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Preface 
 
The Edinburgh Festival is not a single entity; it is a collective term that encompasses five discrete festivals, the 
Military Tattoo and various art exhibitions that also occur in August. It is for this reason that I use the term 
“Feast”.  
 
It is possible, though not without some difficulty, to locate books on the Feast. While hugely enjoyable, they 
tend to concentrate on a single festival, and they are invariably written from a performing, organising or 
journalistic perspective. So far, I have not come across a book that has been written from the audience’s side of 
the house; the closest is Festival in the North: Story of the Edinburgh International Festival of the Arts by George 
Bruce, the Scottish poet. Punters, as I facilely call people such as myself, have an experience in Edinburgh that 
seems not to be found in books, magazines or newspapers.  We are not limited to one strand of art, although 
each of us may well major in a single art form. We take little notice of the politics, propaganda and media-
fuelled spats that tend to accompany the festival. Rather, we are interested in the veritable feast of art and 
entertainment that is on offer. What makes the overall experience so enjoyable is not just the arts but also the 
social aspects, the friendships that are made, the general festival buzz, and the beauty of a city that is blessed 
with more than its fair share of architectural splendour, interesting history, and intelligent people. Books on its 
architecture can readily be found, in contrast to the relative difficulty in finding literature on its history. 
 
This book is an attempt to convey the range of ingredients that make the Edinburgh experience so pleasurable 
and addictive, and to provide the reader with what I hope is a useful, albeit part-personal, tale of the delights 
that can await the festival-goer. I have also included some background on the city, its architecture and history. I 
feel sure that there are other longer serving festival-goers with more eclectic tastes who could probably write a 
first-class tome. However, as nobody seems to have attempted it thus far, let me be the first to try. 
 
Americans who have read the draft have told me that I need to explain the meaning of the term “punter”.  The 
word can be used in the UK to indicate a person who is prepared to try something new or different; many 
festival-goers do this every day.   
 
The Edinburgh Feast provides an introduction to the overall festival experience, including the non-festival 
aspects.   
 
I decided, rightly or wrongly, that a personal approach was the one best suited to draw out the enjoyment of 
the overall experience. A Punter’s Tale from the Feast is an account of some of our experiences and pleasures 
over the years, including some of the official (and unofficial) performances, the joys of the Bed & Breakfast, 
people that we have met and befriended, some of the amusing moments, plus mention of some favourite 
restaurants and watering holes.  
 
Picking shows can be problematic, particularly on the Fringe where there are now over 1,500 shows to choose 
from. Choosing Shows and Feast Miscellany outlines some possible approaches, and a spreadsheet is 
available on my web pages for those who are into detailed planning. In addition, busking / street theatre is 
covered, along with some views on festival etiquette. 
 
History of the Festivals commences with the background to the first Festival, back in 1947. It continues with 
overviews of each festival up to the present day: there are larger sections on the International Festival, the 
Fringe and the Traverse Theatre (Edinburgh’s own theatre which forms the bedrock of drama), with smaller 
sections on the International Book Festival, International Film Festival, Jazz & Blues Festival, the Military 
Tattoo and the Art Festival. 
 
Food, Drink & Getting Around contains a largely personal selection of places to eat and drink. They can be 
used to supplement information that can be found in the various guides. Some thoughts are added on getting 
around the city for those who may not be particularly fit (none of the guides seem to mention that Edinburgh is 
quite a hilly place!). 
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The penultimate chapter covers the history and architecture of “Auld Reekie” (Old Smoky – the affectionate 
nickname given to Edinburgh).  This potted account includes: the early period from Roman times up to the 11th 
century; the castle and how it has changed over the centuries; Holyrood Palace and Canongate; the Middle 
Ages, covering the general layout of the town, the major buildings and the city walls; key historical events 
between the mid 16th and mid 18th centuries with particular reference to the story of Mary Queen of Scots; the 
Golden Age (reference to the Enlightenment in the latter half of the 18th century); and the expansion of the city 
from 1750-1850, including the building of the New Town and other major public works. 
 
The book ends with a view of the city’s beauty and appeal. 
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The Edinburgh Feast  
 
“Ye may talk of Bach and Mozart, 
Ye may talk of Harold Pinter;  
Ye may think this town is culture’s crown – 
Have ye been here in winter?” 
Anon. quoted in an article by Bernard Levin that was originally published in The Listener 
 
Well yes, I have visited Edinburgh occasionally in winter, usually on business.  The innate beauty of the city is 
undimmed while the amount of cultural activity arguably exceeds that of any other city of similar size. 
However, as the ditty probably implies, apart from the enormously popular Hogmanay celebrations the real 
action occurs in the summer.  Every year, from late July to early September, the population increases 
dramatically as Edinburgh, uniquely among festival venues, plays host to a veritable feast of festivals and other 
free-standing artistic events. An intoxicating blend of performances, performers, art-lovers, tourists and local 
people, coupled with the incomparable setting, all help to generate an atmosphere that is vibrant and 
ultimately addictive. The result is an experience that can be eclectic, inclusive, stimulating, educational, 
uplifting, sociable, but above all just plain enjoyable. 
 
The shows and performances that are on offer cater for all tastes, from serious to zany, from straight to totally 
“off the wall”, and all points in between. The term “Edinburgh Festival” is actually a shorthand expression for 
a very loose grouping of discrete festivals: The International Festival, The Fringe, The International Book 
Festival, The Jazz & Blues Festival, The International Film Festival and The Art Festival.  The diversity of 
attractions is not only limited to the range of festivals but extends down within each festival. Here, the Fringe 
provides the most obvious example: it offers comedy, drama, dance and physical theatre, music, and shows for 
children. And it does not stop with the festivals: there are a wide range of free-standing events, all jostling for 
your attention. Pride of place among these events must go to the ever-popular Military Tattoo, which is 
invariably sold out around March / April time.  Apart from catering for individual tastes whatever they may 
happen to be, Edinburgh provides the ideal opportunity to sample something different that occasionally, 
probably to your own surprise, you will get hooked on. The festival experience is not limited to the venues: it 
spills out onto the streets where an assortment of busking, street theatre, and the occasional player or troupe 
advertising their shows all readily involve festival-goers, locals and tourists alike, and greatly enhance the 
festival buzz. It is this broad range of events and happenings that merit the use of the term “Feast”, as opposed 
to the more usual, albeit bland catch-all, “Festival”. 
 
The second joy of the Feast is the friendliness that is encountered across the board.  It always seems much 
easier to talk to performers in Edinburgh without feeling that you are intruding on their privacy, whether you 
see them relaxing in the Traverse Bar or happen to bump into them as they unwind by taking in somebody 
else’s show; it may be something to do with the relaxation and excitement that the Feast engenders.  Fellow 
punters are invariably pleasant and affable, whether they are encountered in a queue for a show, sitting next to 
you at the performance, at breakfast in the B&B, or drinking at the same table in the Pleasance Courtyard; they 
are often keen to compare notes on performances and shows.  Coming from near and far, they range in age 
from students to pensioners.  The eclectic range of performances on offer and the assortment of people that 
they attract help to muster a more relaxed atmosphere than is to be found in a single festival with its tendency 
towards more intense conversation. We probably chat to more young people in a week at the festival than we 
do for the rest of the year. As the Feast is addictive, some art-lovers will be met again in succeeding years, and 
some will eventually become friends.  Even the traders and the staff in bars and restaurants appear friendlier 
than elsewhere, perhaps affected by the genial atmosphere along with an appreciation of the enormous 
increase in business that the Feast generates. Unfortunately, many of them seem to have neither the time nor 
the energy to sample the many delights on offer. 
 
The city provides a perfect backdrop to the Feast with its unique beauty. It is difficult to pinpoint precisely 
what makes it so, but the foundation is arguably the natural rise and fall of the landscape that provides such 
sharp contrasts between the extinct volcanic areas that have given rise to Castle Rock, Calton Hill, and the 
imposing backdrop of Arthur’s Seat, along with the various slopes, ravines and the Water of Leith. The Castle 
Rock forms the basis of the striking difference between the Old and New Towns when viewed from Princes 
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Street, aiding the feeling of a sense of history which both parts of the city engender in the observer. The open 
nature of the city centre, largely un-blighted by the claustrophobic high-rise buildings that are to be found in 
many large cities, allows the pleasures of the northern light to be appreciated on fine summer days. The New 
Town is Edinburgh’s jewel in the crown, capturing the imagination with its splendid Neo-Classical 
architecture, its graceful accommodation of nature, and most importantly with its residential soul. I find it very 
difficult to imagine the Feast being hosted anywhere else.  While I love Oxford, a contender for the original 
International Festival back in the 1940s, the Feast would quickly have outgrown it. Ideas for new festivals that 
may rival Edinburgh periodically circulate - Glasgow and Manchester have been mentioned in the recent past - 
but quite apart from the copious content that is on offer in Edinburgh, its inherent beauty helps to put it way 
ahead of any potential competition. 
 
It is the overall experience that makes visits so pleasurable, consisting of a “moreish” cocktail of occasional 
excellence; the odd “turkey”; pleasant surprises that come through experimentation; a feeling of relaxation 
despite often hurrying from show to show; a highly sociable, “democratic” atmosphere; and a general feeling 
of camaraderie. While I am naturally biased, I would be very surprised if a visitor who entered into the spirit of 
the Feast failed to enjoy the overall experience. Of course, I am quietly forgetting those on the other side of the 
footlights who may lose money by bringing a show to Edinburgh; they may have a slightly less rosy view. 
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A Punter’s Tale from the Feast  
 
Janet (my better half) and I have met up with my daughter, Emma, at the River Café in Hammersmith for my 
birthday meal; visits to good restaurants have long since replaced presents in our household.  It is early 
February and the conversation eventually turns to holidays, and in particular to Emma’s plans.  
 
