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My Head Was Turned

EMMA NICOLSON

Eyes wide open, new Head of Exhibitions 
at Edinburgh’s Royal Botanic Gardens, 
“My head was turned,” laughs Emma 

Nicolson cheerfully, but there is no mistaking 
that she has walked right into a hornet’s nest. 
Happily, she seems up to the job of sorting 
out the difficult situation that has seen 
beloved Inverleith House, which sits at the 
centre of the Botanics, mired in outrage and 
controversy in recent years. She will need all 
her tact, charm, experience, and her reputed 
skills to succeed. 
On Sunday 23 October 2016, with no public 

consultation or forewarning, the RBGE 
trustees announced Inverleith was to close 
after 30 years as a famous, bold, international 
contemporary art gallery. Its sudden end 
sparked waves of protest, demonstrations 
and petitions from outraged artists and 
art lovers worldwide. Its dedicated, much 
admired curator Paul Nesbitt was also axed. 
Result: a furore. 
I, too, raged in ARTnews, quoting Douglas 

Gordon’s comment: “the most myopic 
decision that any administration could 
possibly make.” The Scotsman’s Joyce 
Mcmillan went further, doubting that “the 
RBGE management had any moral right 
to close it to the public... The RBGE should 

reverse this decision.” After several years of 
turmoil, it was decided that a new approach 
was needed. Enter Emma Nicolson. 
As new head of exhibitions she has a 

broad task, with all four Scottish Botanics, 
(Benmore, Dawyck, Logan plus Edinburgh 
and the Gateway building) under her 
guidance. The staff, as before, is tiny: Emma 
and two part-time assistants. The budget 
minimal. “It’s a challenge! But very exciting. 
There is to be a broader spectrum than 
before, but my approach to it is very much to 
contemporary art.” 
Quite what the “broader spectrum” turns 

out to be will be interesting. She’s been given 
a mandate to create a strategy Manifesto, 
due in December. She says, “Inverleith has 
over 250 staff with expertise in amazing 
areas of science and horticulture who travel 
worldwide, to Nepal and China, all over. And 
the current concerns about the environ-

ment: we need to think how an organisation 
might work for the future. Botanical history 
– mix that with contemporary practice.” We 
shall see. 
So far Nicolson’s career, spanning more than 

thirty years, has been both adventurous, 
impressive, and successful, so there are high 
expectations. She has proved she is good 
at making things happen. She can come 
up with novel, even unique ideas to engage 
the community, like involving the RNLI or 
Mountain Rescue service together with 
leading contemporary artists. Edinburgh 
may be in for a shock. “It’s a risky but exciting 
appointment” commented one insider. 
Nicolson began at Edinburgh College of 

Art, then a masters in gallery education. She 
worked at the Scottish National Gallery of Art 
as senior education officer, then head for six 
years from 2001-7; responsible for eight staff, 
an army of volunteers and the strategic vision 
– plus budget – of the Education department 
during the lead up to the new NGS Clore 
Education Centre. Before that, from 1994 
she spent two years in East Lothian and 
seven years as Kirkcaldy Museum outreach 
officer for Fife Council, working with Bridget 
McConnell, now Chief Executive Officer of the 
charitable organisation Glasgow Life. 
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Emma Nicolson, Head of 
Exhibitions at the Royal 
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to look at contemporary art in the Highlands 
and do a PhD, so I came home in 2010 
and moved to Skye. Emma’s family come 
from Skye, her grandfather and father both 
doctors. As an army kid she got used to 
moving a lot. “Gives you resilience!” 
Her PhD subject was The Role and Impact 

of the Making of Contemporary Art in the 
Highlands and Islands, but instead of working 
academically, Emma quickly got involved in 
the real thing. Suddenly she was the founder 
of ATLAS, a much bigger undertaking. 
“We had got three years of funding for Skye’s 

arts centre, An Tuireann, in Portree. Then it 
went bust. I was on the board. It was dreadful. 
But with the funding ‘ring-fenced’ it was 
decided to set up an ‘organisation without 
walls,’ fleet of foot, venue-less, flexible. ATLAS 
evolved on my kitchen table! I threw myself 
into it. It took over my life for eight years. End 
of my PhD! But I was fortunate to work with 
some really wonderful, inspirational and 
dedicated artists, I always say you need to 
fall a little bit in love with the artists you work 
with,  creatively I mean, and with ATLAS I had 
the luxury of doing that!”
Despite its remote rural setting, ATLAS 

became very successful, recognised for 
its high quality work and the often novel 
and surprising ways in which it engaged 
audiences. Commissions, research projects, 
screenings, site-specific events, exhibitions, 

