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The eye of the storm? ‐ The challenges of the past, present 

and future in a World Heritage City 

 

At a recent round-table discussion regarding the Edinburgh UNESCO 

World Heritage Site, a well-established architect in Edinburgh posed 

the question to a number of conservation professionals of “How can 

we design a building within an historic area so that we do not come 

under scrutiny or debate?” 

The question, which had initially struck me as innocuous, on further 

clarification became rather peculiar. The architect (someone that 

has been involved in a number of developments throughout the 

WHS) explained that he asked this question with regards to a 

building’s aesthetics – as this to him, was the key to having his 

structure accepted by conservation professionals and planners as an 

appropriate development for the World Heritage Site.  

Up to this point, I had been well aware of the conflict over scale, 

materials and design that often occur from new developments or re-

developments within historic sites - particularly as they often tend 

to make good local newspaper stories. However, although I am in 

no doubt that the aesthetics in architecture is an important and vital 

component of design, I am very surprised that this is still 

considered to be the central issue that stands between developers 

and those wishing to protect the historic environment.  

Most development in historic cities occurs when an historic site – 

and by this I mean an area or building - looses its original function. 

However, how we adapt these sites that have became redundant in 

use for modern society, often requires more than a debate over roof 

heights, materials used and whether or not we retain an original 

façade. Yet, these noisy and often stormy debates regarding these 
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physical tangible elements often drown out the much more 

important argument that the protection of a city of the past is not at 

odds with the prosperity of a city of the future.   

In Ruth Eaton’s book entitled Ideal Cities: Utopianism and the 

(Un)Built Environment, the author states that “the physical form of 

a city can both reflect and condition the workings of a society and 

the behaviour of its citizens” 1.  With this statement in mind, I would 

like to consider that the current concerns within the heritage 

community are, in fact a much larger sociological issue and one that 

has been at the heart of the conservation movement in Edinburgh 

for at least the last 150 years. By using a case study within 

Edinburgh’s World Heritage Site, whose future is currently under 

debate, I would like to take you through some past and present 

examples of development within Edinburgh in order to discuss what 

are the important lessons that can be learned for the management 

of Edinburgh’s historic sites in the future and perhaps even the 

future of historic cities as a whole.  

The burgh of Edin - as Edinburgh’s name derives – originated from 

a 12th century settlement on the stronghold of ‘Castle Rock’. This 

rock, which has a ridge or ‘tail’ that slopes downwards from west to 

east, was an active volcano some 300 million years ago.  The 

resulting undulating landscape that can be seen today is from 

glacier movement of the last ice age and is still respected as a vital 

characteristic of the Edinburgh landscape.  

The settlement that resulted on this tail was made into a royal 

burgh by King David I in 1125 - However, archaeological 

investigations within Edinburgh Castle during the early 80s suggest 

that the Castle Rock was fortified from the bronze age and is 

                                                        
1 Ruth Eaton, Ideal Cities: Utopianism and the (Un)Built Environment (Thames & 
Hudson, 2002), 11. 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“arguably the longest continuously occupied site in Scotland.”2 

Subsequently, the burgh of Edin and the burgh of Canongate - 

which was a separate royal burgh that developed at the bottom of 

the ‘tail’ - were limited in their development by the restricting 

topography of the site. Once development could no longer develop 

down the ‘tail’- or royal mile as it is known today - as marshy lochs 

to the north and south confined the burghs within the spiny ridge - 

the only option was to continue to crowd housing in and commence 

to develop upwards. This created the narrow closes and wynds that 

are characteristic of the Old Town today.  

 

Edinburgh in the 18th century was the hub of what was termed as 

the Scottish enlightenment. During this period, the city boasted 

residents such as David Hume, Adam Smith and John Playfair and 

became the centre for European philosophical and social theology. 

Thomas Jefferson for example, writing from Paris in 1789 expressed 

the view, that, where science was concerned – and by science he 

included all branches of speculative and experimental philosophy- 

that he considered that  

 

“no place in the world can pretend to a competition with 

Edinburgh”3. 

  

By the middle of this century, Edinburgh had become the winter 

quarter of the wealthier Scots landowners, who mingled there with 

philosophers and scientists, men of law and ministers of religion. 

However, also residing here were the lower ends of Edinburgh 

society – the shopkeepers, shoemakers and beggars- the 

arrangement of these tall blocks of houses, sometimes running up 
                                                        
2 Edinburgh World Heritage., The Old and New Towns of Edinburgh World 
Heritage Site : Management Plan : July 2005 (Edinburgh: Edinburgh World 
Heritage, 2005). 
3 Douglas Young, Edinburgh in the Age of Reason : A Commemoration (Edinburgh: 
Edinburgh U.P., 1967), 10. 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to 16 storeys in height, resulted in baronets and dowager 

countesses living cheek by jowl with these lower ranks. This setup, 

along with the removal of the Royal Court from the Canongate from 

the Union of the Scottish and English Crowns in 1707, caused a 

large proportion of the upper classes to begin to look to London for 

accommodation more befitting and appropriating polite society.   