When she has finished outlining her shortlist of exotic places around the globe, she asks with a quizzical 
straight face that betrays a hint of irony “And where are you off to this year”? Our immediate response, 
shouted in joyous unison to the temporary discomfit of neighbouring tables of “Why, Edinburgh of course!” 
causes her look to change rapidly. It is that typical pained offspring to parent look of undisguised exasperation, 
as in “You are so boring”.  “But you go there every year – why don’t you have a change?” she continues, the 
ironic look returning, clothed in something akin to optimism that she can finally persuade us of the error of our 
ways.  We exclaim, again in harmony, that it is different every year, that it is enjoyable, that Edinburgh is … too 
late, a look of resignation indicates that she has given up and mentally filed us back in the old fogey drawer 
where she always knew that we belonged. “Why don’t you come with us this year to find out what it is really 
like?” we enquire, picking up the irony baton. A steadfast “you must be joking” glare signals that it is time to 
change the subject, or better still to check if “death by chocolate” is still on the dessert menu. 
 
Apart from these occasional attempts to persuade us to change our habits, the first reminder of the festival 
usually occurs in late March / early April with the graceful arrival through the letterbox of the programme for 
the International Festival. It is a slim, invariably well-produced booklet that reflects the advance planning that 
is necessary for such an event.  As we are, to our chagrin, barbarians with respect to music and opera, it does 
not take too long to shortlist possible dance and theatre performances.  Quiet returns until mid-June when the 
Fringe programme, physically akin to a meaty travel catalogue, announces its brash arrival through the 
letterbox with a loud and unmistakable thud.  It is traditional, though not particularly by design, that we take 
the Fringe programme to our local pub on our weekly visit to have an initial browse at this year’s offerings.  
This activity always seems to generate much attention among the staff and the locals, as they assume that it 
must indeed be a travel brochure, but somehow there is something that is not quite right, especially when they 
hear Janet asking for the umpteenth time, “Is this (show) a definite?” and me replying with an assenting grunt 
or shake of head. Mostly, nobody asks just what we are up to.   
 
It usually takes a couple of weeks to produce an initial shortlist, aided by the arrival of the Traverse Theatre’s 
own programme and the availability of the programmes for the Book and Film Festivals. The Traverse, 
Edinburgh’s permanent theatre, is the bedrock of drama on the Fringe.  Its programme is more forthcoming in 
the descriptions of the shows, in sharp contrast to those in the Fringe programme that tend to be extremely 
pithy.   Janet, who is used to planning in her capacity as an IT Project Manager, always takes charge of the 
planning process.  It would be grounds for divorce (one of many no doubt) if I even dreamt of invading her 
patch.  The result is an initial set of bookings, covering any “must see” show or any performance that is classed 
as a strong probability and which may be quickly sold out.   
 
Mid-July, and the journalists’ diary heralds the imminence of the festival.  Any actual or perceived controversy 
is stoked up, and no doubt occasionally invented. They tend to include: the blasphemous or outrageous show 
that must be banned; the stirring up of any bickering between various factions, particularly the International 
Festival and the Fringe; “the festival is not what it once was”; “is this the end of the festival as we know it – 
does it have any relevance today” … and so on.  
 
Despite my cynicism, I must admit that controversy has been a bit thin on the ground in recent years.  Where 
are all those outraged city councillors when you most need them, the likes of Councillors Moira Knox and John 
Kidd, or churchmen such as Rev. Stewart Macpherson who demand that a particular artist or show should be 
run out of town? The only item that has percolated to the South East of the UK this year has been a muted call 
to bring the festival under one organisation. Argh!! (as they say in all the best comics). Some newspapers have 
recently compensated for the lack of fiery councillors by using authors, preferably those who live in Edinburgh, 
to whine and complain endlessly about how unbearable life is when the barbarian hordes (that’s us punters) 
descend on them. Well, if it helps to keep them from the bread line I suppose …  

http://bkthisandthat.org.uk/


The August Feast: A Punter’s Perspective on Edinburgh and its Festivals 
Version dated 7th December 2015     http://bkthisandthat.org.uk/ 

12 
                                     Copyright © Brian King 2005-2015 All rights reserved                                                    

 
Useful previews start to appear in late July, along with lists of recommended shows - “50 unmissable shows” 
seems to be de rigueur at the moment in such previews. Whatever the number, they provide useful lists to 
compare against our own shortlist, which is modified accordingly. Lists of the best places to eat and drink also 
appear, prompting me to wonder just how the majority of entries make such lists, as I tend not to have heard of 
many of them.   
 
The appearance of the first reviews heightens the sense of anticipation. However, the unmistakable sign for me 
that Edinburgh beckons is the arrival of work.  I am self-employed and I have decided that people who are 
aware of my jaunts to Edinburgh deliberately keep work from me until the week before we are due to be there - 
not that I am paranoid you understand.  More than once I have been perched at my PC around 5am on the 
morning of departure, bashing out documents, leaving a whole 10 minutes or so to do my packing; it is a good 
job that we both travel light.  As we only live about 30 minutes away from Heathrow by car, our journey is 
relatively painless. Flying time to Edinburgh is around one hour, time enough for our ritual “we’re on holiday 
now” gin and tonic.  I notice that that this is the second reference to alcohol already – oh dear.  We take the bus 
from Edinburgh airport to the city centre, an excellent service that runs every 10-15 minutes for most of the 
day; the journey time is 20-30 minutes, depending on the traffic.  Our almost child-like sense of anticipation is 
ratcheted up on the bus journey as we pass familiar landmarks: the PC World store in its dreadfully lurid 
mauve livery; the zoo at Corstophine; Murrayfield, the home of Scottish Rugby Union; and Haymarket, the 
original railway terminus before permission was eventually given for the track to continue on to Waverley 
Station.   
 
Eventually, Princes St. slowly comes into view. The shops are on the left-hand side, and in truth they are as 
uninspiring as the shops in many UK cities.  All the action is on the right-hand side where the immediate view 
is of St. John’s, somehow an untypical Scottish church to my untutored eye, with St. Cuthbert’s, a church whose 
history goes back to at least the 9th century, nestling behind it. They quickly give way to the pleasant aspect of 
Princes St. Gardens, with one’s eyes quickly drawn up to the stirring and imposing view of the Castle, sitting 
on top of the stark, almost prehistoric-looking rock that was once a volcano.  The historic look is tempered at 
this time of year by the presence of the large temporary stands that are erected on the Castle Esplanade for the 
Tattoo. In front of the bus, the foreground is dominated by the low architectural splendour of the Scottish 
Royal Academy and National Gallery buildings at the bottom of the Mound, with the tall, graceful Gothic Scott 
Monument beyond them, and the monuments on top of Calton Hill in the distance.   
 
We alight from the bus near the Mound and attempt to make our way through the crowds of shoppers and 
tourists on Princes St., many of whom seem oblivious to the festival in their midst. We are fortunate in that we 
stay centrally in one of the Bed & Breakfast (B&B) places in the mainly Georgian New Town, and we are 
usually only faced with a 5-10 minute walk.   
 
We struck gold in our first year when we picked Sibbet House from The Which Guide to Bed & Breakfasts, using 
that well-renowned and virtually infallible method of selection, “eeny meeny miny mo”.  It was run by Aurora 
and Jim Sibbet.  When Janet rang originally to inquire whether there were any rooms available at the inn, we 
were fortunate to find that there was just one left. As repeated in the glossy literature that subsequently 
arrived, Jim promised over the phone to play the bagpipes at breakfast - but we went anyway. The house had a 
wonderful hanging staircase that elegantly snaked its way up to the top floor. It was beautifully decorated and 
furnished by Aurora.  The highlight was a French style drawing room that looked like something straight out 
of one those country mansions where visitors are allowed to look but not to touch. Well, the room was for use 
by the guests although we sat down very gingerly on the first occasion that we eventually managed to summon 
up the courage to cross the threshold.   
 
My only personal disappointment was that we were staying in the Pink Room.  The disappointment was with 
the colour, not the room. My mother was dubbed Mrs Pink: our wallpaper was always pink; the doors pink, 
the paintwork (apart from the ceiling – phew!) was pink. Enough of my childhood traumas, I was perfectly 
capable of managing in a pink room given that it was predominantly just a place to rest one’s head at the end 
of a long day at the festival. Unfortunately, Aurora and Jim retired several years ago and we are trying out a 
new B&B this year, Penny Airey in Dublin Street.  We quickly unpack and within 10 minutes we are out of the 
door heading for the first of two shows that we are able to fit in that day, one in the late afternoon and the other 
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later on in the evening. 
 

