
What formed my own understanding of 

contemporary art? As a former art student at 

The Glasgow School of Art (GSA), I struggled 

to make the connection between the lectures 

that I attended, which spoke of contemporary 

art theory, and my own figurative artwork, which 

had come via a traditional Central Scotland 

secondary school art education and technical 

college preparation. I loved the art school’s 

historical and critical art lectures, yet I can also 

remember the despair of sitting in the studio, 

looking at my very representational work and not 

knowing how to bridge the divide between two 

ways of thinking and making. 

I can still clearly recall the ‘eureka’ 

moment when I saw an image of Graham Fagen’s 

My Favourite Flower is the Pansy and, for the first 

time, understanding ‘This is what contemporary 

art is and can do!’ Here was a straightforward, 

observational painting of a modest flower, yet 

it was also a watercolour, painted by a man 

declaring that his favourite flower was a pansy. 

It was funny; it was heartfelt and subversive; it 

was small in scale as an artwork, yet so clear in 

voice. It was recognisable as a still life; yet, in its 

written declaration, the pansy went against what 

any Scottish man I knew would admit to liking, or 

indeed to naming out loud. I loved it.

Fast-forward to me being in a career 

that I had not realised existed when I was at art 

school – curating – and the opportunity, through 

GENERATION, to invite Graham Fagen to work 

on an exhibition with GSA. Our conversation 

began several years ago, when I commissioned 

him to write about the common ground between 

himself and Charles Rennie Mackintosh. The 

resulting essay from this initial invitation is in 

this book. I did not know at the time that Fagen 

was offended that I had asked, having disliked 

Mackintosh when he was a student at GSA. 

Luckily, by revisiting Mackintosh’s early thoughts 

on nature, through material in GSA’s Archives and 

Collections, Fagen, in his own words, ‘fell back in’ 

with Mackintosh. It is intriguing that he started 

from a point of resistance, as it provides an 

alternative reading to a much-loved figure.

GENERATION looks at twenty-five 

years of contemporary art in Scotland. We 

should broaden this out to celebrate all artistic 

endeavour in this quarter century and earlier, to 

all artists who have made and continue to make 

work and contribute to Scotland, to acknowledge 

art audiences, school pupils interested in art, 

art students and, finally and most importantly, to 

anyone who finds it important to have creativity, 

in any form, in their lives. 
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