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The RSE has published its year in review 
for the session April 2022–March 2023. 
The review highlights an extraordinary 
year for the RSE, marked by our emergence 
from the Covid-19 pandemic and 
our continued commitment to the 
mission of ‘knowledge made useful’.

With introductory remarks 
from the President, Professor Sir 
John Ball, and the Chief Executive, 

Professor Sarah Skerratt, you can read about 
how the RSE has advanced cutting-edge 
research through our awards programme, 
engaged with the public on a wide range 

of contemporary issues, influenced 
public policy, and elevated the RSE’s 
presence on the world stage.

The year in review can be found 
on the RSE website:  
bit.ly/RSEyearinreview2223

In conjunction with the Young Academy  
of Scotland (YAS), the RSE welcomed  
the opportunity to respond to the Scottish 
Government and Convention of Scottish 
Local Authorities consultation on a fairer 
council tax. 

The RSE’s consultation response draws 
on our varied expertise, including on the 
economy, fiscal policy, and the public sector. 
It highlights that council tax cannot be 
made fairer while still using out-of-date 
valuations from 1 April 1991. The RSE 
supports measures which would make 
council tax fairer, but believes it is impossible 
to do so without a property revaluation.

In considering any council tax changes,  
the RSE believes account should be taken  
of the impact on households, councils and 
the wider effect on the economy, rather than 
solely looking at the impact on households 
according to their council tax band. Moreover, 
when making changes to one particular tax 
vehicle, attention should be paid to the effect 
on the overall tax system, only part of which 
the Scottish Government controls.

What is required in local authority 
taxation in Scotland is a consensus 
between the major parties on how  
the deficiencies should be addressed.  
The present situation reflects badly on 
devolved government, particularly when  
it seems that policy change in Scotland  
is impossible without parallel change  
in England.

The RSE believes the Scottish 
Government and the Scottish Parliament 
should agree on a path forward which 
deals with short-term issues without 
prejudicing longer-term reform. Civil 
society organisations will have important 
contributions to make. The RSE is actively 
seeking further engagement with the 
Scottish Government, MSPs, and public 
bodies, and is willing to help facilitate 
further discussions regarding tax policy.

To read the full consultation response 
and expanded advice paper, visit the RSE 
website at bit.ly/RSEtaxreform and for 
more information contact publicpolicy@
theRSE.org.uk 

Year in review 
2022–2023

RSE AND YAS CALL FOR A FAIRER 
COUNCIL TAX IN SCOTLAND

Welcome to the Winter 2023 edition  
of ReSourcE. In this edition, we explore 
the pivotal role of the creative industries 
in shaping the future and addressing the 
pressing challenges of our time. Much like 
our previous edition exploring the RSE’s 
global connections and partnerships,  
this edition dives into a different facet  
of interconnectedness – one driven by  
the innovative spirit and transformative 
power of creative expression.

As Scotland’s National Academy, the 
RSE recognises that Scotland’s expertise 
and ingenuity are not confined to any one 
discipline – they resonate across disciplines, 
fostering innovation and creating ripples 
across various sectors including art, 
literature, technology, academia and culture.

Within these pages, you will read about 
how creativity is a catalyst for change; why 
we must defend and support our public 
and school libraries; the power of inclusive 
and sustainable architecture; the future of 
filmmaking education in Scotland; and why 
Scotland must act now to avoid a cultural 
recession. You will also read compelling 
stories of personal discovery, identity and 
growth through creative endeavours.

Our contributors from the RSE 
Fellowship and beyond – an assembly of 
visionaries, authors, scholars and industry 
leaders – share their insights into the 
expansive impact of the creative industries. 
ReSourcE spotlights how these industries 
not only envision change but also actively 
contribute to addressing pressing global 
issues, spanning sustainability, health and 
wellbeing, education and more.

As always, we eagerly anticipate your 
feedback and ideas for future editions.  
Please feel free to share your thoughts by 
emailing us at comms@theRSE.org.uk.

Professor Sir John Ball FRS PRSE
President, RSE
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On 13 November, Professor David 
Price FRSE, Chair of the RSE’s Africa 
Working Group, welcomed delegates to 
a workshop: Scotland-Africa: Enhancing 
Academic Partnerships.

Featuring presentations from 
representatives of the African Academy 
of Science, the Scottish Government, the 
University of Stirling, the University of 
Edinburgh, Queen Margaret University,  
St Andrews University, Glasgow 
Caledonian University, the University  
of Aberdeen, and the National Museums 
Scotland, the event aimed to provide an 
overview of the different activities and 
engagement between the higher education 
sector in Scotland, and that in Africa.

As Scotland’s higher education 
institutions (HEIs) continue to reflect on 
their past relationships with organisations 
in different parts of the vast and diverse 
African continent, so too are they 
developing positive and innovative projects 
and partnerships with individuals and 
institutions across African countries. What 
does this engagement look like? Who are the 
people driving change? Where are activities 

taking place, and what challenges and 
opportunities have emerged? How might 
HEIs and research organisations across 
Scotland learn from each other to better 
design teaching, research, and broader 
engagement with African institutions?

Based on these questions, the Africa 
Working Group undertook a recent scoping 
project to capture a snapshot of current 
activity. The results generated a remarkable 
picture of activities between Scotland’s 
universities and a selection of professional 
and research bodies and African institutions. 
A report has now been compiled, which 
recommends establishing more regular 
connections between Scottish institutions 
with significant ties to African institutions to 
guide future collaboration, learn from each 
other, and identify common programmes. 

Designed to capture a snapshot of current 
activity, the report will be used by the RSE’s 
Africa Working Group as a starting point 
for discussions about international relations 
and development and how best to enhance 
Scottish partnerships in Africa. The full 
report can be accessed on the RSE website: 
bit.ly/AfricaWorkingGroupReport

Enhancing academic 
partnerships between 
Scotland and Africa

HIDDEN HEROES 
OF THE ECONOMY: 
THE THIRD SECTOR
In the realm of economic 
strategies and business  
support programmes,  
there exists a quiet and  
often overlooked hero

The third sector provides services which 
are important in reducing inequality and 
disadvantage, and improving health, 
wellbeing, housing and community cohesion. 
It also makes an economic contribution 
through its employment, purchases and 
commercial activities. This is substantial  
and greater than sectors including health 
and life sciences and creative industries, 
which enjoy considerable Scottish 
Government support. Why then is it often 
overlooked and seldom included in national 
or local growth strategies?

In a compelling exploration of the 
underappreciated heroes of our economy, 
the RSE unveils the significant but often 
overlooked contributions of third-sector 
organisations. Bridging core service gaps 
in healthcare, job training, and more, 
these organisations are hidden economic 
powerhouses yet frequently sidelined in 
economic strategies and programmes. 

A recent online event showcases the 
breadth and diversity of the third sector 
for these unsung heroes to share their 
stories, lessons, and innovative strategies. 
Published on the RSE’s YouTube channel, 
the discussion challenges traditional 
economic paradigms by aiming to redefine 
the third sector’s role. It supports a new 
era of recognition and celebration for these 
economic champions by sharing their stories. 
You can watch the recording of the event at: 
bit.ly/thirdsectorimpact

The RSE has also published a policy advice 
paper on the third sector’s contribution to 
the economy, available on the RSE website: 
bit.ly/trisectors

We welcome comments, additions or 
criticisms of this paper and will actively seek 
engagement with the Scottish Government, 
public bodies, MSPs and other interested 
parties to discuss its contents. If you have 
any enquiries about this advice paper or if 
you wish to engage with the RSE on this 
issue, contact publicpolicy@theRSE.org.uk 
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H
er Royal Highness 
The Princess Royal 
visited the RSE 
on Wednesday 
8 November to 
award two medals 
for outstanding 

contributions to scientific research.
The Princess Royal, Honorary Fellow of 

the Royal Society of Edinburgh, was officially 
welcomed by RSE President Professor Sir 
John Ball to award Professor David Leigh 
FRSE and Professor Andrew Morris FRSE 
with their Royal Medals.

The IEEE/RSE James Clerk Maxwell 
Medal recipients were also in attendance  
to be awarded their medals. IEEE, the world’s 
largest technical professional organisation 
dedicated to advancing technology for 
humanity, partnered with the RSE  
to establish the medal in 2006.  
It was created in honour of the 19th century 
Scottish mathematician and physicist, 
James Clerk Maxwell, who was also a Fellow 
of the RSE. Maxwell laid the foundations 
of electromagnetic wave theory, radio 

propagation, microwave techniques,  
and radio communications.

Professor Sir John Ball said: “I am very 
grateful to have been able to welcome  
Her Royal Highness The Princess Royal  
to the Royal Society of Edinburgh to  
present the Royal Medals.

“I would like to congratulate the medalists 
Professor David Leigh and Professor Andrew 
Morris on their scientific achievements. They 
are truly exemplary of the RSE’s mission 
of knowledge for public good and as such 
thoroughly deserving of this recognition.”

