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I: This is an interview with Rose Frain, Edinburgh, on 7th January 2020, with 

Giles Sutherland.  Thank you Rose, for agreeing to speak to me in 
connection with my PhD research. I’ve known you for a long time, I think I 
met you…it was 1989, I met you in Poland, and I was working there 
with…well I wasn’t working with Ricky Demarco, I was teaching, and I heard 
that he was coming to Poland. 

 
R: You were teaching in Poland at the time. 
 
I: Yes. 
 
R: Oh right. 
 
I: I was living in Poland. 
 
R: Right. 
 
I: And we met in Wrocław on 4th May 1989.  And you were on a bus with 

some other people. 
 
R: Oh, that bus. 
 
I: And there were people such as Pat Douthwaite, there was Tom Hubbard, 

if you remember, there was Terry Newman, Jane MacAllister, Richard 
Demarco, and a number of others. 

 
R: Hilary Robinson, Lorna Waite. 
 
I: Lorna Waite, yes.  Greville Worthington.   But I never really asked you, 

although I’ve written about your work on a number of occasions, about your 
background, where you lived and when you came to Edinburgh. 

 
R: I moved to Edinburgh in 1971.  And I’ve been based here ever since, though 

I do work elsewhere, quite a bit, on residencies.   
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I: But, where did you train and where did you study? 
 
R: I trained in, what is now called Newcastle University, which was The 

University of Durham at the time, in Newcastle, the Fine Art Department.  It 
was a very innovative four-year honours degree course, notably taught by 
Richard Hamilton and Victor Pasmore.  It was studio based but also 
included art history and architectural history.  And it was the most innovative 
course in the UK at the time.  So, I was very fortunate to be on that.   

 
I: And you did, I read a piece about Tom Hudson? 
 
R: Well, there were some parallels with his teaching, but I didn’t encounter him 

at all. 
 
I: Right, okay.  And then you… 
 
R: I mean, I respected his studies subsequently, but he was nothing to do with 

my training whatsoever. 
 
I: … and you moved to Edinburgh in ’71. 
 
R: I did. 
 
I: And Ricky’s gallery was well established. 
 
R: It was in Melville Crescent, as far as I recall.  
 
I: Did you meet him at that time? 
 
R: I met him shortly afterwards, yes. 
 
I: You didn’t have an exhibition with him…? 
 
R: I’ve had exhibitions with Richard Demarco at his various venues, 

subsequently, but not at the time, no.  My work at that time, was quite 
sporadic.  I had two your children to look after on my own.   

 
I: Okay, the period of study that I’m addressing is from 1972 to 1980. 
 
R: It was the Eighties that you particularly asked me about. 
 
I: You weren’t actually practising full time as an artist? 
 
R: I wasn’t practising full time as an artist then, I was working to survive, the 

survival of myself and two children. But I did sporadically make art, and of 
course, it was in my thoughts. 

 
I: What kind of work were you doing…I don’t know it from that period? 
 
R: Painting, I was trained as a painter. 
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I: …and you were working in a studio here, or just…did you have somewhere 

else? 
 
R: In the house…We first of all lived in Saxe-Coburg Place and then we moved 

here, to St Stephen Street in the mid-seventies.  And now that of course, 
the children are long gone from my domestic home, most of the space is 
dedicated to art now, as a studio, a storage space, and what I call my off- 
piste artist’s room, which is my Artist’s Initiative Gallery, which is also a 
travelling concept.  And at the moment, it’s showing at Goldsmith’s not 
because of a space obviously, but the work, collection, is showing at 
Goldsmith’s, University of London. 

 
I: Okay.  I get the feeling from knowing you for quite a long time, that you’re 

a very particular and, what I would call, a serious artist? 
 
R: It’s very serious work…yes 
 
I: Yeah, and you’re engaging with quite difficult subject matter? 
 
