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A Happy New Year to all our readers! As usual, this newsletter contains information
about forthcoming OTA events and suggestions for other things to see and do in and
around the Old Town. But the main focus is on physical changes in the Old Town
environment. And completely unrelated, we record some random acts of kindness to
statues.

Change and Decay...

The hymn Abide with Me includes the line “Change and decay in all around I see”.
Change and decay is indeed an inevitable feature of everything including the built
environment. Edinburgh College of Art Professor and Old Town resident Ed Hollis in
a 2009 book called The Secret Lives of Buildings (now available in paperback from all
good bookshops) advanced the thesis that to survive buildings have to change and adapt.
He illustrated this with thirteen examples ranging from the Parthenon in Athens to
Gloucester Cathedral and Las Vegas. But he could probably have drawn a book’s-
worth of examples from the Old Town. In this newsletter we look at the secret lives of
some Old Town buildings, both in the Hollis sense and in other ways: buildings which
have changed use without necessarily changing form and buildings which are not what
they seem.

Changing Churches

In last year’s January Newsletter we
mentioned two redundant churches which
had yet to find viable new long-term roles:
the Trinity Apse in Chalmers Close and the
Tron Kirk. During 2024 the Trinity Apse
became still more beleaguered and isolated
with building work restricting Chalmers
Close for much of the year, buddleia
continuing to colonise the Apse itself, and
no sign of a role emerging for the building.
The Tron Kirk has found a temporary role as
the home of a craft market. That continued
to thrive in 2024, even during a period when
the building was swathed in scaffolding.
This went up because a statutory safety
inspection identified potentially dangerous
masonry between the tower and the spire.
Dealing with this involved some spectacular
abseiling down the tower by rope access : Iz SRS Al
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Other redundant churches in the Old Town
have been successfully converted to new uses.
The Holyrood Free Church in Horse Wynd and
the adjoining school building were in 2002
converted by Ben Tindall to form the Queen’s
(now King’s) Gallery: a prominent and
welcome addition to the Old Town streetscape.

Another successful church conversion by Ben
Tindall is at the other end of the Royal Mile:
what is now the Hub headquarters of the
Edinburgh International Festival, originally
the Tollbooth kirk, designed by James
Gillespie Graham and A W N Pugin. The
Hub’s bold interior colour scheme was
described by one commentator as “Pugin on acid”.

A less prominent but in its way equally
successful conversion is that of the Canongate
United Presbyterian Church on the corner of
Cranston Street. For some time this functioned
as a language school but that failed to re-
emerge after Covid-enforced closure. Now,
after further work, the building functions as a
base for the Crisis homelessness charity.

Other churches in the Old Town continue to
function as churches but generally with
adaptations to accommodate changing
fashions and practices. Unsurprisingly, the
oldest church, the High Kirk of St Giles,
currently celebrating what is probably the
900th anniversary of its foundation, has seen
the most changes. In 1581 internal walls were
installed dividing it into three churches. These
walls came down in 1633 but went up again in
1639 and were only finally cleared away in
1882. William Burns undertook a radical
“restoration” of the exterior in the 1820s and
’30s altering or destroying everything except
the 15th century tower and distinctive crown
spire. The interior has seen many changes and
Robert Lorimer’s jewel like Thistle Chapel
was added in 1909-11.

The Old Town’s two 17th century churches
have seen internal changes. Greyfriars Kirk
was turned into a barracks during Oliver
Cromwell’s occupation of Edinburgh; was
subsequently altered and divided into two
churches and only returned to being a single
church in the 1930s. The Canongate Kirk has
seen at least three internal arrangements and
for a long period prior to the 1950s one of its
most notable features, the apse at the north end,
was blocked off from the body of the kirk.
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Public Buildings and Hotels

Secular buildings in the Old Town have also
seen changes and adaptations. The building
between the west side of Parliament Square
and George IV Bridge was built at the start of
the 20th century (in a style which the Buildings
of Edinburgh dismisses as “flabby Palladian™)
as the Midlothian County Council Building. It
was later rebranded as the Lothian Region
Chambers, for a while housed the local
Registry Office, and is now the home of the
French Institute. An earlier base for the
Registry Office was India Buildings in
Victoria Street which has now been
incorporated into the Virgin Hotel.

Another Old Town hotel, the Leonardo Royal
in Jeffrey Street, started life in 1963 as
Government Offices, to quote the Buildings of
Edinburgh again, “a lumpy arrangement of
concrete-aggregate panels”. An early edition
of this newsletter described it as the second
ugliest building in the Old Town. A glass and
marble entrance front has been grafted onto
this at ground floor level but the two elements
do not sit easily together.