Professor David Leigh FRSE, of the 
University of Manchester, was awarded the 
Royal Medal for “pioneering work in methods 
to control molecular-level dynamics”.

His body of work on the synthesis of 
entwined and entangled molecular systems, 
in the form of threads, knots, and links, 
has been hailed as groundbreaking and 
has enabled the advancement of synthetic 
molecular machines, known as nanobots.

Professor Leigh said: “I am thrilled to 
accept the RSE Royal Medal on behalf of all 
the clever, enthusiastic and creative students 

and researchers who have worked with me 
over the years, particularly during my time  
at the University of Edinburgh.

“The molecules that they created represent 
the ultimate miniaturisation of machinery 
and have shed light on how chemistry 
becomes biology. It has been an honour  
to share this journey with them.”

Professor Andrew Morris FRSE, of the 
University of Edinburgh, was awarded his 
Royal Medal for “exceptional contributions 
to advancing health data science in Scotland 
and internationally”.

His efforts have led to the creation of 
Health Data Research UK, for which he 
serves as inaugural director, and the creation 
of the UK’s Health Innovation Gateway, 
which has catalysed the trustworthy use  
of health data for patient and public benefit. 
This has already proven its worth in the fight 
against Covid-19 with real-time reporting to 
Chief Medical Officer advisory groups and the 
Scientific Advisory Group for Emergencies.

Professor Morris is Professor of Medicine, 
Vice-Principal in Data Science at the 
University of Edinburgh, and director  

The Princess Royal 
bestows prestigious 
RSE Royal Medals

HRH The Princess Royal awarding Professor David 
Leigh with his medal, with RSE President Sir John Ball

4  /  RSE RESOURCE WINTER 2023

→ ROYAL VISIT



of Health Data Research 
UK, the national institute 
for health data science.

He said: “It is a great 
honour to be the recipient 
of the Royal Medal 
from the Royal Society 
of Edinburgh. Health 
data has the potential 
to change people’s lives 
for the better. This was 
underscored during the 
Pandemic when we were 

privileged to work with teams from across the 
UK and internationally. These collaborations 
demonstrated how health data science could 
create new knowledge and wisdom that 
improved health outcomes on a global scale.”

IEEE President and CEO Saifur Rahman 
presented the recipients with the IEEE/RSE 
James Clerk Maxwell Medal at the ceremony. 
He said: “This award symbolises the 
profound impact of electronics and electrical 
engineering innovation upon society,” 
remarked Mr Rahman. “The partnership 

between IEEE and RSE continues to serve 
as a catalyst for global collaboration and 
knowledge exchange, and we are honoured to 
join Her Royal Highness the Princess Royal 
and RSE in acknowledging those exceptional 
individuals who embody that legacy with 
their unwavering commitment to improving 
the human experience through technology.

“On behalf of IEEE and medal sponsor 
ARM, we congratulate the 2019–2023 
Maxwell Medal recipients David Flynn,  
David Jaggar, Ingo Wolff, and Mau-Chung 
Frank Chang on their many accomplishments 
and this prestigious recognition.” 

David Flynn and David Jaggar were 
recognised in 2019 for their “contributions 
to the development of novel Reduced 
Instruction Set Computer (RISC) 
architectures, adopted in more than  
100 billion microprocessor cores worldwide”.    

Last year Ingo Wolff received recognition 
for his “development of numerical 
electromagnetic field analysis techniques 
to design advanced mobile and satellite 
communication systems”.

Finally, this year Mau-Chung Frank  
Chang has been recognised for his 
“contributions to heterojunction  
device technology and CMOS system-
on-chip realizations with unprecedented 
reconfigurability and bandwidth”.    

The RSE Royal Medals were instituted  
in 2000 by Queen Elizabeth II, with  
52 individual awardees to date. They are 
awarded annually to individuals who have 
achieved distinction and are of international 
repute in life, physical, engineering and 
informatic sciences, arts, humanities and 
social sciences and business, public service, 
and public engagement.

“I WOULD LIKE TO CONGRATULATE 
THE MEDALISTS PROFESSOR DAVID 
LEIGH AND PROFESSOR ANDREW 
MORRIS ON THEIR SCIENTIFIC 
ACHIEVEMENTS. THEY ARE TRULY 
EXEMPLARY OF THE RSE’S MISSION 
OF KNOWLEDGE FOR PUBLIC GOOD 
AND AS SUCH THOROUGHLY 
DESERVING OF THIS RECOGNITION”
PROFESSOR SIR JOHN BALL

David Jaggar, David Flynn, IEEE President Saifur 
Rahman, Mau-Chung Frank Chang and Ingo Wolff

Professor David Leigh and Professor 
Andrew Morris with their medals

HRH The Princess Royal speaking at the RSE
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N
o creativity comes 
from a vacuum –  
all creativity is built 
on previous works, 
just as all knowledge 
is built on other 
knowledge. The  

value of sharing knowledge and culture  
is central to the work we do at Creative 
Commons, an international nonprofit 
organisation dedicated to helping build  
and sustain a thriving commons.

But what is “the commons”? It is what  
we all share together – not only to use for 
our own ends, but also for everyone’s benefit. 
Online, the commons is all the content that 
is not walled off as someone else’s intellectual 
property, requiring permission and often 
payment for access.

In most countries, as soon as you fix a 
creative work in tangible form – a book,  
a painting, a photograph, a blog post, or 
even a message on social media – that work 
is automatically protected by what you 
might call ‘traditional copyright’. All rights 
are reserved for you and other people must 
have specific permission – or licence – to 
access and reuse your work. In the UK, USA 
and many other jurisdictions, traditional 
copyright lasts until 70 years after the 
original author’s death. After that long wait, 
the work enters the public domain and then 
is finally free to be a part of the commons,  
as an unencumbered benefit to all.

Creative Commons offers alternatives for 
people and organisations who want to share 
their work without the friction of traditional 

copyright through our licenses and public 
domain tools. Today, Creative Commons is 
considered core open infrastructure and a 
global standard – like the shared protocols 
and code that make the entire internet work 
– and we estimate that at least three billion 
pieces of content are shared online using CC. 

For many years, Creative Commons has 
focused on the interplay between copyright 
and AI – not simply to support this 
technology for its own sake, but rather to 
foster better sharing – helping people build 
on and contribute to the commons, spurring 
on new creativity and knowledge sharing. 

As generative AI has risen to prominence, 
we have been holding community 
consultations internationally with artists, 
technologists, policymakers, and other 
stakeholders to consider how best to 
maximise the public benefits of these  
tools and address concerns with how  
they are trained and used. 

Certainly, there are many artists with 
grave concerns about generative AI. 
To some, it’s an all-or-nothing issue – 
generative AI in any form is viewed as 
potentially fatal to their livelihoods 
and creative culture. For others, there 
are many gradations. Some worry about 
training AI on copyrighted works, 
including theirs; some worry about 
mimicry of their styles; some 
are fine with nonprofit or 
small business uses, but 
not Big Tech.

At the same 
time, many artists 

are benefiting from this new technology, 
and relish the new possibilities offered by 
generative AI as it pushes the boundaries 
of human creative expression. It can also 
make creativity more accessible. We recently 
published an open letter1 from nearly 200 
artists who use generative AI to help surface 
their experiences and views. 

AI is changing our world and the nature of 
creativity. Ensuring creators are compensated 
for their works whilst benefiting from the 
technology is critical to all our creative futures.

Catherine Stihler OBE FRSE,  
Chief Executive Officer, Creative Commons

Visit creativecommons.org

Reference
1 An open letter from artists using  
generative AI – bit.ly/ccopenletter

Catherine Stihler OBE

The commons and  
the future of creativity

→ CREATIVE INDUSTRIES
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T
he recent International 
Artificial Intelligence 
Safety Summit held at 
Bletchley Park in early 
November attracted 
global representatives 
to consider the scale of 

the impact non-human generated content 
will have – good and bad – in all 
our futures. Against this tide 
of change to how nations 
and individuals live and 
work, many are faced with 
unease about how we might 
preserve the value and place 
of human creativity and the 
imperative to safeguard space 
for its growth and nurturing.

Creativity and artmaking in 
all its forms occupies a pivotal place 
not only in individual but also economic 
wellbeing here in Scotland. The creative 
industries themselves, according to latest 
Scottish Government figures1, are worth 
around £5.8 billion to Scotland, supporting 
over 60,000 jobs. Moreover, creative industry 
exports constitute around 3.3%  
of Scotland’s total international exports. 
Beyond the economic value, there is 
increasing evidence of the importance 
to individuals and communities of the 
performing and visual arts, enhancing 
individual wellbeing and human flourishing. 

High-impact research conducted at 
Royal Conservatoire of Scotland (RCS), 
with national partners such as Chamber 
Music Scotland and Drake Music Scotland, 
has for example demonstrated the role of 
creativity to support families experiencing 
significant life events, using songwriting 

to help through the most trying of times. It 
has also supported children and adults with 
additional support needs to develop their 
creativity in music using digital tools that 
enable them to collaborate with other young 
people on a more level playing field. 

