud

io
 T

ra
ns

c
ri

p
ti
o

ns
 2

  
(A

 M
at

te
r 

o
f 

P
re

c
e
d
e
nt

s)
A

ud
io

 T
ra

ns
c
ri

p
ti
o

ns
 2

  
(A

 M
at

te
r 

o
f 

P
re

c
e
d
e
nt

s)



2222

Matter of Precedents Installation in the library at Collective – Center for Contemporary Matter of Precedents Installation in the library at Collective – Center for Contemporary 
Art, Edinburgh, Summer 2022. Art, Edinburgh, Summer 2022. 
Photograph courtesy of Tom Nolan, 2022. Photograph courtesy of Tom Nolan, 2022. 
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Common Good Webpage, City of Edinburgh Council. Available at:  Common Good Webpage, City of Edinburgh Council. Available at:  
https://www.edinburgh.gov.uk/commercial-property-sale-let/common-good-registerhttps://www.edinburgh.gov.uk/commercial-property-sale-let/common-good-register.  .  
Annotations by Alison Scott. Annotations by Alison Scott. 
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Community Empowerment (Scotland) Act 2015, Part 8. An Act of the Scottish Parliament Community Empowerment (Scotland) Act 2015, Part 8. An Act of the Scottish Parliament 
Available at: Available at: https://www.legislation.gov.uk/asp/2015/6/contents/enactedhttps://www.legislation.gov.uk/asp/2015/6/contents/enacted.  .  
Annotations by Alison Scott. Annotations by Alison Scott. 
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Grace Brown and Jonty Leibowitz, ‘Delivering Greater Benefit from Common Good Grace Brown and Jonty Leibowitz, ‘Delivering Greater Benefit from Common Good 
Land and Buildings’, Scottish Land Commission, Commissioned Report, 2019.  Land and Buildings’, Scottish Land Commission, Commissioned Report, 2019.  
Available at: Available at: https://www.landcommission.gov.scot/our-work/good-practice/common-https://www.landcommission.gov.scot/our-work/good-practice/common-  
good-landgood-land
Annotations by Alison Scott. Annotations by Alison Scott. 
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• �Collective Observations: Lisa Williams, ‘Sugar, ships and science:  • �Collective Observations: Lisa Williams, ‘Sugar, ships and science:  
The City Observatory and Caribbean commerce’The City Observatory and Caribbean commerce’

• �‘Our Bondage and Our Freedom’ – Frederick Douglass in Scotland; • �‘Our Bondage and Our Freedom’ – Frederick Douglass in Scotland; 
Black Abolitionists in Edinburgh – Map ViewerBlack Abolitionists in Edinburgh – Map Viewer

• �Caroline Douglas, ‘Frederick Douglass : Witness to Early Scottish • �Caroline Douglas, ‘Frederick Douglass : Witness to Early Scottish 
Photography’Photography’
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Collective Observations: Lisa Williams, Collective Observations: Lisa Williams, 
‘Sugar, ships and science: The City ‘Sugar, ships and science: The City 
Observatory and Caribbean commerce’, Observatory and Caribbean commerce’, 
2020. Recorded talk (screenshots). 2020. Recorded talk (screenshots). 
Available at: Available at: https://www.collective-ed-https://www.collective-ed-
inburgh.art/programme/collective-ob-inburgh.art/programme/collective-ob-
servations-lisa-williamsservations-lisa-williams

https://www.collective-edinburgh.art/programme/collective-observations-lisa-williams
https://www.collective-edinburgh.art/programme/collective-observations-lisa-williams
https://www.collective-edinburgh.art/programme/collective-observations-lisa-williams
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Lisa Williams
Lisa Williams founded the Edinburgh Caribbean 
Association and curates a range of arts events 
across Scotland to promote Caribbean culture, 
spanning film, art, literature and live music.  
She runs educational and anti-racist programmes 
in schools and universities and leads walking 
tours focusing on Edinburgh’s Black History. She 
is an author and poet, has an MA in Arts, 
Festival and Cultural Management, and is an 
Honorary Fellow in the School of History, 
Classics and Archaeology at the University of 
Edinburgh.

03:23

03:27

03:29

07:46

13:05

13:08

13:11

13:16



7373

O
ur

 B
o

nd
ag

e
 a

nd
 O

ur
 F

re
e
d
o

m
: F

re
d
e
ri

c
k 

D
o

ug
la

ss
 in

 S
c
o

tl
an

d
; B

la
c
k 

A
b
o

lit
io

ni
st

s 
in

 E
d
in

b
ur

g
h

O
ur

 B
o

nd
ag

e
 a

nd
 O

ur
 F

re
e
d
o

m
: F

re
d
e
ri

c
k 

D
o

ug
la

ss
 in

 S
c
o

tl
an

d
; B

la
c
k 

A
b
o

lit
io

ni
st

s 
in

 E
d
in

b
ur

g
h

‘Our Bondage and Our Freedom: Frederick Douglass in Scotland; Black Abolitionists ‘Our Bondage and Our Freedom: Frederick Douglass in Scotland; Black Abolitionists 
in Edinburgh’, Digital Map Viewer, National Library of Scotland, 2018. in Edinburgh’, Digital Map Viewer, National Library of Scotland, 2018. 
Produced as part of a collaboration between the University of Edinburgh,  Produced as part of a collaboration between the University of Edinburgh,  
the Walter O. and Linda Evans Foundation, the National Library of Scotland, the  the Walter O. and Linda Evans Foundation, the National Library of Scotland, the  
Frederick Douglass National Historic Site, the Maryland State Archives, the  Frederick Douglass National Historic Site, the Maryland State Archives, the  
Black Studies Research Center at the University of California Santa Barbara, and  Black Studies Research Center at the University of California Santa Barbara, and  
the SCAD Museum of Art in Savannah.the SCAD Museum of Art in Savannah.
(c) The University of Edinburgh 2018. Available at: (c) The University of Edinburgh 2018. Available at: https://geo.nls.uk/maps/douglass/ https://geo.nls.uk/maps/douglass/ 
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Caroline Douglas, ‘Frederick Douglass: Witness to Early Scottish Photography’,  Caroline Douglas, ‘Frederick Douglass: Witness to Early Scottish Photography’,  
National Galleries of Scotland, 2021. Available at: National Galleries of Scotland, 2021. Available at: https://www.nationalgalleries.org/https://www.nationalgalleries.org/
art-and-artists/features/frederick-douglass-witness-early-scottish-photographyart-and-artists/features/frederick-douglass-witness-early-scottish-photography  
Annotations by Annette Krauss. Annotations by Annette Krauss. 
This text was previously published on the National Galleries of Scotland website, in This text was previously published on the National Galleries of Scotland website, in 
response to the UK and European premiere of Isaac Julien’s ‘Lessons of the Hour’  response to the UK and European premiere of Isaac Julien’s ‘Lessons of the Hour’  
at Modern One, Edinburgh. Copyright remains with the author. at Modern One, Edinburgh. Copyright remains with the author. 

https://www.nationalgalleries.org/art-and-artists/features/frederick-douglass-witness-early-scottish-photography
https://www.nationalgalleries.org/art-and-artists/features/frederick-douglass-witness-early-scottish-photography
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