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Invention and Identity: A Reappraisal of Mackintosh’s School of Art, by Andy MacMillan
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If what distinguishes a great work of architecture
from the merely good or interesting is its continuing
relevance to the interests of succeeding generations, then
the greatness of the School of Art (1897—1909) has been
established beyond doubt by the manner in which, having
served as a source of inspiration to the innovating pioneers
of the Modern Movement in the opening years of the 20th
century, it continues today, to offer insight and example
to the Post Modern generation in their search for a relevant
philosophy for contemporary architecture.

To the revolutionary generation of 1900—1910 it must
have seemed a simple and original building, eschewing the
dead historicism of the styles in favour of a vital
expression of what building was about; rejecting the
constraints of classicism, following no rules for facgades,
but letting windows happen as and where required, its
form determined by the nature of its site, the activities of
its users and the materials and means of its construction, a
true ‘decorated construction’ deriving its ornament from a
fresh look at nature, in the light of the writings of Ruskin
and the revelations of the newly discovered arts of Japan.

To the post revolutionary generation of the seventies,
disillusioned by the facility with. which the aspirational
ideals of the heroic pioneers — sun, space and greenery for
all — their preoccupation with the techniques of realisation
and reproduction — the machine aesthetic — and their
simplistic analysis of urban needs: the housing, work,
recreation and circulation of the ‘Charte D’Athens’ — had
led, via endless bureaucratic repetition of stereotypes to
the mindless destruction of historic structured communi-
ties and a progress diminution of communal and personal
identity: the School offers example by its uniqueness; its
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ability to be simultaneously genotype — The Art School;
and specific the Glasgow School of Art a particular
building located on a particular hill in a particular town, in
a particular culture at a particular time, bearing witness to
the ability of its creator to recognise and celebrate the
uniqueness of each and every aspect or event in building:

For the first generation, the fresh look at the shape
and form, the latter programmatically determined, the
former deriving from sensibility to every proffered oppor-
tunity and governed by impressive control; the manifest
expression of the materials of construction; dressed stone,
common brick, cement plaster, sawn timber; the effortless
incorporation and exploitation of the new means of
building, steel beams, reinforced concrete floors, plate
glass windows; and of servicing, electricity for lighting and
power, central heating for environmental comfort in the
studios; all seemed a clear demonstration of the arrival of a
new age in architecture, an age of honesty and directness
deriving from the aesthetic of the ‘English House’ move-
ment made famous abroad by Muthesius.

Mackintosh’s contemporaries in Europe found con-
firmation and inspiration in this seemingly simple building,
its plain walls stripped of extraneous ornament, the
contrast of the great, flat glazed north facing studio wall
with the pierced baronial modelled south elevation and
abstract cubic gables and the complex exciting black and
white interior spaces.

This experimentation, at the facade with the expres-
sion of the interaction between forces inside and outside,
internally with the nature of interpenetrating space, was
progressive as the building evolved, moving with time
toward increasing abstraction, the building of the School
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in two stages between 1897—99 and 1907—09 reveals the
range and development of Mackintosh’s achievement, and
incidentally, that the sketch books were an active examina-
tion rather than a mere recording, of the potential of
vernacular building for a new architecture. This explora-
tion of form was matched by an equal exploration of the
possibilities of new building methods and materials.

The studio floors were flooded with north light via
great sheets of plate glass by day, and lit by the steady
glow of electric light by night, warmed by hot air from a
heating plant in the basement, and capable of infinite
subdivision along their length by virtue of moveable
partitions suspended from the steel beams-above, a
demonstration of building form determined by use rather
than by rules of architectural composition. '

Equally fresh was the frank use of materials as built;
dressed stone, common brick; sawn boarding to accept
nails for picture hanging in the studios and corridors,
canvas lining at the sinks on which to clean brushes, hard
cement plaster dados in the stairways lightened neverthe-
less by the insertion of a few coloured tiles, or the addition
of a simple timber molding deriving its shape, not from a
pattern book, but from a keen personal examination of
natural forms.