R: Yes, they are.  You’ve put the finger on it, Giles, they are very difficult 

subjects, but I feel it’s a necessity to site them, but not in a didactic way, in 
a way that will perhaps trigger responses of various kind, and thought, 
perhaps an emotional response in visitors.  I can’t control that, but obviously 
I do my best to make very condensed works, that are not closed.  But as I 
say, created so as to communicate, hopefully - I hope this doesn’t sound 
pretentious - to the unconscious, and perhaps by circuitous routes, to the 
intellect.  It seems to create those responses in the viewers, judging from 
feedback and visitor books, but of course something, also they’re not type, 
my work isn’t type, something always escapes and that’s the point, really, 
as well, because as in dream language you get condensation, and if you 
remember it, you work out what it was.  Am I making any sense?  So, it’s a 
very serious subject, but then we’re living in very serious, problematic times, 
but perhaps we always were. 

 
I: That’s true.  You met Ricky; it must have been 1971? 
 
R: Well, I’m not sure if it was 1971, but it was certainly shortly after arriving, 

yes. 
 
I: And he came up with the idea of Edinburgh Arts, as an art school in that 

year, and then it actually started in the following summer.  Were you aware 
of what he was doing? 

 
R: To some extent I was aware of it, but sporadically, again. 
 
I: Do you have any memories of conversations with him, or going to the 

gallery, or meeting other people, or openings? 
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R: I have some memories of him, showing for example, The Pitmen Painters, 
that sticks in my mind. 

 
I: Pitmen? 
 
R: The Pitmen Painters, north-east coal miners. 
 
I: Okay, from the north east? 
 
R: He painted.  I thought that was an interesting project. 
 
I: I don’t know that one. 
 
R: I remember artists from Germany and Poland coming, could they have been 

coming from Poland, I don’t know?  I haven’t audited it at all, Giles and the 
only slightly more detailed information I can give you, is about the Marques 
and a little bit about Poland, but not much. 

 
I: What do you think of Ricky, what do you think of his work? 
 
R: I don’t know, Ricky talks about a “total artwork”, and his work is a total 

artwork, and I think that includes, not only his documentation and 
achievements, his exhibitions, but also introducing people to one another.  
So, he always remembers people’s names, gets people to sign the book, 
“…sign the book, sign the book…!”  And I can take his point there.  And I’ve 
found his introductions very useful, and his enthusiasm, but we’ve dipped 
in and out of communication, Richard and I.  I have shown solo installations 
with him in various of his galleries. 

 
I: I don’t want  to get into any personal discussions about him, or anything like 

that.  The work that I’m doing is about his professional side, and his 
achievements. 

 
R: And well, I think that’s part of his professional achievement – introducing 

people to one another.  He makes sure that you make eye contact, you 
shake hands, you know that this person is from here, and that person from 
there, and often you stay in touch with these people, selectively, obviously.  
Many of his contacts, I linked up with again when I did the Fulbright 
Exchange in Arizona, USA, in the early Eighties, and so forth. 

 
I: Who did you meet there, can you remember? 
 
R: No. 
 
I: No?  Did you meet Lucy Lippard? 
 
R: No.  I would like to have. 
 
I: Yeah, that was one of his people that he knew at that time. Do you have 

any thoughts about, what he calls The Road to Meikle Seggie? 
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R: Well, I think it was probably at the LYC, that I heard Richard talking about 

The Road to Meikle Seggie.  I probably heard him talk about it prior to that, 
but he gave a talk at the LYC Cumbria – The Li Yuan-chia Museum and 
Gallery – and I remember him talking about it then, but as I say, that doesn’t 
mean I didn’t hear him prior to that, I don’t know. 

 
 I subsequently had a solo show at the LYC, I’m very pleased to say, and I 

expect that was prompted by having heard him speak there, because it was 
a very wonderful and unique gallery and museum, by the Chinese artist Li 
Yuan-chia, as you know.   

 
 Richard also encouraged me to have a solo show in Edinburgh, which I 

subsequently did in two venues, either before or just after the LYC.  So, that 
was encouragement from him. 

