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A Thing of Beauty? 

Robert Burns famously wrote “Oh, wad some Power the giftie gie us to see ousels as 
ithers see us”.  From time to time we are given the giftie of seeing how ithers see the 
Old Town.  Recently, an OTA committee member was delighted to hear from two well-
travelled Spanish visitors that they considered Edinburgh the finest city in Europe.  And 
Time Out magazine has put the Old Town at the top of its list of the ten most beautiful 
places in Scotland.  The magazine’s Malcolm Jack wrote “… for centuries people have 
clustered themselves so tightly into the medieval heart of Edinburgh that they literally 
built things on top of one another. Hugging a sloping slab of craggy volcanic rock, 
Edinburgh’s Old Town is a magical mystery tour through Scottish urban history, 
stretching from Edinburgh Castle at the top of the Royal Mile down to Holyrood Palace 
at its foot. Among its warren of cobbled streets and narrow closes, wynds and terraces, 
you’ll discover traces of a subterranean city beneath a city, sudden sweeping views of 
the Auld Reekie skyline, and some classic hidden pubs.”  Who could argue with much 
of that?  Incidentally, the other nine Time Out nominations (in descending order) were 
Fingal’s Cave, Crail Harbour, the Cairnwell Pass, V&A Dundee, the Small Isles, Loch 
Katrine, Dunnottar Castle, Ben Nevis and the Flow Country. 

Not all outsiders’ assessments of the Old Town are as kind as those of the Spanish 
visitors and Time Out.  Another OTA committee member had his ear bent by a visitor 
(this time from the west of Scotland) about the pot-holed and litter-strewn state of the 
Old Town streets.  And there have been suggestions that those issues are serious enough 
to justify removing World Heritage status from the Old and New Towns.   

In this newsletter we consider a number of things bearing on the future of the Old Town: 
further consultation by the City Council on its World Heritage Site Management Plan; 
what the Council are billing as “bold plans for Edinburgh’s future streets”; the 
reopening (and renaming) of the gallery at the Palace of Holyrood House; concerns 
about the state of Greyfriars Kirkyard, one of the most popular sites for visitors to the 
Old Town; and early indications of what to expect from this year’s summer festivals.  
We also have details of upcoming OTA events and places to visit and things to do in 
the Old Town.  And our photo essay looks at a miscellany of things you may have 
missed for one reason or another. 

Future of the Edinburgh World Heritage site 

A World Heritage Site (WHS) is a landmark or area protected by an international 
convention administered by the United Nations Economic and Social Council 
(UNESCO).  WHSs are designated by UNESCO for having cultural, historical, 
scientific or other forms of significance. The sites are judged to contain “cultural and 
natural heritage … considered to be of outstanding value to humanity”.   
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Relief map of World Heritage Site on The Mound 
Photo: Karen Gordon 

The Old and New Towns of Edinburgh were 
given WHS status in 1995; recognising the 
striking contrast and quality in architecture 
between the medieval Old Town and the 
Georgian New Town.  The City of Edinburgh 
Council has produced a draft Management 
Plan for the WHS for 2024-2035.  The Plan is 
intended to set out what is significant about the 
WHS, as a basis for understanding its 
important qualities and to determine actions 
necessary to protect and manage it.   

Before producing the draft management plan 
the Council carried out a consultation exercise 
which produced responses that reflect 
concerns which have been expressed by the 
OTA and others: 

 “Tourism is great and should be supported. 
But the balance doesn’t seem quite right. 
Too many short-term lets, too frequent 
closure of public space for “festivals” and 
tacky Christmas events. Tourism is only 
desirable (for everyone including tourists) 
if there is a thriving local community to 
support it.” 

 “Litter and bags of garbage on the street 
merely add to the uncared-for image.” 

 “I feel pushed out of the city a little bit 
now. I don’t feel it is the same city it used 
to be. I’m not saying tourism is a bad thing 
– I certainly love the students coming in, 
and it can be a bit manic, but very exciting. 
But I just don’t think Edinburgh has the 
infrastructure to cope with it all.” 

The draft management plan now produced by 
the Council recognises that “Sustaining a 
living capital city centre is a balance between 
protecting the environment, strengthening 
society, and supporting a vibrant cultural 
scene. It should allow uses to evolve and 
provide for places to live and work (and access 
to them), without damaging the outstanding 
universal value of the Site”.  A further round 
of consultation on the draft plan runs until 8 
April. 

Edinburgh’s Future Streets 

This is the title of a circulation plan which was 
debated by the City Council’s Transport and 
Environment Committee on 1 February.  The 
plan covers the whole city but its proposals 
include excluding through traffic (other than 
public transport) from most streets in the Old 
Town.  The key proposals for individual streets 
on our patch can be summarised as follows: 

 The North and South Bridges corridor 
would see restrictions allowing only public 
transport and local access.  The Bridges are 
also due to become part of the new north-
south tram route from Granton to the Royal 
Infirmary. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Future Street proposals for the foot of Canongate 

 



3 

 The Mound was already due to be closed to 
through traffic with a ‘bus gate’ at Bank 
Street.  That remains the plan. 