 

It was at this point that the city realised that something had to be 

done and the result of this was the first New Town development 

designed by James Craig in the late 1760s. The site, developed in a 

neo-classical architectural style sat to the north of the old city, on 

the far side of the Nor’ Loch - which was to be accessed by a 

number of new grand entrances consisting of viaducts over the old 

town. The second and third phases of development started before 

the original New Town was completed in the early 19th century. 

These were less criticised for their architectural design than the first 

New Town, as by then the possibilities of ambitious city 

development despite steep topography encouraged estates to the 

west and east of the first New Town to be developed with more 

gracious semi-circular streets, in the style of Bath or Regency 

London.  

 

These two contrasting areas of the Old Town and the New Town, 

the first dominated by its medieval fortress, the other, whose 

development from the eighteenth century onwards had a far-

reaching influence on European urban planning is what UNESCO 

states “gives [Edinburgh] its unique character and outstanding 

universal value”4 and what today defines the extents of the 

Edinburgh World Heritage Site.  

 

An area of The Site that I would like to discuss in further depth with 

you this morning is a small protrusion of volcanic rock known as 

                                                        
4 http://whc.unesco.org/en/list/728 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Calton Hill. This hill is situated at the eastern end of the World 

Heritage Site in between the Old and the New Towns and is a well-

known vantage point, giving views of the surrounding cityscape and 

countryside that stretch for 30 miles or more. In fact, it was these 

very views that gave Irish artist Robert Barker the idea to develop 

the Panorama, and the view that was subsequently shown to 

introduce this concept in his exhibition of 1785 in London.  

As the city has grown and transformed into what it is today, Calton 

Hill, with its prime viewing position has been a silent sentinel to the 

development of Edinburgh.  Over the last 1000 years, the Hill has 

witnessed numerous successes and failures in development, many 

of which can be found right in the shadow of the Hill site itself.  

Yet Calton Hill is not just a vantage point. Inspired by the 

landscapes found in the work of Joseph Gandy and Nicholas 

Poussin, it was developed during the expansion of the Third New 

Town and is today considered as a significant example of a 19th 

century designed landscape within an urban environment.  In 

addition, it is also home to a number of structures and nationally 

important edifices developed during the late 18th and early 19th 

century, including an panoptic Bridewell by Robert Adam (now 

mostly demolished), a monument to Lord Nelson, an Observatory 

complex by James Craig, Robert Adam and William Henry Playfair, 

the Royal High School by Thomas Hamilton, the (never finished) 

National Monument by William Henry Playfair, and a number of 

other monuments dedicated to the great and the good of the 

Scottish Enlightenment, such as John Playfair, David Hume, and 

Robert Burns.  

 

To this day, this area has remained by-and-large as it was designed 

200 years ago, despite being situated centrally within the bustling 

mercurial environment of a growing city.  However, although it 

remains an iconic and infamous part of both the City and the 
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Scotland as a nation, it is currently an under-used and under-valued 

resource, with many of the structures and much of the site being 

out of use for a number of decades. As a result of this, many of the 

monuments are now in advanced states of decay due to vandalism, 

neglect and the ravages of climate change. 

 

The Old Observatory, for example, houses one of the earliest 

telescopes known to still be in its original situation. However, the 

isolated nature of the structure on the Hill has caused the lead from 

the roof to be looted a number of times in the last year. This has 

caused irreparable weather damage to the structure and the 

telescopic equipment found inside the building - so much so, that 

the council are now in talks to remove the equipment from its 

original context altogether and place it in a museum.  

Observatory House, adjacent to the Old Observatory is another 

example of the increasing problem found on the site. This structure 

has recently undergone a one and a half million pound repair 

programme, yet before the work has even reached completion, the 

stonework and glazing has been vandalised.  

Currently, the City of Edinburgh Council and the Edinburgh World 

Heritage Trust are funding a number of essential repair projects. 

However, the roots of the area’s problems go much deeper than 

crumbling masonry or shattered windowpanes. For example, one of 

the Hill’s main problems is its reputation as an area of ill repute – 

and one not to be ventured to on ones own after dark. Yet, this 

murky reputation is engrained in the history of the Hill, despite its 

development in the 19th century, the area has always been a part of 

the city where the undesirables of society would frequent and where 

polite law-abiding citizens would avoid. 