Breakfast at Sibbet House 
 
Jim was “front of house” with Aurora acting as the chef.  He was an assiduous host, deciding on the seating 
arrangements, and ensuring that he introduced the guests to each other. He used any foible or relevant point of 
interest to break the ice, along with the occasional subtle sales pitch: "these are the Cohens, Susan and Cal from 
Washington DC, festival aficionados who have been staying with us for the last 15 years".  Service was 
punctuated with: keen observations such as American guests' use of cutlery – what are they doing with the 
other hand?; frequent demonstrations of his encyclopaedic knowledge of bus routes for those requiring 
directions; taking bookings for bagpipe recitals after breakfast; and recommendations on places to eat, usually 
to the north of Princes Street, as he proclaimed that the Old Town was “foreign parts”.  This was followed by 
the daily joke, two if you were lucky, delivered in a dry style, perhaps accompanied by an anecdote or 
apocryphal tale. A lesson in business; reviews of the shows that Aurora and he had seen the previous day; the 
role of organised religion in modern society (well in any society actually); plus totally unbiased views on the 
political scene (?!) were among the many topics in his catholic repertoire.  It was always important to ensure 
that requests for extra toast were made between topics, so as not to disrupt the flow.  There were occasional 
references to the chef, protesting that, while he had been married to her for over 40 years, it was never going to 
last.  Aurora’s arrival on completion of her duties in the kitchen was always the signal for a more in-depth 
discussion of the festival. 
 
There was no discrimination: people of all nationalities, religions, political hues - even "woolly liberals" as he 
called us (for several years we used to sport a “Friends of the Earth” bag for carrying our bits and pieces 
around during the day) - were welcomed and encouraged to participate in the performance.  His virtuoso 
routine was typically completed in around 45 minutes, but those who were acquainted with Jim, as we came to 
be, knew that we had only to toss an appetizing snippet into the air on one of his little specialist subjects to get 
the performance extended to an hour, possibly more: Human Resources (a job in one of his previous 
existences); the effectiveness of Edinburgh City Council - discuss; shocking changes in local architecture; or his 
latest property acquisition were all staple items.   
 
It was only the fact that the breakfast dishes were gradually disappearing around us, being quietly removed by 
a patient member of staff who had probably heard enough over the years to make a passable stand-in for Jim 
should the need arise, that we were eventually forced to face the day, and we departed to see some shows, 
have a few beers and a bite to eat, all to help kill the next 23 hours until it was time to experience this coup de 
theatre all over again.  
 
 
At home, breakfast is a time of peace and quiet, helped by the fact that we rise at different times; I am a 
morning person, Janet is not. However, breakfast at the B&B is sociable, full of free-flowing conversation. The 
relatively civilised hour (typically 08:30) may help. Like us, many of our fellow guests are there for the festival. 
We have met a diverse range of very interesting people from different walks of life and from various parts of 
the world. We have found: lots of ironic Americans (obviously this phrase is not an oxymoron); individuals 
working in the political sphere; people in the media who talk lucidly and coherently!; several authors; public 
servants; people working in social services; academics; self-employed business people; and finally, retired 
people who consider that their previous existences no longer merit any discussion. Apart from gradually 
learning what other guests do, breakfast is the time to compare notes (good and bad) on the concerts and 
shows that we have all seen the previous day, and to bring any newly arrived guests up to date. It is fairly 
common to find that individual guests major on different art forms: some on music, others on drama, and one 
couple last year who managed 6-7 shows of stand-up comedy per day (were they doing a Ph. D we wondered). 
We found these personal critiques to be mainly sound; this is probably because we recognised those people 
whose judgement we were likely to trust. 
 
The timing of our first show of the day dictates how we spend the rest of the morning. Some shows and 
concerts commence at around 1030-1100.  If we have an early show the time is taken up with reading reviews 
(The Scotsman, Guardian and Independent usually), booking for performances in the immediate days ahead, 
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having coffee with friends that we have made in previous years, or visiting an Internet café to check emails and 
have a caffeine injection. It was in the Internet café that we met an Australian lady who wrote poetry and was 
kind enough to read us some of her work. Somewhat bizarrely, not least because the café was behind the large 
and extremely busy Assembly Rooms venue, she was totally oblivious of the existence of the Festival.  
 
If our first show is not until 1200-1300 we will take the opportunity to sample one of the many non-festival 
activities. A particular favourite is a visit to the Scottish National Gallery of Modern Art. If you are fit enough it 
is a delightful walk of around 30-40 minutes from the city centre. The route that we take through the New 
Town includes: Abercromby Place and Heriot Row, both flanked by the delightful Queen St Gardens; Moray 
Place, one of the jewels of the New Town; Dean Bridge (if there is time for a slight detour) with its dramatic 
view of the Water of Leith 100 feet below at the bottom of a ravine; and along Belford Road which also affords 
the odd glimpses of the river.  The gallery is composed of two buildings: the main gallery which was originally 
a school for destitute children; and the Dean Gallery on the opposite side of Belford Road.  It has a good 
collection and has played host to some excellent exhibitions over the years, the Giacometti exhibition in 1996 
which was the highlight of our visit that year being our particular favourite. The exhibition this year is the 
enjoyable Francis Bacon: Portraits and Heads although Bacon is not to everybody’s taste.  The Scottish Royal 
Academy and National Gallery buildings, both on the Mound, have also staged some good exhibitions, Miro 
and Holbein coming to mind in the recent past, while one of the more popular exhibitions at the National 
Portrait Gallery has been the Royal Collection of Allan Ramsay portraits. 
 
We normally aim to see four shows per day, occasionally managing five. Our staple diet during the rest of the 
year consists of drama, the visual arts and occasional dance, the majority of the performances being in London.  
In Edinburgh we try to be slightly more adventurous, as otherwise it would be somewhat dry.  We try more 
physical theatre and contemporary dance; the Aurora Nova venue (alias St. Stephen’s church) had developed a 
solid reputation in this area. We include comedy (stand-up, sketches and playlets) and poetry when it is on 
offer.  Many people consider that four shows a day is hard going, probably because they assume that every 
show is 2-3 hours. In fact, stand-up comedy shows religiously last one hour, book festival events range from 
one to 1.5 hours, and much Fringe drama and dance is in the same range. It is performances on the 
International Festival that tend to be longer.  
 
Queuing prior to performances provides another valuable means of getting feedback on shows - this is “the 
word on the street”.  Once again, you can meet some interesting people.  We particularly remember being 
engaged in conversation by a very talkative lady who was a dead ringer for Christine Hamilton. It was around 
the time that Christine Hamilton and her husband, the disgraced ex-MP Neil Hamilton, were being falsely 
accused of being involved in a rape. This lady’s husband could not get a word in – just like Neil Hamilton. 
Shame that it was not Christine Hamilton, we may have been able to give her an alibi.  
 
Unusual shows stick in the memory, probably because we do not see too many outside Edinburgh apart from 
The National Theatre of Brent. The Snow Show, a one man show of a Russian clown, Slava Polunin, had as its 
coup de theatre a finale which consisted of a snow blizzard, alias bits of paper that were blown over the audience 
by wind machines. Puppetry of The Penis was succinctly and accurately described by one critic as genital 
origami: two men turning their private parts into different objects. It was amusing as much for the reaction of 
the audience. There was a distinct Hen Night atmosphere, approximately 65% of the audience being women. 
There was much shrieking and cries of “oh no” (as in that must be painful) from many of the young women, 
accompanied by much “seems alright to me” shrugging from the males. However, arguably my favourite 
unusual show is Bright Colours Only, written and performed by Pauline Goldsmith.  
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Bright Colours Only 
This show was a comedy, consisting of several pieces around the subject of death. We filed into the auditorium 
(the entrance was adjacent to the stage area) chatting with two friends that we had bumped into in the queue. 
The conversation was curtailed when we realised that we were being greeted individually as attendees at a 
wake by a lady. She thanked each of us for coming, and asked us to find a seat and get a drink. The stage area 
was set out as a parlour in her house, and the people who were near the front of the queue were seated on the 
stage (note that it was not raised) while the rest of us were mainly in seats just adjacent to the stage.  
 
As the audience was still coming in (it obviously took sometime for her to greet everybody), waiters came 
round among us, some with sandwiches and others with glasses of whisky. I decided to go for the whisky, 
assuming it to be cold tea, only to discover that it was indeed whisky. This surreal picture was heightened by 
one member of the audience who was sat on the settee on stage. He started laughing at the whole bizarre scene; 
he had a very loud laugh and found it very difficult to stop.   
 
At the end of an excellent and amusing show we were asked to process behind a coffin (that was empty at this 
point!) out of the venue.  The exit led out onto Rose Lane, a pedestrian area. We dutifully followed and the 
coffin was put into a hearse which signalled the end of the show, whereupon the audience applauded to the 
total bemusement of passers-by and the people who were sitting outside the next door pub having a quiet 
drink.   
 
A list of some of our favourite shows can be found in Appendix A. 
 
Our most tiring experience was a one-woman show (drama) where we were the entire audience. We were 
somewhat surprised that the actress did not cancel the show but it then proved exhausting to concentrate 
absolutely 100 percent and to stifle any potential yawns, as we did not want to give her reason to feel any more 
demoralised than she probably already was.  I guess that shows which are designed for very small audiences, 
e.g. in the back of a taxi or in a flat, may have similar effects on the audience. 
 
It is inevitable that the occasional “turkey” will be encountered; the performance without any redeeming 
features that you sincerely wish you had not attended. At this year’s festival our very first show fits that 
description; stand-up comedy (at least I think that is what it was) played to a younger audience from the one 
that actually turned up.  It is best just to put it down to experience and pray earnestly that there will not be any 
others on the schedule. 
 
We like to sample the occasional new approach to a given art form. At this year’s festival we came across one 
piece of drama, An Oak Tree by Tim Crouch and a piece of physical theatre, DoubleThink with Rotozaza, where 
one-off performers who have no prior knowledge of the show were instructed what to do by various 
techniques, e.g. telling them out loud, via earphones, or by giving them a written script. These temporary 
performers naturally act in different ways from each other, producing different results at each performance, 
and eliciting different responses from the audience. 
 