This at the turn of the century was revolutionary and
went further than the decorative excesses of form which
characterised the currently popular Art Nouveau, Mackin-
tosh’s work was more fundamental, more deeply related to
the process of building, and thereby both mere disciplined
and more acceptable to a newer generation which sought
to find appropriate forms for a society, founded on mass
industrial production moving towards the exploration of
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aesthetic of the machine and craft in the Bauhaus.
What most attracted the attention of his peers in

Europe was his astonishing ability to reshape every day
objects and transform them from simple every day objects
into iconic images of great potency, using them to create a
new, austere kind of architectural space which related
directly to new simpler ways of living possible in such a
machine based society.

Mackintosh’s shapes were as irfational as his forms
were logical, and paradoxically side by side with the sober
conscious examination of the nature of building and
materials, there clearly existed an artistic sensibility of a
high order; personal, inventive and, above all, responsive to
the opportunity offered for a richer, more intense solu-
tion. '

His transformation of chairs, tables, roof trusses,
staircases, towel rails, stools, and even the ubiquitous
artist’s easel is marvellously demonstrated in the School of
Art, as is his equally astonishing ability to create a separate
event or space out of simple building elements such as a
doorway or a window embrasure or to orchestrate an
unforgettable sequence of low and high, dark and light,
closed and open spaces.

It is these aspects of his work which today again offer
example and interest to a generation which, no longer -
mesmerised by the role of mechanised production, and
conscious of the sterility of a purely quantitative approach
to solutions in the built environment, is seeking to re-
discover the role of the architect as a maker of form and
of place.

Today, the School of Art can be seen as a prime
example of a building conceived at a time of transition,
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where the existential nature of architectural form is
recognised, explored, exploited, and to use Reyner
Banham’s phrase, ‘made demonstrative’, a paradox of
reduction and enrichment, exciting to a generation condi-
tioned by Venturi and Moore, engaged in rediscovering the
nature of complexity and contradiction and the social
need for identity — the sense of who and where one is — a
sense reinforced by the uniqueness and relevance of
referents in the built environment, hence the relevance of
Mackintosh’s understanding of the importance of inven-
tion, the unique door, at the front or at the side, and of
relevance, the locational and cultural context within which
the invention occurs.

Close examination of the School reveals how Mackin-
tosh attacked the problem of letting the building dictate
its own expression and at the same time be a vehicle for a
display of his architectural virtuosity; demonstrating a
creative response to every specific requirement, seizing
every opportunity to actualize and architectural event with
some feat of invention. )

His method of working can be deduced from the
drawings and note books which remain. After the initial
strategic distribution of the main areas of the building had
been determined, i.e. the plans and sections, each part of
the building was then examined and re-examined as detail
design or building proceeds, in effect, a process of ongoing
tactical confrontations with the unique pararheters and
potential of each particular situation, an adaptive strategy
which demanded a constant holistic awareness of the
forces inherent in building, a process which inevitably
resulted in a built form of such complexity as to make
both comprehension and description difficult.
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Consider the brilliantly simple organisation of the
plan: E shaped, a maximised street frontage on three sides
conceals the complexity at the rear (the building has a
back and a front), a short sensible internal circulation
serves a lineal arrangement of sub-dividable studio floors,
the rooms of special volume or shape arranged at each end
and in the middle, a clear recognition of the specialness of
end; terminal, lit on two or more sides; and middle, the
optimum position for entry, a central stair leading up
directly to the museum gallery and the Director’s room —
immediate information and control.

A simple schema, recognised and transformed at the
architectural level into a flowing sequence of horizontal
and vertical spatial experiences.

The equally direct schema of the section: a simple
arrangement of superimposed studio floors and corridors,
swelling out and stepping down at the base to recognise
and occupy the whole of the steep site, and expanding up
in places into the extra volume of the roof, an acceptance
of the possibilities of the top, manifested by the great
eaves at the front; the whole section in fact conditioned by
the exploitation of the special kinds of light available, even
north light for the studios, dynamic changing sunlight for
the circulation spaces, the set back from the road letting
light penetrate the basement floor, and everywhere the
utilization of the possibility of roof lighting.