A third Old Town hotel, the Radisson Blu in
the lower High Street, with its random stone
walls and turrets is surely taken by many
visitors as a genuine bit of olde Scotch
architecture. But the datestone is a clue that
not all is as it seems.

Another building which seems to confuse
visitors is outside the Old Town but clearly
visible from it. This is the Governor’s
residence on Calton Hill, a circular, turreted
building dating from 1815-17 and originally
housing the governor of the prison on the site



where St Andrew’s House now stands.
Tourists can often be seen at the High
Street/Canongate junction looking across at
this vaguely castle-like building and obviously
thinking it is the Castle.

A Prominent Former School

Further along Calton Hill the Old Royal High
School is also clearly visible from the Old
Town, particularly from the Canongate
Kirkyard and Jeffrey Street. The long and often
dispiriting saga of attempts to find a viable
long-term role for this splendid neo-classical
building does not need to be rehearsed here.
But it does now look as though things may be
moving towards a satisfactory resolution. In
July 2024 approval was given for the building
to become a National Centre for Music with
auditoriums and rehearsal spaces for
orchestras, choirs and bands.

It is intended that a public garden and café will
also form part of the site’s regeneration.
Images of how the gardens might look were
released in October, showing what would be
the first new major city centre public garden
since Princes Street Gardens opened more than
200 years ago in 1820. The intention is that the

gardens will be open to the public every day,
free to access, and hosting regular
performances and events — particularly during
the city’s summer festivals season. This is
certainly a space to watch.

And a New Watering Hole

A new vantage point to watch developments
on Calton Hill has been created with the
opening of Edinburgh Gin’s new premises on
the corner of East Market Street and Cranston
Street. These take in the most easterly of the
arched storage spaces under Jeffrey Street (a
good bit of repurposing) and a gin still forms a
prominent feature. And there is also a roof
terrace at the level of Jeffrey Street giving a
fine view across the valley to Calton Hill.

Photo: Royal High School Preservation Trust
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Change and Continuity on the Cowgate

Moving back into the heart of the Old Town,
the Cowgate has seen more than its share of
changes over the years moving from being a
prime residential area (home to Cardinal
Beaton in the 16th century and the Adam
family of architects in the 18th) to being the
worst of the city’s slums in the 19th century
and finding a new role of sorts in the late 20th
century and early 21st as a busy through route
and a centre of nightlife. Through all of these
changes a few historic buildings have
survived. Near the east end of the street is
St Patrick’s Catholic Church which, as those
who attended the 2024 OTA summer party
there learned, has a fascinating history. It
began life in 1774 as a qualified Episcopal
chapel: that is one served by clergy prepared to
take the Oath of Allegiance to George III. It
was often referred to as the English chapel.

Image: SCRAN

In 1818 the building was taken over by a
United Presbyterian congregation and in 1856
it was bought by the Catholics and took its
present name at a time when increasing
numbers of poor Irish immigrants were
moving into this part of the Old Town.
St Patrick’s church can lay claim to being the
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nursery of Hibernian Football Club, which,
like Celtic FC in Glasgow, has its roots in
efforts by 19th century priests to find a healthy
way of keeping Catholic lads off the streets.

A little further west is St Cecilia’s Hall, the
oldest purpose-built concert hall in Scotland,
dating from 1763. Reopened in 2017 after
extensive restoration it continues to fulfil its
original role. The building also houses the
University of Edinburgh’s very fine collection
of early keyboard instruments which deserves
to be better known than it is. The building is
open Tuesday to Saturday 10.00-17.00 and
admission is free.

Photo: Page Park

Moving westwards again and across the
Cowgate, Tailors Hall was built in 1621 by the
Guild of Tailors and is reputedly where the
National Covenant was drafted in 1638. It was
raised to three stories in 1757, converted into a
brewery (Campbell, Hope & King) and
operated as such until 1970. Part of the
complex was demolished in the 1940s despite
the efforts of the architect Robert Hurd and
others to save it. The surviving buildings were
renovated and developed as a hotel in 1998.

s
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The site is also home to the Three Sisters
mega-pub. Not to everyone’s taste perhaps but
at least it keeps a historic site and building in
use.

West again and on the same side as Tailors
Hall is the Magdalen Chapel. This was built
around 1541 by Elizabeth Rynd, widow of
Edinburgh burgess Michael Macquhane. It
soon passed into the ownership of the
Incorporation of Hammermen and had a small
hospital attached to it.