When a show has finished the first question is how long will it take to get to the next venue? Occasionally, it 
can be a close shave when there is little contingency, especially if the first show finishes late, although we have 
only been caught out by overruns on a couple of occasions over the years.  More usually there is time to stroll 
and take in the unique beauty and history of Edinburgh.  Wandering from the western side of the Castle Rock, 
where the Traverse, Lyceum and Usher Hall venues are situated, takes you through the Grassmarket, a wide 
street that can readily be imagined as a market place and a site of public executions in the Middle Ages. 
Turning left at the top of the Grassmarket into West Bow leads uphill towards the centre of the Old Town. 
Peering up some 30 or 40 feet from West Bow to Upper Bow on the level above, it is difficult to comprehend 
that West Bow, the official entrance into the town that was used by monarchs, once zigzagged its way up the 
rock to Upper Bow, and on to the Lawnmarket.   
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Moscow Stations 
Choosing one’s all-time favourite performance at the festival is a somewhat absurd but entertaining pastime. 
Moscow Stations was an adaptation by Stephen Mulrine of an autobiographical novel by Venedikt Yerofeev 
entitled Moscow-Petushi, written in 1970. An intelligent man, Yerofeev was expelled from Moscow University 
for absenteeism and insubordination, after which he drifted from place to place, quickly becoming an alcoholic.  
The book is based around the author’s planned journey from Moscow to Petushi, some 80 miles away.  This 
alcoholic philosopher, now a member of the disaffected under-class, vividly portrays the faltering world of the 
USSR in the era of Brezhnev, covering major issues such as employment, love, economics, and religion, 
interspersed with recipes for cocktails using any at-hand ingredients such as perfume, sock deodoriser and 
brake fluid. It is, by turns, extremely humorous and deeply moving. The highly original novel was not 
officially published until the late 1980s, a couple of years before Yerofeev’s death. It has since been translated 
into many other languages. Tom Courtney’s performance in this one-man play at the Traverse in 1994 was 
utterly spellbinding, and it continues to maintain top place in our personal list of top shows. It subsequently 
transferred to London and then off-Broadway.   
 
Busking and street theatre are readily encountered on journeys between venues. Friends, Terry and Dick, 
remember their first trip to Edinburgh. They had stopped to get their bearings when a woman came out of a 
nearby building and asked them if they were American, and if they would be witnesses at a wedding. They 
agreed, assuming that this was some form of street theatre, a view that was supported when they saw the 
groom dressed in a kilt. To their surprise they discovered that it was a real wedding (of an American couple) 
and they were “best man” and “matron of honour”. 
 
There are many watering holes to choose from along the way although we try to avoid big brand names and 
theme pubs.  Our particular favourites, the Traverse Bar and the Pleasance Courtyard, are both Fringe venues, 
which can make things easier, particularly if the next show happens to be there.   
 

“Chinese Water Torture” in the Pleasance Courtyard 
 
The size and popularity of the Pleasance Courtyard naturally attracts those who are tasked with going out and 
selling shows, typically by distributing fliers.  They vary from quiet, unassuming youngsters who silently leave 
leaflets on the table to the more loquacious, outgoing types who have developed their patter.  The latter just 
have to hope that they do not get picked on by Janet (there is usually one every festival).  I do my best to give 
them a warning look, usually by raising my eyebrows markedly in a sort of startled “bad things are about to 
happen” way in a frantic attempt to indicate to them that they should ignore her welcoming smile and the look 
of interest in their wares, and that they should be wary of the Chinese Water torture that is about to follow - I 
speak with some experience here.  Of course, their confidence is such that they look right through me, and they 
launch into their well-rehearsed, polished monologue, which usually revolves around the packed houses that 
the show has been performing to and the blanket 5 star ratings that it has been receiving. Janet gradually starts 
the interrogation with the “please describe the type of comedy and the average age of the audience” … or “how 
does your adaptation of this play compare with Hytner’s at the National” … or the gentle putdown “ah yes, I 
did read a review of your show”, … to the real suffering which is induced by taking whatever they say or claim 
and asking “how is that then” or “why” and continuing this line of questioning until the poor souls have quite 
lost the will to live. I would reward anybody who manages to withstand the onslaught reasonably well with 
some liquid refreshment.  Unfortunately, even the most brash, confident types eventually capitulate under the 
stress, and they beat a hasty retreat, earnestly seeking to restore their dented confidence by happening on 
easier prey at the nearest table. 
 
For good beer aficionados pubs can vary in quality from year to year but anywhere that stocks a well-kept pint 
of Harviestoun’s Bitter and Twisted or Schiehallion will get our business (if we are talking about Scottish beers) 
or Timothy Taylor Landlord (English). Watering holes provide another opportunity to exchange views with 
other festival-goers and to meet the odd eccentric. We particularly remember Eric Clapton’s mate (at least he 
said he was) who, although he seemed quite out of it, regaled us for quite some time with tales of himself and 
his mate, and offered us free tickets to his gig – “just mention my name to the bloke on the door”.  
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However, despite the joys of these interludes, the shows beckon. The Corn Exchange’s Dublin By Lamplight at 
the Traverse is an enjoyable, beautifully crafted and well-acted play that is set in 1904 with the fictitious themes 
of the opening of Ireland’s National Theatre and a plot to kill the visiting British king.  It is set over the course 
of a single day (shades of Joyces’ Ulysses) and contains allusions to the founding of the Abbey Theatre in the 
same year, while some of the characters hint at its founders, Yeats and Lady Gregory.  Down Frederick St at 
Aurora Nova, Do Theatre’s Sleep…Less…Ness is an enjoyable theatre-dance piece on the subject of sleep and the 
subconscious. The projection of images onto gauze makes an effective backdrop to the dancers, helping to 
create a dreamy atmosphere. 
 
We prefer to have a leisurely meal, usually in the early evening – others prefer a late lunch or a late evening 
dinner - although it naturally depends on your schedule. We try to choose a restaurant that is not too far off the 
beaten track, ideally one that is situated between venues.  There are a variety of good restaurants, some 
excellent, with a plethora of pasta and pizza outfits.  Overall, the staff and management of watering holes and 
restaurants are generally very welcoming, helpful and sociable.  
 
Our evening is occasionally rounded off with something light; comedy shows or revues tend to be the staple 
diet as the evening wears on.  Stand-up comedy is arguably the most difficult to choose. We find that much of 
it tends to be generational, i.e. stuff (note - not gags or jokes, but stuff) that makes youngsters, say under the 
age of 25, fall about laughing invariably leaves us slightly older citizens cold. We prefer dry humour. Will 
Durst, the American comedian, is one of our favourites. He is a Democrat (I think) who is delighted that 
George Bush is in the White House, as he does not need to write any gags, but merely relate what Bush has 
said (or purported to have said), e.g. “The trouble with the French is that they do not have a word for 
entrepreneur”. Rich Hall in his alter ego as Otis Lee Crenshaw is another old favourite, while Bill Bailey and 
Rory Bremner are invariably bankers.  
 
We have not come across any outstanding stand-up comedians this year. However, we have seen a couple of 
enjoyable comedy shows: All in the Timing (Peepolykus) which included an excellent sketch about monkeys 
employed to write classics – shades of The Hitchhiker’s Guide to the Galaxy; and Monty Python’s Flying Circus in 
French.  The latter had a delicious spot in the show where one of the players hit another across the face slightly 
harder than he meant to, resulting in both of them getting a fit of the giggles. Having lost track of where they 
were in the sketch they came to the front of the stage where an electronic display board was pumping out 
English subtitles for the benefit of those of us in the audience whose ‘O’ level French was struggling to keep up. 
Reading what was currently displayed, they stood staring at each other with slightly bewildered “do you have 
any idea where we are” looks, which brought the house down. 
 
The days pass quickly in the Edinburgh bubble. I say bubble because you are mostly unaware of what is going 
on in the real world; the news is largely ignored and locals going to and from work seem to be in another time 
warp. Before we realise it our week is almost up.  Our final show this year is The Exonerated, an example of 
what is called Verbatim Theatre, an in-vogue form of drama at the moment, which uses narrative that has been 
said or written by real people. This particular play covered the stories of six people who were put on Death 
Row but eventually freed. The company consisted of actors, apart from one lady who was playing herself, a 
fact that caught many in the audience by surprise when it was revealed during the curtain call.  
 
There has not been much controversy this year.  Normally, one or more factions weigh in with their views on 
the current state of the festival. Topics can range from talk of the imminent demise of a particular festival due 
to its lack of relevance, to its claimed dumbing-down, or its elitist high-brow nature. The internal wrangling, 
while it is sometimes entertaining, is largely irrelevant to us.  In our experience, we punters talk about and 
recognise the Edinburgh Feast as a single entity that we can freely dip into and partake of. The occasional spin 
on the need to unite the various festivals under one banner fills us with dread. Imagine all those different 
factions and egos fighting for supremacy?! The Feast may be somewhat anarchic but that is its glorious 
strength.   
 