In the performing arts, the RCS stands as 
a passionate advocate for the transformative 

potential of artists. With students 
from more than 60 countries, 

specialist staff and active 
partnerships with all 
of Scotland’s national 
performing companies, the 
RCS is a beacon of excellence, 
regularly ranked in the top 10 

performing arts institutions 
in the world (QS World 

University rankings), creating an 
environment that inspires students in 

music, drama, dance, production, and film to 
create, collaborate across disciplines, pioneer 
innovative ideas, and evolve into the artists 
that our world needs.

We work in many different ways to enhance 
inclusion in performing arts education, not 
only because we believe that the performing 
and production arts need voices from 
different backgrounds, but also because we 
need the whole of society to be reflected both 
in our industries and in the stories that are 
told and shared. Through its Fair Access 
team, the RCS prioritises working with people 
from the most deprived postcode areas, as 
well as people who are care experienced and/
or estranged from their families. Connections 
are made and pathways are mapped 
through outreach programmes, entry-level 
short courses, masterclasses, and guidance 
preparing for higher education level study.

Against the backdrop of accelerating 
artificial intelligence, is there still a place for 
Scotland’s creators and story tellers? I would 
of course say ‘yes’. Indeed, more so – for both 
our economic sustainability, as well as our 
social cohesion and individual wellbeing. 

As RCS’s Principal, Professor Jeffrey 
Sharkey put it when addressing this year’s 
graduates at their recent graduation 
ceremony: “AI will make us have to work 
harder to express ourselves and all our frailties 
and possibilities with honesty. Slickness 
can be taken over all too well by AI. But 
honesty, individuality, camaraderie, individual 
experience and authenticity will hopefully 
remain the preserve of artists.

“When we add these uniquely human 
emotions, desires and feelings to our innate 
creativity, we will create work that can only be 
by humans for humans to celebrate our fleeting 
time on this tiny floating rock in space.”

The RCS stands at the forefront of nurturing 
the performing and production arts, fostering 
inclusion, and championing the enduring 
role of human creativity in an age of rapid 
technological advancement. In this ever-
changing landscape, we want to ensure that 
the arts not only endure but thrive, offering 
a beacon of hope, authenticity, and shared 
human experience.

Professor Dorothy Miell OBE FRSE,  
Chair of the Board of Governors,  
Royal Conservatoire of Scotland

Reference
1 Scottish Government written evidence  
to UK Parliamentary Committee on  
Creative Industries in Scotland 2023:  
bit.ly/UKParlComScot23

Artistic evolution 
in the AI era

→ CREATIVE INDUSTRIES

Professor  
Dorothy Miell

© Royal Conservatoire of Scotland/Robbie McFadzean
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→ LITERATURE

The RSE welcomed two luminaries of the literary world for an in-person event on 17 November 2023, Between the lines: Sir Ian 
Rankin interviews Damian Barr. This insightful and thought-provoking conversation was recorded for the RSE’s YouTube  
channel and appears as an edited interview piece in the pages that follow.

Dr Damian Barr FRSE is best known for his memoir Maggie & Me – a powerful exploration of his childhood, coming of age and 
coming out in Thatcher’s Britain – for which he was awarded Stonewall Writer of the Year and Sunday Times Memoir of the Year. 
In just two books following the release of You Will Be Safe Here, Damian had excelled in both memoir and novel writing, as well  
as in broadcasting. As an award-winning writer, journalist, and creator of the renowned Literary Salon, Damian brought his 
unique perspective with compelling insights to be shared at the RSE.

Sir Ian Rankin OBE FRSE, winner of several national and international awards and widely known for exploring contemporary 
Scottish society through his literary work, including through the Inspector Rebus series, has published 26 novels while also writing 
for radio, the stage and film.

Fellowship in focus: 
Sir Ian Rankin interviews 
fellow author Damian Barr

IAN: You don’t normally get that at the Royal 
Society of Edinburgh. [loud applause and 
‘whoop’ sounds]

DAMIAN: That’s the first ‘whoop’ in 
hundreds of years here.

IAN: Possibly since Sir Walter Scott? 
Welcome to Edinburgh, Damian. I know 
you’re a West Coast boy, so we should maybe 
get that out the way first.

DAMIAN: I was in a taxi on the way to the 
train station earlier, and the driver said: 
“where are you going?” “Edinburgh.” And he 

said, “you can’t have it all”. But it is lovely  
to be here.

IAN: So, I just want you to take us back  
to the beginning and talk a little bit about 
your background.

DAMIAN: Well, it’s a funny day to ask 
because this morning the National Theatre 
of Scotland announced that they’re making 
a play of Maggie & Me. I’ve been co-writing 
it with a wonderful writer called James Ley, 
and it’s been extraordinary. When you’re 
writing a memoir you go through all the same 
questions that you go through with fiction 

– what’s my story? What am I going to put 
in? What am I going to take out? Who am 
I going to leave out? A book that’s 90,000 
words has to become a play that’s 30,000 
words, so you’re taking more away but you’ve 
also got to add lots. I was in Carfin Grotto last 
week, which is where I spent a lot of time as 
a wee boy. It’s a strangely magical place to me 
– a sort of sanctuary where I was always safe. 
The statues that were there are still there. 
The Jesus that I used to think was quite 
handsome is now completely golden. He’s a 
sort of Disco Jesus. The Virgin Mary’s had 
a touch up. She’s looking a bit fresher. But 
it has evolved and grown as the community 
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around it has changed. I’ve been back since 
but going back there to talk about the play 
and the life I had then was really emotional.

IAN: Can we dig down a wee bit deeper into 
what sort of household it was when you were 
growing up? Was it a bookish household? 
Were your parents intellectuals?

DAMIAN: In their own way. My mum read  
a lot – she was always reading a Mills & Boon 
but my dad was never a reader. Up until the 
point that my parents divorced, there were 
books in the house, but it wasn’t literature. 
I was taken to the library, which was 
important, as was the school library – I could 
get anything I wanted. It was amazing to me 
that you could go to a library and take books 
away and not have to give them money!  
But my mum had a brain haemorrhage 
when I was little and I went to a conference 
recently for people who had survived brain 
injury and I met lots of psychologists and 
neurologists and therapists of all kinds. 
They said they’d like me to come and talk 
about my mother’s brain injury. It was not 
something I’d ever done before, and I realised 
when I was doing it that although my mum 
had survived that and she’s an extraordinary 
person, she wasn’t the same mum. I couldn’t 
rely on her in the way that I could before she 
went to hospital. She was away for so long 
and as a child I wasn’t allowed to go and visit 
her in hospital. My sister wasn’t either.

IAN: You weren’t allowed? Or it just wasn’t 
expected that you would?

DAMIAN: No, I wanted to. We were explicitly 
not allowed. We were told it was bad for her 
and us. Yet at the same time, I remember 
going to funerals of people in my family, but 
I couldn’t go to a hospital. I didn’t see her 

until she came back out. I remember that the 
council came and fitted a handrail, and that 
was how I knew she was home. She was back, 
but she was different. I wouldn’t change her 
for all the world. She’s amazing. But that did 
mean I got a different mum back at the end 
of it and because she was away, she left us 
with her partner who she had trusted to look 
after us. And he didn’t do that.

IAN: Did the community rally round? I mean, 
what sort of community are we talking about?

DAMIAN: So the community… if you’ve read 
Maggie & Me – she’s in the house that we 
ended up in at the end of the book. She’ll be 
“out of that house in a box”, as she’s very fond 
of saying to people.

IAN: I said that to some house removers  
just today.

DAMIAN: They were like: “it can be arranged?”

IAN: They moved me into the flat I’m in now 
and they said, “are you thinking of moving 
again?” I went, “No, the next time you see me, 
I’ll be in a box”. Anyway.

DAMIAN: And did you mean it?

IAN: Yeah, I’m not going to move until I’m 
unwell. Right. Go on. Your mum?

DAMIAN: When we got that house – this 
is so unbelievable – we turned up and 
they were literally having the wake for the 
occupant who was on her way out and her 
coffin was in the living room – Mrs. Gibson. 
And I was like “oh... right”, and my mum was 
measuring things up. So yeah, she’s still in 
that house, but the community did absolutely 
rally around at that point and has done since. 

She’s continued to have health problems and 
she has a new partner there. She never really 
accepted that she was ill and continued to do 
things like run jumble sales for people that 
need money or go and visit somebody because 
they were not well – not really realising what a 
toll it was taking on her to do all these things, 
but she’s always been that kind of person. And 
that takes after my Granny Mac, my mum’s 
mum, who had a very personal relationship 
with God, and the Pope. You know in the 
movies where the guy has watches [opens the 
inside of his jacket] – she’d be like that but 
with holy medals. She had them all and  
I loved all her stories about it.