Photos: Canmore

It has the earliest surviving in situ stained glass
windows in Scotland, showing the arms of the
monarch, Mary of Guise, and the donors.
The building has been described as “an
architectural time capsule witness to the most
significant events in Edinburgh’s history for
almost 500 years” but it is little known or
visited. On 8 November 2024 the Scottish
Historic Buildings Trust in collaboration with
the Scottish Reformation Society (which has
owned the Chapel since 1857) and the

Incorporation of the Hammermen hosted an

academic conference (attended by an OTA
representative) to stimulate discussion on the
Chapel, its past present and future. This
conference brought together experts to discuss
the history of the Chapel, and how its profile
might be raised with locals, visitors and
experts alike. It would be good to see this
happen, ideally as part of a wider opening up
of the Cowgate to daytime visitors which
would become feasible if mooted traffic
restrictions are implemented.

Tourism-driven Changes

Of course, in recent years a key driver of
change (and some would argue decay) in the
Old Town has been tourism. This is a subject
we have covered in previous newsletters and
will undoubtedly continue to do in 2025 with
City councillors shortly due to be asked to
approve a levy on visitors for implementation
in 2026 and with continuing questions about
how effectively controls on short-term lets will
be enforced.

Here it is worth mentioning that on 30 October
2024 the Cockburn Association (with support
from Heriot Watt University) held a
conference (attended by OTA representatives)
with the title Responsible Tourism: Solutions
for Edinburgh’s Future. Advance publicity for
the conference made the point that “Tourism is
both a significant part of Edinburgh’s economy
while also being a contributing factor to
issues like the housing crisis. The proper
management of tourism is therefore vital and
needs to consider the wellbeing of residents,
stakeholders, and tourists alike. Tensions
resulting from overtourism are high across
Europe, and it is therefore more important
than ever that Edinburgh anticipates the need
to identify and implement responsible,
sustainable strategies for managing its tourism
industry.” In the event (and unsurprisingly)
none of the speakers were able to offer
“Solutions for Edinburgh’s Future”. But there
was much food for thought and themes
touched on at the conference are likely to
feature in future newsletters.



And finally...

...nothing to do with buildings, but a pleasing
bit of whimsy with a powerful message. In
what, at the time of writing, has been this
winter’s only extended cold snap (in
November) the toga-clad statue of David
Hume was kitted out with a knitted red scarf.

The statues of Adam Smith and James
Braidwood got similar scarfs while Robert
Fergusson (below left) also sported a natty
matching hat.

This initiative, led by the North Sea Knitters,
was a peaceful yet powerful way to raise
awareness about the urgent need to reduce
fossil fuel dependency and mitigate our carbon
footprint.

And just outside the Old Town a very
ambitious knitter produced scarves and hats for
Martha and George: the giraffes sculpted from
scrap metal outside the Omni Centre. This was
part of a festive fundraising mission by the
Omni for Children's Hospices Across Scotland
(CHAS).

May these messages of warmth and caring
sustain us all in 2025.

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. We recommend you
check websites in case of closures at short notice.

The Turner in Edinburgh at the National Gallery of Scotland on the Mound is particularly
worthwhile this year as it includes over 30 watercolours by JMW Turner which were bequeathed by
Henry Vaughan to the National Gallery of Ireland. Included is a stunning watercolour of Edinburgh
depicted in appropriately wintery weather (to 31 Jan). The other current exhibition is Diirer to Van
Dyck — Drawings from Chatsworth House (to 23 Feb).

For the Edinburgh 900 programme of events, talks, tours and tales arranged for the celebration of
the founding of Edinburgh in 1124 see https://edinburgh.org/900/event/

At the City Art Centre the current exhibitions are Pop Life featuring works by Scottish and
international artists which explore the enduring allure of the human form as a reflection of identity
and societal norms (to 9 Mar); Through Line of contemporary art and craft practice in Scotland
featuring work by David Connearn, lan Hamilton Finlay, Andrew Lamb, Charles Poulsen, Frances
Priest, Lara Scobie, Susan Mowatt, Rhona Taylor, and Michael Walton (to 2 Mar); and Inked Up:
Printmaking in Scotland (to 1 Jun).

The Writers’ Museum of Edinburgh is showing Disrupting the Narrative in which four Edinburgh
writers of colour explore the city’s pivotal role in transatlantic slavery and colonialism (to 23 Aug).

The Museum of Edinburgh displays include Tape Letters on the recording and sending messages
on cassette tape used by Pakistanis who migrated and settled in the UK between 1960-1980 (to 23
Feb), and The Craft of Couture, a display exploring the work of fashion designer Victor Edelstein
(to 1 Jun).

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.

The principal exhibition at the National Museum of Scotland in Chambers Street is Injecting Hope:
The Race for a COVID-19 Vaccine (25 Jan to 27 Apr). See https://www.nms.ac.uk/whats-on for
other displays and events.