 
I: Was that in his gallery or elsewhere? 
 
R: No, the gallery, the exhibitions I had with Richard were later, 1989, or the 

mid-Nineties, and so forth, I can tell you about them in a minute. 
 
I: Okay. 
 
R: No, it was the Shore Gallery which existed then and no longer does and the 

Backroom Gallery. But that’s back in the day, it’s ancient history.  
 
I: You’ve talked a little bit about your family, I don’t want any personal 

information, but I’ve seen photographs in the archive, of your son? 
 
R: Severin, yeah? 
 
I: On Edinburgh Arts? 
 
R: Well, I think he came on for a day, that’s all, I don’t know.  I was on the 

voyage in 1980, on the Marques. 
 
I: I’ve seen him at Kilmartin. 
 
R: Well is that talking about 1980?  I can’t really… 
 
I: About that time. 
 
R: I can’t really answer for him, but I seem to remember he came onto the 

Marques for a day.  I was on for three weeks. 
 
I: Okay, well let’s come onto that.  Why did you want to go on this voyage in 

1980? 
 



 

6 
 

R: It sounded very exciting, the way Richard described it, and you know how 
he can make things sound very exciting, and in fact essential, that it would 
be incredibly foolish not to go on it. 

 
 He asked me to be the liaison participant, so I was in a position of being 

both an art participant, and a liaison person, between other participants and 
crew and visitors.  So, I was looking after rotas and things, and probably 
other things, I can’t remember exactly what it was.  So, I was part staff, part 
art participant for three weeks.   

 
I: So just tell me what you remember. 
 
R: Okay, I’ve jotted down some notes. I got on the Marques at Llandudno on 

26th July 1980 and stayed on the voyage getting off it at Poolewe on the 
west coast of Scotland on 14th August.  Poolewe is it where there are some 
famous gardens? 

 
I: Just tell me as much as you can recall. 
 
R: Okay, we went variously to Holyhead, Dublin, Northern Ireland, Carlingford, 

Stranraer, Mallaig, Ardpatrick, Ardfern, Colonsay, Oronsay, Iona, Tiree, 
Eigg, Skye… I’ve said Mallaig haven’t I, got it in the wrong place, Skye.  
Over in Ireland we went to Newgrange, which was amazing, and various 
other ancient sites.  In Belfast, we had a very, very stormy crossing, it was 
absolutely horrible. Still it was very interesting when we arrived, but that’s 
part of it, quite a bit of that voyage was quite alarming, the weather and the 
conditions, including having to, not literally walk the plank and jump off, but 
walk a very thin plank, from shore to the ship.  I was terrified, absolutely 
terrified.  And even thinking about it now…so that kind of thing.  However, 
it was wonderful as well, of course, but we haven’t to forget that it was really 
quite challenging. 

 
 There was a wonderful crew, the very, very competent, professional crew, 

who looked like pirates.  They were very agreeable people, and very, very 
good.  But we had to take part in watches and assist in this rote, even 
though we knew nothing, most of us. 

 
 Other participants I remember, obviously there was Richard and Jane 

MacAllister and there was an American woman assistant from the Demarco 
Gallery, called Jeanie I don’t know her surname. 

 
I: Sanschagrin. 
 
R: I don’t know. 
 
I: Yeah. 
 
R: Robert McDowell was there part of the time, and he gave a talk and tour in 

Belfast.  And prior to going on the Marques, he explained to me and others, 
the political background of Northern Ireland, and how the Roman Catholics 
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had been marginalised, to put it mildly.  And I’ve got the notes still, here, 
that I took down from his talk.   

