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1.0 Project Background 
 

Scottish Historic Buildings Trust (SHBT) is a charity that secures the future of under-used 

historic buildings across Scotland by expertly restoring them for the nation and finding new 

uses that can regenerate local communities and the historic environment.  

Riddle’s Court (RC) is one of the most important buildings – both historically and 

architecturally – in the Old Town of Edinburgh. This 16th Century town house has a number 

of nationally significant period features and has links to many historical and contemporary 

figures of note. 

The vision for SHBT’s current project is to establish the Patrick Geddes Centre (PGC) in 

Riddle’s Court as a world-class learning Centre, inspired by the principles of Geddes who 

has strong links to the building. Not only will it be a Centre of learning, it will be a place of 

historical, architectural and cultural value, along with being occasionally open to the public 

and a community and event space.  

The overall Patrick Geddes Centre project is due to be completed for launch in autumn 

2017.  

As part of the research of RC’s history prior to the restoration works, it was discovered that a 

link existed between it and Fet-Lor Youth Club, now located in the North of the City of 

Edinburgh. The club was based in various locations of the Old Town between the 1920s and 

1950s including at Riddle’s court from the 1930s. On the back of this discovery, the Heritage 

Lottery Funded (HLF) activity plan for the PGC aims to develop and deliver a creative project 

with Fet-lor Youth, which uses this historic relationship as its precedent. 

 

1.1 Project Partners 

Fet-lor Youth Club 

Fet-Lor is a youth charity based in North Edinburgh. It was established in 1924 by Fettes 

College and Loretto School in memory of the 371 former pupils who were lost in the First 

World War. 

Originally based in Edinburgh’s Old Town (initially in St Giles Street and later at Riddles’ 

Court), Fet-Lor moved to its current site near Crewe Toll in 1956. For the past 60 years it has 

been serving Pilton, Drylaw and Muirhouse. Many of the young people live in areas of social 

and economic deprivation. 

Recently the Board, in consultation with the community, embarked on an ambitious new 

programme. As part of this a £2.6m new youth club has been completed. This will allow Fet-

Lor to significantly increase the number of young people it serves and the experiences they 

will enjoy. 

At the heart of Fet-Lor’s ethos is empowerment – supporting young people take control of 

their lives. The way we work and the experiences we create will reflect this objective. We 

work in partnership with other great local and national projects.   

 

 

 



Theatre Workshop Scotland (TWS) 

Theatre Workshop Scotland enables communities to tell their stories and learn new skills 

through quality, innovative and cutting edge participatory artistic productions. TWS aims to 

work with a wide range of communities, bringing them together through the transformative 

power of theatre. 

TWS has to focus its energy in Edinburgh and the Lothians and aims to use innovative, 

vernacular drama to bring communities together. Typically, this would involve a community 

mix – that might be with a geographically located community or a community of people 

interested in a subject or story. 

Through its partnership with other organisations, TWS aims to continue its tradition of 

breaking down social barriers through exploration of stories via theatre AND other mediums.  

TWS understands that projects must be driven by professionals who understand the issues 

and stories important to the community and therefore TWS works in partnership with both 

community and special interest groups and, where appropriate, other arts organisations. 

 

1.2 Summary of project 

SHBT are looking for an individual(s) / company to undertake the delivery and management 

of a Youth Engagement Project with delivery of final outputs by no later than April 2018. 

The project will be broken down into a development phase, an interaction phase and a 

production phase. This phased approach will be managed by the creative practitioner(s) in 

dialogue with the project partners identified in section 1.1. 

The final output of this project will be a creative / performance driven piece or production 

using the backdrop of Riddle’s Court, its history and heritage and its historic relationship as a 

former home to Fet-Lor Youth Club as the thrust of the narrative. Other themes could be 

identified and explored during the development process and, if appropriate, realised as part 

of the final output. 

The outcomes linked to this project are listed in the aims, objectives and legacies in sections 

2.0 and 2.1 

Note: Project budget for management and delivery of Youth Engagement Project can be 

found in section 11.0. Tender submission details and client contact information can be found 

in sections 12.0 and 13.0. 

 

2.0 Youth Project Aim 

The primary aim of this project is to deliver a high-quality creative experience for the young 

people of Fet-Lor. To achieve this the successful practitioner(s) will: 

• Work closely in partnership with the three main partners; SHBT, Fet-Lor and Theatre 

Workshop Scotland 

• Plan imaginative ways to engage the project participants using the specific historic 

link between Fet-Lor and Riddle’s Court as the main thrust  

• Devise a creative output that can be shared with all project partners and their 

respective audiences 



• Create legacy outcomes from the project that will enable the partner organisations to 

display, learn from and take forward the skills and experiences gained by all project 

participants 

These project aims tie very much to the objectives and legacies each partner organisation 

wishes to achieve from the collaboration, and which are outlined in detail in 2.1 Youth 

Project Objectives and Legacies. 

 

2.1 Youth Project Objectives and legacies 

SHBT 

Given that Riddle’s Court will operate as, and deliver programmes from, the Patrick Geddes 

Centre for Learning, opening in autumn 2017, SHBT are looking at this project as one which: 

• Fosters a new relationship with Fet-Lor given the historic link, which exists between it 

and Riddle’s Court and which may lead to further and/or ongoing collaboration  

• Delivers an output which can be recorded and shown to future visitors and audiences 

at the PGC  

• Engages SHBT with new audiences and particular younger audiences unfamiliar with 

its work and/or who are less familiar with heritage generally 

• Continues the tradition of community activity in the form of performance theatre 

which has been a longstanding part of Riddle’s Court’s history, heritage and usage which 

was particularly strong during the 1980s-2000s when the building operated as a venue for 

‘Diverse Attractions’ community theatre group during the Edinburgh International Festival 

and Fringe 

 

Fet-Lor Youth 

With the massive potential this project has towards developing a wider arts programme for 

Fet-Lor, the legacy outcomes and impact of this project should provide building blocks 

towards the following types of engagement: 

• broader experiences of creative activities for more young people; 

• deeper engagement with creative activities encouraging passion for and skills in 

creativity as a way of working 

• sustainable working towards long-term interest and home-grown platforms for 

creative activities rather than a reliance on employing lots of artists / youth workers 

The legacy outcomes which can be derived from this project are: 

• A cohort of young people who have had a defining experience and will have 

increased confidence in creative activities. Many will want to move on to related 

experiences. They will all be voices for this type of work. The experiences could cover not 

just 'acting' - writing, filming, sound, marketing etc. The young people could themselves 

become leaders and volunteers in this field. The disproportionate influence that young 

people have on other young people should not be underestimated. 

 



• A youth worker who will have experienced the range of delivery issues related to this 

type of work. They will know what works in helping young people transition. They will have 

built a network of companies, artistic individuals, agencies, trusts, education places etc. 

They will be able to lead future initiatives (subject to funding, perceived need etc). They are 

empowerers who can signpost our young people to the transformational artistic experiences 

of other local or national agencies. 

 

• Ongoing access to a professional artist who has worked with our young people who 

they trust, and is close to our youth workers. They could be a guide for future projects. They 

will also have deeper networks of organisations and experiences that may challenge our 

young people. They will be ambitious with a can do attitude that in turn empowers the young 

people. 

 

Theatre Workshop Scotland 

This project represents legacies for TWS, which are in line with its current strategic vision 

and within the more general landscape for a performing arts organisation. 

The Youth Project meets TWS’s priorities to: 

• Serve Edinburgh and Lothian communities 

• Use innovative and vernacular drama to engage marginalised or hard-to-reach 

groups alongside a more ‘typical’ community and within a more mainstream agenda 

• Be inclusive in terms of a community mix 

• Empower communities to tell their stories 

The emphasis for TWS will focus on the legacy outcomes for the participating community 

group rather than the final output. We would define these as the short, medium or long-term 

changes, benefits or learning that happen because of the project. For this youth project, we 

would define outcomes for the project participant such as: 

• Greater confidence in performance and/or other skills associated with the project 

• An increase in social capital 

• Improved, overall self-confidence 

 

3.0 Scope of Works 

  

• Reading and research to understand partnership organisations and project 

requirements, including the historic links between Fet-Lor and Riddle’s Court 

• Meet with project partners, and visiting venues, to discuss first steps 

• Meet with project participants and provide early taster sessions and develop initial 

narrative based on these early meetings 

• Create detailed project plan from which to manage the project and provide progress 

updates to stakeholders 

• Present plan and achieve agreement from all project partners plus sign-off required 

at any other stages of the project 



• Develop regular workshops with project participants to build confidence, promote 

independence and allow creative response 

• Develop an ongoing marketing strategy for the project as it evolves and for key 

milestones met, including the of leveraging social media, to wider community and 

other potential audiences 

• Build and maintain credible stakeholder relations ensuring a full understanding of 

legacy outcomes and provide clear updates on how these will be achieved 

• Prepare risk assessment and comply with Health & Safety requirements 

• Meet any special requirements for safeguarding young people and/or vulnerable 

groups including around data protection and use of digital media 

• Capture and promote key milestones met; record participants’ views 

• Monitor and track the project plan 

• Monitor and track the achievement of outcomes for the 3 project partner 

organisations; regularly report progress to project working group 

• Monitor and track budget; reappraise budgets as key milestones are met 

• Monitor logistics for the delivery of the project output 

• Finalise production details and key outputs 

• Capture production and rehearsal phase using formal and informal filming and 

photography as agreed outputs to be high quality and suitable for forwarding to 

Heritage Lottery Funding (HLF) and other funders if desired 

• Supply film and photography of a suitable quality for intended uses 

• Launch the production and all other key outputs 

• Document outcomes, learning and feedback at the end of the project 

• Prepare, write and submit a final report suitable for submission to HLF 

 

3.1 Project Outputs 

1) A creative performance devised and performed in partnership with Fet-lor’s young 

people will be the main project output 

The subject matter of the theatre performance is to be determined by the creative 

practitioner(s) in conjunction with the young people. There is a range of historic subjects that 

could inspire and intrigue the young people to engage with Riddle’s Court’s history including: 

1. The killing of John McMorran, builder of Riddle’s Court, by a schoolboy in 1595 who, 

because of his family connections was never brought to justice 

2. Riddle’s Court was Edinburgh’s first police court from 1805-15 and in operation at the 

time of the Hogmanay riots of 1811/12 as a result of which 3 boys were hanged 

3. Fet-Lor Youth Club operating from Riddle’s Court from the 1930s  

4. Diverse Attractions, a venue for community theatre ran at Riddle’s Court from the 

1980s 

Or any other strand of the history and heritage linked to Riddle’s Court and coming from any 

further research during the development phase of this project. 

For guidance, information and context, please consult Appendix 1: History of Riddle’s 

Court from Historic Buildings Analysis, 2013; Appendix 2: Riddle’s Court: Edinburgh’s 

First Police Court 1805-1815 (Student Project 2014); and Appendix 3: Briefing for Fet-

Lor Youth Activity (Student Project 2014) located at the end of this document. 

 



 

2) Film and / or photography documenting process and outputs of project 

Referred to in 3.0 Scope of Works. This should include the young people as far as possible 

and appropriate in terms of decision making and delivering any final digital, photographic or 

multi-media outputs. 

 

3) Outcomes and legacies 

Whilst the main project outputs are a creative performance and accompanying digital 

recording, the creative practitioner(s) will be responsible for ensuring that the outcomes and 

legacies as defined in 2.1 Youth Project Objectives and Legacies are fostered throughout 

the process of the project. 

 

3.2 Project Management 

The creative practitioner(s) will report regularly to the Client partners as required throughout 

the course of the Youth Project. SHBT will be assisted by the project partners, as defined in 

1.1, in terms of managing the ongoing development of the project milestones, budgeting and 

payment details and all other necessary points of consultation. The principal funder for the 

project is HLF and SHBT will lead in reporting on the youth project as part of its regular 

updates to the funders. 

 

4.0 Brand 

Brand guidelines for the PGC are available and should be adopted for all hard copy or digital 

materials developed for the project. 

Please apply to Russell@shbt.org.uk for these. 

 

5.0 Health and Safety 

The creative practitioner(s) is responsible for the health and safety for those participants in 

the project and for meeting requirements of relevant Health and Safety legislation. There will 

be a requirement to provide full risk assessments and method statements for all work prior to 

start and to update as required. 

 

6.0 Equipment and resources 

The creative practitioner(s) is responsible for devising a performance suitable for 

presentation in a non-dedicated theatre space for example at Riddle’s Court and at Fet-Lor 

Youth Club and must consider suitable equipment needed to mount the production and to 

ensure it is deliverable within the overall project budget 
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7.0 Working Environment 

The working environment is identified as Fet-lor Youth Club for the development, interactive 

and production stages of the project. Visits, field trips and other venues including Riddle’s 

Court may count as additional aspects to the working environment but must be cleared with 

the project partners and have relevance to the overall final deliverable. 

 

8.0 Intellectual Property 

Unless otherwise indicated copyright of the project outputs and all associated content shall 

be the property of the SCOTTISH HISTORIC BUIDINGS TRUST upon payment of invoice. 

 

9.0 Insurances 

The creative practitioner(s) will be required to have as a minimum, and maintain until 6 years 

after completion of this commission, the following insurance cover for any occurrence or 

series of occurrences arising from one event: 

• Professional indemnity £0.5m  

• Public liability   £2m  

 

If this level of insurance is not held at the point of tender it is expected that proof of 

insurances will be provided before appointment can be made. 

 

10.0 Programme and meetings 

Tender Issue March 2017 

Tender return April 2017 

Tender evaluation April 2017 

Tender interview and meetings with 
members of Fet-lor Youth Club 

April / May 2017 

Appointment of Creative Practitioner May 2017 

Inception meeting May 2017 

Site visit to Riddle’s Court June 2017 

Delivery of detailed project plan and sign off June 2017 

Delivery of final performance and sign off By no later than end of April 2018 

Delivery of final report for HLF May 2018 

 

Please provide an outline programme as part of your tender, detailing the processes to be 

completed or and the number of meetings and site visits allowed for in order to complete the 

project.  

Beyond initial briefing meeting a number of planning and creative meetings will be required 

in the initial stages and then at 4-week intervals throughout the project with the work 

divided in to key development and sign off stages.  