 The Canongate would be closed to general 
traffic, but bus access would be retained and 
there would be early morning delivery times. 

 The Cowgate is planned to be the subject 
of an experimental closure to some or all 
through traffic from some point in 2024.  
Local access will be retained. 

 The Grassmarket would become a 
pedestrian priority with no through traffic.  
Local access would be retained throughout 
the day with turning provision introduced 
at the foot of Victoria Street. 

 Cockburn Street was closed as part of the 
Spaces for People scheme during Covid 
and has largely remained shut to general 
traffic since then. It is envisaged the 
closure will become permanent.  

 Like Cockburn Street, Victoria Street has 
been pedestrian priority since Covid. It is 
proposed that this will continue as a 
contribution to a ‘core’ area in the city 
centre with no or very limited traffic, 
providing a fully connected route from 
Waverley Station to the heart of the Old 
Town for those walking and wheeling. 

 Market Street would be closed to general 
traffic under North Bridge. But access to 
Waverley Station would be maintained: 
from the north via The Mound, from the 
south via Jeffrey Street, and from the east 
via Calton Road.  

The plan is to be the subject of consultation 
‘over the spring’ (exact details seem not to 
have been announced as yet).  The Old Town 
Association will be keeping a close eye on 
developments.  As always, the devil will be in 
the detail.  For example, how is ‘through 
traffic’ to be defined and how would a ban on 
it be enforced?  Indeed, enforcement is likely 
to be key to the effectiveness or otherwise of 
any measures implemented.  The existing 
restrictions on traffic on the north side of the 
Grassmarket and at night on the Cowgate are 
widely flouted with little evidence of attempts 
to stop this.  Introducing grand sounding 
changes would be pointless if nothing is done 
to ensure they are adhered to. 

The Gallery at Holyrood House  

The gallery at the Palace of Holyrood House 
reopened on 22 March with an exhibition 
called Style and Society: Dressing the 
Georgians (details in places to visit and things 
to do, below).   

 
Image from the planning application showing before and after the change of name. 
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The Gallery was first opened by Queen 
Elizabeth II on 29 November 2002, as part of 
her Golden Jubilee celebrations and was 
named the Queen’s Gallery.  The gallery has 
been closed since late 2022 for maintenance 
and refurbishment.  It has now been renamed 
the King’s Gallery, a change reflected in the 
fabric of the building. The reopened gallery 
offers £1 admission tickets to those receiving 
Universal Credit and other named benefits.   

Greyfriars Kirkyard 

This kirkyard provides splendid views of the 
castle, has a fine collection of 17th and 18th 
century funerary monuments and is the 
traditional site of the signing of the National 
Covenant on 28 February 1638 (although most 
historians now think the signing took place 
inside the kirk rather than in the kirkyard).  It 
would be nice to think that it for these reasons 
that tourists flock to the kirkyard.  In reality, 
the main draw is that J K Rowling allegedly 
found the names for key characters in her 
Harry Potter books on monuments in the 
kirkyard.  Plus hopes of encountering ghosts.  
Plus Greyfriars Bobby.  Apparently the 
kirkyard attracts two million visitors a year, 
making it the third most visited free attraction 
in Scotland. 

The City Council and Edinburgh World 
Heritage have commissioned a conservation 
plan for the kirkyard.  In launching a 
consultation exercise the Council commented 
“it is becoming increasingly complex to 
balance [the kirkyard’s] roles as a place of 
burial, as a historic site, local greenspace, 
educational resource, popular tourist attraction 
and place of faith and spiritual contemplation”. 

Some local tour guides have suggested that big 
commercial tour operators, who bring large 
numbers of tourists into the kirkyard should be 
charged a gate fee to help pay for repairs.  
Other guides have argued that such a move, 
and placing restrictions on the size of groups, 
could have unintended negative consequences 
with unsupervised tourists wandering around 
and causing still more damage. 

A cynic might see special pleading on both 
sides of this argument.  But there are 
undoubtedly issues which need to be addressed 
and which in many ways reflect problems and 
pressures in the Old Town as a whole. 

Summer Festivals 

Nicola Benedetti, the Director of the 
Edinburgh International Festival, has 
announced reduced ticket prices, increased 
youth participation and more “beanbag 
concerts” to broaden the festival’s appeal. 
More than half of the tickets will cost £30 or 
less, with £10 tickets on offer for every 
performance, while 2,000 free tickets will be 
distributed to young people. A half-price ticket 
offer will be extended to under-18s, those with 
disabilities or hearing impairments and to 
neurodivergent festival-goers.  