The means of construction are also simple, but made
to yield complex effects, plain walls of stone, but subtly
textured, corbelled, modelled and pierced to emphasise
their plastic or planar qualities, brick walls patterned by
structural bonding, plaster walls trowelled smooth with
inset glowing tiles; internal partitions, of sawn boarding,
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stained dark to minimise dirt in the working and circu-
lation areas, integrating or concealing cupboards and ducts;
sanded and painted white in other rooms to emphasise the
delicate modelling of light, and perhaps, set off the
ceremonial activities of the occupants, the Governors; (the
effect of white on black and black on white is a recurring
theme in Mackintosh’s work); glass, in windows, some-
times polished plate, sometimes leaded, sometimes in, or
on, or even beyond the wall, sometimes flat, sometimes in
framed iron bays, sometimes transparent, sometimes
reflecting white on black, black on white, always creating
awareness of light; and glass in doors, leaded, shaped,
stained, glowing and magic — unexpectedly — inside the
building.

And outside and inside too, iron, taut, linear railings
breaking into flowing plant-like forms for emphasis, or
used as beams or stiffening braces or corbels, the ends cut
and formed to celebrate and reveal both the tensile quality
of the material and the fact of end, of holding, of being
finite.

Consider also, how in the building the simple needs of
servicing, water, heat, lighting and power, have been
examined, understood and exploited to manifest their
presence in a joyful way, the ‘Japanese column head’
compositions of electric conduit and fuse boxes, the light
fittings, on the wall or the ceiling, or hung in random
groupings, pierced, polished or glowing through stained
glass, a ‘celebration of the arrival of electricity into the
architectural scene.

The integration of the heating system with its ducts
and plenum spaces, not merely an innovation in itself, but
is used as an enriching element in the service of the style of
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the building. Examination of the grilles in the original
Board Room reveals that even the screws are part of the
schema, as are the shaped projecting inlets to the model-
ling rooms and corridors. Another celebration — of heating
as an integral element in a total orchestration of necessary
parts of the building.

Plans and sections respond to use, materials and
construction affect it, from these basic elements a building
is conceived, but what raises a building to the status of

- architecture is the level of social expectation involved in its

genesis, and the skill of the designer in its development.

The Glasgow School of Art, although the brief
demanded a plain and suitable building, nevertheless
involved a spending of public money on a large and
specialised building for public use; expectation of a
particular quality was implicit.

The influence of the contemporary ‘English House’
movement lay in the innovatory idea that the life related
interior arrangement of the spaces could, and should,
condition and affect the external form of the building (an
innovation which eventually degenerated into a ‘com-
position of picturesque effects’), it was concerned pri-
marily with a domestic way of life and significantly the
movement produced no real public building, it lacked or
was not concerned with monumental conviction.

The greatness of the Glasgow School of Art lies, among
other things, in demonstrating not only a masterly grasp of
that concept, a reassertion of the ability manifest in
vernacular architecture, but also an equal understanding of
the demands of the public domain, an awareness of the
‘rights’, not only of the users, and owners of the building,
but of the viewers — of the community in whose domain
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and on whose behalf the building existed.

This can be seen quite clearly in the exploration of
facade and fenestration treatments, of which there are
examples of at least five different approaches, in a building
which nevertheless remains a totality in form.

The street facade, contained by great overhanging
eaves, has huge, flat, glazed yet solid windows, set in a
plain ashlar wall, contrasted with a heavily modelled
central entrance composition of recesses, bays and arches,
designed to be seen obliquely in the street. The mysterious
ironwork of the railings and the window braces extends
the field of influence of the building into the street; a
curious tiny ‘hole in the wall window’ manifests and points
up the thickness of the flat wall, as does the subtle
modelling of the window heads; even the event of window
cleaning is synthesised with wind bracing to add richness
and style to the facade.

The earlier east gable has a traditional dressed rubble
surface in contrast to the smooth ashlar of the front;

plane, yet how the wall swells out to respond to some.

inner idea of modelled space, the little symbolic gable both
reasserts the fact of the gable as a constituent element and
manifests the top of the wall, as the linked windows of the
Board Room demonstrate its thickness by standing in it
externally, while completing an undulation of the end wall
inside producing an effect of total surface within the
room. Mackintosh here accepts and integrates a differing
rationale of inside and out.

The ambiguity of the west gable form, both gable and
a set back wall, a flat plane, a realization beginning of the
destruction of traditional form. In the bay windows to the
library, the negative window void becomes a positive solid
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volume emphasised by the surface quality of the metal sash;
the mannerism of their heavy top, contrast increased by
the horizontal slot windows; the door in this gable demon-
strating the essence of door, a penetration of the wall, in
this case a wall which swells out to increase the sense of
depth and penetration, further reinforced by the moulding
which writhes out to extend the field of influence of the
door emphasising the seriousness of the act of entry, and
finally game, set and match, the recession of the wall plane
above the lintel. This is virtuosity of the highest order.