 

11.0 Budget 



Tenders are requested based upon the above information and the enclosed appendices.  

The maximum budget available to complete all work relating to the Youth Engagement 

Project is £20,000 (excluding VAT) 

This is to include all fees, costs and expenses of the development, interaction and 

production phases. 

Appointed contractors are expected to advise the client on efficient use of this budget. 

Please provide an estimated invoice schedule, for the creative practitioner, noting that each 

stage of work will require sign-off prior to invoices being paid. 

 

All pricing is to be in Pounds Sterling and submitted as a FORM OF TENDER (see 

section 14.0) – this should be a separate document from the creative approach 

response. 

 

12.0 Tender 

Tenders should include the following as a minimum, or may not be considered for review: 

 

12.1 Quality Submission 

 Creative practitioner profile, including CVs of key staff and relevant project 
experience  

 Demonstration of ability to produce a high quality theatre performance especially with 
young people and/or community groups 

 Ability to deliver on time, and within budget 

 Project examples – a maximum of three examples should be provided of 
successfully executed theatre projects where the performance has been able to 
capture stories and present them to a wide audience. Examples should include input 
by, and demonstrate, key staff being proposed.  

 Outline proposals for this theatre work, including: 
 

1 Creative response to the brief, written and visual 
2 Programme for work broken into stages 
3 Details of insurances 
4 2 references for similar and/or related work within the last 2 years 
5 Health and Safety Policy 
6 Environmental Policy 

 

Quality submissions should be submitted in a separate sealed envelope and clearly marked 

with [name of tenderer] and Patrick Geddes Centre Youth Engagement Quality 

Submission 

 

12.2 Price Submission 

 Summary of costs, including professional fees broken down stages and enclosed 
with the signed Form of Tender 



 Breakdown of costs including staff time (days), daily rates and expenses 

  Invoice Schedule 
 

Pricing information should be supplied in a separate sealed envelope and clearly marked 

with [name of tenderer] and Patrick Geddes Centre Youth Engagement Project Price 

Submission. This is critical to allow correct evaluation of tenders. 

 

12.3 Post-tender site Visits  

Riddle’s Court is a working building site for part of the youth project with the currently 

projected completion date being week commencing 29th May 2017 

Post-tender site visit by the creative practitioner(s) will be accompanied by the client to assist 

with orientation and briefing.  

All staff attending site will be required to undertake a Health and safety induction with the 

main contractor on the initial visit and will be required to wear Personal Protection 

Equipment (PPE) namely hard hat, hi-vis and suitable site footwear with toe and sole 

protection. Site provides limited number of visitor hard hats and high-vis but visitors will need 

to provide their own sturdy footwear.  

Site visits are at Riddle’s Court via the site office, which can be reached on foot via Victoria 

Terrace, Edinburgh. Please report to the site manager and sign in. No access to site will be 

allowed without induction and supervision by client team. 

Site visits for the young people / project participants, if desired, will only be possible after the 

contractor has completed all site works. 

 

 

13.0 Instructions for Tenderers 

Tenderers shall treat the details of this tender as private and confidential. Tenderers should 

not disclose the fact that they are preparing a tender other than on an In Confidence basis to 

those who have a legitimate need to know or whom they need to consult for the purpose of 

preparing the tender.  

The tender should be submitted on the Form of Tender and Pricing Schedule incorporated in 

this document.  

Hardcopy submissions to be made via post or hand delivery to: 

Russell Clegg 

Learning Officer 

Youth Project TENDER 

Scottish Historic Buildings Trust 

Glasite Meeting House 

33 Barony Street 

Edinburgh, EH3 6NX 



 

Additional electronic copies to be submitted to:  

russell@shbt.org.uk 

Tenders should be submitted strictly in accordance with this Brief document without 

qualifications. 

Should there be any doubt or obscurity as to the meaning of any portion of these 

instructions, these should be raised with the Learning Officer as soon as possible during the 

Tender Period. 

Tenderers shall furnish the names and addresses of any Sub-Contractors whom they 

propose to employ together with the reason and description of the services being performed 

by each.  

Any tender that does not conform with the requirements set out in the Invitation to Tender 

document will not normally be accepted.  

SHBT will retain full copyright over all designs and associated materials presented as part of 

this tender brief. All creative work within this tender is covered by copyright and must not be 

reproduced except for the explicit purposes of responding to this tender.  

 

13.1 Tender assessment criteria 

The Tender evaluation criteria used to identify the most advantageous tender will include a 

significant emphasis on the quality and method of providing the services as well as the 

financial aspect of the submission (70:30 weighting for quality: price). SHBT does not bind 

itself to accept the lowest tender and shall not be responsible for any loss or expense 

incurred by the Tenderers in tendering.  

The analysis will compare the Tender Proposals submitted against the selection criteria that 

are noted below. Price will be assessed separately. 

Quality will also include an assessment of the tender interview as the ability to work with the 

client team is critical in the success of the is project. 

Tenders will be assessed by a project-working group, which will consist of Client (SHBT), 

and Project Partners (Fet-lor Community and Theatre Workshop Scotland). 

 

Evaluation Quality - Total 70  Weighting 

out of 100 

Some experience of working with young people and preferably with a 

track record in delivering youth projects using creative, performance 

driven approaches 

 

10 

Relevant experience in the arts and cultural sector and proven ability 

to use artistic outcomes to motivate and inspire during the process, 

and to capture the outputs, of the project brief 

 

10 
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Understanding of this Project – practitioner(s) can demonstrate in their 

proposal:  

• a good understanding of the project;  

• a vision which realises the difference between projects outputs 

versus outcomes;  

• recognises inherent challenges and that they can demonstrate 

workable solutions to them. 

 

 

5 

Experience of community led productions, informed by the project 

participants, and with flexible approaches to adapting the project 

content, process and output is required 

 

5 

Creative innovation – creativity, in all its approaches, methods, and 

attitudes and in order to fully engage the project participants, is 

desired 

 

5 

Entrepreneurial innovation – to be realised as: 

• Problem solving approaches to the project, however radical; 

• Promotion and marketing approaches which leverages social 

media early on in the project to generate interest and 

understanding and continues to do so as the project develops 

 

 

10 

Project Management – Practitioner(s) can demonstrate their ability to 

work to the timeframe indicated, to meet deadlines and manage 

budgets as appropriate 

 

10 

References 5 

Health and safety good practice and membership of the PVG 

(Disclosure Scotland) scheme is required 

Pass / Fail 

Interview 10 

Total for Quality -  

Evaluation Price –  30 

Schedule of Costs – the project steering group will make an 

assessment of submissions in relation to value for money 

 

 

13.2 Appointment 

No more than three shortlisted Tenderers may be asked to interview. 

Tenderers are expected to present their proposals to the panel followed by a brief Q&A. This 

would last no more than 1 hour. 

Interviews to be held at Scottish Historic Building Trust’s offices at: 

Glasite Meeting House, 33 Barony Street, Edinburgh, EH3 6NX 

Candidates should be available for interview from week commencing 24th April, 2017 



Appointment of the successful contractor will be made shortly after this date. 

Unsuccessful Tenderers will be notified in writing / email. 

 

13.3 Costs & Copyright  (Tender) 

All costs associated with the production of Tender submissions or attending interview are at 

the Tenderers expense. Copyright of Tender submissions will remain the property of the 

applicant(s). 

 

13.4 Contacts 

Client contact 

The Practitioner will be appointed by SHBT with joint approval from Fet-Lor and TWS. 

The principal contact for the Youth Project will be Russell Clegg, Learning Officer, SHBT 

Scottish Historic Building Trust 

Glasite Meeting House  

33 Barony Street  

Edinburgh 

EH3 6NX 

 

0131 220 1232 

russell@shbt.org.uk 

 

14.0 FORM OF TENDER 

To: The Scottish Historic Buildings Trust 

I/We the undersigned hereby offer to carry out the service required, that of providing:  

 

This will be at the fixed cost I/we have inserted in our response to this invitation to tender in 

accordance with the requirements and the terms and conditions as set out in the invitation to 

tender documents. 

I/We further undertake not to disclose the amount of my/our tender to any person or body 

before the date and time of opening of tenders. 

 

Our Lump Sum Fee project is:  

£    
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The Lump Sum Fee breakdown is provided in the table below: 

 Cost 

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

Total  

 

I/WE agree that our fee cost remains open for acceptance for a period of 60 days from the 

date fixed for the tender return.   

I/We understand that the Scottish Historic Buildings Trust / Client partners are not bound to 

accept the lowest or any offer, and it will not reimburse any costs incurred with the 

preparation of the tender. 

Dated this ________day of _____________2017 

 

Creative Practitioner’s Name: 

___________________________________________________ 

 

Address: ____________________________________________________________ 

    

Email: ___________________________________ 

 

Tel: _____________________________________ 

 

Signature: ________________________________ 

 

Name: ___________________________________ 

 



Appendix 1 

History of Riddle’s Court from Historic Buildings Analysis 2013 

9. HISTORICAL PHASE DEVELOPMENT AND ANALYSIS 

Mike Cressey, Charles McKean, Alasdair Ross, and Anne Schmidt 
 

9.1 The Chancellor’s House, Lawnmarket 

 

Introduction 

In the late 1580s, John McMorran created a ‘great lodging’ or ‘great tenement’ from a number 

of disparate buildings and structures lying to the south of the Lawnmarket on either side of 

what later became known as Riddle’s Court – which, originally, appears to have extended 

downhill south as far as the Cowgate (Edgar 1743). Two east-west running tenements were 

referred to as the ‘fore land’ (the one nearest to the High Street) and the ‘back land’ (being the 

tenement closest to the King’s Wall). 

 
However, the site also had a principal entrance from the west, accessed from the Upper Bow. The 

term ‘great tenement’ is rare, and implies something very distinctive. That is underpinned by the 

subsequent occupation of its principal chambers by Alexander Seton, Lord Pluscarden, Lord Urquhart 

and earl of Dunfermline, great chancellor of Scotland between 1609 and his death in 1622. Seton was 

the most significant cultural patron of his day, Robert Pont describing him as the ‘Maecenas of this 

land’ (Seton 1882, 39). The property was thereafter termed ‘the Chancellor’s House’ and was leased 

by the city council itself at £50 per month from its subsequent owner Sir John Smith (Wood 1940, 318) 

– possibly for the accommodation of distinguished strangers. 

 

An examination of the property occupied by Seton against the approximately contemporary drawing 

of Edinburgh by James Gordon of Rothiemay in 1647 gives some clue as to what made this building 

unusual. Unlike its immensely tall and vertical neighbours facing the Lawnmarket and lining Fisher’s 

Close, the great tenement was much lower and greater in extent than the tenements facing the 

Lawnmarket and their immediate rear extensions – probably three and a half storeys at maximum 

above the inner court. Paradoxically, it still remained the tallest building this far back down-slope of 

these closes. New evidence of there being blocked windows and stairs looking east at level 4 (see Plate 

11-12) on both north and south blocks (S8) appears to confirm this. Significantly, at principal floor level 

(first floor – or level 3), it provided a horizontally-planned suite of interconnecting apartments some 

of which overlooked fine yards/gardens on the slopes to the south (and Seton liked gardens). The 

Chancellor’s House also had its own brewhouse, stables and woman house.1 What effectively the 

chancellor was occupying as his town house was a smaller and more compact simulacrum of his 

favourite villa of Pinkie, in Musselburgh, in as near to an open setting with a good sunny prospect as 

might be found in the Old Town.  

 

                                                           
 



Although the great tenement was subdivided again and again, and the fabric repeatedly altered, it 

retained large apartments still occupied by major and minor aristocracy and wealthy merchants until 

the mid eighteenth-century at least (Gilhooley 1988, 79 see Table 26 below). In the nineteenth-

century, it became first hemmed in particularly on the west (thus losing all evidence of its western 

approach), truncated on the south (when Victoria Street sliced off its extensions, galleries and 

gardens), and detached from the north with the removal of the south part of the Forret tenement on 

the west side of Riddle’s Close, and with it, its mutual north-west turnpike stair; and then the south 

part of the tenement on the east side of the close, once occupied by David Hume, with its stair. 

Its apogee, however, was probably the time that it was the town house of Chancellor Seton, and it 

merits the resurrection of its seventeenth-century title, the Chancellor’s House. 

Early stages: before the Great Tenement (Fig 7a–7d) 

Notes: 

1. The floor levels in this paper are denoted thus: Level 1 – Basement; Level 2 – Court; Level 3 – First Floor; 
Level 4 – second floor; Level 5 – anything above. 

2. There are five components to this building: 
a. the north-east block 
b. the north-west block 
c. the west wing 
d. the east wing 
e. the south range divided into 

i. the west block 
ii. the east block 

iii. south of the spine wall 
iv. north of the spine wall 

3. The turnpike in the court is called the surviving turnpike, to differentiate it from the now vanished 
others.  

 

The history of the plot has been outlined by Robin Tait (2012) and greatly illuminated by the 

manuscripts uncovered by Alasdair Ross (Section 4 above). The site lay due east of the Upper 

Bow port (gate), and had probably been badly damaged by Henry VIII’s army in 1544. 

Although that might explain why some parts of the site were described as ‘formerly waste 

ground’ prior to the Great Tenement, it is improbable that such a key site had remained entirely 

unused for the previous half century.   
 

A combination of manuscript evidence, a study of its construction, and the evidence of different 

orientations/angles, old prints and photographs, and the schedule of irregularities, indicates that most 

of the site had building construction upon it before the Great Tenement. However, the wall thickness 

norm in country seats does not appear to apply to urban buildings such as this. They are generally 

thinner, and from time to time during the building’s evolution, walls have been cloured and hollowed 

out, perhaps to increase space within chambers. What wall thicknesses are likely to indicate, however, 

is a date order (the thinner the more modern). Moreover, the two thickest walls (north wall west wing, 

south wall east wing) are almost certainly caused by the later insertion of kitchen chimneys. If the 

Capper drawings of 1892 (Fig 2f) are correct, the east wall of the gallery block at Level 3 is 3ft thick. 

Arriving at a definitive eastern boundary has proved difficult. However, in the roof space of the east 

wing, the west wall of the Methodist Chapel in Fisher’s Close is quite clear and can provide a datum. 