The Talbot Rice Gallery see https://www.trg.ed.ac.uk/ for information about current exhibitions of
works by Gabrielle Goliath and Guadalupe Maravilla.

Stitched, embroideries from the National Trust for Scotland at The Dovecot Studios runs to 18 Jan
and will be followed by The Scottish Colourists (7 Feb to 28 Jun) (charges apply).

The National Library of Scotland exhibition is Renaissance: Scotland and Europe 1480 to 1630
(to 1 Apr) See OTA activities for information about a private view. For information about lectures
and other events at the National Library, see https://www.nls.uk/events/

The next exhibition at The King’s Gallery at the Palace of Holyroodhouse is Royal Portraits: A
Century of Photography (from 28 Feb).

Lectures of the Old Edinburgh Club (oldedinburghclub.org.uk) are:
15 Jan, Roger Emmerson: ‘Stonily grey and strange of aspect: Edinburgh’
19 Feb, Brianna Robertson-Kirkland: ‘Eighteenth century music in Edinburgh’
19 Mar, Roger Jeffirey: ‘Second generation women doctors’

All at 7:00 pm at the Augustine United Church, 41 George IV Bridge, and online.

Lectures of the Society of Antiquaries of Scotland (www.socantscot.org) are:
9 Jan, Dr Kenny Brophy: The archaeology of the 1988 Glasgow Garden Festival
13 Feb, Ian Ralston: Hillforts: a perspective from the Pentland Firth to the western Mediterranean
13 Mar, Gordon Noble: Ethnogenesis and Kingship AD300-900
All at 6:00 pm at the Augustine United Church, 41 George IV Bridge, and online.



OTA Activities

Our activities over the next few months are listed below. A selection of past talks is on the OTA
YouTube channel: https://www.youtube.com/channel/UC9GOPJ3iS InOZtuPqJQZrA

Edinburgh, Our Storied Town, Tuesday 28 January, 2.30 pm, The Crannie, Cranston Street.
Edinburgh is 900 years old and in 2004 was designated the world’s first UNESCO City of Literature.
To mark these events Donald Smith, Director of the Scottish Storytelling Centre introduces his new
book Edinburgh: Our Storied Town. Talk in person or online. Tickets £7, guests welcome.

Talk on Panmure House, Thursday 27 February,
2.30 pm, Panmure House. This late 17th century
house was occupied by Adam Smith, author of The
Wealth of Nations and The Theory of Moral
Sentiments, from 1778 until his death in 1790. After
falling into decay, the house was rescued in 2008 by
Edinburgh Business School and Heriot-Watt Bl : |
University to create a centre for social and economic — : m—
debate and research to continue the legacy of Smith ' ) :
and the Scottish Enlightenment.  During the il il t | N
restoration, archaeological investigations were e s —
carried out by Addyman Archaeology. Tom
Addyman will give us a history of the building and
its restoration. Panmure House has limited capacity, so book early to secure your place at this
exclusive in-person event (live streaming is not feasible). Tickets £7, guests welcome.
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; 1 Private View of Renaissance Exhibition, National Library of

Lf_"{f"‘ﬁ“‘""; o f“s“" - Scotland, Wednesday, 5 March, 2.00 pm. Enjoy a private view of the
Ll UWL%"‘ current exhibition: Renaissance: Scotland and Europe 1480 to 1630
":« W i ma d““l* | with rare books curator Dr Anette Hagan. The exhibition, featuring
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... | [treasures from the collection, shows how Scotland during the
- fh‘?‘lﬁ“ﬁ:ﬁfﬁﬁfiW‘ie“ Renaissance was connected, learned, outward-looking, inventive and
I il influential on the Continent. Tickets £7, members only.
TJ l".‘lT“IJ-' l\ﬁ‘l’i{*.r‘f Detail of the Carver Choirbook. Photo: National Library of Scotland

Annual General Meeting, Tuesday 25 March, 2.00 pm, The Crannie, Cranston Street. Join fellow
members to hear the reports of the last year, elect your committee for the coming year and raise any
issues or concerns. The formal business will follow a talk by Rosie Ellison of Film Edinburgh. Guests
welcome. Free, but please book so we know how many will be coming.

Call for Nominations. The Committee of the Old Town Association meets monthly and is businesslike
and friendly. One can get a good idea of the wide range of topics covered if you are a regular reader
of the Newsletter. We can always do with new committee members; if you are interested in all aspects
of life and work in the Old Town, please get in touch with us on info@eota.org.uk or by post. Contact
us also if you would like an advance copy of the annual accounts (available on our website) or a copy
of the Associations constitution (also on our website).

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