 
 The crew included Fred Van Christenberg I think, I may have the name 

wrong.  All of this will be in Richard’s archives surely.  The Duchess of 
Argyll’s cook, Lewis Holman a student from North Carolina, and Eric and 
Mike, I don’t have their surnames.  Mike and Ben Tyzack – Michael Tyzack 
an abstract artist, and Ben, his son.  Pat Martin-Bates – a Canadian artist 
that works in paper, Helen Bowman an art historian, Julian Bannerman 
came on at some point, but people came and went, not all that many stayed 
on for a long time.  Those that did, you created a very strong bond between 
people, as you can imagine, it was a very intense experience. 

 
  At the Art and Research Exchange in Belfast, when we arrived, Alastair 

MacLennan was in the process of a time-based work he was doing, Totally 
Still and Naked with Fish and that was quite a stunning encounter, as you 
can imagine.  It was very strenuous for him, he had to remain perfectly still 
for 24/48 hours, I don’t know.  But a long time.  So that was extraordinary. 

 
  At Mallaig, Magda Salvesen and Jon Schueler were very hospitable to us 

all, and made lunch and talked.  And that was very agreeable.  Ian Noble 
showed us The Gaelic University or the… 

 
I:  Sabhal Mòr Ostaig.  Paul Neagu, was he there? 
 
R:  I don’t remember meeting Paul Neagu, so I don’t know.  As I say, it’ll just 

be, I won’t be able to tell you everything about it, that will be in my…I think 
I would have known, if he’d been there, but I don’t remember that at all.  We 
went to the Joyce Tower in Dublin, and Museum of Art, and people came 
on and got off. 

 
I: Do you remember meeting Michael Scott? 
 
R: No. 
 
 The name sounds vaguely familiar. 
 
I: His house was next to the Tower, and he’d designed it himself. 
 
R: Oh really? 
 
I: He had a death mask of James Joyce. 
 
I:  God.  I mean, no, I have no memory of that.  If I should have, I don’t know.  

Richard encouraged the participants, who were long-term, some people 
stayed on for the whole circumnavigation of Great Britain, others for a week, 
two weeks, three weeks, to send postcards and so forth to the men in the 
special unit at Barlinnie Prison, because what he talked about, was the 
conditions for making art.   
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  I’d already encountered some of these men, again through Richard’s 
encouragement, and what I did was posted ephemera, such as a piece of 
heather or a bird’s skull or something, through the post, to the men, Jimmy 
Boyle and Hugh Collins, and various others, with a stamp on, in a little 
polythene bag.  Those days you could post things like that through the post, 
with a stamp on, which we couldn’t do now, and a few comments, postcards 
from them came back.  They assembled it all, and some of us went and 
discussed it with them, I’m not sure to what extent, it may not have made 
them feel very unsettled and jealous, I don’t know, if I were incarcerated, I 
really have no idea, but that’s what happened, and it was what we did, and 
I have some of it here.  And I have a slide of it.  And I also have a piece of 
the work, I don’t know what the technical term for it is, because I’m not sure 
if it’s specific, but, but you can still smell the tar. 

 
I:  … amazing.  That’s wonderful.  Richard would call that an artwork. 
 
R: But we can’t record the smell. 
 
I: Exactly. 
 
R: It’s astonishing, that’s 1980. 
 
I: Yeah. 
 
R: And of course, the Marques sank with all hands, apart from one, I think. 
 
I: Yeah, but you can’t put the smell in a PhD, can you? 
 
R:  So yeah, the main thing…but really doing…I have some notes I made, 

shortly after about being in Barlinnie.  I can give you a copy of that, but it’s 
rather dry and it’s not how I would write it now, but it’s how I wrote it then.  

 
I: Thank you. 
 
 So, this relates to some of the ephemera and the semblance that you met. 
 
R: I could leave some out, but it’s… 
 
I: Okay, please do. 
 
R:  And that’s something Jimmy Boyle sent back.  You probably can’t read the 

labels anymore.  There they are.  As I say, I have a slide here, if you… 
 
I:  This is very useful; this is much more useful than I thought. 
 
