
 

 

 The Mackintosh Phoenix Must be Allowed to Rise Again 
 
On Friday afternoon, Mac alumni exchanged emails of pain and grief at the sight of the flames 
licking the roof and the smoke belching from the hen run at the Mac. There was disbelief and terror 
that the raging fire had spread so far in an hour. It was extraordinary that the fire services then 
contained it and that so much of the building seems to have been spared, with 90% of the structure 

reported as intact. That said, my partner Sandy’s mantra for the weekend has been, “The library, 

the library, the library…” 
 
The Glasgow School of Art is an extraordinary building not only because of its beautiful plan and 
section, or because of the light, or the contrasts, or the practicalities but in the summation of these 
and their detail, its humanity touches our souls. For many, especially those of us who experienced 
our adolescent creative coming-of-age there, it is like a parent for whom we have extraordinary 
primal feelings. It validated our creativity and moulded our architectural outlook irrevocably. It was 
the powerful presence we could kick against and throw paint at, climb over and revel in, which it 
seemed could not easily be damaged, even by 100 years of teenagers' artistic mess. It had places 
we could go to be calmed and soothed. Alison Watt, writing in The Observer yesterday, described 
the concealing booths in the west corridor where she sheltered after a bad crit. I went to the library, 
almost always about this time of year, as the pressure built up. The light in the early evening 
filtering through the west-facing windows, into the gloriously dark wooded interior was 
transcendental, and always calmed me. A student couldn't have done that last week, because the 
library was thought too precious to be open. Access was limited and mainly by guided tours, with 
the upper gallery closed for safety. 
 
Like all architects, Mackintosh defined the Glasgow School of Art in drawings that can be reused, 
and the building can be rebuilt. David Cameron and Alex Salmond have both vouched they will pay 
whatever it costs.  
 
That is the nub of it: how will that be managed? Will it be with our society's current public-sector 
diktats about "handling risk" and "managing costs", which almost always result in poor quality at 
every stage? Will it entail crazy management selection assessments for consultants, chosen on the 
basis of their size and low fees, that do not allow adequate time or resources for good detailed 
work or adequate supervision by architects and engineers, coupled with a design and build or 
management contract which allegedly transfers the risk? The risk of what? In this case, the risk 

that the building will be “restored” but its essence lost. That is why people who love this building 

are still distressed, though the damage is limited. Though they know there are people with the skills 

and aptitude to reinstate the building – and with better discreet services and fire protection – they 

fear our confused societal values will get in the way.  
 
I think this time the Mac team will be better that that. They will do it right and set an example to the 
rest of the UK, underpinning the values that created this great building. Then out of the ashes the 
phoenix will rise again. 
 
Clare Wright 
 
  


