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Toby Webster oration 
 
 
 Chancellor, by authority of Senate I present to you this person on whom the Senate desires you 

to confer the honorary degree of Doctor of Letters: Toby Webster 

 
 

Toby Webster initially started at Glasgow School of Art studying Product Design and 

Architecture, which he did for a year before returning a year later, after working with the 

designer Ron Arad in London, to study Environmental Art. He did this alongside other notable 

GSA graduates including David Shrigley, Jim Lambie and Jonathon Monk, under the tutelage of 

David Harding and Sam Ainslie. A year older than many of the rest of his cohort he invested his 

time in continuous work, enjoying the positioning of Environmental Art and its ethos of 

externally engaged activities, which included numerous public projects in Glasgow and beyond. 

Toby has described this experience as making him feel connected to the world far beyond a 

localised level, providing an overview of the world and a way of participating in that world. Toby 

described his time in Environmental Art to me as “being left a lot of space with the tutors giving 

you the confidence to be able to do what you need and want to do”, and this seems to me like 

the perfect educational armature to provide a platform for experimentation, collaboration and 

creativity. In effect, although Toby would I think describe himself as being quite shy, this 

educational background enabled him to, as he states, “stand out there” – to be able to get 

things done and to connect with other people.  

 

Toby also reflects upon the Glasgow School of Art as being quite a humble school with a certain 

ironic ryeness and humility, which is invigorating. He says that he feels that he has carried the 

School with him as he has moved through his professional career, the series of connections 

made at the GSA and the mix of artists he came into contact with has been enormously 

beneficial over the years since graduation.  

 

On graduating in 1993 from Environmental Art, Toby moved to London, where, working as an 

artist he set about making projects happen, this period of time was all about connectivity and 

realising how to get things done. Conducting a series of self-organised events, Toby was able to 

gain the invaluable experience of putting artists into shows. In 1995 Toby returned to Glasgow 

where he worked at Transmission Gallery alongside Simon Starling, Eva Rothschild, Will Bradley 

and Tanya Leighton – all of whom have gone on to gain incredible international success. At this 

time, Transmission Gallery was producing up to 17 exhibitions or projects a year. This period of 
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time allowed Toby to gain the experience of putting shows together, time to experiment with 

ideas and projects and to begin to work out the different positions of art in the world. During 

this period Toby was also Gallery Manager at the CCA. 

 

It was in 1997 that Toby, with Will Bradley, constructed the Modern Institute, which was 

initially based in Robertson Street in Glasgow, with the first solo exhibition presenting work by 

Simon Starling. Will and Toby ran the Gallery together until 2001 and for the last 10 years he 

has worked with Andrew Hamilton at the Modern Institute. Over this period the Modern 

Institute has become one of the leading contemporary galleries in the UK with an enormous 

international reputation, now running two Glasgow based spaces, one in Osborne Street and 

the other in Aird’s Lane. Currently the Modern Institute represents 43 artists internationally; of 

these, 19 are from Scotland, many of whom are based in Glasgow. When asked about the 

highlights of his time with the Modern Institute, he cites its opening as the key point, and the 

exhibitions ‘My head is on fire but my heart is full of love’ at Charlottenborg Museum, 

Copenhagen, in 2002; ‘Strange I’ve seen that face before’ at Museum Abteiberg, in 2006; and 

Paul Thek in 2012, as well as the continual opportunities for artists to make shows. There are 

other notable highlights including the numerous accolades the artists represented by the 

Modern Institute have achieved over the last 18 years, including Toby Paterson winning the 

Becks Futures Prize in 2002, whilst Jeremy Deller 2004, Simon Starling 2005, Richard Wright 

2009 and Martin Boyce 2011 are all winners of the prestigious Turner Prize alongside Cathy 

Wilkes’ 2008 and Luke Fowler’s 2012 shortlisting for the same award.  

 

The Modern Institute is much more than a gallery in Glasgow, it is continuously working on 

projects, exhibitions and events happening all around the world. With a staff team of 17 they 

have been able to co-ordinate and work on projects in multiple venues including recently Sao 

Paulo, Toronto, New York, Los Angeles, Houston, Paris, Zurich, Basle, Milan and Oslo. The 

special geographic location of Glasgow has allowed the Modern Institute to create a global 

impact. The traditions of art in the city, and how these have been inflected by industry or 

politics over the years, has created a unique environment for the production of work and the 

Modern Institute alongside the Glasgow School of Art has had a major impact on the creative 

industries within and beyond the City. This has also enabled the export of those artists and their 

work internationally. Toby has been central in coordinating this level of success.  

 

Chancellor, I invite you to confer the honorary degree of Doctor of Letters on Toby Webster. 