R:  Yeah.  So, the men that we were communicating with in the Special Unit, 

assembled these postcards and other things that people sent them, and 
their own responses.  You’ll know that the men in the Special Unit were 
people that had been convicted of murder, but were housed in a special 
unit, in an attempt to rehabilitate them through art, and other means, the 
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death penalty having been abolished.  So, they were considered to be very 
dangerous men, and in some cases, the rehabilitation seemed to have 
worked, initiated by the art therapist, Joyce Laing. 

 
I:  I’ve written a chapter about the Special Unit, in the PhD.   
 
R:  Right, do you have the copy of the Third Eye Centre publication? 
 

Let’s see.  From the Isle of Oronsay, this is, 07.08.1980.  So, that was my 
contribution. 

 
  So that was all I did on the Marques, except after I got back, what seemed 

like, well a considerable number of participants, staff and art participants, 
landed up here, wanting to be put up.  They didn’t like the accommodation 
they’d been offered and so I did, which was all very well, but I was also 
teaching and looking after two children… 

 
I: One of Ricky’s habits, is he gets people to stay. 
 
R: Yes, but he’s done that rather…it can go… 
 
I: Too much? 
 
R: It can go too much. And it’s sometimes very difficult to refuse, but you have 

to learn to say no.  But, then I didn’t, I used to think, well, it could be me, 
you’ve got to be kind and so forth, but there are limits actually.  It wasn’t 
really kind to me or the children.  But it was, on the other hand, they 
probably would say now, that it was interesting, so what can I say?  But the 
people that turned up to stay, uninvited, I have to say, were Pat Martin-
Bates The Duchess of Argyll’s cook, I had invited Lewis and the other two 
boys, that was fine, but various other people, so it was quite something. 

 
  Jane MacAllister stayed here for quite a long time.  And that was at a time 

when Richard, his funding had been cut off or something, and his telephone 
and credit card was cut up, and so he used to come in here, and use the 
telephone, and run up huge bills that I could not afford to pay. 

 
I: I’ve heard this story so many times. 
 
R: Exactly, well it’s that story again. 
 
I: From other people, the same thing, yeah. 
 
R:  So, it was again, sporadic, with Richard, but I had one person shows with 

him in Blackfriars Street, I think it was, in 1989, and also in York Place, the 
mid ‘90s, and in 2017, he and Terry allowed me to use their unused space 
that they didn’t know how to use, because it wasn’t lockable, in Summerhall 
so I transformed that into a very good temporary gallery space, did I not? 

 
I:  You did. 
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R:  With the help of Wendy Law and we cleaned the windows and painted the 

walls, but we had to finish everything of, and I paid for this and that, and the 
other as well.  But it was a very nice exhibition. 

 
I:  It was. 
 
R:  Very pleased, they wanted to keep it, but that would not have worked, 

maintenance wise, apart from anything else.  Things have to be properly 
looked after.   

 
I: Okay, so I’ve just got two more questions Rose. 
 
R: Sure. 
 
I: The Artist as Explorer? 
 
R: Yes, that’s a wonderful…I’ve got a copy of that, the booklet, up there.  It’s 

a wonderful concept. 
 
I: But the concept that you take people out of their, what would now be called, 

“comfort zones”, and you put them in a very different environment, with 
people, and as you said, you formed very intense connections with people.  
Now, part of my PhD, the contention is that Ricky’s work was unusual, if not 
unique, because of this kind of putting people together, and taking them to 
places together, and allowing them to collaborate or to make work with each 
other or individually, and to collaborate and meet other people, so there 
were a whole series of interconnections. 

 
R: Creative tension, kind of thing... 
 
I: Creative tensions, interconnection, different levels of connection and 

association. 
 
R: Sure. 
 
I: And this idea being tested physically, you said that you were afraid, and 

that you had this terrible weather at one point. 
 
R: Yes, two points. 
 
I: …and this creates a community, and it creates something new in the artist.  

I know it’s very difficult to answer this, but can you tell me, apart from 
making this work, if and how that experience influenced you subsequently, 
either personally or artistically? 