 
 
 
 

http://bkthisandthat.org.uk/


The August Feast: A Punter’s Perspective on Edinburgh and its Festivals 
Version dated 7th December 2015     http://bkthisandthat.org.uk/ 

18 
                                     Copyright © Brian King 2005-2015 All rights reserved                                                    

 

“Martin’s Cheese Show” 
A visit to Martins restaurant became one of the highlights of our festival visits.  It was situated in an 
unprepossessing street off Rose Lane (Rose Lane North) that you were only likely to find by accident if you did 
not know that it was there. I am not aware that it was widely advertised, relying mainly on recommendations 
by word of mouth. The Good Food Guide, as guides are prone to do I am afraid, provided a somewhat dry 
description of the place which in no way did it justice.  It attracted more than its fair share of celebrities; I read 
that Kofi Annan, replete with bodyguards, dropped in during the G8 summit. It was a relatively small and 
intimate place which was owned and run by Martin and Gay Irons, an extremely pleasant and unassuming 
couple.  The emphasis was on the use of high quality ingredients; a scallop dish that we had there was among 
the top two or three scallop dishes that we have had anywhere.  Overall, the food was of a high standard and 
the wine list perfectly satisfactory.  Service was excellent, being attentive without being intrusive, as it is in too 
many restaurants today where the emphasis seems to be on getting you in and out of the door as quickly as 
possible. 
    
The pièce de résistance was what we fondly remember as “Martin’s Cheese Show” - they specialised in 
unpasteurized Scottish and Irish cheeses.  On earlier visits we had always been limited for time, rushing 
between shows, and consequently we never had time for a dessert.  However, we eventually managed to 
organise ourselves so that we could spend a more leisurely couple of hours over the meal. The restaurant was 
fairly full on the evening in question, but we were first to get to the dessert stage having been the earliest 
couple to arrive. Being a cheese lover my choice was a foregone conclusion.  Martin carefully threaded his way 
between the tables with the cheese trolley and the show, for that is what it was, commenced.   
 
It took over 10 minutes, as he put on a captivating and frequently amusing performance on a subject that was 
very obviously a passion.  He started with the Irish cheeses, introducing us to the likes of: Cooleeneye - made 
by Breda Maher in County Tipperary – he even produced a picture of Bridget the cow, one of the Kerry herd 
(although we did notice that Bridget seemed to change over the years!); and Ardrachan – made by Mary Burns 
in County Cork.  Moving to Scotland, he introduced Lanark Blue, regaling us with the story of how the maker, 
Humphrey Errington, was unsuccessfully pursued by the “cheese police” - a tale of failed attempts to outlaw 
so called dangerous, i.e. unpasteurized, cheeses. Errington’s Revenge, Martin’s name for an evil-looking, life-
threatening cheese, eventually brought the show to a conclusion.  
 
I had noticed that, as the performance proceeded, other diners gradually started to listen in, until by the end 
the whole room seemed to be in rapt attention, all equally enthralled by the performance, so much so that 
every table appeared to have at least one person that plumped for the cheese, and of course they were each 
treated to a performance of Martin’s show.  We sampled the show on subsequent visits and never tired of it. 
And yes – the cheeses were excellent.  If you are a cheese lover then a visit to one of Mellis’s excellent cheese 
emporia is essential, as some of the above-mentioned cheeses can be found there.  
 
Surprisingly, departure is never too much of a heart-wrenching moment, probably because we are “all cultured 
out” by the end of our week, usually having managed around 25 shows plus visits to two or three art 
exhibitions.  I admire the stamina (and the pockets) of people who manage to take in more shows. I particularly 
admire those critics who are there for the duration. We agree that the best performance this year has been 
Blackbird by David Harrower on the International Festival. An excellent play, coupled with outstanding acting, 
made for a thought-provoking evening on the difficult and unpleasant subject of a sexual relationship between 
a 40 year-old man and a 12 year-old girl. After a period in jail he has carved out a new life, and the action takes 
place 15 years later when she seeks him out.  
 
As ever, we are amazed at the number of talented performers that we come across in Edinburgh, many of 
whom will probably struggle to make a successful career out of their chosen art form.  It is extremely 
depressing to see the number of largely talent-less individuals that manage to become successful these days 
due to the whims of media companies and the media in general. As for reality TV shows … 
 
At the B&B, Penny Airey has been an excellent and diligent hostess and we book for next year before 
departing. We seem not to have the strength to have one last look at the views, as the bus makes its slow 
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progress along Princes St, except to note that the castle is shrouded in early morning mist.  No, we are off home 
to recuperate, catch up on the gardening, the sort of activity that allows the mind to relax, before getting back 
to the London Arts scene around mid-September.  
 
Edinburgh is eventually consigned to the fond memories area of what passes for my old grey matter until my 
daughter’s next attempt to get us to see the error of our ways - I have already made a mental note to search out 
“50 Ways To Improve Your Irony” for her next Christmas present - and the arrival of the International Festival 
programme in March that will remind us of the pleasures to come once again next August at the Feast. 
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Choosing Shows & Feast Miscellany  
Performances generally commence around mid-morning and continue until well after midnight on the Fringe 
when comedy tends to predominate. There are many ways to go about choosing a show, the choice being 
largely determined by personality and temperament.  It can vary from the nerdish camp where everything is 
pre-planned to the last minute tribe who consider that fun and enjoyment can only come with extempore 
decisions … and all points in between.  We probably veer slightly towards the nerdish camp, so take our 
approach as you will.  Spontaneous individuals should probably give this section a miss. 
 
Choosing Shows on the Fringe 
The Fringe needs to be treated separately on account of its sheer size. The statistics for 2008 provide some 
insight into the sheer scale of the operation: To give some idea of the size of the Fringe the 2008 statistics 
include: 2088 shows giving a total of 31,320 performances in 247 venues. The large 200+ page programme 
weighs just less than 1lb.  Of course, the 64 thousand dollar question is how is it possible to choose shows 
before the start of the festival, particularly as the descriptions of the shows tend to be terse, abstruse and, in a 
minority of cases, positively misleading?  It is probably best to start with our outline objectives:   
 
Objective 1 - aim to see four shows a day although sometimes it is three, in which case there is a solid excuse 
for a lengthy lunch or evening meal with friends. Occasionally, we manage five shows when finding time to eat 
anything can be problematic. You may instinctively consider that all shows are two hours or more.  This is not 
so; indeed, many shows on the Fringe are in the 60-90 minute area, some less than 1 hour. Comedy shows are 
traditionally one hour. Therefore, taking in four shows per day is not necessarily as much of a marathon as it 
may first appear. Some punters manage much more than us – some comedy aficionados that we know get to 
see 7 or more in a day!  
 
Objective 2 – try to space the shows out so that minimally there is time to get to the next venue, and ideally 
enough time to visit a watering hole; 
 
Objective 3 - leave some gaps to fit in other items, e.g. a visit to an art exhibition.     
 
Other factors that come into play when we initially browse the programme in June include: 
 
Look out for companies whose productions we have enjoyed in previous years;  
 
similarly for actors / artists, although it is necessary to be wary that the sequel to last year’s “must see” show 
may well be a damp squib;  
 
celebrities (but with caveats).  Some names are real pros and provide excellent value for money. 
Unfortunately, there are some who appear to treat it solely as an easy way to make money, and they seemingly 
roll up unprepared.  This is more likely in the area of comedy. One particular famous name liberally sprinkled 
his extremely thin material with swearwords (about one every 10 seconds, or so it appeared, a rate which 
obviously reduces the need for even thin material). While on this particular hobby horse, the use of the odd 
swearword is fine and can in fact be quite an integral part of the act, but one or two per sentence is extremely 
boring, except if you are Jerry Sadowitz when it is of course perfectly acceptable!  One of the best examples of 
constructive swearing that I can remember was done by Henry Normal in the days when he was a poet / 
comedian. He did not swear at all except for an observation on the excessive use of swearwords. He recounted 
passing a building site and hearing, if I remember it correctly (it was back in 1992) “The f**kin’ f**ker ’as f**kin 
f**ked the f**kin’ f**ker’s f**ker”, which even Jerry Sadowitz would struggle to surpass;   
 
the reputation of the venue. Some venues maintain a generally high standard; the Traverse is the obvious 
example in the area of drama while Aurora Nova in its time established a strong reputation for physical theatre 
and dance; 
 
one-man shows (drama). They can generally be relied on for the simple reason that the actor cannot afford to 
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have an off-day. Unlike a multi-actor show, there is nowhere to hide; 
 
mixing it up – while our staple diet is drama, we include comedy, dance and poetry on the Fringe. This is 
coupled with performances on the International Festival, occasional sorties to the Book and Film Festivals, and 
visits to art exhibitions;  
 
pot luck - we still get seduced by the occasional title or marketing spiel.   
 
Our initial choices are classed as either “definite” or “possible”. “Definite” has a particular meaning for us at 
this stage of the proceedings; it is definitely going on the shortlist, which does not mean that we will actually 
get to see it. “Possibles” will be assessed later, and they may also get to the shortlist although the majority do 
not.   
 
Janet’s day job was in project management and she takes it upon herself to produce a draft plan.  She constructs 
a grid with the hours of the day running from left to right across the page. Each shortlisted show is then 
entered on a separate line, along with the venue, any dates when the show is not on (some shows have a rest 
day once a week, and some shows are only on for a limited period), and finally a line is drawn under the hours 
of the day section to indicate the start time and duration of the show.  This provides a single picture of the 
options and problems.  I did say that we veered towards the camp of the nerds! An example is shown below. 
You can find a skeleton for this grid plus the example on my web pages in the form of a Microsoft Excel 
spreadsheet.   
 
