
Washing away the traces of Yesterday? 

 

 

 

A few weeks ago, I was fortunate enough to be part of a guided 

tour around the National Gallery of Scotland where the theme for 

the day was on the subject of landscapes. The tour, which included 

scenes from Constable, Turner and Jacob van Ruisdael, also 

surprisingly included a certain painting by Titian that has recently 

gained notoriety in the public eye.  

 

However, its inclusion in the tour was not due to its notoriety, but 

rather so that our guide could turn our attention to a different type 

of landscape that is often found within the visual arts - the 

allegorical one. Whilst casting our eyes over the scene of the hunter 

Acteon accidentally stumbling across a bevy of beautiful bathing 

women, he explained that by considering this episode alongside our 

knowledge of the Greek myth that inspired the painting, a 

suggestion of a wider landscape or story that transcends the 

boundaries of the artwork can be considered. In other words, by 

applying additional information to this picture, we can begin to 



make assumptions on the events that led up to the key ‘moment’ 

that has been captured on canvas and what followed thereafter.  

 

Some days later, this discussion was again brought to my mind 

whilst looking at a photograph of a group of washerwomen drying 

their sheets on the slopes of Calton Hill. This image is part of a pair 

of stereo photographs taken by the photographer Thomas Begbie at 

the end of the 19th century. Despite the many obvious differences 

between this photograph and Diana and Actaeon (this is no bevy of 

beautiful bathing women in Begbie’s photograph!), the evocative 

image of these women made me wonder whether this, like the 

Titian could be suggestive of a much bigger landscape or ‘story’ that 

can be found at Calton Hill? 

 

To consider this further, I began to reflect on the reasons behind 

the construction of the New Town. This was ostensibly carried out 

so that the gentrified classes could separate themselves from the 

poor and unfortunates of the City and was mainly achieved by 

developing a new city outside of the old city walls. However, it also 

included new construction in the Old Town, which consisted of 

grand elevated streets and houses that overshadowed the old 

closes and wynds. On Calton Hill however, this new development 

included a landscaping scheme, which turned the summit from a 

drying and grazing ground - as it was used by the residents of the 

Old Town - into a pleasure walk for the residents of the New Town.  

 

Taking all of this into account, it became clear to me, that the 

development of Calton Hill was carried out not only to provide a 

pleasurable walking space for the upper classes but also to deter 

the lower end of society from continuing to use this space and with 

this in mind, the story behind Begbie’s photograph begins to take 

on a new twist. 



 

 The washerwomen in this image are shown standing in front of the 

(then) City Observatory over fifty years after this re-development 

has taken place. It is obvious from both their apparel and the 

activities they are involved in that they are not inhabitants of the 

gentrified New Town, yet they still continue to use the Hill. This 

demonstrates that this re-development did not in fact accomplish 

what it set about to achieve but rather quite the opposite occurred. 

 

 Instead of deterring the old traditions of use on the Hill, now all 

tiers of society could legitimately visit this area, albeit for different 

reasons.  As a result, this area did not further separate the classes, 

but instead actively encouraged a greater mixing of nineteenth 

century society!  

 

So how does our story end? Perhaps, at this point I can offer my 

own humble (and speculative!) 21st century opinion. In Titian’s 

Diana and Actaeon, the fate of the hunter is signified in the wooded 

areas both in the foreground and in the distance of the painting. In 

Begbie’s photograph, the traces of the future of the new world can 

be identified from the Observatory and a glimpse of a far off Princes 

Street on the left hand side of the photograph. As with the fate of 

Actaeon perhaps then this photograph also suggests the fate of 

Begbie’s women, for despite their resilience to the development of 

the Hill during the 19th century, the modernisation that followed in 

the 20th Century resulted in the disappearance of the washerwomen 

once and for all.  

 