In fact, even after the gentrification of the Hill during the 19th 

century, these characters were still a common occurrence. Robert 
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Mudie, in his 1825 book on  ‘A Modern Athens’ for described Calton 

Hill in a not so admirable light;  

 “Though they have placed upon the top of it [Calton Hill] a 

monument to Lord Nelson, …..an astronomical observatory…. And 

are to build “the national monument;” (sic) yet they have……left the 

summit of the hill in all its native bleakness and allowed it to be 

infested by such lazy blackguards and barefooted washerwomen, as 

to be unsafe for respectable females even at mid-day.”5 

So how should we approach this problem? It is obvious that if we 

are to ensure a future continuity of care and maintenance for the 

fabric of the structures found on the Hill, we need to remove the 

activities that are deemed harmful to them. But to remove these 

activities is to ultimately deny the existence of an intangible 

essence of the Hill. The City Council and many local residents’ 

groups would be happy with this solution, as the removal of this 

ignominious reputation would achieve a level of safety that would 

encourage greater use of the site by both Edinburgh residents and 

tourists to the City. This could allow the area to be turned into an 

educational site that has some of the best examples of the Scottish 

Enlightenment all within a few minutes walk of each other. On top 

of this, the structures could be re-developed as exhibition centres, a 

gallery or possibly a shop and tea-rooms, which would benefit both 

the economy of the city and the tourist industry, as well as the 

monuments themselves.  A truly noble cause and an easy solution - 

perhaps.  But is this actually appropriate for the character of this 

site, and could this potentially be detrimental to the area’s overall 

cultural significance?  

To consider this further, we do not have to venture far from Calton 

Hill to find examples of development for the greater good. The 
                                                        
5 Robert Mudie, The Modern Athens : A Dissection and Demonstration of Men and 
Things in the Scotch Capital, The second edition. ed. (London: Printed for Knight 
and Lacey, 1825). 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construction of the Railway through the bottom of the Waverley 

Valley in the mid 19th century was conceived as the way forward for 

industry and progress.  The Lord Provost of the time considered 

that ‘providence had plainly designed the valley of Princes Street 

Gardens for a railway.’”6 Yet, just over half a century later this 

same development was condemned by Patrick Geddes as being 

“half ruinous to the city of Edinburgh” 7 as it not only bisected the 

city in two, it also resulted in the loss of Edinburgh’s remaining 

medieval gothic structures.  

 

The Abercrombie Plan of 1948, is another example of a 

development that was instigated, amongst other reasons, for the 

noblest of causes - the mass removal of Edinburgh’s Old Town 

slums. This resulted in the demolition of a large number of 

tenements within the Old Town and the displacement of 

communities to a number of high-rise blocks and housing schemes 

on the peripheries of the City. However, this attempt to tackle 

poverty through the removal of low-standards of housing within the 

city centre has never been realised, but rather has just re-

distributed ongoing social problems to what are now perceived to be 

21st century slums on the outskirts of Edinburgh. In addition, the 

removal of these communities has affected the local economies of 

small businesses in these central areas, as there are no longer the 

residents to sustain local shops. Subsequently, most of these 

shopping areas now cater for the tourist market selling tartan hats 

and fake bagpipes, which has removed much of the heart of what 

has been a residential area for hundreds of years.  

 

And what about the city as it is considered today? Since the 

designation of the Edinburgh World Heritage Site, management 

                                                        
6 Geddes, "The Civic Survey of Edinburgh / with Illustrations by F.C.Mears 
(Architect)", 558.  
7 Ibid. 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from National and Local Government and advice from advisory 

bodies, such as the World Heritage Trust have strove to  

 

“Champion and represent the World Heritage Site, through 

protection and enhancement of the universal values of the site, 

along with the requirements of and needs of contemporary living 

within a modern and growing city.”  

 

An august prospect and an impressive stance, but despite this, 

Edinburgh has faced its most challenging decade to date, as its 

desirability as tourist venue, both for its historic qualities and as 

one of the world’s leading culture venues, has encouraged 

commercial businesses, hoteliers and property developers to build 

at an exponential rate.   

These developments have so far mainly consisted of the removal of 

residential areas and public amenities in favour of high end 

shopping and half a million pound apartments. This is despite  - as I 

have previously shown in my example of 1948 - the need for a re-

establishment of larger communities in central areas – such as 

through affordable family housing – in order to protect the 

intangible residential qualities of the Old Town that are a vital 

characteristic to the city centre.  

The rate and type of development found in these areas has now 

reached such a level that ICOMOS and UNESCO are concerned for 

the integrity of the values of the WHS and recently sent a fact-

finding mission to Edinburgh to enquire about this in more detail. 

The results of this are yet to be made public, but the gravity of this 

mission is not understated, as this is considered as the first stage in 

a site losing its World Heritage status.    