That said, as shown in Figs 7a-c, two particularly thick walls stand out: the south wall of the 

north-east building, and the main spine wall running east/west the entire length of the south 

block. Early references refer to the Great Tenement as being built down to the King’s Wall – 

and this thick wall may have been the King’s Wall (see Fig 5j), although there is a kinked wall 

(Fig 5j) in the Hamilton plan on the south-west corner of the garden that might do just as well. 

Be that as it may, there is a blocked-up east-facing window (Feature 4, Fig 5a) at basement 

level which implies that at the time of this spine wall’s construction, the space behind was 

occupied and looked out onto open land.  
 

The manuscript evidence reveals that there was a western approach to Riddle’s Court from the Upper 

Bow, and the 1743 Edgar plan (Fig 5i) shows two things: first, that the close from the west was just as 

substantial as the Riddle’s Court entrance, and secondly, that it hit the Great Tenement at the north-

west angle of the southern block (confusing since that turnpike was referred to as the south-west 

turnpike for reasons that will become clear). At this point, there is evidence of disturbance to the fabric 

on all floors that would substantiate a turnpike stair at this location. The existence of a turnpike would 

explain why the differing floor levels in the west and the south wings would have caused no difficulties. 

The evidence implies that the south-west turnpike predated the Great Tenement. The same 

manuscript evidence also refers to a north-west turnpike, serving equally the now missing north-west 

(henceforth called Forret’s) block. Whereas it is highly likely that the north-west windows on the upper 

two floors might have been doors to that turnpike, there is no evidence of it serving the ground floor 

of either. That implies that the door jamb surviving on the north facing elvation (Feature N17, Fig 3a) 

led into a flight of stairs leading directly into the two floors above level 2.  

 

Since the arch of the Riddle’s Court pend has evidently been added, and would have been essential 

for the circulation in the Great Tenement, it is presumed that it was created by McMorran. Before 

that, the north wing, therefore, comprised two separate blocks, east and west building, of different 

sizes and angles. The eastern building was considerably larger, more substantial, and almost certainly 

older: almost certainly an early extension to the Cant building to its north. An eighteenth-century 

engraving indicates that its northern wall comprised an enormous chimney stack.2 The 1616 

manuscript (see above Section 6.6) makes it clear that its ground floor chamber (Level 2) had two 

accesses: one from within the court, and the other ‘contiguous to the turnpike yett [gate/door] of the 

said ‘Patrick Whitelaw’s dwelling’ (residing in a gallery in the fore tenement).  So the current 

chamfered doorway and the skewed corbelling above it may have existed by this time. However, 

access to storage in part of the woman house was through an arch beneath the straight stair whose 

raggle survives on the northern exterior, which might have been the secondary access to which the 

manuscript referred instead, implying that the chamfered door came later in the century as its 

architecture implies. The straight stair itself appears too narrow and steep to have been a principal 

staircase. Attached to the north of this seventeenth-century chamfered entrance, however, is the right 

hand upstand of a larger and far finer doorway which, in the absence of other evidence, might have 

been the entry to Patrick Whitelaw’s turnpike, providing access to the upper storeys of this block. 

There was also a sloping raggle along the west wall of Fisher’s Close whose purpose remains obscure. 

On Level 5, there is a door jamb more or less against the wall of Fisher’s Close (see Plates 11–12) 

which implies that there was a turnpike stair to the upper levels in that corner.  

 

                                                           
 



The north-west building is at a slight angle to the remainder of the court, and probably took its 

orientation from the Forret building to the north, to which it was a southern extension. Its ground 

floor was never anything other than storage or service, and access to its upper storeys must have been 

from the north-west turnpike.  

There is no evidence of what, if anything, might have been on the eastern wing of the court before 

the Great Tenement. 

The western wing is probably more significant. Judging by its orientation and wall thicknesses, all four 

storeys of this wing were built at the same time, access being by the south-west turnpike. Moreover, 

since it shares the same first floor level as the north-west block, it may have been constructed as an 

extension to James Forret’s first backland; taking Robin Tait’s history, this block was built by William 

Henderson: 

 

Those lands formerly called the Boothous and Baikhous, with garden descending from them. These lie 

in the said burgh on the south side of the king’s road, within the west tenement of the late James 

Forrett, between the back land formerly waste then built by the said William [Henderson], with the 

front of the west tenement to the north, and (the lands have)  the kings wall on the south.3 

If the King’s Wall is the spine wall running across the south wing, the west wing lies immediately to its 

north as the protocol states. At Level 1 and the western entrance, it contained a very fine vaulted 

cellar, with three large, high-level windows (one later blocked by the leveling of the court) and a 

vaulted service corridor (which the surviving turnpike later blocked). On each of the three floors 

above, there is a single chamber of similar scale, and the thickness of the western wall facing the close 

is consistent top to bottom. It seems probable that this block was erected all at once at the time of 

the south-west turnpike – particularly since the surviving turnpike accesses this wing at neither Levels 

2 nor 3. 

The south block is considerably more complex. It is divided into four: east–west by the current close 

stair which is probably a secondary insertion; and north–south by a very thick wall which is 

approximately the same on both sides of the close. Judging both by the apertures themselves and the 

changes in floor level, originally there was no link north and south other than by the close. There is a 

slight orientation difference between east and west blocks south, implying that when they were 

begun, they were separate from each other. It is difficult to be certain, but it appears that the space 

uphill of the spine wall might originally have run right across the site until bifurcated by insertion of 

the current close stair – which, effectively, sits over the right hand vault. If there were no north/south 

connections through the great wall save by the close, that means that north-west Level 1 was accessed 

only from the south-west turnpike until the construction of the surviving turnpike stair (S03). Equally, 

the only access to north-east Level 1 can have come from within (the close stair blocking the access to 

the west). The 1951 Level 1 plan (Fig 2i) clearly indicates a staircase rising within the western wall of 

this vaulted chamber. 

In its upper storeys, the south block has been significantly altered repeatedly. As a working 

assumption, the close stairs were floored over when the Great Tenement was constructed, thus 

uniting the two parts of the south wing into unified floors. It is unclear whether any of its fabric rose 

higher than Level 2 (courtyard) before this stage. The spine wall is not only slimmer than the one 

below, but is randomly placed upon it implying a different period of construction. There is great 

                                                           
 



uncertainty about the nature – or indeed the existence – of the spine wall in the eastern part of the 

south wing, although it appears to be substantial on Level 4.  

Thus, immediately prior to the creation of the Great Tenement, the buildings on site comprised a 

north-east block linked to the properties further north (access uncertain), a north-west, approximately 

square, block comprising the south chambers of the Forret block and a possibly associated four storey 

west wing and turnpike of likely mid sixteenth-century date; and on the south, structures on either 

side of the close stair, and on both sides of the King’s Wall which may have risen higher than Level 1, 

but of which no certain proof has yet been found 

 

9.2 The creation of the Great Tenement or Chancellor’s House (Fig 7c and 7d) 

The essence of the Great Tenement was the provision of a continuous circulation of state and private 

chambers around the court at first (Level 3) floor level, and improved circulation at Level 2. To that 

end, the close stair was covered over to unite the southern chambers, and the close entrance to the 

north was arched over to create a pend to unite the floors above. 

Since the partition walls in the south wing appears approximately the same width at all floors, it 

implies they might all have been erected at the same time. However, partly because of the slope of 

the site, and partly because the south wing enjoyed such a fine prospect, whereas Level 2 on the south 

contained significant chambers, on the north it contained only service chambers and cellars. Taking 

the 1616 land exchange as a guide, the east wing contained a brewhouse/stables (G06) and drain, the 

north-east a woman house (Go4) entered from the court, the north-west two cellars. The west wing 

at this level had probably become a kitchen. Judging from John McMorran’s inventory at death, the 

south wing at Level 2 comprised two principal family chambers, the larger one – probably the Hall 

(G08) – occupying the western space which extended above the close. The smaller one was the 

chamber of dais, and the chamber to the north-east was the bairns’ chamber. (The ceiling of this latter 

chamber could have been lowered when it was converted into a kitchen in the later seventeenth 

century.4). There was a kitchen – presumably the courtyard floor in the west wing (G11/12).  

Michael Pearce has found an agreement in the city records whereby the burgh ‘allows John McMorran 

the east side of the old port wall of the Overbow to augment his house’ and gave him permission to 

extend ‘his ruinous house in the Over Bow outside the auld Port thereof, including a part of the port 

wall’ so he could access his new house. This may imply that it was McMorran who developed the 

access to his house at Riddle’s Court from the west, via another property in the Over Bow adjacent to 

the site of the ancient Upper Bow gate.5 The family later received substantial rents from the booths 

that they now owned ‘adjacent to the Over Bow’.6 Edgar’s much later plan indicates a substantial close 

in this location. 

The principal changes, however, were made to Level 3, and comprised: 

1. A new ‘great entry’ up stairs to Level 3 in the south-east corner of the court. 
2. A gallery lining the east side of the court (East Wing) 
3. The joining of the two northern blocks above the close entrance 
4. The joining of the two southern blocks above the close 

                                                           
 

 

 



5. There was almost certainly a further stair into the court, and a gallery lining the southern court 
wall.  

6. It may also have included the insertion of the surviving turnpike. 
 

With these changes, circulation at Level 3 (the piano nobile) could be continuous on all sides of the 

court: but not all chambers were of the same significance. Judging from McMorran’s inventory, the 

chambers to the west and south were family apartments and those to the east and the north were 

public apartments. So, the most convincing way of understanding the Holstein Banquet in 1598 is to 

presume that the two public chambers to the north were entered up the great entry and along the 

eastern gallery. The hall, symbolised by the (now missing) great fireplace7 was the first chamber 

(S02/4), with the chamber of dais behind (S03). 

According to the McMorran inventory, the Level 3 south wing appears to have been given over entirely 

to a gallery. The north-eastern chamber would have been the vestibule at the head of the great entry. 

Ninian’s transfer  

In 1616, Ninian McMorran divided up the Great Tenement recognizing a split in occupancy already in 

operation. The northern block was sold to his brother George with the Level 3 chamber of the west 

block (Room F06, Fig 7c), whilst he retained the southern part, at that time occupied by Chancellor 

Seton. That southern dwelling also included the ground floor (Level 1) chambers of the east and north 

east blocks. This change required alteration to the circulation, and greater strictures on privacy. It is 

arguable, therefore, that it was at this stage that the north part of the south block underwent its most 

major change.  

There is substantial evidence to indicate that the north part of the south wing – i.e. that part 

immediately north of the spine wall – was later than the main south wing. Firstly, both roof pitch and 

roof structure differ from the main south block. Secondly, insofar as can be gauged given that the 

south wall of the house was replaced in 1839, its wall is far thinner. Thirdly, its floor levels differ from 

those in the south block. Crucially, there was no original access from the surviving turnpike to any of 

its three chambers (incorporating rooms S10-11 and S17-18, 20). Indeed, there is no surviving original 

access to the top south-east chamber either. It may well be that part of the explanation lies in a now 

removed access gallery (over the site of the East Block). However, the discovery of a fine window 

opening of sixteenth/seventeenth-century proportions (1:2 proportions) in Room S08, indicates that 

it was a chamber of substance (at the time a window was installed), and was higher than the properties 

to the east. 

The insertion of the new turnpike between the west and the southern blocks, running from Level 1 to 

Level 4, raises more questions than it answers. It provided access from the western entrance up into 

the courtyard, (but to nothing else at that level), direct access only to the principal chambers of the 

south block at Level 3 (F9, F10, F12) and access to the west wing chamber only (the one with 

McMorran’s dated dormer head) at Level 4 (S13). At Level 1, the original access corridor to the south-

west turnpike was blocked by its insertion. A major chimneystack feeding from the fireplace in Level 

3 appears to have been inserted at the same time (F06) The combined effect of the inserted stair and 

chimneystack was that the straight stair that had linked the chambers of the south-eastern block 

required shifting eastwards. The new turnpike with its adjacent straight staircase was given a formal 

                                                           
 



unified façade facing the court. It is at the moment impossible to judge how Level 2 was entered from 

the court. A door of some magnificence is lacking. 

The chambers within the south wing were also changed (Fig 7b). The Level 2 (court level floor) south 

wing became the Low Hall (G08) with pantries and gallery at the west end), and chamber to the east 

with a further chamber to its north (G07). The first record also appears of other structures – namely 

galleries linking the western and south-east walls, and a large house beneath the gallery at garden 

level. At Level 3 – the piano nobile – McMorran’s gallery (principal chamber rather than access) had 

been divided up between the principal southern chamber – the High Hall (F09) – and a further 

chamber east (chamber d, F10) which now contains contemporary ceiling plasterwork8; and possibly 

two other chambers (c and e, F12) to the north-east. It is completely unclear how these latter 

chambers would have been accessed given the fact that the current stair to the north-eastern 

chamber is a Victorian insertion through the spine wall. Two studies (x and y) also projected from 

chamber (d) and are shown on the plan in their typical form as circular projections. At Level 4, the top 

storey chamber (S13) in the west block was incorporated into this southern mansion.  

Thus the Chancellor’s House comprised the four storey and attic building facing the garden, and 

adorned with studies and galleries, comprising a Low and Upper Hall, with a kitchen, six additional 

chambers, two additional galleries, with a stables and a woman house in the northern wing. Access 

was either from Riddle’s Close to the north into the court and up Ninian’s turnpike, or from the close 

from the Upper Bow with access from the south-west turnpike. The principal uncertainties in this 

suggested history are, therefore, the date of the insertion of the new chimney and turnpike stair; and 

the nature of and access to the south block’s north-eastern chambers. 