 
R:  I don’t think that it did in a very tangible way, Giles, except that I mean, one 

can’t distinguish what one was doing or about to do, with or without it, really.  
I don’t think it did.  My life, taking the course that it did, I valued that in it, 
but it was…I would say my work is adventurous, and for want of a better 
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word, no, there must be a better word, I test myself in it, I have to do what’s 
necessary, so it took me a while to develop the work I make now, and that 
related to working full time, my art from 1986, and getting a residency in 
The 369 Gallery.  

 
  Which reminds me, I meant to say earlier, the men who were incarcerated 

in the Special Unit, were often there because of gang war murders, 
committed through gang warfare in Glasgow, related to Northern Ireland, 
sectarian Ireland, so that’s a strong connection there, just that came back 
in my mind, because I took Andrew Brown to the Special Unit, and he 
subsequently invited Hugh Collins, when he was on day release, to join one 
of my classes at The 369 I used to run.  And Hugh Collins subsequently 
married Caroline McNairn who’s one of the artists there, and she died 
prematurely in her 50s.  So, that might be a convoluted thing to say, so it 
was getting that studio, which was a bit turning point for me, in 1986 or 7. 

 
I: We talked about Ricky’s generosity in introducing people. 
 
R: Well, if you like. 
 
I: Okay, another term, however you want to describe it, whatever epithet you 

wish to apply, but one of the claims that I make in the PhD, is that the 
journeys themselves were a kind of artwork.  How would you react to that 
suggestion? 

 
R: The journeys in themselves were a sort of artwork, are you saying? 
 
I: Yeah, that the journeys were a collaborative, multi-participant…artwork 
 
R: Oh, the journeys as such? 
 
I: Yes.   
 
R: I suppose they were, yes.  And Richard looked upon it, including us and 

including work that we make, he looks upon it all as his work.  Sometimes, 
that’s the impression one gets, so it’s a bit…there’s a contested area there, 
but yes, up to an extent, yes, some extent, that’s his total artwork. 

 
I: Okay. 
 
R: However, I have some admiration, a lot of admiration, and respect, but 

some caveats as well. 
 
I: Of course.  You said that Robert McDowell had written some notes, could I 

have a look at that? 
 
R: Well, not really no, they’re my pencil writing…  Or pen, it was on 1st August 

1980 at 4pm. 
 
I: Can I take a copy, or photograph? 
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R: No. 
 
I: No? 
 
R: He talked about the land grants and penal laws, discrimination against 

Roman Catholics.  I mean, there’s several pages here, it’s very detailed.  
And the army, and the police increasing the level of violence.  Street riots.  
It’s a very, very interesting background he gave.  Whether it was to several 
of us, or just me, I’m not sure.  And how I could have written this, while he 
was talking, again I don’t know.  I couldn’t do it now.  The decline of Gaelic, 
as compared to other countries’ languages, while the population was 
growing.  The Great Famine.  So, Robert has a lot of background, obviously, 
of Northern Ireland, but also with Richard and the Free International 
University and Beuys, so… and, as you know, is the owner of 
Summerhall… 

 
 I don’t know that it would be useful for you to photograph this really, it’s just 

enough surely to know, that he gave us this detailed background, or me 
anyway, where it was, I don’t know, the beginning of August. 

 
I: It might be useful, but I don’t want to push, because if I could take one 

photograph of one page, I’d like…? 
 
R: Would you come back to it sometime, maybe? … a terrible history, Ireland. 
 
R: And also, I can remember reading Sarah Nelson’s writings about Northern 

Ireland, she was at the Queen’s University of Belfast.   
 
I: Aha, is that the notes there? 
 
 
R: So, is there anything else you’d like to ask me? 
 
I: I think, Rose, that’s very helpful, and I don’t want to take up more of your 

time, ‘cause I know you’re busy.  Can we just leave it there? 
 
End of transcription 
 