IAN: I bet as a kid that would have been 
irresistible. All those little medals.

DAMIAN: I loved the medals.

IAN: Like collecting cigarette cards.  
Or bubble gum cards.

DAMIAN: Maybe a little bit more spiritually 
significant than that, Ian. But really, it was 
like when you have the sticker albums, or 
Pokemon, you’ve got to get them all – got to get 
all the saints, and the Grotto had a good gift 
shop and a lovely lady who worked there would 
open the big velvet drawers and there were all 
the medals and I loved it all – all those stories.

IAN: So where did it all go wrong? Because 
you ended up going to university in England.

DAMIAN: In England. Well, I did have a year 
at university... funnily enough, I was talking 
this morning about this to my therapist… 
I’ll just burden you with that now. But she 
was saying, we’ve never really talked about 
that year. I did have a year in Edinburgh at 
Napier University. When you go to university 
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and the processes of matriculation… the 
structures, the expectations, the support, 
all of that was completely unknown to me. 
My focus as a boy was on getting away from 
home. I had to get away from home, from 
abuse, and I had to get away from a place 
where I was totally convinced somebody was 
going to try and kill me for being gay. So my 
focus was on getting to university, I didn’t 
think very much about what I would do once 
I got there, and it was not a good year for me. 
I was a spectacularly bad student. I was in 
Edinburgh on my own and the journalism 
course that I was on at the time was run by 
some who had very fixed ideas about what 
news was. And I did not agree. There were 
some good teachers there too, some great 
students in the year above who were helpful 
and inspiring, but I can’t say that I succeeded. 
I was not coping very well at that point in my 
life. I found Edinburgh overwhelming –  
I’d grown up reading about Edinburgh,  
o it’s extraordinary in a way to be here and 
to be a Fellow of the RSE and sitting here 
talking about it because I just felt like I was 
really outside of Edinburgh in that year that  
I was here. I dropped out and I left and went 
to stay with friends – my girlfriend at the 
time, which tells you how long ago it was –  
to Lancaster University who took me.

IAN: Was that journalism as well?

DAMIAN: No, it was English literature and 
sociology, and I was so poor that I couldn’t 
afford the photo booth to get a photo for  
my student ID. I can laugh about it now, but  
I just cut my picture out of a family wedding 
picture, which was like some sort of symbolic 
divorcing of myself from my family. But they 
were so nice to me about it – “oh, was that  
a nice wedding?” They always made sure that  
if I was behind on my rent there was always  
a hardship fund or something made available 
for me. They really did get me through 
university and I’m very grateful to them for 
that. And then partway through my degree, 
I ended up going to Austin, to the University 

of Texas. Go Horns! If 
there’s anybody here? 
[silence] There’s nobody 
here, that’s fine.

IAN: If Edinburgh felt 
like a culture shock, 
coming from the West,  
I can’t imagine what 
Austin must have felt like.

DAMIAN: Texas was  
so far away it was  
like another world.  
I remember my first week 
there, thinking, I’m going 
to go to this place... and 
I looked at it on a map 
and I started to walk. The 

police pulled me over about 45 minutes later 
and put me in the back of a car and took me 
right back. I thought they could at least take 
me the other way. But that was an amazing 
year and I got so much confidence about my 
writing. I did proper journalism for the first 
time there for the city newspaper, the Austin 
American-Statesman, and a brilliant journalist 
called Michael Barnes – a very esteemed arts 
journalist and he was great I remember the 
first piece that I gave to him. He came back to 
me and said: “I’m going to tell you all the ways 
this is wrong and we’re going to make it better 
together”. So we drove from Austin to Dallas  
to see the opera Carmen. I learned so much  
on that car journey.

IAN: Was the plan always to be a journalist? 
Or at the back of your mind was it the notion 
of writing longer form non-fiction or fiction?

DAMIAN: I don’t know about you, but  
I didn’t know any writers. I didn’t think it 
was a job. I loved being a journalist. When  
I started at The Times, I’d meet these writers 
and talk to them about their books, and you 
begin to think “maybe this is something I can 
do.” It was my love of books that made me 
start the Literary Salon, which is how I got to 
then interview lots of writers, and it was what 
made me think should sit down and write a 
book. You have to want to do it. You have to 
want to abscond from your real life and you 
have to want to have to accept that it means 
you’re not going to do all the things you want 
to do, and it has to be the most important 
thing. I started to write what became Maggie 
& Me – I had wanted to write a novel, and  
I didn’t want to write a memoir, but I started 
writing the novel and it was like a very thinly 
disguised memoir and I thought I might as 
well just do a memoir. Then, of course, came 
all the anxieties of that.

IAN: Yeah. The thing about writing a novel  
is you can hide behind it.

DAMIAN: In plain sight.

IAN: Yeah. Whereas with a memoir, the 
people you’re writing about are going to  
be there reading it at some point and know 
that it’s them that you’re writing about, as 
opposed to fictional characters. So that’s 
something you’ve got to take on board  
when you start the project.

DAMIAN: Yes. I wish I’d thought more about 
that when I started. Thank you, Ian. That’s 
great advice… If anybody’s listening out there 
and you’re thinking of starting a memoir 
– people think it’s sort of self-indulgent 
somehow or that it’s narcissistic. It’s not. 
It’s like performing surgery on yourself 
without an anaesthetic. In public. Having 
done a novel since then, the engagement 
and relationship you have with readers is 
different. With a memoir you put something 
of yourself on the line and with fiction, it 
does give you a sort of shield, but there are 
different risks and rewards.

IAN: Let’s jump to the fiction, because I think 
it was probably a surprise to many of your 
readers, your fans, people who knew you… 
the obvious thing to write about would have 
been a novel set in Scotland.

DAMIAN: Exactly.

IAN: But no, you went you went in  
a completely different direction. Why? 

DAMIAN: I knew that people expected me to 
write maybe a Scottish story or a gay Scottish 
story or something like that. And I just felt, 
why should I do what you want me to do? 
This was the story I had to tell because the 
boy that is the central character in You Will Be 
Safe Here is inspired by a real-life boy who was 
murdered in South Africa, horrifically, sent by 
his mum to a camp which promised to make 
men out of boys run by white extremists.  
A terrifying place. I’ve been there and it was  
a tragic, awful story. I was so obsessed with the 
story of that boy. I did initially think I would 
write non-fiction about it because I thought 
there’s this network of these camps through all 
these places, but I felt a strong feeling that this 
has to be a novel because I cannot answer all 
these questions. I have to be free to join these 
dots and also leave space in the book for the 
reader to do some work and make up their 
own mind and challenge them a bit.

IAN: We’re in a place that is known for its 
scientific endeavours – it’s full of scientists 
and people working at the very forefront  
of new ideas and new technologies. And  
we write stories. What are we doing here?  
What can we add to this institution?

DAMIAN: I feel like they’ll come and 
rumble us at any moment. I think there’s 
a really interesting interface where writers 
can problematise some of the truths that 

Dr Damian Barr
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scientists have or seek. I’m interested in 
hearing from them about, you know, how 
wild is quantum mechanics? An object 
existing in two different places at the same 
time? There’s a story there, like an incredible 
plot, so hopefully that’s what we have to bring 
is a desire to problematise the accepted truths 
of science. But also to have them maybe hold 
a wee mirror up to us as well. I wanted to be 
a doctor because of what happened to my 
mum. That’s the terrifying thing. So I grew 
up doing sciences at school.

IAN: I was going to ask, was there any 
pressure on you as the clever kid in your 
house to... I mean with me I was supposed  
to become an accountant.

DAMIAN: Right.

IAN: The notion if you’re working class  
is, you go to university, you get a trade.

DAMIAN: Do something useful. That’s right.

IAN: So that you can keep your parents in  
a lifestyle to which they would like to become 
accustomed in later life. I was going to do 
accountancy until it turned out I wasn’t  
much good at economics.

DAMIAN: That hasn’t stopped lots  
of economists…

IAN: So I had to explain to my parents that  
I wanted to study literature in Edinburgh  
and they went, “What kind of job you’re  
going to get with that?”

DAMIAN: Mine knew I wasn’t going to go 
and do medicine but I did tell my mum that 
I was going to do it for ages but I have since 
done my PhD, so I am now Dr Barr, yes.  
I think that’s given her some reassurances. 
But there was an expectation that being 
a journalist would be useful. But I think 
journalism has changed so much. It’s not as 
accessible as it was and there was more local 
press. As a working class person, you could 
progress and now you’re sort of expected to 
be able to intern for free forever. There are 
places resisting that but when I got my job 
at The Times, I was the only person from a 
council house there, but there was a pathway.

IAN: Can you see any positives for the 
creative industries, as we must horribly 
call them, from things like AI? Or is it all 
negative? It just seems like doom, doom, 
doom at the moment.