By 1684, the principal rooms and galleries remained largely as they had been fifty years earlier, with 

the exception that a kitchen had been created at the east end of Level 3 – possibly from the north-

east room which would explain the chimney stack in that location. Evidence that the kitchen stack was 

a later addition can be seen in the roof space of the east wing: since there is part of a window lintel 

facing north from the ghost’s chamber which has been blocked by the chimney. When the house was 

next let in 1702, the room names had changed, the south block was divided east and west, and new 

chambers had been added, mostly in jambs (wings) projecting southwards into the garden on the east 

and west sides. They remained to be visible in diagrammatic form in both Edgar’s 1742 plan (Fig 5i) 

and Hamilton’s 1827 one. A key difficulty lies in how to assess the quantity and type of building 

removed for Victoria Street. The drawing by James Skene of Rubislaw of the construction of Victoria 

Street9 indicates what looks like a timber-framed frontage approximately where Riddle’s Court might 

be. A superimposition of the court as it is upon the 1742 Edgar map (albeit a very rough comparison; 

Fig 5i) implies that a substantial amount of accommodation was lost in the 1830s. Gilhooley’s analysis 

that there were ninety-three taxable windows in Royston’s Court in 1752 (and people rarely declared 

every one) tends to underline that – for there are fewer now. Table 26 lists the number of windows 

and the occupants that lived in Royston’s Court in 1752. 

 

Table 26. List of occupants residing at Royston’s Court in 1752 (after Gillhooley 1988) 

Number Number of windows Name of occupier Occupation 

1 16 Mrs McGill of Rankeillor  

                                                           
 

 



2 24 Lord Haining  

No record 24 Archibald Stewart of Torrance  

No record 16 Mr Maxwell  

No record 13 George Chalmers  

No record No record Mrs Katie Hepburn  

No record No record Andrew Cockburn White Iron Smith 

No record No record Alex Edmonstone Merchant 

No record No record Mrs Wright  

No record No record Deacon John Craig Cordiner 

No record No record David Ogilvie Ale seller 

No record No record George Monro  

No record No record Widow Anderson  

 

The list shows that some fairly eminent persons lived in the Court as well as those employed in various 

trades. The West Bow was the tinsmiths and Hammermen’s quarter and continued up until the mid-

nineteenth century. The tradesmen working there might have come along the west close and lived in 

one of the lesser chambers of the court.  

The dividing line of the southern tenement was the close stairs (Stairs 2 and 6) – since there is nothing 

else on site that could conform to ‘all lying upon the west side of the broad stair as goes to the garden.’ 

It appears that this was a four and a half storeyed house with two wings containing fourteen chambers. 

The principal curiosity is that since the eastern or right hand block had been separately lettable, the 

partitions between east and west chambers on Levels 2 and 3 must have been made solid; and the 

eastern block must have had its own circulation. Which brings us back to the conundra of the straight 

staircases at the centre of the northern part of the southern block.  

The solution to part of the conundrum might lie in the final major change to the fabric which may have 

occurred with the introduction of the Mechanics’ Library on Level 2. For the recent discovery of an 

iron beam in the ‘ghost’s chamber’ (Room F12) to take the load of the spine wall might have been to 

permit the open-planning of the Mechanic’s Library and removal of the spine wall at Level 2. Since the 

straight stair at Level 4 appears to be a contemporary interpolation, it is conceivable that the original 

access stair between the ghost’s chamber and the rooms lying upstairs to the south lay within that 

chamber; and had been blocked by the insertion of the iron beam, requiring a new stair to be cut 

through. It was also possibly at that date when the squint corridor cutting through at Level 2 was 

introduced, and the opening between it and the surviving turnpike cut through. 

Once the north blocks had been demolished sometime in the later nineteenth century (oral tradition 

suggests that they collapsed), there was no further major loss thereafter; and the building’s rescue 

was assured once it passed into Patrick Geddes’ hands and began a new phase of being used for 

institutional purposes. 

Patrick Geddes is attributed with having great foresight and an eye for potentially exploiting the 

historical charm of Riddle’s Court as well as marketing its value in terms of incoming revenue as a Halls 



of Residence. We have already seen that the University Hall Directories record the names of the 

students that lived in the Riddle’s Court Hall at this time. These were mainly medical students from 

various locations within the British Empire (eg Madras and Mauritius). Geddes was a great patron of 

the arts and this is exemplified in his Evergreen publications. These books were published in the 

Lawnmarket according to the publisher’s logo on the back cover. We know that printers and book 

binders were resident within Riddle’s Court in the late nineteenth century occupying the basement of 

the south block. Gedde’s would certainly have been astute enough to foster a good deal for his 

promotional output and in the light of this, it is very probable that the publisher of Evergreen also 

published the Halls of Residence pamphlet (Figs 9a-b). Valuation Rolls indicate that once the Court 

ceased to be used as a student hall, the Town & Gown association used that part of the court as 

clubrooms before the High United Free Church Mission became tenants (before 1920) and used part 

of the Court as a mission hall. 

Close to the mid-twentieth century Riddle’s Close was bought by Edinbrugh Council and in the late 

1950s commissioned a great deal of conversion work mainly on the north block and the second floor 

of the South Block. As has been expounded on above, much of this work was not in keeping with the 

earlier architectural fabric that it replaced, though to be fair the replaced Capper staircase is close to 

the original.  

Riddle’s Court is steeped in the performing arts born out of its student summer school of art and 

science in the late nineteenth-century through to the present day where it remains a venue for the 

Edinburgh Festival. This continuity stemming from the late nineteenth-century is critically important 

when seen alongside the educational aspects of Riddle’s Court’s educational ethos which is as strong 

as ever with the presence of the WEA and SHBT.
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Table 27 Timeline of building developments and histioric events (source: A Ross and Riddle’s Court 

Options Appraisal 2009). 

DATE HISTORIC EVENT BUILDING DEVELOPMENT 

6/8/1584 John McMorran begins buying property to 

the south of the High Street. 

 

13/1/1587 Final sasine recorded to complete John 

McMorran’s purchases of property to the 

south of the High Street 

 

1595 John McMorran shot and killed.  

Unknown Alexander Seton, Earl of Dunfermline, begins 

to rent the south (major) part of the great 

tenement; including the courtyard floor east 

and north-east, and the whole of the back 

tenement and parts of the fore tenement. 

 

1598 Banquet for St James VI and his wife, Anne of 

Denmark, the Duke of Holstein and his 

entourage held at Riddle’s Court. Painted 

beam ceiling commissioned.  

 

1/8/1612 The Convention of the Royal Burghs meets in 

Ninian (1) McMorran’s house 

 

10/2/1616  Ninian (2) McMorran sells the fore 

tenement of the great tenement (minus the 

great gate) and one other tenement to his 

brother George for 10,000 merks; as part of 

this deal George agrees to close up with 

stone and mortar the three entrances 

belonging to him in the courtyard and the 

great gate. 

 

[great tenement broken up into two 

properties] 

[the two tenements sold to George are 

linked on the first floor via Ninian (1) 

McMorran’s apartments]10 

Unknown Earl of Lauderdale takes over as tenant from 

the earl of Dunfermline, possibly after Seton 

died on 16 June 1622? 

 

7/2/1630 Back tenement sold by Ninian (2) McMorran 

to Sir John Smith for 12,000 merks and Earl of 

Lauderdale evicted. 

Referred to as Johne Makmorans close 
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DATE HISTORIC EVENT BUILDING DEVELOPMENT 

1662 City Council rents the Chancellor’s House 

from Sir John Smith at £50 per month. 

 

1665 Sir John Clerk of Penicuik begins to buy up the 

Smith family bonds that were secured against 

property. 

 

June 1676 Sir John Clerk of Penicuik forecloses on Sir 

John Smith and receives title to all of Smith’s 

lands to the south of the High Street, 

including the back tenement of the great 

tenement. 

 

20/5/1684 Sir John Clerk sells on these lands to Roderick 

MacKenzie of Prestonhall. 

Referred to as called John McMorans close 

Unknown Roderick MacKenzie sells part of the back 

tenement to (1) Sir Thomas Stewart of 

Balcashie who subsequently dispones the 

same to (2) Sir Archibald Mure, late Provost 

of Edinburgh. 

[back tenement broken into two properties] 

 

1684-1702 Roderick MacKenzie of Prestonhall sells the 

upper lodging of the back tenement to his 

brother George Mackenzie, the future first 

Earl of Cromartie. 

 

28/3/1702 George MacKenzie dispones the upper 

lodging of the back tenement to his wife, the 

Countess of Wemyss. This half still includes 

the great gate and the court. 

Building referred to as McMorrans close 

1709 Gabriel Rankin of Orchardhead inherits two 

lodgings and their cellars as part of the fore 

tenement from his father Walter; at that time 

the tenants are named as Catherine 

Hutchison (the lower lodging) and Patrick 

Graham (the upper lodging). 

 

1714  Duchess Anne of Buccleuch purches the 

upper lodging of the back tenement from 

the Earl of Cromartie and installs James 

MacKenzie of Royston (son of the first earl 

of Cromartie) as a tenant. The duchess 

begins renovating the property quite 

extensively.  

Early 18th 

Century 

 Alterations including the installation of 

paneling to first floor rooms in South Block 

(Rooms F08-F10): ); the installation of 
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DATE HISTORIC EVENT BUILDING DEVELOPMENT 

marble fireplaces; the roof changes from a 

mix of thatch and slate to 100% slate 

1730 James MacKenzie of Royston, together with 

William Carmichael, own part of the Court, 

possibly the main part of the fore tenement. 

Nunc vocat Royston’s Court 

Early-mid 

18th Century 

 Insrtallation of paneling and painted 

landscape panels by James Norie in North 

Block (Room S03) 

1749 Francis, duke of Buccleuch, sells the upper 

lodging and the great gate to William 

Alexander, a merchant in Edinburgh. This 

seems to be the end of the aristocratic 

occupancy of any of the McMorran Court 

buildings. 

 

1749 Alexander Home sells two dwelling houses 

and their cellars in Royston’s Court to John 

Mein, a slater, who then subsequently sells 

the same to James Carmichael, a writer to the 

signet. Otherwise unlocated but this could be 

the property owned by Gabriel Rankin of 

Orchardhead in 1709. 

 

1751-1763 David Hume (philosopher of the Scottish 

Enlightenment) resides in Riddle’s Land 

(probably in foreland properties on the 

Lawnmarket). 

The names Riddle’s Court / Close begin to 

appear in documents 

1752  The close is known as Royston’s Close, and 

is occupied by well to do merchants inter 

alia. 

1837 .  The south part of the South Block and wings 

and the gardens are removed by the 

construction of Victoria Street. 

1841 By 1841 census the majority of the dwellings 

at Riddle’s Court are populated by shop 

keepers artisans, and labourers.  Wilson 

reports use of some rooms in Riddle’s Court 

including a bookbinder’s workshop and 

former public theatre. Riddle’s Court 

properties are under multiple occupancy and 

fall into decline and disrepair with only ad hoc 

repairs undertaken.  

 

1854-1893 The Mechanic’s Subscription Library is 

relocated from James Court, occupying the 

whole of the building using the ground floor 

as the library and renting tenements above. 
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DATE HISTORIC EVENT BUILDING DEVELOPMENT 

1865-66 Valuation Rolls name the following owners of 

Riddle’s Court: James Pillans, George Moir, 

the Mechanic’s Library, Thomas Baillie, 

William Kenmore, Rev. William McLean, Miss 

Thomson, John Campbell, Adam Rutherford & 

Dr James Ramsay 

 

1867  Improvement Act saw the introduction of 

sanitary provision to Riddle’s Close, 

although, by this time most respectable 

tenants had left. 

1871  The Norie Panels are painted over by a fish 

cadger who occupied the royal apartment. 

Other panels are removed. 

1885-86 Valuation Rolls name the following owners of 

Riddle’s Court: Hay Norrie, Mrs Stuart Leake, 

the Mechanic’s Library, Andrew Smith, 

William Clark, William McLean’s Trustees, 

James Gray, James Cameron, James 

Beveridge, Mrs Georgina Duncan & William 

Black 

 

1881 Census records 247 inhabitants in Riddle’s 

Court in a combination of families. 

 

1889-1897  Patrick Geddes secured property at Riddle’s 

Court and lodged the application for 

improvements to the South Block, which 

was opened as accommodation for students 

in 1890.  Alterations included seated bays 

to the first floor room for use as a common 

room (F10) and the subdivision of the large 

ground floor vacated by the Mechanic’s 

Subscription Library into five narrow rooms 

with a corridor at the rear. 

 

Geddes also acquired the north block and, 

following the demolition of the adjacent 

tenement on the east side of the close, the 

Architect Capper devised a pentice stair to 

access the second floor of the property. The 

original pitched roof of the North Block was 

replaced by a flat roof during this time. 

 

Vivendo Discimus (‘By Living We Learn’) is 

inscribed on the vousoirs of the rebuilt 
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DATE HISTORIC EVENT BUILDING DEVELOPMENT 

pend arch, with an armorial panel of the 

University Hall insignia above. 

 

In 1892 the accommodation is reported as 

consisting of: 

Large Common Room (F10) 

Dining Room (F09) 

14 Private Rooms 

Kitchen 

Servant’s Rooms 

The kitchen and the servant’s rooms were 

noted as being part of the rest of the 

building. There were two entrances: one 

from Victoria Terrace and the other from 

Riddle’s Court.  

c.1895  Through the compulsory purchase powers 

under the 1893 Act, Geddes was able to 

commission the removal of tenements on 

the east and west sides of Riddle’s Court 

corresponding to the foreland properties by 

Aitken, and creating a larger outer court to 

Riddles Court buildings. 

1895-96 Valuation Rolls name the following owners of 

Riddle’s Court: Patrick Geddes & Robert 

Gordon 

 

1897  Dining room ceiling is painted by master 

artist Thomas Bonnar. 

1901 Census reveals a breakdown in student 

occupancy of the University Halls at Riddle’s 

Court. 11 students, cook, table maid and 

housekeeper are listed among 25 other 

residents mainly artisans and skilled workers.  

 

1905-06 Valuation Rolls name the following owners of 

Riddle’s Court: The Town & Gown 

Association, Donald Stewart 

 

1925-26 Valuation Rolls name the following owners of 

Riddle’s Court: The Town & Gown 

Association, Donald Stewart 

 

1946 The City of Edinburgh Council acquires 

Riddle’s Court and the properties fronting the 

Lawnmarket for the proprietors of Riddle’s 
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DATE HISTORIC EVENT BUILDING DEVELOPMENT 

Court for £1700. At this time the properties 

comprised 15 houses, including shops 

fronting the Lawnmarket. The houses were 

initially used to provide overspill 

accommodation for the city. 

1952 Riddles Court is used as Fringe venue by the 

Oxford Theatre Group using the ground floor 

room as performance space, much of the 

South Block as a dormitory and the courtyard 

as an alfresco dining area. 

