
What's the use? Fighting an "uphill" battle within a World Heritage Site

From the Renaissance to the present day, the classical era of Ancient Rome and its Empire has

often been celebrated for the high quality of its surviving structural remains. This is not only due

to how it facilitates our understanding of this early past society, but also as the existence of these

remains today allows modern scholars and artists to analyse the design, engineering techniques

and perspectives of the Roman world over a millennium after the demise of the Empire.

In addition to the structural remains found all over Europe, North Africa and the Middle East,

there also remains a vital literary text that provides information on the influences, mastery and

craftsmanship of this period and how this was applied to construction in the early first

millennium.

This text, created in the mid twenties BC, is the only major work on architecture to have

survived from classical antiquity. Entitled De Architectura, it provided information on the

development of Roman structures, their construction, purpose and design and was presented to

the new Roman Emperor Augustus Caesar by one of his military architects, Marcus Vitruvius

Pollio.

Vitruvius' book, which is translated into English as the “Ten books on Architecture” in time

became the text to which - at least until the eighteenth century- all other architectural texts

referred to.



De Architectura discusses in detail every aspect of architecture in the Roman world, from town

planning, to temples, to water supplies and aqueducts and gives detailed accounts on all aspects

of civil engineering projects being carried out in the Roman world. Throughout the book, the

approach to specific types of structure and engineering problems are addressed within individual

chapters, but in the fourth chapter of the first book, three characteristics are described that are

considered to be the basic definition of all structures in the classical world. These are: Firmitas,

which can be translated as firmness or strength; Venustas – delight or beauty; and Utilitas -

which can be translated, according to the Oxford Latin Dictionary as commodity or function, but

has also previously been interpreted as 'use.'

Disregarding the nuances of the Latin to English translation of these words, on closer inspection

of the more detailed descriptions given in De Architectura of these characteristics it becomes

apparent that these traits need not only apply to classical architecture, but could also be applied

to the architecture of modern society.

For example, Vitruvius details strength as “…from carrying down the foundations to a good

solid bottom and from making a proper choice of materials without parsimony.“ He also denotes

beauty as being “...produced by the pleasing appearance and good taste of the whole….” and

function he describes this as “A judicious distribution of the parts, so that the purpose be truly

answered, and that each have its proper situation."1

On reading these descriptions, it becomes apparent that these characteristics should be prevalent

attributes in all good architectural design and urban planning today, regardless of any allusion in
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the design to classical form or not. However, it also appears to be true that these three

characteristics rely on the other two to ensure successful architectural design. This last statement

in particular is nevermore true than when these are considered within the context of historic

structures in our modern urban environment.

Over the last 100 years, the contribution that the conservation and retention of historic buildings

can provide within our towns and cities has been given attention (in some quarters grudgingly),

not only for their aesthetic and economic value, but also for their important role as tangible

records of past societies. From this, detailed discourse has provoked thought on not only how we

should conserve historic urban areas but also what elements should be protected and retained for

future generations.

The Vitruvian qualities of Frimitas, Venustas and Utilitas could therefore be considered as a

good starting point to assist in the protection and retention of historic structures, as to ensure that

their strength, beauty and use stays intact should in theory protect the cultural significance and

values of historic buildings.

However, as straightforward as this process sounds, when we begin to interpret these

characteristics on a site specific basis, the first thing that becomes apparent is that historic

structures were built at a time when their characteristics or even, 'significance' may have differed

to the current interpretation and understanding of these values. For example: when ‘strength’

does not meet current government standards, yet the structure stays put, such as in the case of the

Leaning Tower of Pisa in Italy; When ‘beauty’ is a subjective assessment dependant of the

fashions of the day and the ravages of time, such as the now infamous Cumbernauld New Town



Centre; and when a building's ‘function’ is considered only through the modern perception of its

commercial viability, such as the Starbucks placed within one of the temples of the Forbidden

Palace in Beijing.