P# Show 1 0  1 1 1 2 1 3 1 4 1 5 1 6 1 7 1 8 1 9 2 0 2 1 2 2 2 3

130 All in the Timing  
 

140 Come Again - Peter Cook and Dudley Moore  
 

167 National Hero  
 

39 Jerry Sadowitz  
 

144 Dublin by Lamplight  
 

72 Sleep Less Ness  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

not 16th

not 17th

15-19th

not 15th

16th 17th 18th 14th & 19th

not 16th

Page No. - useful to note 
so that you can find the 
show again in the 
programme - should you 
need to

Note date that the show is 
not on (eg rest day) or 
conversely, dates when it is 
on

This show is at the Traverse. As you 
can see the timing varies, depending 
on the date.

Hours of the day 
starting at 1000hrs

 
Example of Grid Showing Possible Shows with Dates and Times 

 
The grid is used to create an initial draft schedule, an example of which you can also find in the same 
spreadsheet on my web pages.  We use this draft to make an initial set of bookings. The basis for booking at 
this stage includes: shows for the first couple of days, as we prefer not to queue for tickets as soon as we arrive 
- this means that we tend to plump for the shows that we are most confident about; plus any other shows that 
we think will be popular and hence may be sold out by the time that we get to Edinburgh. We will typically 
end up booking perhaps 8-10 shows at this stage out of the 25-26 that we will eventually see.  The remaining 
items on the draft schedule remain “possibles” for the moment.   
 
The next stage in the process is to read articles about the forthcoming festival in the press in July.  Some 
previews will start to appear 3-4 weeks before the official start of the Fringe, although the majority will emerge 
a week before the start. Most newspapers will provide recommendations across the various festivals, e.g. in 
line with the flavour of the month in the media at the moment for producing “the 50 best whatevers” we get 
the 50 best shows. In a reasonable newspaper the recommendations will largely come from the full-time critics, 
and if you regularly follow their reviews you will have some idea to what degree their tastes / views match 
your own.  Newspapers to follow include: The Scotsman, The Herald (Glasgow), The Guardian, The 
Independent, and The Times (London). See the links on my web pages for further information. Through this 
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process we usually pick up on 3-4 shows that we either missed totally or that we were unsure about. 
 
Be aware that there is a week 0 on the Fringe when some shows will be in preview, for 3-4 days before the 
official start date, typically at cheaper prices. The Fringe ends on the UK Late Summer Bank Holiday, which 
corresponds to the last Monday in August. Just to confuse you – this is not a Bank Holiday in Scotland, where 
the holiday is at the beginning of the month (is that all as clear as mud!). Working backwards, the official start 
date (as of 2009) is 3 weeks and 3 days before the UK Late Summer Bank Holiday, i.e. on a Friday.  
 
Stage three of our planning process kicks in when the festival has commenced, and it consists of reading as 
many reviews as possible. The Scotsman has the most comprehensive coverage. Other sources of reviews 
include: the Guardian, The Stage, the Independent, The Times, the List and The Herald (Glasgow-based). On 
the web there are quite a few sites that provide a comprehensive set of reviews, including Festmag, Fringe 
Review, Threeweeks and EdinburghGuide.com. See the web site for a full list. Be careful that with any 
widespread coverage the regular critics will be supplemented by an army of others who have been drafted in 
for the duration. They are people that you do not know. Age can be a particular issue. What appeals to a young 
reviewer (say a student in their late teens or early twenties) may not necessarily appeal to a middle-aged 
person. This is particularly true of comedy. I have always considered that it would be useful to have some 
background on reviewers to have some idea where they might be coming from – but that is another of my 
hobbyhorses that I shall not bore you with any further.  
 
Our schedule is refined in the light of all this research with probably another 3-4 changes being made before we 
reach Edinburgh. The final, and by far the most important, piece of the “choosing a show” jigsaw is the “word 
on the street”.  Obviously, you are there in the thick of things by this point. A good B&B (or other communal 
place where you are resting your head) is arguably the most valuable source of information if there are other 
guests who are festival-goers. Being Festival time, it is highly likely that there will be other kindred spirits, 
although we did stay in a B&B one year when none of the guests attended any of the Festivals - some of them 
did not even know that there was a festival going on!!  Apart from that single instance, the other years have 
been filled with festival-goers who between them had covered the main types of show that were on offer.   
 
The critiques are invariably open and honest, allowing a reasonable decision to be made on a show’s 
suitability. The conversation can easily encourage you to experiment, trying new areas. The only proviso that I 
would put in here is comedy. One person’s humour is different to another’s and this makes it difficult to 
recommend a show without understanding what makes them laugh.  Having singled out comedy, there has 
been the odd example in other areas.  The worst recommendation that we ever made, albeit unwittingly, was to 
a lady who we had merrily chatted to for several years at Sibbet House who we thought that we knew 
sufficiently well to make the recommendation. It was for Tom Courtney’s brilliant one-man performance in 
Moscow Stations. As mentioned in the previous chapter, it is a mixture of comedy and tragedy that portrays the 
sloth and corruption of Communism; it is a portrait of a soul, filled with wisdom and pickled in vodka, who 
spends his days traipsing around Moscow. What we did not know was that this lady worked in Social Services, 
and she had quite a lot of dealings with alcoholics. It followed that it was not her idea of a good time to sit and 
watch a play about one.  
 
Chatting to people in the queue, as you wait to get into a performance, is another rewarding way of teasing out 
information on those unmissable shows. The problems at this stage are likely to be that: (a) the unmissable 
shows are already fully booked; or (b) you are struggling to fit them into your (by now) tight schedule. We 
usually change 3-4 shows after we get to Edinburgh, although there is always at least one show that we would 
dearly like to see but cannot fit into the schedule.   
 
So, does all this mean that we avoid the turkeys, those really awful shows that you really wish that you had 
given a miss? No, but the possibility is much diminished (we have only suffered one in the last two years) and 
the general standard of our choice has gradually improved with each festival.   
 
Choosing Shows for Other Festivals 
The first programme to see the light of day is that of the International Festival in March.  We will tend to pick 
out a drama show and possibly a dance performance at this early stage.  Serious music lovers may well book 
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the majority, if not all of their shows, at this time.  One of the reasons for deciding early for the International 
Festival is that most items do not have regular daily performances; they may only be on one or more selected 
dates.  Unless you live locally or are fortunate to be in Edinburgh for the entire festival, you may be further 
constrained by the dates that you will be there.   
 
If you are a member of the Edinburgh Festival Muse Society, apart from receiving newsletters throughout the 
year, there will be a two week window to book shows before they go on sale to the general public. 
 
On the music front Susan and Cal, fellow Sibbet House guests and friends, adopt the following approach.  
Susan is a great music lover and follows the scene avidly, reading reviews plus magazine and news articles, as 
well as attending concerts all the year round. She pays particular attention to the progress of new and 
upcoming artists. When the programme arrives she has a fairly clear idea of what she wants to see; her main 
problem is that there is so much that she would really like to see, if only she could stay for the whole festival! 
 
Details of the programmes for the other festivals appear in June.  If you want to see a popular author at the 
Book Festival then it is imperative that you book immediately, as she is almost certainly only giving one 
performance.  It is not uncommon for at least one author to sell out on the first day that tickets go on sale, e.g. 
Muriel Sparks the author of The Prime of Miss Jean Brodie in 2004.  With the Film and Jazz Festivals, it is likely 
that you will have fairly clear thoughts on the likely performances that appeal 
 
A brief mention of the Tattoo at this point although it is not part of the Festival scene per se. If you are 
interested in going to a performance it pays to book early. The 2005 Tattoo which ran from 5th-27th August was 
sold out by March 31st! People come to Edinburgh from far and wide just to see the Tattoo, many arriving in 
coaches. 
 
Busking / Street Theatre 
Tourists and locals who are not particularly interested in the festival are catered for by the wide variety of 
busking and Street Theatre that can be found dotted around the city centre.  The most popular spots for these 
activities are: the pedestrian area adjacent to, and between, the Royal Academy and National Gallery buildings 
on the Mound; and on the High Street in the area between George IV Bridge and the junction of North / South 
Bridge. In addition, there used to be the popular Fringe Sunday event which was held in the Meadows on the 
second Sunday of the Fringe when groups perform pieces from their shows. From the spectator’s perspective 
there is some free entertainment, while the groups get to advertise their wares. Unfortunately, this was not held 
in 2010. 
 
Festival-goers can also stumble across other free entertainment, such as a magician performing a trick to 
advertise his show to people who are queuing for tickets at the Fringe box office. Most memorably, we 
remember queuing for an Eleanor Bron show at the Pleasance. There is a small grassed area on one side of the 
courtyard, fenced off by a low wall where a small caravan was parked. Within a few minutes of joining the 
queue we were being royally entertained by three actors (two male and one female) who put on a very 
amusing, abbreviated version of Tolstoy’s War and Peace, both inside and outside the caravan, complete with 
Tchaikovsky’s 1812 overture playing in the background and whizzing canon ball, alias a black-painted football, 
at the appropriate point.  
 
Occasionally, there are just strange sights to be seen, e.g. two people in full rabbit costume, riding on a moped!? 
 
Feast Etiquette  
There are a number of things that would improve the festival experience.  Some of the following observations 
apply generally to attending shows anywhere, while others are arguably specific to Edinburgh. At the risk of 
being accused of being an old fuddy duddy, here goes with some obvious examples.    
 
Helping to keep the schedule on time. With multiple shows going on at a given performance space, 
particularly on the Fringe, there is invariably a rush to remove the scenery from the last show, put up the 
scenery for the next show, and then get the punters through the door and into their seats.  There is frequently 
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little time to spare and it does not take much to fall behind the clock.  Falling behind the clock is a cardinal sin: 
not only can it have a knock-on effect at the venue, making all subsequent shows late; but it can also make the 
punter late for his next show.  
 