 

1963-5  Riddle’s Court is repaired and developed by 

The City of Edinburgh Council to the designs 

of John W Paterson to provide 

accommodation for WEA offices on the 

second floor of the North Block. 

Refurbishment of the second floor of the 

South Block provides caretakers flat and the 

remainder for community and education 

outreach. 

1996  Painted dining room ceiling is repaired on 

behalf of The City of Edinburgh Council by 

M M Pryor, funded by the sale of the Norie 

Panels to the National Museums of Scotland 

2005 The City of Edinburgh Council vacates Riddle’s 

Court 

 

2011 Scottish Historic Building Trust occupies South 

Block second floor. 

 

2012 Architectural Heritage Society of Scotland 

(AHSS) moves to Riddle’s Court 
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Appendix 2 

Riddle’s Court: Edinburgh’s First Police Court 1805-1815 

Student project November 2014 

 

The Edinburgh Police Act 

Glasgow had already put in place their own police force, uniformed, well paid and with the 

additional task of cleaning the streets (1800). 

The creation of several new groups to keep the peace in recent years meant that the police 

force were no more than a ceremonial presence; 

Edinburgh removed the old Guardsmen and passed the Edinburgh Police Act, leading to the 

creation of the new police force (of the Glaswegian model) in the same year. This provided a 

unified and regular civil police and integrated system of police for the whole city. 

The Police Act appointed a Superintendent of Police who would be Judge of the new Police 

Court alongside commanding the new force from their base in Riddle’s Court. 

On the 10th April 1805, the Act received Royal Assent on presentation to the King by John 

Tait and others: 

“To provide for a more steady and regular Administration of internal Government and Police 

and to establish more effectual Regulations for apprehending and punishing Vagrants and 

disorderly Persons, Suppression of Common Begging, removing Nuisances, lighting and 

cleaning the Streets and Passages, and, in general, for the preservation of peace and good order 

within the said City and places adjoining.” 

On July 15th 1805, John Tait was led in Procession from Parliament House to Riddle’s 

Court, following his investiture ceremony, to be officially recognized as Edinburgh’s first 

Superintendent of Police, a position imitating the French Superintendents rather than the 

Superintendents of England. 

“Andrew Baillie Solicitor at Law appointed Clerk to the Commissioners at last meeting gave 

his oath de fideli. The Preses then delivered to him Deputation of Sheriffship by the Right 

Hon’ble The Lord Provost of Edinburgh in favor of John Tait Esq. elected Superintendant of 

Police, and Mr Sheriff Clerk delivered to him Substitution of Sheriffship by him in favor of 

Mr Tait to be read, and which were read by the Clerk accordingly. Mr Tait produced certificate 

dated 11d July 1805 under the hand of Mr Heelar McDonald Buchanan one of the Clerks of 

session bearing that he had taken the oaths to Government before the Court of Session and he 

then gave his oath de fideli administratione office administered to him by the Lord Provost and 

Sheriff; and at desire of the Preses put on his robe and insignia of office. The meeting then 

proceeded from the Parliament House to the place fitted up as a court house for the Court of 

Police in order to open the court, where after a suitable prayer by the Reverend Sir Henry 

Maureis Sellwood and Mr Tait took his seat as Judge of Police.” 
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The Purchase of Riddle’s Court 

The Dean of Guild and Deacon Convener were given the task of finding a suitable premises; 

the initial house suggested for the Police Court was at the bottom of Lady Stair’s Close and 

belonged to the Bank of Scotland. There were specific conditions which the Act stated must 

be met by the house chosen and which could be considered for the Court House: 

“The survey shall contain all houses below three pounds of rent and even houses below three 

pounds where spirituous liquors of any kind are sold; but declare that if the fund will permit it, 

they think it may be expedient to allow the resident commissioners to give relief in the case of 

poverty to such persons inhabiting houses below five pounds of rent as they may think entitled to 

such relief.” 

The Dean applied to the Bank of Scotland but received no reply, so they looked to Riddle’s 

Court as a solution. The Court was owned by Mrs Muirhead and rented by Mrs Vertue for 

four years ‘from the present term’ at a rent of twenty-five pounds. Mrs Muirhead agreed to let 

the property to the Police at the rate of Mrs Vertue’s current rent for the remaining four years 

of her contract, and Mrs Vertue insisted on being paid a further sixty pounds in order to 

transfer her lease. 

“The meeting authorise the Dean of Guild and Deacon Convener to close the transaction with 

Mrs Muirhead and Mrs Vertue assoon as possible, and appoint the house possessed by Mrs 

Muirhead to be fitted up as a Court place with all possible expedition.” 

Mrs Muirhead agreed to the proposal, on the terms that when the Police Commissioners 

moved out of the house, they should restore it to private lodgings and would pay £15 for 

painting the house properly. The rent would be thirty pounds and she requested that 

thisshould be agreed for six years, as that was the length of the Ordinance of the Police Act, 

if she should die sooner, as she was only a ‘liferentrix’ (upon her death, the property would 

pass to the fiar), but with a large claim upon the subject secured by adjudication. The 

meeting confirmed the conditions of rent but deferred their decision on the extended length 

of the lease until they had experienced the house’s usefulness themselves. 

On December 23rd 1805, Mrs Gray was granted ten pounds annually for cleaning the house, 

with an additional two pounds for supplies (mainly brooms). On May 19th 1806 it was stated 

that the Court House should be enlarged by removing the partition wall between the main 

room and the lobby; a committee was therefore appointed to decide on this and further rent 

agreements, consisting of: the Dean of Guild, the Deacon Convener, Sheriff of the County, 

Deputy Keeper of the Signet and Master of the Merchant Company (of which any three 

made a sufficient quorum). In May 1809 this committee proposed that the lease should be 

extended for six years after Whitsunday 1809, with the commissioners keeping the property 

in repair with fifteen pounds at the end of the lease for repainting and papering. 

 

Work on Riddle’s Court 

On the 19th May 1806, it was proposed that the Court House should be “enlarged by taking 

down the partition between the room and the Lobby” and this process should be supervised 

by a committee consisting of: the Dean of Guild, Deacon Convener, Sheriff of the County, 

Deputy Keeper of the Signet and the Master of Merchant Company. No further mention is 

made of this work in the Commissioner’s Minutes. 
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In the second volume of Commissioners’ Minutes (27th July 1812), it is agreed that the 

Police Office should be continued in the same location, the Clerk is directed to “get it white 

washed, and cleaned, and a place fitted up in it as an office for his own accommodation”. 

However, by January of the following year, a committee is established to look into the 

conversion of ‘the vacant isle’ at St Giles’ Church to be used as a Police Office. This 

committee reported back at the Quarterly Meeting that Mr William Woodburn had been 

contracted to carry this out for £770. 

In the records for Police Funds and Expenditure for the year ending Whitsunday 1814, the 

extraordinary expenditure appears to be mainly concerned with fitting up the Police Court 

and also the rent of a schoolroom to be used in place of the Police Office, which had 

become unusable for some unstated reason. 

 

Superintendent John Tait W.S. (1748- July 29th 1817) 

John Tait’s father, Old John Tait, was a brush-maker (who fathered twenty-eight children), 

and John Jr. was his apprentice when admitted to the Writers of the Signet. As a young man 

he published poetry in Ruddiman's Weekly Magazine, and in the London Magazine. 

In November 1781, John Tait was admitted to His Majesty’s Society of Writers to the Signet. 

The Signet was the seal of the early Scottish Kings and those in the society were those 

authorised to allow its use. In the eighteenth and nineteenth century, Writers to the Signet 

could approve legal documents using the royal seal, particularly used in court proceedings. 

In January 1799 he was registered as a member of the Highland Society of Scotland, a 

society committed to the improvement of Scottish Highlands and supporting Highland 

culture. 

In September 1782, Tait married Margaret Edgar (1762-1810). In 1805, they resided at 28 

Queen St before moving to Northumberland St in 1808 and 4 Abercrombie Place in 1811. 

They had three sons, George (Advocate and Sheriff Substitute for Edinburgh), 

Alexander (Commander in the Royal Navy, died 1866) and John (Apprentice to his father, 

W.S, 1786-1832), three daughters (Ann, Margaret and Jane) and two sons who died in 

infancy (Peter and Edgar). 

He was secretary of the committee formed to evaluate the state of the police of Edinburgh 

and took the proposal to the King, therefore was well-versed in the legal aspects of the 

Edinburgh Police Act necessary to become the Judge of Police. He was sworn in at age 57 

and was provided with a £500 annual salary payable half-yearly, to commence on 15 July 

1805, and an extra £50 for his role in the 1805 Act. 

As Superintendant he faced a lot of problems and became despised for his perceived abuse 

of power. However he did preside over more than 12,000 cases, at an average of 1,700 

cases per year during his time in office. 

Once his position at the Police Court was dissolved, Tait continued to be involved in the 

justice system. In 1813, the clerk was instructed to distribute one hundred copies of his 

treatise on the duties of a constable to each of the commissioners, and in June the 

committee were offended to receive a request for the Income Tax on Tait’s compensation for 

deprivation of office to be paid by the Establishment, which they subsequently refused. 
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Sacred to the memory of John Tait, Esq., W.S., and Judge of Police for Edinburgh, and 

Margaret Edgar, his spouse, and Misses Ann, Margaret and Jane, their daughters; also of 

George Tait, Esq., Advocate, Sheriff-Substitute of Mid-Lothian, who died 1st September 

1865. John Tait, Esq., W.S., Peter Tait and Edgar Tait, both of whom died in infancy; 

and Alexander Tait, Captain R.N., who died 12th April 1866, their sons. Superintendent 

John Tait W.S. (1748- July 29th 1817) 

 

Problems with the Police Force 

At 5pm on 13th November 1806, William Begbie (a bank porter) was found murdered in 

Tweeddale Court, Canongate, with a sharpened bread knife in his chest. He was couriering 

a purse of £4,392 from Leith to the British Linen Bank in Edinburgh, and the case was never 

solved, serving to confirm people’s negative opinions of the new force. The Police Court 

continued to suffer from economic problems in the following year. 

Another committee was established in 1808 to revise and assess the new police system, 

although nothing came of this until the catalyst of the 1811 Hogmanay Riots. 

During the final hours of December 31st 1811, crowds gathered in the High Street near the 

Tron Church to celebrate the oncoming New Year. Gangs of ‘ferocious banditti’ (young 

apprentices) committed a series of assaults and robberies, armed with bludgeons and other 

weapons, over a period of four hours. Two dozen or so people fell victim to these gangs and 

70 street lamps were broken. 

James Campbell, a clerk from Leith, was attacked on the evening and died of his wounds on 

the 7th January. Around the same time, Dugald Campbell (a watchman) had rescued a 

victim in Stamp Office Close and was so badly injured that he too died in the following days, 

on the 4th. It was implied that the watchman had a reputation for being particularly hard on 

the boys, earning the nickname ‘Royal Arch’, and this is possibly why he was targeted. 

Hugh McIntosh, a 16 year old porter, Neil Sutherland, an 18 year old, and Hugh MacDonald, 

an 18 year old shoemaker, were members of a local gang based in Canongate and 

Grassmarket and accused of robbery, although only McIntosh was convicted of the murder. 

All were sentenced to death. On April 22nd a scaffold was erected opposite the close where 

the incident took place, and a great event was made of the hanging, to deter others from 

causing trouble. 

This led to another committee meeting to discuss the response of the Police to the event and 

to remove the Police Court. Royal Assent was obtained in June 1812. 

“I am now to close this Court, after having officiated in it for nearly seven years of 

unabating solitude, during which, above twelve thousand cases have been determined, as 

appears from the volumes on the table, containing abstracts of the judicial procedure. I 

was placed here in consequence of an act of Parliament, of an experimental nature. The 

experiment has been made, several defects have been discovered, and these have been 

obviated by a new act, which makes great additions to the means of protecting offences, 

and of detecting offenders, from which the most beneficial effects may be expected. But 

here I must be permitted to repeat a remark made by the highest authority in this place, 

and which cannot be too strongly enforced, that no institution of police can be effectual 

without the cordial support of the community.”  Supertintendant John Tait 
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The Police were still subject to a 6 year lease which was due to expire in 1815, however 

moved in April 1813 to the new Main Police Office constructed within the north aisle of St 

Giles’ Church in the High Street. 

 

Diverse Attractions 

In 1985 a two week youth project called Youth House in South Bridge Resource Centre 

began. It became Youth Rendezvous and encouraged local groups to perform during the 

Fringe Festival. 

The group moved to Riddle Court in 1988 and championed a return to the original thinking 

behind the Fringe Festival- providing a stage for small little-known community drama and 

artist groups from Lothian and elsewhere. 

They offered low-cost theatre and workshops with a diverse combination of theatre, music 

and workshops, including productions by young people and a hearing-impaired group 

delivered in sign language. 

“A place where reason prevailed” 
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Appendix 3 

Briefing for Fet-Lor Youth Activity 

Student project December 2014 

SHBT are keen to attract new audiences to the heritage at The Patrick Geddes Centre for 

Learning,and to do this in imaginative and engaging ways. 

• The proposal is to invite young people from FetLor Youth Club to visit the building, and learn 

some of the stories about the building and the famous people associated with it through history. 

• One story will be emphasised: Bailie John MacMorran, who built the first house on the site in 

1591, was a prosperous merchant. 

• He was called to a disturbance at the Royal High School: pupils had ‘barred out’ or locked 

themselves inside the building in protest. 

• In trying to mediate, Bailie MacMorran was shot dead by one of the pupils, William Sinclair, 

who was then sent to Edinburgh’s Tolbooth jail. 

The kernel of the drama project is to find a vibrant and resonant thread in the history of the 

people associated with the building, and use it as a mechanism to explore themes with the 

young people of: 

• Authority 

• Challenge and protest 

• Self-expression 

These would lead ultimately to a performance, created by the drama worker in collaboration 

with the young people, for performance to invited friends and family, back at the Patrick 

Geddes Centre for Learning. 

The drama project would in turn be a catalyst for wider youth involvement at the Patrick 

Geddes Centre for Learning. 