Turning the corner reveals another schema, emphasised
by a change in materials to roughcast, reminiscent of old
Scottish houses. As the west gable is modelled beyond the
plane, so the south gable is modelled within the plane, and
this is made explicit by the central window feature which
proceeds up the wall with an ever increasing glass-wall ratio
as it climbs up and over the wall onto the roof like some
glass ivy plant. The insertion of a window in a thick wall
normally yields a deep sided bay inside the room, here the
bay is manifest inside and outside simultaneously, a
recognition of the penetration of the eye behind the plane,
and of the thickness of wall, a rethought intensification of
the Board Room windows of the early east gable.

Here too, Mackintosh displays understanding of the
need to respond to the differing demands of the public and
private domains.

The main south elevation exploits the need to enjoy
and reduce sunlight and is obviously an exploration of the
Scottish vernacular ‘tower house’ aesthetic, even to the
parapet walk. Compare it to Mackintosh’s drawing of
Bamburgh Castle — notice the marvellous assurance of the
distribution void in the wall, incidentally in wholly
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symmetrical groups, asymmetrically arranged, the accep-
tance of the need for ventilation inlets, the need for an
extra fire escape turned into a delightful invention — the
glass walled and roofed ‘hen run’; this acceptance of
improvisation is major characteristics of modern archi-
tecture as it has developed. See how the cantilever bay
windows and greenhouse exploit the sheer of the wall and
invite the viewer to stand over the void as he surveys the
view. Even the chimney offers the chance of an event.

What a contrast this elevation is to the front, how by
its very backness it emphasises the front as a front, and yet
how responsive to its own exact context it is, blank below,
viewing gallery above, looking over the roof to the hills,
and the gallery inside, bayed, arched in solid brick,
reassuring in scale and solidity to the human in the face of
the vast exposure of the view.

Returning to the front, the main entrance has the
similar theme, a solidifying of the glass wall adjacent to the
door, the door itself approached up a stair, under an arch
formed by the necessary light, the stair end fluently
narrowing and compressing the landing to make penet-
ration irresistible, -the wall round the door swelling out to
receive and welcome, and finally the mannerist insertion of
a post in the centre of opening, with its dark doors inset
with vivid but sombre coloured glass.

Inside the compression continues with a vaulted
entrance hall, leading onwards, down into the lower
school, sideways along high spacious sunlit corridors with
space beyond hinted at by the projecting balconies of the
end stairs, and ahead, flooded by light from above, the
main staircase rising up amidst a forest of towering posts
into an upper hall, or gallery, used for display. This gallery
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is spanned by highly personal timber trusses and lined with
simple sawn boarding for picture hanging; east and west
subtly emphasised openings lead, one way to the original
white painted, bow windowed Board Room, along a top lit
corridor filled with glowing white antique casts against the
dark lining, and the other, past some window alcoves,
lifted up a step and provided with settle like seats where
students can talk and enjoy the sun, to the Library, the
most intense architectural space in Britain, comparable
only to Sir John Soane’s museum, in its complexity.

Here Mackintosh’s preoccupation with totality can be
seen; with volume, with construction and constructivism,
with furniture, with lighting and with ornament, or more
accurately, ornamented construction. So often has it been
illustrated and so much has been written about it that it is
unnecessary to say anything more, other than to observe
that the totality of the space internally which extends out
via the bay windows, and upwards inside the bays past the
gallery and into the floor above, has a convincing internal
order, related to, but not dependent on, the external
ordering of the south and west gables which derive their
emphasis from a consideration of their relationship with
the site and the public domain.

This is particularly emphatic in the symmetrical south
gable where at the library level the central window of
three is part of a large vertical feature outside, and one of
three similar windows inside, a reminder of Mackintosh’s
supreme ability to recognise and manifest the existential
and the unique nature of each and every part of a building,
yet integrate it within totality of simple, memorable form.




Charles Rennie Mackintosh
The Glasgow School of Art
Glasgow, Scotland, Great Britain. 1897-99, 1907-09
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