DAMIAN: It’s how people use it. It could be 
so useful. Right now I’m researching a lot of 
stuff about 1933 and it would be really great 
if there was a friendly wee AI programme 
where I could be like: “Tell me what people 
ate in Glasgow in 1933” and it could get me 

recipes or pictures. I think that in the arts 
we have to be really clear that people are 
talented, and their jobs need to be protected. 
We benefit from their genius, their insight, 
their humanity and we can’t divorce people 
from their humanity. It’s dehumanising for 
them and I think it’s dehumanising for us, 
and I would hate to see that. We’ve both had 
our novels pilfered by ChatGPT, so I’m not 
thrilled about it.

IAN: Yeah, they’re scraping people’s books  
so that they can produce new books that  
they don’t have to pay the author to write.

DAMIAN: Yeah. And they’re already for sale 
on Amazon. I do think AI has great potential, 
but it’s like all new technologies – it has 
to have a humanity maintained within it 
otherwise it won’t be good for us at all.

IAN: I’ve always liked you, Damian, because 
you’re a huge supporter of books and writers 
and always have been. The Literary Salon 
that you used to run for many years would 
bring authors along and introduce them to  
a live audience. How important do you think 
it is that writers actually get out there and  
do stuff in front of an audience?

DAMIAN: We sort of have this idea, that 
it’s an expectation or an obligation. There’s 
nothing worse than a writer who’s been 
forced onto social media. Bless them. They 
just look tragic on Instagram going, “I’m 
here! Buy my book”. It’s like, oh, no, just stop.

IAN: And the unboxing video.

DAMIAN: Yes, the unboxing video. When 
we think about the role of writers as a public 
intellectual or as a public participant in  
a discourse, it’s interesting because Dickens 
and Oscar Wilde made so much money 
touring. I think there has always been a place 
for that. And I love it. I mean, I love getting 
to meet readers and talk to readers and hear 
from them. 

IAN: My last question 
is one suggested by the 
RSE – Is Scotland doing 
enough for the creative 
industries and what can 
national academies and 
other institutions like the 
RSE do in support?

DAMIAN: I think about 
it all the time because  
a lot of my work is here, 
and the National Theatre 
of Scotland is here.  
I think that in Scotland, 
more is being done for 
the arts than in England. 
People that I know who 

work across the arts, different artists, applied 
artists, ceramicists, painters – there is more 
support, but is there enough? And right now, 
I’m trying to work out what’s happening with 
that £6.6 million in cuts that’s been reversed. 
Heather Parry, the writer who edits Extra 
Teeth, tweeted about how the city of Berlin 
spends many dozens of times more on arts 
and culture than Scotland. So that can’t be 
right. It’s not right for our economy. It’s not 
right for our polity, for our civil life. One of 
the things I’d love to work with the RSE on, 
with an economist who knows what they’re 
doing, is that it’s not a fair fight for bookshops 
– for independent bookshops. What can be 
done at a government level to support them? 
They are anchors of high streets and support 
communities, not just physical communities, 
but notional communities, identity-based 
communities. I sound like I’m launching 
an election bid but I do think that that’s 
something that can be done.

IAN: Bookshops and libraries are the kind  
of bedrock that everything else is built on.

DAMIAN: They absolutely are.

IAN: You’ve interviewed me a couple of times 
in person in London, and on your show. It’s 
lovely to turn the tables.

DAMIAN: Thank you.

IAN: [to the audience] Thank you to the 
RSE for hosting tonight’s event and to all the 
staff behind the scenes, and thanks to the 
audience for coming along and showing your 
appreciation on a cold night in November in 
Edinburgh. Most of all, thank you to Fellow of 
the Royal Society of Edinburgh, Damian Barr.

Sir Ian Rankin OBE

→ LITERATURE

Watch the full and 
unedited conversation 
on the RSE’s YouTube 
channel now 
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M
oving from Sudan 
to Scotland was 
the most defining 
event of my life.  
I started writing 
as a response 
to the newness 

of life in Aberdeen. I could not stop myself 
comparing between it and Khartoum. At 
26, with a four-year-old son, a two-week-old 
baby and a husband working off-shore on 
the oil rigs, I started to manoeuvre a new 
life for myself. One in which thinking and 
writing became the central role. I needed 
an outlet for my homesickness, but I also 
wanted people around me to know more 
about Sudan and Islam, the two things which 
made me who I was. Sharing is such a human 
extinct. Had a been a good cook, I would have 
cooked my national dishes and shared them 
with the neighbours! Instead, I wrote stories. 

I taught myself how to write. My university 
degree was in statistics, not literature.  
So, I depended heavily on the public library  
to educate myself. Ferryhill Library, which  
closed early this year, was the first library  
I became a member of. From there I borrowed 
an anthology of women writers which led me 
to explore many of their individual works.  
I borrowed, I recall, The Old Devils by 
Kingsley Amis. Alcoholism, old age, Wales 
– nothing I recognised, but I kept turning 
the pages. The characters in the novel were 

completely alien to me, I could neither relate 
to their lives nor their values and yet I enjoyed 
the novel and appreciated the writer’s skill. 
This was what good writing could do, open 
doors into other worlds. If he could do it,  
I could do it too! I certainly did not  
lack confidence.

It would not be dramatic to say that 
Aberdeen Central Library changed my life. 
Plenty more books to borrow and there  
I met writer-in-residence Todd McEwen 
who founded the Lemon Tree Writers group 
and showed my stories to his editor. At every 
workshop I would learn more about the craft 
of writing, the importance of reading, the need 
to re-write and edit. The library also hosted 
readings by established poets and novelists.  
I attended as many of these events as  
I could. This was the excitement of the  
early to mid-90s – William McIlvanney, 
Kathleen Jamie, Janice Galloway, Duncan 
McLean, Alan Spence, A.L. Kennedy and 
Robin Jenkins. I was inspired by them all. 
Instead of writing about Oxbridge and  
the circles of power in London, they wrote 
about ordinary characters who listened to  
pop music and loved football, who were  
drug addicts or unemployed.  
I immediately concluded that there was space 
in literature for other marginalised characters 
too – those who were outsiders because of 
their religion or asylum status. The Muslim 
woman in her hijab, the reluctant Sudanese 

immigrant, could now claim a place in 
literature written in English.

My early stories and novels came from 
my own experience. With time, though, 
I was able to broaden the canvas and 
experiment. History had always fascinated 
me. The British, who ruled Sudan from 
1898 to 1956, were referred to by us, the 
Sudanese, as the Ingeleez. Growing up in 
Khartoum, I assumed that Charles Gordon, 
who was killed by the Mahdists, and 
Reginald Wingate, under whose rule the 
modern infrastructure of Sudan was built, 
were both English. It was a big surprise 
for me to learn that they were Scots. In 
fact, a disproportionate number of Scottish 
men played a part in Sudan’s colonial 
administration. I was amazed by this 
discovery. Charting a connection between 
the two countries brings them closer, gives 
meaning to my personal trajectory and 
access into understanding both sides  
of history.  

Leila Aboulela FRSL, author, essayist and 
playwright; first-ever winner of the Caine  
Prize for African Writing; author of River Spirit,  
Bird Summons, The Kindness of Enemies,  
The Translator, New York Times Notable Book 
of the Year, Minaret and Lyrics Alley, and 
Fiction Winner of the Scottish Book Awards
Visit leila-aboulela.com
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W
hen we 
consider how 
much we 
care about 
democracy, 
about equality 
and about true 

intellectual freedom, we also must consider 
how much we care about libraries. 
The libraries in our schools, our 
communities and many other 
places are where these values 
are truly upheld by often 
undervalued library workers. 

How much value a society 
places on its people can be 
represented by how much it 
values institutions that level 
the playing field and allow access 
for all, like our libraries do. Our 
network of libraries across the country 
is one of the few places offering true social 
mobility at no direct cost to the user and this 
alone makes them worth defending. 

Of course, on top of this is what they 
do for their many users, and in so many 
ways. Our public libraries provide access 
to books, IT and other resources to those 
who cannot or choose not to access them 
elsewhere. They provide a safe, welcoming 
space for study or reflection where no 
money is asked for – and this allows them 
to be places that reduce social isolation and 
improve health and wellbeing. Our school 
libraries do the same, being a place 
where as well as providing access 
to materials they also support the 
curriculum and provide pupils 
with the skills to research and 
find information or learn how to 
avoid misinformation. In addition 
to this, libraries are vital for 
sustainability, by promoting less 
consumption as well as many 
projects that help educate 
their users on climate 
responsibility. 

At a time when food bank usage is 
massive, and access to books and reading  
for pleasure is falling for young people  
and one in four live in poverty, we need  
to defend and support our libraries. Across 
the country we see school librarians being 
‘deleted’ or having their budgets slashed and 
we see branches of public libraries closing 

or losing staff. And these things are not 
happening because of libraries not 

being needed, they are still used 
by millions who rely on them 
in schools and communities, 
but because we have hit a 
crunch point for our public 
services. Years of austerity 
and funding models that 

slowly reduce our public 
services have left us at a point 

where service cuts are essential to 
what are essential services, pitting them 

against each other when our country has 
never needed them more, and more of them. 