On the production side, companies can help by having more minimalist sets. On the punters’ side, we should 
be ready when the house opens. In particular, it would help if we had our tickets ready.  If you have multiple 
tickets that are still joined together, separate them to avoid the usher having to do it before she can tear off the 
counterfoils with the inevitable delay - the larger the venue, the greater the overall hold-up.  
 
Seats are not usually numbered, except on the International Festival, and it is infinitely quicker if people go to 
the end of their chosen row (in most venues rows are relatively short and hence the choice of seat does not 
affect your view). Avoid leaving gaps, notwithstanding the human nature thing that you would prefer not to 
sit next to a stranger, and do not reserve seats for the friend that you just spotted further down the queue. Have 
a drink with him afterwards if you need to chat.   
 
At the end of the show, leave reasonably smartly.  One of the most annoying habits is for people who are 
chatting on the way out to suddenly stop in the aisle or exit as their conversation reaches some crucial point, 
completely oblivious to the mass of humanity behind them who are in urgent need of refreshments, the loo, or 
to just get to the next show. I say mass of humanity because it seems to be a much more notable phenomenon 
in the larger venues. This last observation definitely applies to any reasonable sized auditorium anywhere in 
the world.   
 
Other Shows in Progress. In those venues where there are multiple performance spaces remember that other 
shows may be in progress on your way in / out.  Therefore, adhere to the notices that you will see to keep the 
noise levels down.  
 
Visits to the loo in mid-show can be disturbing. If you have to go then you have to go. It is often those that 
drink alcohol during a show that seem to struggle in this department.   
 
Leaving mid-show. Try to avoid leaving in the middle of a show, no matter how bad you think it is. It must be 
extremely dispiriting for younger artists who are trying to find their way to see members of the audience 
leaving part way through a performance.  I have even seen people leaving after as little as 5-10 minutes.  I have 
no idea how it is possible to form an opinion so early.  I have been to performances where the first half was 
poor but the second half immeasurably better.  If it is bad, just put it down to experience - the rough and 
tumble of the festival.  
 
Getting picked on. Beware of sitting in the front row at stand up comedy shows unless you wish to get picked 
on!   
 
Always accept fliers. The helpless souls that spend their days handing out fliers need to be perked up. Many of 
them seem to gradually lose their enthusiasm as the day progresses and the number of refusals mounts, 
especially if the weather is damp. So, accept them, even if you have no intention of going to see the show; it 
costs you nothing. Some interesting banter can be had, as they do their best to sell you their show. 
Occasionally, it is the person doing the (one-man) show who is forced to go out and sell the show, as he cannot 
afford to pay somebody else to do it. 
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A History of the Edinburgh Festivals  
The first Edinburgh International Festival (EIF) took place in 1947. It was joined from its inception by what 
subsequently became known as the Fringe and by the Film Festival. Pipes and Dancing also took place in the 
early years, eventually becoming the Military Tattoo in 1950.  The Traverse Theatre, which has greatly 
enhanced both the EIF and the Fringe, joined the Feast in 1965, to be followed by the Jazz festival in the late 
1970s, the Book festival in the early 1980s, and more recently the Art Festival in 2004. 
 
In The Beginning … 
The first festival was held in 1947 … or was it?  In fact, Edinburgh had hosted a number of music festivals 
during the 19th century. The first event was held in early November, 1815. The venues included Parliament 
House and Corri’s Rooms (a circus and concert hall that was situated on the corner of Leith Walk and 
Broughton Street). A profit of £1,500 was distributed to the Royal Infirmary and other charitable institutions. A 
second festival followed in 1819 with the Theatre Royal taking over from Corri’s Rooms. There have been a 
number of Theatre Royals – this is the first one that was situated at the east end of Princes Street.  This festival 
produced a profit of £1,231 that was again distributed to charities.  Further festivals followed periodically, viz. 
1824, 1843 and 1871 although the 1843 venture lost £600. 
 

 
Theatre Royal, Shakespeare Square, Edinburgh 

(reproduced courtesy of Matthew Lloyd) 
 
Coming forward to the 20th century, a number of individuals were instrumental in getting the 1947 festival off 
the ground. The original idea germinated in the mind of Rudolf Bing, the General Manager of Glyndebourne, 
around 1943. Bing was an Austrian-born impresario who had fled Nazi Germany in 1934, bringing with him all 
that was good about German and Austrian culture. Glyndebourne was in need of additional funding and his 
idea was for a music festival in association with Glyndebourne, utilising its resources. The idea was given 
impetus by the fact that it was extremely unlikely that music festivals would be possible on mainland Europe 
for some time after the conclusion of the Second World War. Oxford was his first choice as the venue, but this 
fell through and attempts to interest other cities began in late 1944. 
 
Edinburgh was proposed by Henry Harvey Wood who was based in the city working for The British Council, 
an organisation that had been set up to improve international relationships through the promotion of 
education and culture. While Wood encountered local enthusiasm and apathy in equal measures, he found 
strong allies in Sir John Falconer, the Lord Provost at the time, and Lady Rosebery. They were extremely 
influential in moving the idea forward, ultimately resulting in the formation of a festival committee in late 
1945.  Bing, the proposed artistic director, advocated a 3-4 week festival, but he did not help his cause by 
suggesting to councillors in Calvinist Scotland that the festival should open with a High Mass in St. Giles 
Cathedral!  It was decided, because of the preparatory work that was necessary, that 1947 would be the earliest 
possible date for the event.   
 
In September 1946 the City Council agreed to a three week festival (24th August – 13th September 1947), voting 
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£20,000 to a guarantee fund to go alongside equivalent sums from The Arts Council and from private citizens. 
There were plenty of problems to be surmounted. One of the first issues was the logistics of dealing with large 
numbers of visitors to the city. Hotels were requisitioned; hostels and student residences used; plus 6,000 beds 
were made available by private households.  The Assembly Rooms in George St. became the home of the 
Festival Club, and it also served meals.  There was also the question of venues. The Council owned the Usher 
Hall but other venues were in private hands, and none of the venues was technically well equipped. Then there 
was the problem of getting high calibre artists to appear. From the UK the Royal Liverpool Philharmonic, the 
Hallé Orchestra and Sadlers Wells Ballet agreed to take part.  In the field of drama Taming of The Shrew and 
Moliere’s L’Ecole des Femmes were performed.  Glyndebourne put on opera at the King’s Theatre while the 
Royal Scottish Academy extended its summer exhibition of Vuillard.  Associated events included pipes and 
dancing on the Castle Esplanade, a forerunner of the Tattoo. 
 
In addition to the International Festival, two other important events took place. Firstly, a weeklong film festival 
was organised by the Edinburgh Film Guild, eventually to become known as the Edinburgh International Film 
Festival. Secondly, eight theatre groups arrived uninvited, and although officially excluded from the festival, 
they set up shop in venues away from the official festival and did their own thing.  This was the start of the 
Edinburgh Fringe.  It was belatedly given that soubriquet after Robert Kemp, a Scottish journalist, wrote 
during the second Edinburgh International Festival in 1948: ‘Round the fringe of official Festival drama, there 
seems to be more private enterprise than before … I am afraid some of us are not going to be at home during 
the evenings!’  
 
The weather, which is prone to be problematic, was fine and concerns that Edinburgh’s citizens might not enter 
into the spirit of the festival proved to be ill-founded. Overall, the 1947 festival was judged to be a success 
despite complaints that a number of areas were inadequately covered, viz. too little ballet, neglect of the visual 
arts and no choral music. From a financial perspective, the estimated deficit of £20,000 was not exceeded. 
 
Edinburgh International Festival 
There are a number of interconnected strands that run through the history of the Edinburgh International 
Festival (EIF): the individual arts and the competition between them; the ideas of the various artistic directors 
which were obviously influenced by their individual tastes; funding and politics (the two go together as much 
of the subsidy came from the City Council); the use of themes in certain years; ongoing problems surrounding 
the availability of suitable venues; and last but not least, attempts at trying to compete with the Fringe.  
 
The Artistic Directors 
 
While the International Festival has valiantly attempted to present high quality festivals that are balanced 
across the arts spectrum, it is probably true to state that over the 60+ years of its existence, music and opera 
have received more attention than drama, dance and the visual arts.  Arguably, the primary reason for this has 
been the passions of the individual artistic directors. Apart from Frank Dunlop in the 1980s who was a theatre 
man and Fergus Linehan, the current incumbent who stasted in theatre, all the directors have had a music or 
opera background. 
 
Rudolf Bing (1947-1949). As discussed, the main instigator of the EIF. He was the director of Glyndebourne 
Opera who subsequently took up the post as head of management at the New York Metropolitan Opera when 
he left the EIF. 
 
Ian Hunter (1950-1955) had been a colleague of Bing at Glyndebourne before World War II. He is arguably best 
known for his contacts in the artistic world. It was during his regime that the visual arts were accorded more 
exposure. After leaving Edinburgh he founded various festivals around the UK, including Bath and Brighton, 
and advised on festival planning around the world. During the 1980s he was chairman of the English National 
Ballet. 
 
Robert Ponsonby (1956-1960) was an Oxford organ scholar and subsequently controller of music for the BBC.  
He introduced late night revues such as Flanders and Swann and Beyond the Fringe in an attempt to compete 
with the Fringe in the evenings.  
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The Earl of Harewood (1961-1965) aimed to give opera a higher profile. It is reasonable to say that prior to his 
regime the EIF was still in its honeymoon period. During his tenure matters became more noticeably difficult 
on the financial front. The concept of themes started during his tenure with a Russian theme in 1962 and a 
Czech theme in 1964. Also, the commissioning of playwrights to write for the festival commenced under his 
regime. He cancelled a show in 1964 after its first performance because he considered it to be substandard. 
 