An example of this problem in value shift and the resulting detrimental outcomes can be found

within the UNESCO World Heritage site of Edinburgh. This site, designated in

1995 encompasses the Old Town, which is dominated by its medieval fortress; and the

neoclassical New Town, whose development from the eighteenth century onwards had a far-

reaching influence on European urban planning. These two contrasting historic areas, each with

many important buildings, is what UNESCO states “gives the city its unique character and

outstanding universal value.”2

In between these two areas, however, at the eastern end of the World Heritage Site, lies what is

considered as the link between these juxtaposing areas. This is a small protrusion of volcanic

rock known as Calton Hill, which is considered as a significant example of a nineteenth century

designed landscape by William H. Playfair. This area is particularly important within a Scottish

context but is also significant within the wider scope of architecture and planning during the

nineteenth century, particularly as it is centrally situated within a bustling mercurial urban

environment, yet has remained by-and-large as it was originally planned.

The design itself is considered as a good example of 'the picturesque’ in urban planning, as the

careful placement of the structures in relation to the steep Waverly valley on the southern side

gives the illusion that the hill rises much higher out of the city than it actually does. This

2. http://whc.unesco.org/en/list/728



provides the Hill with an imposing air that is considered to add gravitas and drama to the already

romantic Edinburgh landscape.

To further understand the site within the context of the Old and New Towns of Edinburgh, it is

important to relate that the building of the New Town was carried out in order for the gentrified

classes to separate themselves from the poor and unfortunates of the City, by elevating their

streets and houses above the old closes and wynds. An excellent example of this can be found in

the Cowgate to the south of the Royal Mile, which is spanned by the elevated streets of both

North Bridge and George IV bridge. Another example is Regents bridge which sits on the

western slope of Calton Hill and spans Calton Road - a street which was formerly an entrance

way into the Canongate and the Burgh of Edinburgh.

Notwithstanding the development of new thoroughfares throughout the New Town - some of

which was adjacent to and abutting Calton Hill - when the Hill itself is considered within the

context and timescale of these adjacent developments, it is apparent that the area was still

considered as very much a part of the Old Town until at least the early nineteenth century. For

instance, the Guilds of the Old Town still continued to use part of Calton Hill for their burial

ground until the mid nineteenth century and the construction on the southern part of the Hill of a

new Bridewell in 1795 demonstrates the City fathers still considered the area as an appropriate

part of town to house the felons and destitute of Edinburgh.

However, a mere 20 years after Robert Adam's pan-optic Bridewell was constructed here, further

developments were carried out that appear to demonstrate a shift in the status or considered

‘ownership’ of the Hill. Beside the incarceration of lowest members of the lower classes, a



number of Nationally important commemorative edifices, such as the Nelson Monument and the

National Monument were built, along with a host of smaller monuments to philosophers and

artists central to the glory of the Scottish Enlightenment, such as Dugald Stewart and Robert

Burns. In addition, an observatory dedicated to the quest of absolute time through astronomical

observations was constructed and a landscaping scheme was carried out to turn the summit into a

pleasure walk for the residents of the New Town.

Despite these best efforts to claim the hill for the upper classes, however, calotype photographs

and a contemporary paintings from the Hill demonstrate that the attempts of the Edinburgh

gentry to physically separate the upper echelons of the city from the lower classes

failed. The construction and landscaping, which was carefully carried out did not, in fact, deter

the old traditions and use that the lower classes had for the Hill, but instead encouraged a greater

mixing with the upper classes, who visited these new developments. A contemporary writer of

the time, Robert Mudie describes this scene in his 1825 book, A Modern Athens:

“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.”3

These sources that give insight into Calton Hill during the nineteenth century indicate that

despite many of the physical attributes remaining the same up to the present day, both lifestyle
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and attitudes in the twenty-first century towards differing classes in society have drastically

altered, along with the use of science and technology. Nowadays, no washerwomen wander

around to bleach their sheets on the slopes, observatory telescopes are no longer required to

pursue the exactness of time through the stars and it is an sad and unfortunate truth that

monuments to the war dead from twentieth and twenty-first century wars now take precedence

over memorials to a nineteenth century war that affected our long forgotten ancestors.