As we approach the next general and 
Holyrood elections, we want to see bold 
plans for how public and school libraries and 
local government in general can be funded 
robustly. We can’t survive if more austerity 
is on the cards. Instead of culture wars we 
need a vision for the future of our library 
network, backed by real money for 
resources and staffing. 

For too long our vital libraries 
and their staff get 

by from year to year, pleased when they 
are fortunate enough to survive another 
round of cuts. This is not how we grow and 
thrive as a nation – we must end this cycle 
and treat libraries as the critical and social 
infrastructure they are while they continue 
supporting key agendas and sustainable 
development goals such as reducing 
poverty, increasing equality and wellbeing, 
and improving education. They are where 
community resilience is strengthened for all, 
and any true long-term political thinking 
must have them at its heart. 

Sean McNamara, Head of  
Chartered Institute for Library  
and Information Professionals 
in Scotland (CILIPS)

Visit cilips.org.uk
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C
reativity is as old as time 
and as new as our next 
breath. Humans have 
been and will always  
be creative – history 
and present times show 
that we can nurture it 

so it thrives for all, and we can also use it 
destructively. Creativity is a fundamental, 
not ornamental, part of humanity, shaping 
us and the world we live in. It is also 
integral across disciplines from science and 
technology to education, economy, health, 
politics and policy. 

How a society values creativity, culture and 
imagination – through its artists, its creative 
people, its commitment to innovation, craft 
and traditions – is an insight into its wider 
values, priorities and progress. Creativity 
brings meaning, delight, joy, solace and can 
enact social change, realise equality, help 
make sense of the world, develop empathy, 
encourage knowledge and curiosity, as well  
as overcome challenges. 

We hope that at V&A Dundee we are 
telling a relevant story of the transformation 
that creativity enables. We love design – in 
many ways it’s one of the most accessible 
forms of creativity. Design shapes all aspects 
of our lives – it should help and not hinder. 
Design is more than things and systems, it’s 
also a set of critical skills that have a vital role 
in helping us overcome today’s complex and 
entangled challenges. 

Design can be extraordinary, and it can 
be brilliantly ordinary, sometimes taking 
our breath away and sometimes hidden 
within our daily lives. At V&A Dundee we 
celebrate the everyday, the ordinary and the 
extraordinary, and see access to good design 
as a human and civic right. 

For us, being civic is part of our 
understanding of creativity and culture.  
It’s about being relevant and connected  
to place and people, providing a place of  
joy and learning; a place to convene diverse 
debate and to gather; a public space open  
to everyone; a place which gives meaning  
and provides safety, delight, inspiration  
and belonging; and a place of work, business 
and participation. 

The energy of this still very young 
organisation is an emblem of the change  

and confidence that springs from culture and 
from a strong partnership committed to the 
ongoing transformation of Dundee, a small 
city of around 150,000 people with enormous 
ambition, and some deep challenges. 

We are playing a pivotal role in tandem 
with others in enhancing the city’s identity, 
cultural growth and reputation as a creative 
centre away from larger cities like Edinburgh, 
Glasgow, London and Manchester. From 
Dundee, the museum is emerging as a 
major cultural voice for design and culture, 
generating joy for audiences and championing 
design and designers, catalysing opportunities, 
and sparking new ideas, energy, relationships 
and work. We are collaborating locally, 
nationally and internationally to create 
cultural experiences for and with 
audiences to experience design of 
international scale and quality that 
did not exist before. 

For us, transforming through 
creativity and culture is 
about striving to be both an 
exceptional and everyday 
museum for locals and 
visitors; a valued, loved 
and inspiring creative 
and civic organisation; 
and a place for designers 
and other professionals 
to convene and gather at 
an international centre of 
design by the River Tay. 

We know we still have 
so much more to do. 
We are always learning, 
adapting and responding. 
We want to keep growing 
creatively, being generous 
with the platform and 
brand that we have, 
deepening our social 
impact and scaling up 
our design learning and 
community programmes 
to contribute to the 
wellbeing and outcomes 
of people in Dundee,  
and to work nationally  
to position good design  
as both a right and 
as one of the greatest 

resources that we have if we are to be 
innovative, greener, fairer and kinder,  
and to harness the potency of technology  
and nature for people and planet.   

The world is experiencing an intersection 
and accumulation of crises that should be 
the greatest creative opportunity in human 
history. We owe it to the planet and to each 
other to harness hope and this enormous 
creative opportunity, which is probably  
our best – and last – chance to power  
a sustainable, creative and fair revolution  
for a better future.

Leonie Bell, Director, V&A Dundee

Visit vam.ac.uk/dundee

Design as a catalyst  
for hope and change

→ DESIGN
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©Julie Howden Photography
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G
ood design of 
buildings and places 
can bring immense 
joy and happiness to 
our everyday lives. 
Importantly, providing 
quality doesn’t have to 

be costly or only for the wealthy. Something 
as simple as a well-positioned window, 
capturing natural light and views towards 
(even just) one tree has been proven to 
positively impact our health and wellbeing. 
Equally, the design of coherent public 
spaces and safe pedestrian routes between 
neighbourhoods can link us in ways that 
will naturally build healthy, sustainable 
communities over time.

Faced with an ever-increasing climate 
crisis, the positive impact that quality design 
and architecture can have on our lives and 
our planet has never been more critical.  
A key factor in this is looking after what we 
already have. Not just in the way we might 
build and refurbish the physical fabric of 
our towns and cities, but also how we value 
and take care of our shared heritage and 
evolving cultural identity. Plus, we must be 
mindful of how we produce spaces together 
as communities, to consider where materials 
and supplies come from and how these 
might be repurposed and reimagined  
in future. 

Since the Covid-19 pandemic, our 
collective understanding of the value of 
good design, access to quality greenspace 
and flexible living environments has been 
brought into sharp focus. The pandemic 
shone a bright light on the stark differences 

between those with access to quality 
space within their homes, gardens and 
neighbourhoods and those without.  
In many cases, an individual or family’s 
spatial circumstances could literally be  
the difference between life and death.

The impact that place has on our health, 
wellbeing and life expectancy has been  
well documented in research and 
evidence from the Glasgow 
Centre for Population Health 
and others. Their research 
has shown that proximity 
to vacant or derelict land 
is a significant marker of 
increased mortality and 
can have a negative impact 
on mental health. Almost a 
third of the Scottish population 
lives within 500 metres of a derelict 
site and in communities suffering from 
deprivation that figure increases to 55%.  

In response to these startling 
circumstances, many of us working in the 
creative industries are taking urgent, and, 
at times, radical measures to refocus and 
apply our knowledge, skills and expertise 
in response to rising health and wealth 
inequalities and the planetary crisis. The cost 
of producing good design is small compared 
to the positive value it can bring to our lives. 
A lack of investment in design can lead to 
poor outcomes generating rising costs in 
healthcare, loneliness, anti-social behaviour 
and infrastructure.

We are fortunate in Scotland that the 
fourth National Planning Framework 
(NPF4) was adopted earlier this year.  

This ambitious and clear document sets out 
key spatial principles to support our journey 
to net zero, meeting the UN Sustainable 
Goals and how we might improve our 
lives through sustainable, liveable and 
productive places. At the heart of NPF4 is 
the need to reinforce living collaboratively 
and coherently in our villages, towns and 

cities while also taking care of our 
natural environment, ecology 

and habitats. As a practising 
architect and urbanist, 
I can see its impact on 
development behaviour and 
potential outcomes already.

However, there is so 
much more to be done 

beyond policy. If we are to 
truly address the challenges and 

opportunities of our time, we must go 
further towards empowering all members 
of society to engage in design and shape our 
environment. To do this, we must develop 
an intersectional feminist approach through 
collaborative and inclusive systems and 
processes. So that looking after what we 
have, and how we collectively do it, becomes 
central to our thinking and our behaviour. 
For the benefit of all, for our collective future 
and for our planet.

Jude Barber FRSE, Architect-Director, 
Collective Architecture

Collective Architecture is a 100%  
employee-owned studio that has created key 
residential, cultural strategic projects around 
the UK. Visit collectivearchitecture.co.uk

→ BUILT ENVIRONMENT

Jude Barber

Taking care:  
The power of inclusive  
and sustainable architecture

©Collective Architecture
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SAHA AND THE CULTURAL AND CREATIVE INDUSTRIES
The Scottish Arts and Humanities Alliance (SAHA) champions the  
value of the arts and humanities to social, cultural, and economic 
advancement, all encompassed by the cultural and creative 
industries (CCI). Music and museums contribute to 
wellbeing; visitor attractions create the narratives that 
represent cities and countries and bring together 
communities; the digital creative industries produce 
new games and experiences; and cultural tourism 
generates 30-40% more income per visitor. From the 
upward pressure brought by cathedrals and museums 
on house prices to the positive pleasure found by 
thousands in heritage walks, the CCI economy adds 
value faster than the average across all industries. 