It appears then, that despite numerous piles of legislation, detailed 

planning processes and well over a hundred years of the 
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development of conservation as a discipline, we are still no closer to 

agreeing on how we can protect an historic site that is essentially 

an evolving process. Lord Henry Cockburn – an eminent Edinburgh 

campaigner wrote in his letter of 1849 to the Lord Provost ‘on the 

ways of spoiling the beauty of Edinburgh’ that, problems in the city 

“ha[ve] always arisen…From unfortunate incompatibilities between 

private and public interests”8. Well, we can hardly place Edinburgh 

under a glass dome with a KEEP OFF sign, but neither can we allow 

the essential spirit and character of a place to be demolished in the 

name of progress.  

 

A recent article on the Prospect Magazine website further raises this 

issue. It was published in response to a very public debate held by 

two leading Edinburgh architects through a national newspaper. 

This debate was with regards to current development proposals 

within the World Heritage Site - Both architects involved in the 

debate have worked in, and developed substantially throughout 

Edinburgh, both to critical acclaim, yet neither could agree on 

whether the proposed developments would be beneficial or 

detrimental to the city. The article pointed out that this debate 

highlighted a “need for a proper civic vision [in Edinburgh] that 

transcends the development imperatives of specific interest groups 

whichever sector they happen to come from.”9  

 
So back our Hill – How does all of this help us decide what to do 

with this site?  

 

Visual clarity for where current development and conservation 

would take the city in the future appears to be an important 

consideration, both from dealing with the repercussions of large-
                                                        
8 Ibid. 
9 
http://www.architecturescotland.co.uk/news/1361/Wilson's_Weekly_Wrap:_Th
inking_out_of_the_box,_or_just_out_of_the_box?_Realpolitik_in_Charlotte_Square_
&_Another_cunning_plan.htm 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scale demolition in the mid 20th century and from the developments 

currently proposed for the historic city today. But as Sir Patrick 

Geddes argued in 1911 that development in the city 

 

“is no matter of mere street making, or house building, however 

respectably improved upon conditions present or past. It is City 

Design; and this not only of material process, but of idealistic 

progress.”10  

 

It appears that we have still managed to affect some of the biggest 

problems in Edinburgh despite being aware of this need for 

intelligibility of design nearly 100 years ago!  

 

To paraphrase Socrates, it appears as though  ‘all that we do know 

is that we know nothing’- a rather grim and depressing statement - 

but then again, perhaps this is not wholly the case. Earlier on in this 

talk I highlighted Ruth Eaton’s statement that  

 

“the physical form of a city can both reflect and condition the 

workings of a society and the behaviour of its citizens” 11 

 

If we accept this as truth, then surely we must also accept that the 

redevelopment of historic areas lies deeper than just the aesthetic 

issues of a sites development, so perhaps that is where we should 

begin with our considerations for the future of Calton Hill. 

 

Currently, the CEC and the EWHT are in the process of preparing a 

management plan for the Hill and research is being carried out to 

further understand the true cultural significance of the Hill’s history- 

both of which, it is hoped will aid in the implementation of any 

future management or development decisions.  But perhaps it is not 
                                                        
10 Ibid., 573. 
11 Ruth Eaton, Ideal Cities: Utopianism and the (Un)Built Environment (Thames & 
Hudson, 2002), 11. 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we as conservationists that need to decide what should be done 

with Calton Hill at all.  Rather, our role for this site should 

concentrate on caretaking, interpretation and the protection of not 

only the values of the historic fabric, but also the values of the 

community that use it. This may not be the ideal solution, but there 

are currently no others suggested that would respect the intangible 

characteristics of the site that I have previously mentioned. 

  

To conclude then, it appears that the biggest lesson we can learn 

from the past in Edinburgh is what not to do with the past of 

Edinburgh. Any necessary intervention that is truly required, 

whether it be for the benefit of the structure, site, or wider 

community should be small and incremental to minimize the impact 

on the sensitive dynamics of the tangible and intangible 

characteristics of our environment - a concept introduced and 

pioneered by Patrick Geddes at the beginning of the 20th century, 

yet one that is often forgotten in current times and in the drive for 

economic progress. 

 

Wise words from a wise man and one who seems to have a knack of 

standing the test of time with his insights on the conservation of the 

City of Edinburgh. Perhaps then, in light of this, and in light of what 

I have discussed this morning, it is only fitting that I should leave 

you with Geddes’ comments on Calton Hill to come to your own 

conclusions. 

 

“This Calton Hill, with its strange medley of monuments, is thus a 

vast museum of the battles of the styles, and permanent evidence 

how the town planners of one generation cannot safely count upon 

the countenance of those of the next. This is not an argument 

against Town Planning; but it brings out clearly the proposition that 

we shall do best by supplying the needs and expressing the ideas of 
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our opening generation, without too great expectation of an 

agreement from the next one, much less attempt to dominate it.”12 

 

 

                                                        
12 Geddes, "The Civic Survey of Edinburgh / with Illustrations by F.C.Mears 
(Architect)", 557‐58. 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