 

Timeline: 

1124- Royal Charter establishes the boundaries of Edinburgh 

1568- Plague hits Edinburgh 

1574- Plague hits Edinburgh 

1584-88- Plague hits Edinburgh 

1590- Riddle’s Close purchased by Baillie John MacMorran 

1591- House built 

1595- MacMorran shot dead by William Sinclair 

1596- Edinburgh riot against the King’s Catholic rulings 

1598- Banquet held to entertain James VI and the Danish Royals 
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1621- Scheme to renew the buildings of Edinburgh 

1630- MacMorran family sell property to Sir John Smith, First Earl of Lauderdale 

1640- Sir John Smith of Grothill bought the property 

1641- Solemn League and Covenant 

1645- The Battle of Naseby TIMELINE 

1646- Charles I fled England 

1649- Scotland declared Charles II as the rightful king 

1651- Charles II landed in Scotland to be crowned 

1651- Charles was defeated and returned to exile 

1658- Cromwell died and General Monck returned Charles II to the throne 

1660- Convention of Breda 

1663- Thatched roof removed 

1685- Charles II died 

1700- Worst fire to hit Edinburgh 

1700- Aristocratic Quarter developed in the area 

1707- Act of Union 

1714- Owned by Duchess Anne of Buccleuch 

1749- Bought by Baillie William Alexander 

1751- David Hume lived at Riddle’s Court 

1753- Riddel’s Land enters the official Edinburgh sasine record after the death of George 

Riddel 

1775- James Pillans painters set up their business in the Close 

1805-1813- Housed Edinburgh’s first Police Court 

1825- Edinburgh Mechanics’ Library and saddlery warehouse uses the building 

1860- Annuity Tax Abolition Act 

1864- Octavia Hill is sponsored by Ruskin 

1867- Improvement Act 

1875- Jane Wardrop, dyer of lace and crape lived at Riddle’s Court 

1876- George Hosea (resident) charged with bigamy 

1878- Robert Louis Stevenson’s Picturesque Notes on Edinburgh 

1880- Geddes returned to Edinburgh 

1880- Edinburgh Health Association formed 
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1881- The greatest number of inhabitants residing in Riddle’s Close (247) 

1883- Geddes met Anna Morton 

1884- Social and Sanitary Society formed 

1884- Environment Society 

1886- Anna and Patrick married 

1886- Became used as the first university summer school in Europe 

1887-1892- MacGibbon & Ross record the standing architectural monuments of Scotland in 

five volumes 

1890- Patrick Geddes Student Residences 

1893- Edinburgh (Housing of the Working Classes Act) Improvement Scheme 

1893- Mechanics’ Subscription Library closed in favour of the Public Lending Library 

1895- Geddes & Colleagues Publishing set up in the Court 

1900- Paris International Exposition 

1901- Difficult trading time as the number of students enrolled dropped by a thousand 

1901- Gentrification returned to the Old Town 

1903- Workers’ Educational Association founded 

1905- United Free Church Mission 

1912- Edinburgh branch of the WEA set up 

1917- Anna Geddes died of a fever in India 

1921- First Summer School organised by the Scottish branch of the WEA 

1924- The Fettesian-Lorettonian Boys' Club came into being 

1935- Reid Memorial Mission 

1940- Law Dispensary 

1945- The last surviving property of the Town & Gown Association (Ramsey Lodge) was 

sold 

1946- University Student Halls 

1946- Bought by Edinburgh Council, used initially to solve housing crisis following WWII 

1947- Electricity installed 

1947- Edinburgh Fringe began 

1951- Edinburgh Fringe Venue 

1952- Dame Maggie Smith performed in Riddle’s Court (The Oxford and Cambridge Players) 

1955- People were rehoused from Old Town for improvements 

1956- The Fettesian-Lorettinian Boys’ Club moved to Pilton 
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1958- The Council employed John Wilson Paterson to undertake improvements 

1960- Festival Fringe Society was established (the president being a performer from Riddle’s 

Court) 

1963- Application for a building repair grant with Historic Buildings Council for Scotland 

1965- Restorative work completed 

1966- Adult Education Centre began holding courses on dramatic art, crime and 

punishment, gardening and bringing up children 

1976- WEA (South East Scotland District Offices), Lothian Regional Council Adult Basic 

Education Training and Resource Base 

1988- Diverse Attractions opens 

1996- Central heating installed, kitchen refurbished and upgraded 

1999- Used as the set for Pip’s room in the BBC adaptation of Charles Dickens’ “Great 

Expectations” 

2007- City of Edinburgh Council announces plans to sell building, WEA starts project to 

research and document the story of Riddle’s Court, resulting in a gazetteer 

2011- SHBT set up in the South and West Blocks 

 

Social Context 

1100-1590 

In 1124, David I granted a royal charter to establish the boundaries of Edinburgh. The layout 

mirrored the medieval hierarchy of power, with the Lord’s castle being the apex of the main 

road and a cathedral situated at some point along the road (the Royal Mile). The burgh was 

severely constrained by its walls, as the population increased and traders were obliged to 

live within its boundaries if they were to continue trading with benefits. 

They therefore built upwards, utilising building advances in masonry craft and a circular 

turnpike staircase. 

In sixteenth century Scotland, it was against the Sumptuary Laws for people from a lower 

social order to dress as someone from a higher social level, so the poor were only allowed to 

wear ‘hodden grey’. This was a technique used by the nobility to suppress the outward show 

of ostentation by the rising middle class, although the urban and rural poor were mostly 

illiterate. 

There were huge problems due to overcrowding in the sixteenth century which led to 

sporadic outbreaks of plague (1568, 1574, 1584-88). 

In 1584 there was an amendment to the constitution which increased the influence of 

overseas trades, therefore retaining the balance of power in favour of the merchants whose 

wealth was founded on their trading abroad from bases in Leith harbour. 
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1591-1640 

Baillie John MacMorran built a house on his property in 1591; this was to become Riddle’s 

Court. In 1596 the Scottish Protestants took control of the High Street and Tolbooth, 

opposing the appointment of Octavians to the treasury, as they were assumed to be crypto-

Catholics. National demands about Scottish National Policy were made. James created a 

coalition to re-establish his authority and quell the rioting. In 1631 Edinburgh forbids women 

to wear plaids over their heads under the penalty of a £5 fine, in 1633 this was reinforced by 

the threat of corporal punishment to those who disobeyed, allowing the arrest of these 

women in 1648. 

In 1621, the Council tried to remove thatched roofs and relocate hazardous industries to 

locations where there would be less risk of fire. The street was widened by the removal of 

timber galleries; extension outwards by one bay’s width and rebuilding the fronts in stone (as 

seen opposite Riddle’s Court in present-day Gladstone’s Land). 

The arches reconstructed in Gladstone’s Land show where the merchants would sell their 

wares and shelter from the Scottish climate in the seventeenth century. The period between 

1616 and 1630 saw the sale of the entire great tenement as it was split into two properties; 

one was sold outside the McMorran family, the other to a collateral branch of the family. The 

new owner of the back tenement, Sir John Smith, was something of a rogue, particularly in 

relation to his international business affairs. This eventually resulted in him losing the back 

tenement of Riddle’s Court to Sir John Clerk of Penicuik (first baronet, 1649-1722) in 1676, 

even though the two men were related through marriage (Smith was described as the uncle 

of Clerk’s mother). The Clerk of Penicuik papers never specified exactly what Smith and his 

sons had initially done to upset John Clerk of Penicuik (1611-74) but it does seem to have 

involved another Scottish merchant called James Eleis, resident at Campvere, who acted as 

a factor for John Clerk and who also may have been related to Smith’s wife. But whatever 

the original dispute between the Smiths and the Clerks had been about it was also 

sufficiently severe for Sir John Clerk of Penicuik (first baronet, 1649-1722) to take 

extraordinary action immediately after his father’s death in 1674. Clerk deliberately set out to 

buy all of the Smith family bonds from their creditors; he ended up in possession of the 

south-most tenement that formed Riddle’s Court, together with some other tenements in the 

same area. 

1641-1700 

In the late C16th Scotland was becoming more closely allied with England, due to the 1641 

Solemn League and Covenant which was a treaty of peace with the English 

Parliamentarians. In return, England promised a reformation of its religion (to become more 

similar to Presbyterian Scotland) and to support Cromwell in battle against the Royalists. In 

the subsequent Battle of Naseby, the Scots helped Cromwell win against Royalist forces and 

he appeared as the head of the Puritan body. Unfortunately, he went against his promise 

and brought in laws which were opposed to Presbyterians. 

Charles I fled to the Scottish army, who returned him to England for £400,000 and arrears in 

army pay. As the King was tried for treason and executed, Scotland dissented and 

proclaimed Charles II as King (5th February 1649), Charles II landed in Scotland and was 

crowned on 1st January 1651. By September of the same year, Cromwell defeated the 

Scots and Charles returned to exile. General Monck was appointed Governor of Scotland 

and joined the countries in Union, resulting in a better economy as overseas trade was 

boosted. 
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Cromwell died and General Monck marched south to restore Charles II to his throne, 

presenting him with the Convention of Breda (the conditions on which Charles would return) 

stating that amnesty would be granted to all rebels, freedom of belief would be available to 

all, there would be a settlement of all property claims and outstanding army wages were to 

be paid. 

In Edinburgh, there was a return to living in tenements and the Court remained a sought-

after address. The cost of rent was high and records show that residents tended to be of 

artistic patronage. The Norie Panels imply that this patronage of nobility continued well into 

the eighteenth century. 

Eighteenth Century 

The population of Edinburgh in 1600 had been 20,000; by the start of the eighteenth century 

it had increased to 30,000, so overcrowding was a huge problem. The Victorian Bills 

(Improvement Acts) were brought into effect in the large Scottish burghs of Edinburgh, Leith 

and Glasgow; many important houses were destroyed in order to increase living space. 

Around the time that the Act of Union was passed, the High Street is described as being the 

finest street for buildings in the world, however the overcrowding and general filth provided 

an uncomfortable backdrop for this scene. In 1746 an Act was passed prohibiting the 

wearing of tartan in any form by men and boys, although it was not fully obeyed. In 1758 Sir 

William Burrell visited Edinburgh, commenting on “that abominable custom of throwing out of 

the window every night the ordure of the family to avoid going down stairs, so that 

passengers who are abroad at these hours must act with great circumspection for fear of 

suffering from the vollies of chamber pots and close stools from above, or wading through 

excrement below”. The author Samuel Johnson visited in 1773 and to Boswell said “I can 

smell you in the dark”, as he had been living in the area for so long. The Lawnmarket 

continued as a lively marketplace for the sale of goods, especially linen and tweeds, and 

records show that it was a tolerable existence for most. 

Nineteenth Century 

In the early C19th Norie panels were painted for the King Charles Room, indicating a 

continued high class of resident for Riddle’s Court. The Council looked to improve Old Town 

around a similar time, but they encountered economic issues (balancing fundraising and 

keeping taxpayers happy) and individual ambitions clashing with political ambitions. The 

1824 fire left many residents homeless and caused to a collapse of the tallest tenement 

(fourteen storeys high), leading to a call for the removal of the ancient properties, tempered 

by a more historicist approach where the new houses would be built in a Flemish style (or 

whichever style echoed the character of the ancient city). 

The city focused its attention on building the two bridges, commencing the southern bridge 

(George IV Bridge) by architect Hamilton in 1829. Progress was slow due to a short 

monetary supply and the architect himself had gone bankrupt. The economy continued to 

decline and in 1833 the Leith Docks Expansion went bankrupt as well. In 1834 the new 

bridge was opened to traffic, but Hamilton resigned. These ventures in addition to the 

construction of Victoria Street (completed by 1837) meant that capital expenditure was at an 

unprecedented amount. 

Picturesque Notes on Edinburgh, R.L. Stevenson 

“It is true that the over-population was at least as dense in the epoch of lords and 

ladies… but an aggregation of comfort is not distasteful like an aggregation of the 
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reverse…perhaps the more the merrier… social inequality is nowhere more ostentatious 

than at Edinburgh” 

Robert Louis Stevenson could anticipate the positive nature of ‘conservative surgery’ to the 

closes- “but what slices of sunlight, what breaths of fresh air, have been let in!”- and 

noted the growing trend for cultural tourism “the local antiquary points out where 

famous and well-born people had their lodging; and as you look up, out pops the head of a 

slatternly woman from the countess’ window”. 

By the late C18th, Edinburgh’s Old Town was being abandoned by the wealthy and more 

humble tenants began to occupy Riddle’s Close until it was overcrowded by ordinary working 

people (army recruits, shoemakers, book binders, labourers, sewers, printers, blacksmiths, 

cabinet makers, tailors). 

In the mid-nineteenth century, Octavia Hill had been sponsored by Ruskin to buy her first 

properties in London; she moved with authority and her writings were hugely influential, 

encouraging the principles of self-help among tenants to improve their immediate 

surroundings. This formed the basis of Geddes’ improvements in the Castlehill area of Old 

Town. The 1860 Annuity Tax Abolition Act transferred the whole rights of administration and 

custody of the Tolbooth and a further fourteen churches in Edinburgh from the Magistrates 

and Town Council to the Ecclesiastical Commissioners which meant this was a period of 

great change in the Tolbooth Church district. 

The 1867 Improvement Act administered major upheaval to the fabric of New Town but 

didn’t resolve its social ills. The demolition of old properties to create new tenements and 

new streets were notoriously land hungry. The mortality rate was twice that of New Town 

and the appetite for tackling further public improvement schemes had flagged and it was left 

to those spurred on by moral indignation of the housing conditions. In 1890, the Housing of 

the Working Classes Act dictated that ‘unhealthy areas’ were to be improved, including: 

widening of key streets such as Potterrow, improvement of various courts and closes, 

houses to be built well-ventilated and properly draining, displacing 3671 residents into 

unoccupied houses in adjoining districts. This was estimated to cost £67,395. 

In the 1880s many societies began to form in order to combat the housing conditions of the 

working class with varying degrees of success. The 1884 Environment Society was led by a 

desire to emulate Octavia Hill’s success in Marylebone, London and an attempt by Geddes 

and Oliphant to establish a group of like-minded individuals. 

Geddes largely influenced the 1885 Edinburgh Social Union. Rundown properties were 

acquired and rents gathered by middle class members, any surplus was to be spent on 

improving properties as a revolving fund. 