SAHA’s Digital and Cultural Economy workstream is an 
important part of our activity. Over the past year, it has been 
involved in various activities, including events with digital and food 
industry partners, offering evidence, promoting ‘Scotland the Brand’ to 

the Scottish and UK parliaments, and participating in sector-wide 
discussions with the Arts and Humanities Research Council at the RSE in 

October. SAHA member and former RSE medallist, Professor 
Neil McDonnell, is now Principal Investigator on Museums in 

the Metaverse – a £5.6 million Innovate UK project, and is 
working with Meta in other areas of the digital economy. 
Other workstreams include new initiatives to place food 
and drink at the heart of cultural tourism and its stories 
in Scotland. 

The central message here is that in the creative 
economy there is no show without punch – and that is 

what the arts and humanities alone can pack. Culture is 
not for sale, but it is a vital part of the national economy 

and that is a story SAHA is telling willing listeners worldwide.

Professor Murray Pittock MAE FRSE, Co-Chair, Scottish Arts  
and Humanities Alliance. Visit SAHA.scot

→ CULTURE

A
ccording to Screen 
Scotland’s recent 
report on the economic 
value of the screen 
sector in Scotland, the 
production spend in the 
Scottish film industry 

has increased by more than 80% between 
2019 and 2021, resulting in over £600 million 
expenditure and 7000 jobs. 

This period of exceptional growth comes as 
a direct result of Scotland attracting several 
big-budget feature films (Batgirl, Indiana 
Jones and the Dial of Destiny) and high-end 
television dramas (The Rig, Good Omens, 
Anansi Boys). Such expansion is inevitably 
accompanied by challenges, some predictable 
and some unintentional. 

One of the most pressing challenges is 
the availability and supply of skilled crew 
to support this boom in screen production, 
while one of the unintentional but more 
enduring consequences is the challenge to 
the sustainability of a still emerging cultural 
cinema for Scotland. 

In both instances, the role of Scotland’s 
higher education institutions and humanities 
scholars is key to achieving any enduring 
future success for Scotland’s screen industries. 

In the first instance, it is Scotland’s 
universities that deliver the majority of 
the filmmaking educational provision at 
the undergraduate and postgraduate level, 
providing the film and television industry with 
employees across the many varied roles within 
the screen industries value chain. 

While at times this essential educational 
experience can be framed solely in terms  
of pathways to skills acquisition, the 
beauty and art of filmmaking is 
that at its heart it involves telling 
stories that make sense of the 
world we live in and offer us 
insight into who we are. At its 
very best, cinema deploys the 
unique combination of images 
and sound to move audiences 
in powerful ways that other art 
forms cannot. 

Teaching filmmaking that aspires to 
this highest level of cinematic art – that seeks 
to contribute to a cultural cinema not only in 
terms of economic value or skills attainment 
– is no straightforward task. As with its 
literary bedfellows, it involves an iterative 
and collaborative process that strives towards 
something almost mercurial but instantly 
recognisable when manifest. Recent examples 
of a Scottish cinema that might be considered 
to have achieved this level of cultural 
significance, although in very distinctive 
ways, are Charlotte Wells’s Aftersun and Ben 
Sharrock’s Limbo. 

Tellingly, both Scottish-born filmmakers 
were educated in the humanities before 
attending Masters-level filmmaking degree 
programmes; Wells in the US and Sharrock  
in Scotland. 

Currently in Scotland there are only four 
institutions that deliver practice-based 
Masters teaching at a level considered 
professional preparation for the film industry. 

Our new research report has revealed that 
such institutions, while successful in many 

respects, also face challenges to offer 
sufficiently specialised teaching 

and skills pathways for craft  
and post-production roles. 

A further challenge 
for universities is the 
increasingly difficult 
recruitment landscape 

for domestic students, 
leading in many cases, to the 

predominance of international 
students on the small number of 

advanced filmmaking Masters’ programmes 
currently on offer in Scotland. 

Our research suggests that when combined, 
the challenges posed by both the boom in film 
production and those faced by the universities 
delivering filmmaking education in Scotland 
create an opportunity for universities to work 
together under a uniquely Scottish federated 
model and, working with government and key 
stakeholders, to secure financial support from 
the streamers to ensure Scottish students  
can benefit from the best filmmaking 
education possible.

Professor Nick Higgins, Director of the 
Creative Media Academy, University of the 
West of Scotland; Steering Group Member, 
Scottish Arts and Humanities Alliance

Professor Higgins is lead author of the  
2023 Screen Scotland commissioned report,  
A Film School for Scotland: Mapping Existing 
Provision available on request from  
Ana.Moraes@creativescotland.com

Professor  
Murray Pittock

Professor 
Nick Higgins

The bigger picture: 
Filmmaking education in Scotland
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Since the 1990s, there has  
been a significant increase  
in the creation of larger-scale, 
innovative compositions 
by traditional musicians in 
Scotland. The composers 
of these works experiment 

with forms beyond the typical 32-bar dance 
tune, draw on a wide range of influences and 
engage in opportunity-based professional 
development in this unique community of 
practice, described as The New Traditional 
School (Watson, 2013).

Dr Lori Watson, a musician, composer 
and Lecturer in Scottish Ethnology at the 
University of Edinburgh, was awarded an 
RSE Small Research Grant to take forward 
a pilot study: The New Traditional School 
in Scotland, in which she documented and 
analysed the ways that traditional musicians 
are using experimental approaches to make, 
and perform, pieces of music that go beyond 
the sounds that we would associate with local 
traditional music in Scotland.

Through the RSE-funded study, Dr Watson 
collected fieldwork interviews, survey data, 
musical scores, recordings, literature and 
archival and publicly available data relating to 
the New Traditional School in Scotland. Her 
findings were that the scale of activity in this 
community is far greater than she expected, 
with over 170 composers professionally active. 

One of the important aspects of the project 
for Dr Watson was connecting expertise 
across the community and ensuring that the 
documents will last. The RSE award allowed 
her to conduct and record high-quality 

video interviews, including elements of 
performance, to increase the potential  
reach and engagement with the materials.

Dr Watson said: “This research contributes 
to the development of artistic practice, 
which benefits composers, performers and 
audiences. It also supports teachers and 
learners with new strategies to express 
themselves and develop their skills. Finally, 
it updates our understanding of what 
traditional culture can look and sound like, 
and how tradition or heritage and creativity 
interact in meaningful ways.” 

Speaking about her journey into  
academic research and the future of the 
project, Dr Watson added: “I am a traditional 
musician and composer, returning to research 

after a freelance career. The RSE award  
has allowed me to re-establish a research 
practice, lead on a pilot study, and gauge 
the scope of the topic. I’ve now been able 
to develop several funding bids to support 
expansion of the project and I’d like to develop 
a new archive of the works and fieldwork 
materials in collaboration with the School  
of Scottish Studies Archives and the Scottish 
Music Centre.”
 
Dr Watson discusses her research in a video 
for the RSE, available on our YouTube 
channel: bit.ly/LoriWatsonRSE 
To find out more about the RSE’s Small 
Research Grants, visit the RSE website:  
bit.ly/RSEsmallgrants

Novel approaches to new 
traditional music composition

→ RESEARCH

Dr Lori Watson, University of Edinburgh, RSE Small  
Research Grant awardee
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Killing time:  
Boredom and young people

A prisoner banging their 
head off a wall, a gang 
member initiating  
a fight, or a young 
person taking drugs and 
alcohol are all examples 
of young people reacting 

to the experience of boredom. Children’s and 
young people’s mental health has declined over 
the past decade. During the pandemic, we 
know that experiences of boredom intensified, 
resulting in more young people experiencing 
isolation and mental health problems than 
ever before. However, there is still a shortage 
of knowledge on boredom and the strategies 
young people use to alleviate it.

In previous research by Dr Johanne Miller, 
University of the West of Scotland, asking why 
young people engage in criminal activities or 
risky behaviours, a consistent answer was that 
they “were bored”, “had nothing to do” and 
“were killing time”. 

There are different types of boredom: 
situational and experiential. For these young 
people, it was not situational boredom they 
were experiencing – which can be alleviated 
with activity or action – but existential 
boredom, which is a withdrawal of meaning 
within their lives. Their reactions to existential 
boredom were often a coping mechanism to 
disrupt the time and space they occupied. 

We have little information about boredom 
as a social structure within young people’s 
lives but we do know that it can have negative 
consequences, often leading to feelings of 
being overwhelmed or feelings of low  
self-worth. Using arts-based methods,  
Dr Miller was awarded an RSE Personal 
Research Fellowship to carry out a study  
to generate new ways of understanding  
lived experiences of boredom in young  
people’s lives.