As a result, despite the fact that the area still today remains as an iconic and infamous part of the

city centre and Scotland through the tourism trade, festivals and other (as some view it) less

desirable activities, the site is mainly redundant of its original functions and values.

Subsequently, it is currently an under-used and under-valued part of the city centre and as a

result, much of the site has become neglected with many of the structures being out of use for

some number of decades. The changes in function and value shift that this site has experienced

have been a major factor in the deterioration of the structural stability of the buildings and the

visual enjoyment of the site. As a result, many of the monuments are now in advanced states of

decay due to vandalism, neglect and the ravages of climate change.

For example, the Old Observatory houses one of the earliest telescopes known to still be found in

its original situation. The isolated nature of the structure on Calton Hill has caused the lead from

the roof to have been looted five times in 2008, which has caused irreparable weather damage to

the structure and the telescopic equipment found inside the building. Observatory House,

adjacent to the Old Observatory is another example of the increasing problems. This structure

has recently undergone a one and a half million pound repair programme, yet has been

vandalised before the repair works have even reached completion.



As the original uses for this site or for many of the monuments on the Hill are now unlikely to

return, the options for the future of Calton Hill appear limited. Yet, it is essential that some

practical use is found for these structures to establish a viable funding resource for their

maintenance and upkeep in order to ensure the longevity of the structures on the site and

preserve it for the future. This problem of finding a practical use for historic structures is not

singular to Calton Hill, or is it even a UK-centric problem. In fact, the challenges and issues that

determine how we can protect and preserve historic structures is pandemic throughout the world.

It is widely acknowledged in conservation literature that a monument in use will be better

protected than a monument out of use. The ICOMOS Venice charter of 1964, for example, states

that;

“The conservation of monuments is always facilitated by making use of them for some socially

useful purpose. Such use is therefore desirable but it must not change the lay-out or decoration

of the building. It is within these limits only that modifications demanded by a change of function

should be envisaged and may be permitted."4

But problems arise when the question is asked how it can be possible to adapt an area for

appropriate use in the 21st century, yet still protect the sites integrity and authenticity? What is it

that should be protected? The structures? The public space? The activities – controversial or

otherwise? Or all of the above?

4. ICOMOS, 1964, Article 5



The solution may lie in an understanding of the underlying cultural significance of the site,

which can often provide parameters in which to adapt the area, yet retain the inherent cultural

values. This process of understanding has been touched upon above for Calton Hill, as it is clear

that by consulting primary sources, we have gleaned information on a change in social values

from the time of development to the present day - a change that may be critical in understanding

the raison d’etre of what remains at the site today, which could provide information on how we

should approach its conservation.

To fully determine this theory requires a process of in-depth historical analysis prior to any

decision making or actions being carried out. The ICOMOS Burra Charter of 2004 discusses

how this process can be carried out:

"The cultural significance of a place and other issues affecting its future are best understood by

a sequence of collecting and analysing information before making decisions. Understanding

cultural significance comes first, then development of policy and finally management of the place

in accordance with the policy."5

At Calton Hill, an attempt to understand the area’s cultural significance has been carried out by

the production of a conservation plan in 1999.6However, it has since become apparent that the

complicated nature of the site requires further detailed analysis to be undertaken on specific

elements of the area, which not only includes the monuments and the social history of the site

itself, but also places it within a wider context throughout the UK and beyond. This is the

5. ICOMOS, 2004, 6.1
6. LDN Architects, 1999.



challenge of a currently ongoing PhD thesis, entitled “The Genius Loci of the North: The

Cultural Significance of Calton Hill“ which is due to be completed in 2011. It is hoped that this

ongoing research work will provide a well-rounded understanding of the site and encourage the

appropriate future use of the Hill and its structures, bringing in revenue that will ensure the

maintenance and upkeep of the area. Yet, in the interim, the existent problem of the exponential

decaying processes on site caused by years of neglect is one that faces the site’s caretakers on a

daily basis. But until solutions for its management and subsequent protection for Calton Hill are

found, we can only hope that the Fermatas will out long enough that Utilitas will be restored so

that the Venustas of this truly remarkable area can be appreciated for many generations to come.
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