By 1891 membership had grown to 500, including architects, artists, decorators, 

businessmen, private individuals and the union owned fourteen properties; the Arts and 

Crafts architect Frank Deas was its secretary. 

The Social Union developed into a series of related interests run by separate committees 

along the lines of Ruskinian Guilds: the Artistic Guild, Educational Programme, 

Entertainment Committee, Public Open Spaces Committee, Housing Guild (used by Geddes 

to pursue his involvement in the Edinburgh Architectural Association). This led to a long-term 

collaboration with a small group of architects who were called upon for ‘conservative surgery’ 

projects. 
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‘’Do you wonder Edinburgh is renowned for its medical schools?’ asked the Professor 

grimly, as he darted in and out of these foul alleys, explaining how he was demolishing 

this and reconstructing that- at once a Destroying Angel and a Redeemer… His own 

destruction was conservative in character; it was his aim to preserve the ancient note in 

the architecture’ (someone receiving a tour from Geddes in 1895) 

Shortly after it had been founded, Geddes began to leave the Union behind him, as he went 

to see the work of Octavia Hill first-hand. 

The Edinburgh Improvement Scheme recognised the successes of the ‘conservative 

surgery’ schemes, paid greater attention to the tenants and gave official recognition to 

Geddes’ efforts. Geddes was given authority to proceed with plans for Wardrop’s Court and 

subsequently was named project administrator for the improvements. One such 

improvement in 1895 was Aitken’s scheme to introduce ‘deck-access balconies’ at the rear 

of the properties at Riddle’s Court. 

Twentieth Century 

On the opening of the twentieth century, Paris held their International Exposition inspired by 

the Crystal Palace Exhibition in London; Geddes visited this and found inspiration for his 

garden planning movement. At a similar time, the gentrification of the Royal Mile appeared to 

be returning (civil engineer, bank clerk, chartered accountant, legal firm, medical students in 

residence). 

In 1903 the Workers’ Educational Association was founded and the Edinburgh branch set up 

9 years later. The first Summer School organized by the Scottish branch of the WEA took 

place in 1921, echoing the work of Patrick Geddes the previous century. 

The city and its Council began to acknowledge the merit of historical properties and issued a 

statement in 1946, stating that such properties should be maintained. The following year, 

Riddle’s Court was wired for an electricity supply, although it should be noted that reports 

from 1949 describe the buildings as ‘in poor condition’ and having few practical uses. John 

Wilson Paterson (1887-1969) was engaged to undertake improvements at Riddle’s Close in 

1958 and made an application for a building repair grant with Historic Buildings Council for 

Scotland to bring the building ‘back into the life of the community’, using it as a venue for 

cultural activities. 

Two decorative ceilings were uncovered (one of the ceilings referred to may have been the 

Norie panels) during the restorations and Riddle’s Court was officially reopened in 1966. 

Riddle’s Court was used as one of the original Fringe Festival Venues (Number 16) and has 

hosted performances from groups such as the Oxford and Cambridge Players, introducing 

Dame Maggie Smith, Stephen Fry and Hugh Laurie. 

Twenty-first Century 

The City of Edinburgh Council announces plans to sell the building, so the WEA starts a 

project to research and document the story of Riddle’s Court, resulting in a gazetteer. 

2011- SHBT set up in the South and West Blocks. 
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Historical characters and events 

Baillie John MacMorran (1553-1595) 

Riddle’s Court was built by MacMorran and comprised of two L-shaped houses; the 

south/west house was to be the residence of MacMorran. He was shot dead by an angry 

schoolboy (William Sinclair) on the 15th September 1595. 

MacMorran started life as a servant to Regent Morton (1516-81), a prominent nobleman who 

was made Chancellor. His position was rescinded when he was implicated in the murder of 

Riccio (Queen Mary’s confidant), but he rose again to power after the death of the Earl of 

Mar in 1572 and was appointed Regent until his overthrow in 1578. Morton was beheaded 

by an early version of the guillotine called the Maiden. 

John MacMorran became a merchant burgess like his father who bought the land in 1558. 

He was made an elder of the clerk in 1584, a member of the town council in 1586 and City 

Treasurer from 1589-91, becoming Bailie in 1594. It is unclear how he became one of the 

richest men in the city, but on his death testament he had shares in nine ships with 

additional goods scattered in warehouses across Europe. 

These included wine in Dieppe, unspecified goods in Bordeaux, wax, salmon, and pistols. In 

1592 the Baillie obtained a contract to build a loft for the warding of the scholars. 

Bailie MacMorran visited the site of the barring-out (as was his public duty) at the Royal High 

School and in the attempt to batter the door down, MacMorran was shot in the head by 

William Sinclair. A monument was erected in his honour by his brother Ninian and children, 

however there is no mention of his wife so she must have been previously deceased. 

MacMorran died as Edinburgh’s wealthiest man, with an estate valued at £21,544 10s. 7d. 

Scots, or approximately £3,155 sterling. 

High School Riots: 

“No more English, no more French, 

No more sitting on the hard old bench, 

Kick up tables, kick up chairs, 

Kick old [name of a master] down the stairs!” 

Violence was endemic in society in general in those troubled times and the violent behaviour 

of the boys often paralleled, and indeed was in all probability caused by, the violent 

behaviour of many of the fathers. 

A barring-out was the student reaction to the refusal of a privilege, usually sought in the form 

of an additional holiday. The students selected a leader, pledged him their undying 

allegiance, and equipped themselves with food and offensive weapons. They took 

possession of the building during the night, barricaded doors and windows, until they 

obtained their privilege or were overcome. These sorts of riots tended to happen during the 

Twelve Days of Christmas, as St Nicholas was the patron saint of schoolboys. The Calvinists 

in Scotland, by attempting to suppress the ‘superstitious’ tradition of Yuletide, encountered 

the most determined resistance of Scottish schoolboys. 

1580- Royal High School, Edinburgh 

A barring-out led to nine boys being imprisoned and fined. 
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1587- Royal High School Edinburgh 

The authorities succeeded in taking back the school by force in response to a barring-out 

organized by the students. The Lord Provost, William Little, had managed to enter by 

shattering the main door; a substantial quantity of guns, swords, halberds, stockpiled by the 

besieged boys was discovered. Swingeing fines were imposed on the relatives of the boys 

concerned and the annual holiday was reduced to just one week. One of the boys involved 

was Alexander Napier, son of John Napier 

1694- St Patrick’s Cathedral Grammar, Dublin 

Resulted in the master of the college receiving a shot wound to the thigh. 

1707- William and Mary College, Virginia 

In protesting for an extra day’s holiday, as was tradition, the students fastened and 

barricaded the doors, taking 3 or 4 pistols with them; the authorities tried to force the doors 

but the boys fired off shots and injured a servant. 

1716- Royal High School, Edinburgh 

The boys broke all the windows of the School and Lady Yester’s Church, levelling the wall 

surrounding theirplayground. 

1792- Belfast Royal Academy 

The boys had taken a quantity of provisions from the academy kitchens and armed 

themselves with 5 pistols and a large quantity of gunpowder and shot. The students sent a 

letter, headed “Liberty Hall”, to their masters in which they stated they would not surrender 

until their demands had been met. The academy authorities then sent workmen to break 

down the door and pour water down the chimney, without success, as the boys opened fire 

on them. Finally, the Sovereign of Belfast, Rev. William Bristow, was summoned; he “read 

the Riot Act” to the boys but failed to end the barring out, and one of the boys opened fire on 

him. Later that night the siege ended; the boys were later beaten and then expelled. 

1823- The Royal School, Armagh 

The boys armed and barricaded themselves into a dormitory in protest at the cancellation of 

their usual Wednesday half-day holiday. The withdrawal of this holiday was a result of the 

pupils' failure to identify those responsible for placing an explosive device near the fire in the 

boarders' common room. The principal was in the habit of warming himself by this fire in the 

evening, and was blown across the room by the resulting explosion. 

The boys brought in bread, cheese, wine, whiskey, beer and pistols, before barricading 

themselves in. When the school caretaker attempted to break through, they shot at him. The 

local militia was called but took no action. 

After three days the boys surrendered and were soundly flogged by the same caretaker at 

whom they had shot. 

From 1850 and well into the next century, schoolboys in Edinburgh and Aberdeen barred-out 

their masters consistently on being denied their ‘Privilege’. 

The ‘Bicker’ 

A traditional fight between the boys of the College and High School fought on Cowgate. 

Legendary figure of Tam o’ the Cowgate (First Earl of Haddington, Lord President of the 
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Court in Session), a stout-hearted old man who rallied the boys of the School to win, running 

the College boys out of the town at West Port, barring the gate against them. One incident of 

a bicker led by ‘Green-Breeks’ was told by Sir Walter Scott in his novel Waverley: 

It fell that once upon a time, when the combat was at the thickest, this plebeian 

champion [Greek-Breeks’] headed a sudden charge so rapid and furious that all fled before 

him. He was several paces before his comrades, and had actually laid his hands on the 

patrician standard, when one of our party, whom some misjudging friend had intrusted 

with a couteau de chasse, or hanger, inspired with a zeal for the honour of the corps 

worthy of Major Sturgeon himself, struck poor Green-Breeks over the head with strength 

sufficient to cut him down. When this was seen, the casualty was so far beyond what had 

ever taken place before that both parties fled different ways, leaving poor Green-Breeks, 

with his bright hair plentifully dabbled in blood, to the care of the watchman, who 

(honest man) took care not to know who had done the mischief. The bloody hanger was 

flung into one of the Meadow ditches, and solemn secrecy was sworn on all hands; but the 

remorse and terror of the actor were beyond all bounds, and his apprehensions of the most 

dreadful character. The wounded hero was for a few days in the Infirmary, the case being 

only a trifling one. But though inquiry was strongly pressed on him, no argument could 

make him indicate the person from whom he had received the wound, though he must 

have been perfectly well known to him. 

William Sinclair (1581-1643) 

A young (fourteen), rich boy, a scholar, literate; the high school pupil who shot dead Bailie 

John MacMorran. Son of George Sinclair of Mey, fifth Earl of Caithness, of the Sinclairs of 

Mey, Canisbay. Shot MacMorran in the head while the authorities tried to break down the 

door and end the siege. Sinclair was imprisoned in Edinburgh’s Tolbooth jail but was from a 

powerful family so was eventually pardoned by King James VI’s Privy Council. William 

Sinclair suffered temporary exile to France but on 28th July 1599 the Register of the Great 

Seal noted that ‘because the said William on 1st November 1596 had embarked at Kirkcaldie 

and from there had moved to France and remained there… the King granted the said 

William permission to return to his kingdom and decreed that a pardon be granted to him for 

the said murder under the great seal’. William was knighted in 1623 as Sir William of 

Cadboll, married Katherine Ross of Balnagowan in 1600 to have two sons, Sir James 

Sinclair of Canisbay, and dying in 1643. 

The Royal High School Riot of 1595 

The School was situated in Blackfriar’s Monastery (1578-1777) at the time of the riot and 

whilst this tragedy is the only recorded fatality for which the school can be held responsible, 

it was by no means an isolated instance of violent behaviour by High 

School scholars, in the turbulent sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. The minutes of the 

Town Council record numerous examples of such behaviour including a sequence of 

barrings-outs, occasions when the scholars seized temporary control of the school premises. 

Over the imposing entrance was a pediment bearing the equally imposing motto ‘Musis 

Respublica Floret’, “the state flourishes with the Muses” (who were the patrons of liberal 

education)… Many of the boys were sons of highland chiefs. That continued into the next 

century as an enactment of 1608 decreed that every highland gentleman owning sixty cows 

should agree to profess ‘the true religion’ and have his eldest male child educated in the 

lowlands. 
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The final, fateful barring-out occurred in September 1595. It was precipitated by the refusal 

of the Town Council to grant a one-week autumn vacation to the students. The reasons for 

refusal are unclear. Perhaps the appearance of High School boys en masse at the council 

chambers in pursuance of their petition was not best calculated to produce a positive 

response form the magistrates. Incensed by the refusal, the pupils took possession and 

turned the building into a fortress capable of withstanding a siege. Representations by the 

rector and Baillie MacMorran fell alike on deaf ears and the Baillie called for a battering ram 

(joist) to force entry. One scholar warned the Baillie to stop ‘dinging up the door’ or he would 

‘shoot a pair of bullets through his head’. MacMorran chose to interpret this as a piece of 

youthful bravado and urged his men to break down the door. Seconds later he lay dead, shot 

through the head by the leader of the barring-out, William Sinclair, who stood guard at the 

window above the main door. Sinclair and six companions (George Murray, son of Jonne 

Murray of Spainziedaill; Robert Hoppringle, son of the ‘Gudeman of Quhytebank’; Andro 

Douglas, son of George Douglas, servant to the Laird of Ceffurde; Raguel Bennett, son of 

Baillie Mungo Bennett in Chasteris; … Adair, son of Adair of Kinhilt; … Kirktown, son of … 

Kirktown of the Tour; and Malcolme Cokburne) were lodged immediately in the Tolbooth 

prison while several magistrates hastened to Falkland Palace to inform the king of the 

tragedy. 

Those arrested faced the wrath of the city mob on the way to Tolbooth and this public 

outrage caused a stalemate in the conviction of the boys. The MacMorran family refused to 

accept money for the boys’ release, but the Privy Council were forced to allow the boys a 

pardon, as the Sinclairs were a highly influential family. 

The boys pled their innocence and complained bitterly about being incarcerated in a damp 

prison among hardened and dangerous criminals. As sons of nobility they did not consider 

themselves answerable to the magistrates of Edinburgh but only to an assize of peers of the 

realm. This worked so successfully that the only punishment for Sinclair’s six companions, in 

addition to their initial two months’ imprisonment, was expulsion from the school. 

To this day the school is reminded of the tragedy when the rector reads the rules of the 

school at the opening of each new session and exhorts the pupils to refrain from carrying 

‘gunpowder, fireworks or firearms of any description’. The rector of 1595, Hercules Rollock, 

was dismissed from his post. Ninian MacMorran and John’s children erected a statue in his 

memory. 

James VI (1566-1625) 

King James VI of Scotland (1567-1625) and King James I of England (1603-1625). 