Meanwhile, in February the first batch of 2024 
Edinburgh Fringe shows went on sale. A 
total  of 276 shows across 31 venues were 
announced in this first release.  More recently, 
on 14 March, the City Council’s Finance and 
Resources Committee agreed to lease the 
South Bridge Resource Centre on Infirmary 
Street to the Edinburgh Festival Fringe Society 
as a festival hub.  Councillor Val Walker, the 
Council’s Culture and Communities Convener, 
said: “Today’s decision means the Edinburgh 
Festival Fringe Society now has a substantial 
city centre location for their exciting plans for 
a new hub. The proposals are for a new, year-
round space which includes opportunities for 
local cultural organisations, artists, and 
communities to use as well as a Fringe Festival 
home”. 

The Edinburgh Book Festival is on the move.  
In 2021, after the pandemic, the festival moved 
to Edinburgh College of Art.  This year it is 
moving to the Edinburgh Futures Institute 
which occupies what were the Nightingale 
wards of the old Royal Infirmary. 

You may have missed … 

This photo essay theme suggested itself when 
your editor, on a recent visit to the Central 
Library, spotted for the first time a tapestry on 
the main staircase.  He was embarrassed to 
discover it has been there since December 
2018! 

So here is a miscellany of things around the 
Old Town which you may have missed 
because you happened not to have looked in 
the right place, because they are easy to 
overlook, because they came and went quickly, 
or for other reasons.
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Work on the Central Library tapestry (or to be pedantic, embroidery) began in autumn 2015, the 125th 
anniversary of the library’s opening.  It was created by the Workers’ Educational Association 
Stitching Times group, who described it as a “labour of love of many hands.”  The work shows key 
features of the library (including the library cat) and images of Edinburgh writers. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Scottish Arts Trust 

The recent Scottish Landscape Awards exhibition at the City Art Centre included a painting by 
Robbie Bushe RSA entitled Towards St James and Calton Hill (reimagining the Civic Survey and 
Plan for the City & Royal Burgh of Edinburgh).  This imagines how the area would have looked if 
the 1949 proposal for a massive interchange in the valley south of Calton Hill had been implemented.  
We can breathe a sigh of relief that we have missed that becoming a reality. 



6 

 
And, talking of landscape, a view of the Old Town skyline from the first floor of Inverleith House 
which you will miss unless you visit the Botanics when there are no leaves on the trees. 

 

Back in the Old Town, not far from the Central 
Library, on the west-facing wall of the 
National Museum of Scotland, is an easily 
missed sundial.  Dated (in Roman numerals) 
2001 and accompanied by the warning 
inscription “Gang warily” this was apparently 
a millennium project.   

 

 
Photo: New College magazine. 

Finally, a plaque was installed in May 2023 at 
the entrance to the New College quad to 
commemorate Mary of Guise whose palace 
stood here (photos left and above).  Mary 
(1515-60) was the mother of Mary Queen of 
Scots and one of the targets of John Knox’s 
The First Blast of the Trumpet Against the 
Monstrous Regiment of Women.  John Knox’s 
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statue stands near the new plaque.  The plaque 
is the work of Scottish sculptor Tim Chalk who 
says of Mary of Guise “She was quite a 
complex person, an astute political operator, 
with a clear vision of the art of ruling and a 
strong sense of personal survival. I’m pleased 
by the juxtaposition of her with Knox because, 
generally, women’s place in history hasn’t 
been recognised. This adds a balance to that.” 

You can’t have missed … 

You might think the picture (right) is of 
something you have missed.  That tower in the 
middle looks something like the spire of the 
Tron Kirk – but not exactly.  And where can 
that spire and the castle be seen together?  The 
buildings on the left look like those on the east 
side of the Castle Wynd steps.  But what about 
the ones on the right?  In fact, the image was 
created by Fiona Cameron, who manages the 
OTA’s social media, using AI.  She comments 
“I’m not a big fan of artificial intelligence – in 
fact, it terrifies me – and I’m no artist.  But I 
rather love this version of a familiar (?) skyline 
I created in seconds (literally), using an AI art 

app”. As the app in question is based in 
Australia, she was impressed by its 
‘knowledge’ of Edinburgh!  So, here’s evidence 
that the camera can lie and that seeing should 
not always be believing. 

 
Image: Fiona Cameron 

All photographs in this newsletter are by Eric Drake and 
Rosemary Mann unless otherwise credited. 

Places to Visit and Things to do 

Below is a list of current exhibitions at museums and galleries in the Old Town and some other things 
to see and do.  We recommend you check websites in case of closures or changes at short notice.  