Through carrying out a comparative  
study of those who have experience of  
the criminal justice system and those  
who do not, Dr Miller hopes to learn about 
the different coping mechanisms young 
people use and how the systems they operate 
in affect their experiences. Part of Dr Miller’s 
study has involved working with young 
people to create collages about boredom 
with artistic renditions of boredom they 
have experienced and their coping strategies. 
The images will inform the development 
of engaging infographics, which will be 
circulated to organisations that work with 
young people. Seminars and workshops 
will also be offered to academics, youth 
practitioners and policymakers to share the 
findings and support these organisations in 
creating strategies to improve young  
people’s wellbeing.

Dr Miller said: “Boredom and the slowing  
or stopping of time is a common experience 
and if we find meaning in our actions or 
activities, then we can alleviate boredom. It 
takes time for our bodies to become bored and 
this is an embodied process. 

“To understand the concept of boredom, 
I needed to understand its symbiosis with 
embodiment, meaning-making, and time  
and temporality. I required time to bring 
these concepts together and understand 
how they impact young people. The Personal 
Research Fellowship has allowed me to 
take time away from teaching to further my 
understanding, develop different ways of 
generating knowledge and, most importantly, 
start to disseminate the findings. The 
award will also help advance my career, as 
connection with the RSE has enabled me 
to develop new networks and have a wider 
impact on policy and practice.”  

Dr Miller aims to apply for additional 
funding to enable her to work within youth-
offending institutions, residential units and 
detention centres to explore the impact of 
boredom within these institutions.

 
To find out more about the RSE’s Personal 
Research Fellowships, visit the RSE website: 
bit.ly/RSEpersonalresearch

→ RESEARCH

Dr Johanne Miller, 
University of the West 

of Scotland, RSE 
Personal Research 

Fellowship awardee
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With the 
generous 
support of the 
Williamson 
Trust, the 
RSE has 
launched a 

new community-led award. ‘Healthy Planet, 
Healthy People’: Community-led Awards are 
designed to support community-led research 
which has the goal of improving people’s 
health and the health of the environment.   

The RSE, together with the Williamson 
Trust, is looking to award 10 pilot projects led 
by community organisations £5,000 each to 
conduct a research project for up to 12 months.  

Funding will be provided to support new 
and existing research projects in any discipline 
that promotes the health of individuals 
by fostering healthy communities, 
healthy environments and 
healthy foods. Research 
proposals should focus on 
one of three topics: climate, 
nature or food.  

Professor David Salt 
FRSE, Chair of the Trustees 
of the Williamson Trust, 
said: “Whether it be through 
knowledge of a local area or 
through a shared experience, 
communities contain the knowledge  
and creativity to tackle grand challenges  
and provide localised solutions to intractable 
problems. With these funding awards, we are 
investing in the power of community-led ideas 
that can deliver real change in people’s lives.” 

This is the first time that the RSE has 
supported this type of research proposal,  
as the Society broadens its range of  
research awards.  

Professor Anne Anderson OBE FRSE,  
Vice President of Research at the RSE, 
said: “I am extremely pleased that we have 

launched this award in 
collaboration with the 
Williamson Trust. 
This is a new area of 
research for the Royal 

Society of Edinburgh 
to be supporting and I feel 

that it is vital that we do so. 
“The health of the individual 

and the health of the environment are 
inextricably linked, and it is my hope that 
this award fund will inspire and enable some 
fascinating and thought-provoking research 
which will lead to improvements in both.”

The awards are open to applications from 
groups who can demonstrate that they could 
lead and deliver on their proposed research 
project. Applications from incorporated 
community groups are encouraged; 
unincorporated community groups can  
also apply but will need the support of  
a constituted group.  

As this is a new 
funding call, 
there is scope 
for applicants to 
be innovative in 

their proposals. 
For example, a 

community group 
may establish a citizens’ 

assembly to develop a practical strategy 
to improve the food environment within a 
local area, with a view to supporting healthy 
eating. Another example may be to propose 
solutions to combat a lack of butterflies 
and bees in a local area, which is having 
a detrimental impact on both wild and 
cultivated areas. 

Applications are open until midday  
on Monday 22 January 2024. For more 
information and to apply, visit the  
RSE website: bit.ly/HPHPaward

New research award aims to 
foster healthy communities

→ NEWS

The Tertiary Education Futures project 
was created by the RSE and the Young 
Academy of Scotland as a ‘blue skies’ 
thought experiment, informed by sectoral 
views gathered through a series of 
investigative roundtables. It aims to 
stimulate continued creative thinking 
about how post-school education might 
evolve over the next few decades and 
what this means for learners and society.

Join us in exploring the evolving 

landscape of tertiary education, where we 
seek to uncover innovative approaches, 
identify potential challenges and envision 
a brighter and more inclusive future for 
education on a global scale.

Throughout a new podcast series,  
The future of tertiary education, we bring  
in thought leaders and practitioners who 
will share their valuable perspectives and 
experiences on a wide range of themes, 
from digital transformation and AI to 

collaboration in the tertiary sector, and 
from skills development to Sustainable 
Development Goals. This podcast builds 
upon the insights from two years of work 
by the Tertiary Education Futures project. 
These conversations aim to encourage 
thought-provoking discussions, spark new 
ideas and inspire fresh approaches that 
can shape the future of tertiary education.

To listen to the podcast, visit:  
bit.ly/TEFpodcast

THE FUTURE OF TERTIARY EDUCATION PODCAST

Professor  
David Salt

Professor  
Anne Anderson
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Rethinking creative 
expression in society

B
eing creative is an essential 
part of being human. 
Drawing, painting, 
sculpture and craft have 
allowed us to understand 
our predecessors’ beliefs, 
priorities and emotions 

through millennia.
At the global level, art is often treated 

as a commodity – a multi-million-dollar 
investment for the wealthy. However, 
actively being creative, from practicing hand 
skills to performing, whether amateur or 
professionally, serves as a ‘leveller’. Practice 
gives purpose and satisfaction ‘in the doing’, 
as well as providing insights and joy to those 
it touches.

Now when mental health is an increasingly 
critical call on our national health provision, 
creative practice is recognised for its 
potential to help wellbeing. Initiatives like 
social prescribing unlock the therapeutic 
power of coming together to express our 
feelings, create and make in our stressed 
times. The benefits to individuals extend 
further to much-needed positive impacts for 
our community life and our built heritage. 
Arts practice is often inspired by the locale 
and aspects of present community. In 
exploring, interpretating and articulating 
our common bonds, creative practice builds 
social connections and offers a way to combat 
isolation and encourages inclusion. 

As an organisation providing space  
and supporting creativity across Scotland, 
Wasps (Workshop & Artists Studio  
Provisions Scotland) has grown over  
the last 40 years from studio provision in 
difficult-to-let buildings to being partners 
in the regeneration of places and historic 

buildings. Our properties are home to a wide 
range of creative practitioners including 
digital artists, strategic design practices, 
stained glass artists, furniture makers, and 
painters. The mix is an inspiring vision of 
what empty buildings can become when 
enlivened with creativity. Our buildings 
encourage the public to come to open studios, 
exhibitions, markets, art classes and, most 
recently, be involved in initiatives for health 
and inclusion.

Increasingly we are seeing collective and 
collaborative practice across different media 
and with those working in other fields. We 
see a generation who wish to contribute 
to the big challenges in society and the 
environment. Our art schools and colleges 
are places of innovation as well as expression, 
and across media – particularly in product 
design and strategic design thinking – 
practitioners contribute to better practice in 
business and public services.

If ever there was a time for thinking 
creatively around the potential of all we do,  
it is now. We need to focus our energies to 
effect the cultural change needed to ensure 
that we not only our change behaviour in the 
face of the climate and resources emergency, 
but that we offer positive options for 
individuals to help them cope with the  
impacts of artificial intelligence.

The economic benefits of the creative 
industries are understood, and Scotland is 
positioned as a small nation with a strong 
cultural USP, but the ongoing reductions 
in Creative Scotland’s real terms funding, 
coupled with the reduction in local authority 
grants, evidence the fact that creativity is  
very much a lesser priority in public priorities 
and spending.

We need to rethink and recognise the wider 
benefits creative practice brings to society 
and harness these for the future we want; 
changing attitudes towards the arts, making, 
and design; positioning them centrally in 
society, and valuing their core skills.

To begin we can develop the creativity  
of primary education at secondary level,  
re-setting educational goals, as too many 
young people are disengaged from education. 
For a more circular economy that re-uses, 
mends and is designed for disassembly we 
need different skills as well as attitudes, and 
in a screen-based, virtual working world we 
need creative practice more than ever.  
And we need to plan for it now. 

Scotland is on the cliff-edge of a cultural recession, argues Wasps Chair Karen Anderson

THE LAST
WORD?

Karen Anderson FRSE, Chair, Wasps 
(Workshop & Artists Studio Provisions 
Scotland); Visiting Professor, Scott 
Sutherland School of Architecture.
Wasps is the UK’s largest provider of  
studio and creative spaces, providing  
artists, makers and creators with 
inspiring and affordable workplaces for 
over 40 years. Visit waspstudios.org.uk
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