And then came Australia! Liz Ann 
Macgregor, Director of Sydney’s Museum of 
Contemporary Art, comes from Scotland, 
as many who saw her beginnings at the 
SAC know well. She was visiting her mother 
and “popped in to the NGC cafe” where 
she captured Emma for the job of senior 
Education manager. “It was irresistible. A 
bigger job. More staff. Seventy-five total. 
Redeveloping the public programme. Seven-
teen exhibitions a year. And I like working 
with strong women!” 
But Emma also discovered she was 

expected to be a new broom, and sack some 
dysfunctional staff as soon as she arrived. For 
three years she worked with outreach, artists 
as educators, aboriginal artists, fundraising 
and thirty volunteer gallery guides. There 
was even money to fly artists in – so why 
return to Scotland? 
“I had been speaking with Will Mclean and 

people at Dundee who encouraged me 

installations, performances, partnerships, 
and creative learning programmes abounded 
around its 400-mile-long coastline.
ATLAS won many awards, but for years was 

precarious despite funding from Creative 
Scotland, Artangel, Highland and Islands 
Enterprise and links with Sabhal Mor Ostaig 
(the Gaelic college). As founder, Emma 
had to do everything: create the strategy, 
programme, fundraise, manage the finances 
and above all provide leadership! In 2014 
she also took on a two-year guest curator 
job at Taigh Chearsabhagh Museum and 
Arts Centre, North Uist. With this sort of vast 
experience she is well placed to deal with 
programming the Botanics.
Emma’s office is in Inverleith House. Built 

in 1774, this historic listed mansion sits at 
the heart of the beautiful Royal Botanic 
Garden. It opened in 1960 as home to the 
new Scottish National Gallery of Modern 
Art run by the wonderful Douglas Hall, who 
showed Picasso, Matisse, Miró, and Henry 
Moore among many others. Then, in 1986, 
after the Gallery moved to its new home on 
Belford Road, it became a noted centre for 
international contemporary art.
Emma was teased as “our girl with a social 

conscience.” It has proved to be correct. 
“What she does really well is collaboration; 
working with partners in the area of social 
practice,” said one observer. “She can activate 

Clare Henry is former chief art critic for 
the Financial Times and The Herald. 

Emma Nicolson (above), and installation views of Royal Botanic Gardens Edinburgh shows that preceded her 
appointment: I still believe in miracles, Inverleith House, John Hope & John Hutton Balfour (below left), and Boys and 
Pastel, by Nicolas Party (below right). (Photos: courtesy RBGE). 

a project better than anyone. Her work on 
Skye was transformational.” Another told me 
“Skye was a tricky situation but Emma put 
heart and soul into it and did brilliantly. I’m 
sure she found it hard to leave.” 
Edinburgh will be a tougher nut to crack. 

Nicolson will have to compromise, find a 
balance, make serious links between edgy 
international contemporary art and the 
350-year-old Botanics. Much will also depend 
on the trustees. They have demonstrated 
a ruthless streak. No-one wants to see it in 
action again. The new system includes an 
Arts Advisory Committee of nine, including 
three outside arts specialists who believe 
Nicolson is “Great news!” One told me, “She 
is hands-on, can-do.” 
The Royal Botanic Garden Edinburgh is 

officially a public body, part of the Scottish 
Government, with a stated mission to 
“explore, conserve and explain the world of 
plants for a better future.” Edinburgh is its 
headquarters. Founded in 1670 as a physic 
garden to grow medicinal plants, it moved 
to Inverleith in the 1820s. The RBGE has over 
13,000 plant species while the herbarium 
contains 3 million preserved specimens. 
Moreover, the seventy-two acres of gardens 
are magnificent, and beloved by all. What a 
wonderful place to work! 
Nicolson realises that she has big shoes to 

fill. The previous head, Paul Nesbitt, was a 
tremendous force for thirty years and single-
handedly put the venue on the international 
map. As a student, Emma even interviewed 
him once, long ago. ”You can’t buy that level 
of commitment” she agrees. “Inverleith has 
had phenomenal support throughout the 
drama. I just need to hold on to it.” ■