At the City Art Centre the current exhibition is Past meets Present Shifting Vistas: 250 Years of 
Scottish Landscape, a selection of historic and contemporary artworks drawn from the Centre’s 
permanent collection (to Sun 2 Jun).  This will be joined from Sun 11 May by Adam Bruce Thomson: 
The Quiet Path (until Sun 6 Oct).   Thomson (1885-1976) was Edinburgh born and has been described 
as one of the most quietly impactful artists of his generation.  He worked across a range of media, 
including printmaking, pastels, oils and watercolours. His subject-matter was similarly diverse, 
spanning portraiture, still life, architecture and landscape themes. 

The Museum of Edinburgh displays include Past Meets Present: Recent Acquisitions Revealed, a 
selection of treasures that have joined the collection in the past five years (to Mon 8 Apr). See 
www.edinburghmuseums.org.uk/whats-on for more information on these exhibitions and other 
events at these and the other galleries and museums run by the City Council.  

Exhibitions at the National Museum of Scotland in Chambers Street include Uniquely Scottish 
Silver; Rising Tide, contemporary responses to climate change and plastic waste by Indigenous 
Australian and Pacific Islander artists (to 14 Apr); and Wildlife Photographer of the Year showing 
exceptional images of fascinating animal behaviour, spectacular species and the breath-taking 
diversity of the natural world (to 6 May, charges apply).  The Museum is also hosting a number of 
events during the Edinburgh Science Festival (30 March-14 April), see Edinburgh Science Festival 
2024 (nms.ac.uk) for details. 

The Talbot Rice Gallery see https://www.trg.ed.ac.uk/ for exhibitions. 
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The Dovecot Studios is hosting Andy Warhol: The Textiles, the first exhibition in Scotland 
exclusively dedicated to the commercial textile designs of pop artist and icon Andy Warhol (to 18 
May, charges apply).  

The National Library of Scotland exhibition Encountering Political Texts runs to Sat 20 April. 
Also running until 20 April is Sgeul/Story: Folktales from the Scottish Highlands.  For information 
about lectures and other events at the National Library, see https://www.nls.uk/events/  

The King’s Gallery at the Palace of Holyroodhouse has reopened with Style and Society: Dressing 
the Georgians (until Sun 22 Sep, charges apply) which explores what the Georgians wore, from the 
practical dress of laundry maids to the glittering gowns worn at court. 

St Giles Cathedral (the High Kirk of St Giles) plans to host a variety of events celebrating its 900th 
anniversary.  Details will be posted on the Kirk’s website https://www.stgilescathedral.org.uk/900. 

At the Canongate Kirk the OTA’s Eric Drake will lead a series of themed tours of the kirkyard on 
the first Sunday of each month between May and September, starting at 11.30am from the front of 
the kirk.  Tours are free but donations to kirk funds welcome.  Details will be posted on the kirk 
website Canongate Kirk – Presenting and representing Christ in the heart of Scotland’s Capital. 

OTA Activities 
All our activities over the next few months are in-person only.  A 
selection of past talks is available on the OTA YouTube channel: 
https://www.youtube.com/channel/UC9GOPJ3iS_InOZtuPqJQZrA  

To the World’s End and Beyond. Wednesday 1 May, 2.30 pm.  
A walk led by Fiona Cameron and Eric Drake exploring the 
fascinating stories of the closes of the lower High Street and 
upper Canongate.  Discover tucked-away art works and the sites 
of an audacious robbery, a disastrous explosion and a Burke and 
Hare murder.  Numbers limited.  Members only.  Tickets £7.  

Sculpture in Tweeddale Close 

Museum of Scotland Tour, Wednesday 29 May, 2.30 pm.  The 25th anniversary of the opening of the 
extension to the National Museum in Chambers Street fell on St Andrew’s Day last year.  Join Museum 
Volunteer Guide Ian Hooper, who as the Museum’s Deputy Director was intimately involved in the 
planning of the extension, to learn more about this iconic building.  Meet in the Museum Tower 
entrance.  This event will involve looking at both the interior and exterior of the museum.  Numbers 
limited.  Members only.  Tickets £7. 

St Patrick’s 250th and Summer Party.  Wednesday 19 June 2.30 pm, St Patrick’s Catholic Church, 
Cowgate.  The building which is now St Patrick’s is celebrating its 250th anniversary this year.  It 
was built in 1772-4 as the English Chapel to serve the Episcopal community of Edinburgh.  After the 
building of St Paul’s and St George’s in York Place, the church was used by a Presbyterian 
congregation before being bought by the Roman Catholics in 1856.  Explore the church and find out 
more about its fascinating history.  Followed by drinks and nibbles in the church garden (or the church 
narthex if the weather is unkind).  Guests welcome.  Tickets £10. 

You may apply for tickets on-line (email your requirements to info@eota.org.uk) or by 
post using the ticket form.  Please do not ask for tickets for partners or friends for events 
that are for members only unless they are also members. 

  