‘The most Protestant king in Europe’ 

Convinced of ‘the centrality of writing to his exercise of rule’- wrote The True Law of Free 

Monarchies and Basilikon Doron (Royal Gift). Supported music, lavish ceremonies and the 

image of himself as a sun-king. James believed in obedience to God’s lieutenant on earth 

and therefore his own duties to God; the responsibility of enforcing the law, providing justice 

and living a model life to show that he was worthy of obedience. James worried about 

overspending (borrowed cutlery for Henry’s baptism) and instead awarded a generous 

inflation of honours to his male favourites at court. 

James was also incredibly afraid of assassination and therefore was wary about public 

appearances. 
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2nd May 1598- Banquet in honour of the Duke of Holstein 

Riddle’s Court buildings were used to entertain James VI, Queen Anne of Denmark and her 

brother, the Duke of Holstein. The town began planning the banquet and preparing a gift in 

April. A banquet of any worth required a large amount of specially shaped and designed 

sugar candies. These were provided by Jacques de Bousie for £184. 

Wild and tame fowl, bought from James Martin for £212 18s. 8d. 

‘Brissel fowls’ (probably turkeys) were provided from the countryside and collected by a 

council officer. 

£129 6s. to the baker. 

£11 to the cook, 

£60 6s. 8d. to the flesher, 

over £3 6s.8d. for a ‘boyen’ and a Dutch ham, 

£7 3s. 4d. for flowers and herbs, 

£28 18s. for spices, 

30s. for thirty oranges, 

6s. 8d. for twenty-five apples, 

£14 13s. 4d. for five stones of butter, raisins, saffron, cinnamon, five dozen eggs and white 

peas’ 

There were also payments to the king’s and queen’s master cooks. James even donated 

venison from his own larder for this particular banquet. Alcohol was an important ingredient 

for any banquet, especially one involving the king’s heavy-drinking Danish brother-in-law. 

The council paid £136 for two puncheons of wine, 

£21 for five gallons and a quart of claret, 

£7 for seven quarts of wine used in making ‘ypocras’, 

£13 4s. 8d. for a tun of English beer, 

£3 6s. 8d. for four barrels of ale 

They had to borrow serving vessels from pewter smiths, Thomas and Robert Wier, and paid 

£50 on the loss of these vessels. Some banquet furnishings were borrowed from the royal 

household and carried up from Holyroodhouse. The council also borrowed linen, hanging 

chandeliers, tables and stools. Other payments included an outer gate for Ninian 

MacMorran’s close, workmen to prepare his house for the banquet, and men who carried the 

king’s tapestries to the house. An eyewitness stated that “there was great solemnity and 

myrryness at the said Banquet” 

A number of other nobles and gentlemen, and surely the more influential town councilors 

would also have been present. The total expenditure for the Duke of Holstein’s banquet was 

just over £1,100, approximately twice what was paid for the May 1590 banquet for the 
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Danish ambassadors. Entertainment was also provided for the banquet; four trumpeters and 

three minstrels were hired, along with the town’s schoolchildren, whose schoolmasters, John 

Black and Robert Birrell, received payment. 

The Duke gave Edinburgh one thousand £5 pieces, a thousand crowns, a hat and 

decoration valued at £12,000 and a collection of jewellery as gifts. The French culinary 

influence clearly remained; the confectioner and napkin dressers were French and Claret 

remained the wine of choice. 

The King: “And my lords and lieges, let us all to dinner, for the cock-a-leekie is a-cooling” 

Mechanics’ Subscription Library 

Prior to the acquisition of the back tenement Riddle’s Court by Patrick Geddes in 1889 it was 

associated with the Mechanic’s Subscription Library. The Library owned all of the rear 

property, including the tenements at the upper levels which were rented out. These tenants 

included W. Robert Glass, a merchant, W. Daniel McInnes, a picture dealer, and a Miss 

Sarah Banner.). The main rooms of the library occupied what is now the so- called 

Orwell Room and the room to its north. After buying that portion of the back tenement, over 

the next few years Geddes acquired the remaining parts of the quadrangle formed by 

Riddle’s Court in a piecemeal fashion as they became available. 

It was a working people’s library with the highest lending rate of any library in Britain, housed 

on the lower floors of the premises, with access from Victoria Street. The students had 

access to books before public libraries were created and it greatly improved many people’s 

lives and prospects, earning it the title of “one of the most valuable institutions in the city”. It 

was a self-governing facility with 600 working men enrolled and had associations with 

leading printers and publishing houses, therefore received donations frequently. 

1825- MSL established in various premises at James Court 

1853- Housed on the site until 1890 when Patrick Geddes was acquiring the property 

1893- the Library was closed on the opening of the new Public Lending Library 

 

Sir Patrick Geddes (1854-1932) 

One of the great social thinkers of the late nineteenth and early twentieth century, a figure of 

international importance in the history of modern town planning and environmental studies, 

pioneering a sociological approach to the study of urbanization. 

Enrolled at Edinburgh University in 1874 to study Botany but Geddes found it boring so 

moved to London to study under the radical scientist and biologist Thomas Huxley; this 

characterised his approach to dissecting the problems of Old Town as he was exposed to 

the influence of John Ruskin on society and economics. Whilst there, he became involved 

with the Positivist Society, who were formulated around a secular religion based on humanist 

scientific principles. 

Geddes returned to Edinburgh in 1880 to take a position in the Botany Department of the 

University. He took a trip to Ireland the following year and fostered a growing interest in 

nationalism expressed through art and culture (embracing Celtic art and literature). On his 

return to Scotland Geddes was disappointed to find little awareness of an equivalent cultural 

identity. 
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During the 1880s, there was a flourishing of several societies promoting Ruskinian socialist 

principles through an attack on bourgeois social conventions; these groups had a deep 

concern regarding the dreadful social conditions in Edinburgh and other cities. Geddes gave 

hospitality to visiting lecturers to the university and was influenced by them, becoming 

acquainted with Morris and Walter Crane and had the ability to enlist their support when 

needed. Meetings of these societies were organised around Positivist links at the home of 

James Oliphant. 

Through these meetings Geddes met the younger sister of Oliphant’s wife, Anna Morton. 

Anna came from a liberal family on Merseyside and bonded with Geddes over their interest 

in the work of Octavia Hill. They married in 1886 and Anna continued to be a lifelong 

supporter of Geddes’ social experiments and schemes. Geddes became the forefront of the 

emerging Arts and Crafts movement; he conceived a neo-Romantic movement connected to 

a mystical Celtic past and attracted artists with similar ideals (John Duncan). Through his 

connections, Geddes became associated with the Edinburgh Architectural Association and 

gained a growing awareness of the late 19th century National Romantic movement, lecturing 

at the university on ‘A Layman’s View of Architecture’. 

Geddes moved at an unrelenting pace at running his initiatives, accompanied by a cavalier 

approach to managing the finances required as he constantly acquired properties with an 

eye to improving them but often didn’t have the means to fund them. 

Geddes became known as a social reformer and pioneer town planner; the importance of 

the Riddle’s Court site was recognised by Geddes and his colleagues, so he secured new 

uses for the building as part of a wider programme of renewal for the closes and courts. 

Riddle’s Court survives as one of the best examples of Geddes’ ‘conservation surgery’ and 

civics theories that lay at the heart of the regeneration of cities and of an emerging town 

planning movement worldwide. 

“Beginning within our limited range, with flowerboxes for dull windows and colour-

washing for yet duller walls (than which there is no brighter beginnings for city 

improvements) we soon got to fuller cleanings and repairings, next to even renewals, and 

at length to building as through Lawnmarket, Castle Hill to Ramsey Garden, of course 

thanks to growing cooperation alike from students and citizens, increasingly becoming 

good neighbours.” (Geddes, 1864) 

Geddes’ Programme of Improvements was put in motion in the 1880s; it was much more 

complex than the slum rehabilitation projects carried out by the Edinburgh Social Union. His 

vision for the Old Town was akin to a medieval collegiate establishment, where the 

importance of learning would be emphasised as part of a ‘cultural renascence’. At the heart 

of his vision lay the foundation of University Halls for the accommodation of creative craft 

activities. His professional links were set up with architects such as Sydney Mitchell, Stewart 

Henbest Capper, George Shaw Aitken and they collaborated regularly on projects in 

Castlehill. 

“If a concrete instance of this be wanted, the world has none to offer more dramatic and 

complete than that of the Royal Mile of Old Edinburgh, and especially its old High 

Street, in which this is being written… this mass of medieval and renaissance survivals 

has been, and too nearly is still, the most squalid conglomeration, the most over-crowded 

area in the old world” 
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The circle of associates inspired by Geddes was much broader than just those he 

commissioned, and enlisted with the art committee of the Social Union. In 1887 Geddes 

organized International Summer Schools of Art and Science held in the Court and was the 

pioneer of these schemes in Europe, which ran for twelve successive years until 1899 during 

August. Attendance peaked in 1893 at 120, where they had a high calibre of international 

lecturers, who were encouraging the exchange of ideas and therefore enhancing Geddes’ 

reputation. Lectures on ‘civics’ were introduced, embracing Geddes’ ideas for urban planning 

and as with many of Geddes’ projects, it was run on a tight budget with minimal funding. 

The Town and Gown Association Ltd was set up in 1895 to manage the properties and 

therefore better control Geddes’ finances, organized by an ex-resident of University Hall, 

Thomas Whitson. Geddes’ was reluctant to part with his legacy but he agreed to the project, 

which came as a relief to the long-suffering Anna Geddes. 

Unfortunately Geddes saw it as an opportunity to raise further capital and it didn’t work 

entirely as they had hoped. The Association was continued by those who would keep 

Geddes’ interests at heart and fifteen years later he had completed the renewal of thirty 

seven courts and closes. 

In 1897 Geddes travelled to Cyprus with Anna to help the refugees and set up ‘The Eastern 

and Colonial Association Ltd’ to administer Armenian Aid. He continued to travel with his 

wife until she died of a fever in India (1917). 

University Halls 

Geddes saw the need for student residences for Edinburgh University students where they 

could live and eat together communally. This was part of his plan to breathe new life into Old 

Town. 

In May 1887, three flats were rented out to seven students on Mound Place while Geddes 

and his wife were living in James Court; it became the first university student hall in Britain. 

Within four years the whole property had been rented out and renamed Lister Hall. Geddes 

had imagined the halls as self-governing, and the model was adopted in all schemes for the 

next ten years. 

The apartments were furnished with comfortable second hand furniture, selected in the early 

years by Anna Geddes, and were said to be ‘pleasing to the eye’. Dining room cutlery bore 

the Summer Schools’ motto ‘Vivendo Discimus’ (By Living We Learn); this and the university 

crest were often reproduced on the exteriors of properties such as Riddle’s Court. By 1889 

Lister Hall had proved too popular and was moved to Riddle’s Court. 

Geddes applied for permission to improve the southwest property as part of his most 

ambitious scheme so far. 

The Court was to become a prototype for the other developments on the Lawnmarket and 

Castlehill and Geddes often referred back to this development with pride of what he had 

achieved in Edinburgh. 15th October 1890- Riddle’s Court was opened as ‘University Hall’ 

“It consists of (1) a large common dining and sitting room (2) 14 private rooms (3) kitchen 

and servants rooms- the latter being separate from the rest of the building” The University 

Hall, Edinburgh Calendar (1892) 

Geddes had introduced seating bays to the common room area and had made sensitive 

reparations in keeping with his ideals and finding shortages with the help of architect Sydney 



 

Tender for Creative / Performing Arts practitioners for Youth Engagement Project    

            - 51  

 

Mitchell. Only two years later, he changed the architect at Riddle’s Court to Stewart Henbest 

Capper and transferred Mitchell to the new University Hall at Ramsey Garden. 

‘Here and there… charming decorative frescoes, the work of the younger Scots artists, 

strikes a note of “modernity” in the medieval-looking chambers, and emphasise once 

again Professor Geddes’ belief in the need of beauty in our daily surroundings, and also 

the obligation in which householders stand to lend their walls to their generation of 

painters as the best means of encouraging a national expression of art’  

(Article in the Scots Pictorial, LH Rea) 

By 1895 a clerk of works was appointed for the physical state of the buildings, easing 

Geddes’ workload, but despite the improvements, more were needed (such as the shortage 

of bathrooms). In the same year, Patrick Geddes & Colleagues Publishing was set up in 

Riddle’s Court wherein the Evergreen: A Northern Seasonal periodical was to be edited; it 

ran only four issues but promoted Geddes’ views on art, architecture and literature in the 

context of his vision for the revival of a Scots Renascence. 

In 1891, 14 students lived in the halls; in 1901, 11 students lived together with 3 servants. 

Thomas Bonnar’s painted ceiling marked the completion of the properties as part of Patrick 

Geddes’ Halls programme in 1897. 

‘Thus, beyond the utilitarian advantages of economy and comfort brought about by co-

operation in housekeeping expenses, we find a greater benefit still: that of the stimulus 

afforded by the unconscious mental giving and taking during the social hours of the day, 

when the men meet at the leisurely dinner and around the fire of an evening, or when- 

another immense advantage over the lodging house system- they are enabled to exercise 

the privilege of hosts, and to draw into their circle interesting people from without.’ (Resident 

of 1897) 

University Hall, Edinburgh Directory 1895-96 

Riddle’s Court (Lawnmarket), and 5 Victoria Terrace. 

Treasurer- TB Whitson, C.A, 26 Hill Street. 

Room 17 TI Pocock, M.A. – Clifton 

Room 21 John Ross, C.A. – Montrose 

Room 11 PJ Bodington – Norfolk (Medicine) 

Room 10 EG Fraenkl – Dundee (Medicine) 

Room 2 NE Harding – Somerset (Medicine) 

Room 7 LA MacMunn – Wolverhampton (Medicine) 

Room 20 TR Marr – Mains 

Room 12 WP Meldrum – Mauritius (Medicine) 

Room 9 EJ Nichols – Northampton (Medicine) 

Room 3 TS Richmond – Perth (Science) 

Room 1 MS Scott – Madras (Medicine) 
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Room 8 GL Thompson – Mauritius (Medicine) 

Room 5 RC Verley – Jamaica (Medicine) 

Housekeeper- Miss MacIver 

Figure 3- Student Residents in 1895-6 