Peter Diamand (1966-1978) was a music man. He was director of Holland music festival prior to taking the 
Edinburgh post and became the general director of the Royal London Philharmonic Orchestra after he left 
Edinburgh.  He wanted to have an EIF company and mount Festival productions; he succeeded in the latter. 
 
John Drummond (1979-1983) was more eclectic in his tastes than the other directors with the possible 
exception of the visual arts. Many consider that the most successful themes occurred during his reign, 
particularly the Diaghilev theme (1979) on the 50th anniversary of the impresario’s death and Venice 1900 (1983).  
He encouraged the Book Fair (1983), subsequently to become the Book Festival. 
 
Frank Dunlop (1984-1991) was a theatre man.  He had to battle with the Labour-dominated city council for a 
significant part of his tenure, particularly with their desire to reduce elitism and promote more populist events 
all the year round, not just during August.  
 
Brian McMaster (1992-2006) came from an opera background. He moved the management of the EIF to 
Edinburgh; it had previously been based in London. His objectives were to: reduce fringe-style events, 
particularly in the field of drama; present high quality, large scale performances that Fringe groups could not 
afford; place a tighter control on quality, partly by insisting on EIF organised and promoted events; and reflect 
the best of Scottish culture. 
 
Jonathan Mills (2007-2014) is an Australian and another music man. His CV includes the composition of two 
small operas and artistic director of the Melbourne Festival.  He was given a 5 year contract which was 
subsequently extended to 2014. In general, he was a keen advocate of festival themes. 
 
Fergus Linehan (2015-) took over as artistic director after the 2014 festival. His first festival in 2015 was notable 
for a strong drama programme plus the introduction of some children's and family shows. 
 
Individual Art Forms 
 
Bing was correct in his assertion that Edinburgh would have the festival field to itself while Europe recovered 
from the devastating effects of World War II.  This relative lack of competition helped to shape the Edinburgh 
experience in the areas of music and opera as it became a magnet for the leading figures and companies. Over 
the first 25 years of its existence many of the world’s leading orchestras, opera companies and solo artists 
appeared. Apart from British companies the appearance of the New York Philharmonic in 1951 was one of the 
early coups. Other notable first appearances included: Vienna Philharmonic (1953); Yehudi Menuhin, Isaac 
Stern and Giaconda De Vito (1954) when the theme was four centuries of the violin; Boston Symphony (1956); 
Berlin Philharmonic with Karajan (1961) who had previously conducted the Philharmonia Orchestra in 1953; 
and the USSR State Orchestra’s visit in 1968 when there was a degree of apprehension surrounding its 
reception in the light of the Prague Uprising earlier that year, fortunately misplaced.  Popular solo artists 
included: Kathleen Ferrier who sang in all six festivals before her early death in 1953, Teresa Berganza and 
Maria Callas.  
 
A significant development was Harewood’s decision in 1965 to form the Scottish Festival Chorus, later named 
the Edinburgh Festival Chorus. It consisted solely of amateurs. Their lauded debut was in a performance of 
Mahler’s 8th Symphony. After a performance of Bach’s Magnificat with the Berlin Philharmonic Orchestra in 
1967 Karajan placed them among the top three choruses in Europe.  
 
Other music highlights have included: Mahler’s Resurrection Symphony by the London Symphony under 
Abbado with Margaret Price and Janet Baker as soloists (1971), and the London Symphony with the Festival 
Chorus (1973); Verdi’s Requiem with the London Philharmonic conducted by Giulini with Arroyo, Cassotto and 
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Pavarotti (1973), and again in 1982 with the London Symphony; the Bolshoi Theatre Orchestra in 1987 as part 
of a Russian theme (70th anniversary of the revolution); and the concert by St. Petersburg Philharmonic as part 
of the Dvorak theme (1995).   
 
The increased costs of bringing star names has led to the introduction of more up and coming artists in the 
recent past, including: Ian Bostridge, Bryn Terfel, Dmitri Hvorostovsky, Barbara Frittoli, Salvatore Licitra, 
Karita Mattila and Jonas Kaufmann; and conductors Gunther Wand, Claudio Abbado, and the young Philippe 
Jordan. Several attempts have been made to prevent the programme from becoming stale, notably by 
Drummond in the early 1980s. This continued with the introduction of more contemporary work by McMaster, 
e.g. the James MacMillan theme in 1993 and the 12 hour marathon Fidelio day in 1994. 
 
Opera has often been caught in the middle between the devotees who inevitably crave the best performances 
with star names and those favouring other art forms who generally consider that opera is expensive and does 
not provide value for money, although the advent of concert opera (opera without costumes, scenery or an 
entire opera company) has gone some way to blunt this criticism. Notwithstanding this debate, prominent 
performances over the years have included: Glyndebourne’s 1953 productions of Stravinsky’s The Rake’s 
Progress, Rossini’s La Cenerentola, and Mozart’s Idomeneo; Janacek’s Kata Kabanova by the Prague National 
Theatre (1964), which was one of Harewood’s favourites during his tenure; Florence Opera with Donizetti’s 
Maria Stuarda and Verdi’s Rigoletto (1969); Edinburgh Festival Opera’s La Cenerentola with Teresa Berganza 
(1971); Edinburgh Festival Opera’s Carmen (1977); Opera de Lyon’s L’Etoile by Chabrier (1985); Weber’s Oberon 
directed by Dunlop (1986); Houston Grand Opera’s Nixon in China (1988); A Midsummer Night's Dream by 
Opera Australia (1994); the Royal Opera’s Don Carlos (1998); and the EIF production of Benjamin Britten’s 
Curlew River (2005).  
 
From the audience’s perspective, the ability to see so many outstanding music and opera performances in such 
a short time span at very affordable prices has been extremely attractive. Over and above these elements, both 
performers and audience have undoubtedly been affected by the intoxicating atmosphere of the overall 
festival. This chemistry between performers and audience has continued up to the present day. One aficionado 
says “Performers have always been very professional and well prepared when they show up. There is 
something about the audiences at the Edinburgh Festival that make the performers want to put on their best 
show. I think there is an aura of excitement, enthusiasm, and appreciation at Edinburgh from both the 
performers and audiences that is unmatched anywhere else. While there are many other outstanding festivals 
there is an intimacy and shared experience at Edinburgh that is not evident elsewhere. I have gone to many 
other performances with great artists at the best concert halls, and often the performers seem to be just going 
through the motions. This has never happened to me in Edinburgh.  The artists seem to be there because they 
truly choose to do so as artists. They seem to feel the same excitement about being with so many great artists, 
such enthusiastic audiences, and just seem to be enjoying themselves as well just doing what the rest of us are 
doing when not performing. Another remarkable thing about Edinburgh is the wonderful opportunity to see 
the beginning of so many wonderful professional careers. The artistic director is very adept in identifying the 
very best of new, young performers and it is an opportunity to see them at a stage before they become spoiled 
or too seasoned.” 
 
Dance has experienced something of a roller coaster ride in terms of exposure over the years, alternating good 
and bad periods that have possibly corresponded to criticisms of the lack of dance on the one hand with 
complaints that it was too expensive on the other.  Notable performances in the early years included: Sadlers 
Wells with Moira Shearer in Swan Lake and Ballet Imperial (1951), plus Stravinsky’s The Soldier’s Tale (1954); Le 
Bourgeois Gentilhomme by Comedie Francaise plus Firebird with Margot Fonteyn (both in 1954), and Swan Lake, 
again with Fonteyn in 1956. There was a gradual shift with the introduction of more contemporary dance 
performances with Martha Graham in the sixties, Twyla Tharp who first appeared in 1976, and the Australian 
Dance Theatre with their innovative Flibbertigibbet in 1980 when 13 dancers appeared in boiler suits. The 1990s 
were notable for the appearances of Mark Morris’s Dance Group, including a combined opera ballet, Gluck’s 
Orfeo ed Euridice. Overall, McMaster’s tenure arguably saw an upturn in the fortunes of dance, as exemplified 
by Swan Lake (2005), choreographed by Christopher Wheeldon.  More recently, Matthew Bourne’s Dorian Gray 
was well received by punters in 2008, though less so by the critics. 
 
The lack of attention that has been generally accorded to drama has been highlighted by many critics over the 

http://bkthisandthat.org.uk/


The August Feast: A Punter’s Perspective on Edinburgh and its Festivals 
Version dated 7th December 2015    http://bkthisandthat.org.uk/ 
 

29 
                                     Copyright © Brian King 2005-2015 All rights reserved                                                    

years. Some directors have been accused of having little or no interest in the form. While it is somewhat facile 
to generalise, it is probably fair to say that, over the piece, the Fringe has a better track record on drama, helped 
immeasurably by the fact that the Traverse Theatre, apart from six appearances on the EIF, has been on its side 
of the fence.  However, there have been some great successes at the EIF, albeit less than might be expected. 
Notable triumphs have included: The Thrie Estates (1948); Playboy of the Western World by the Abbey Theatre 
(1968); Ian McKellen in Richard II and Richard III (1968); Teatro Libero’s Orlando Furioso (1970); a mini Beckett 
festival including an eleven day programme of talks, discussions and films (1984); Yukio Ninagawa’s Medea 
(1986); Observe The Sons of Ulster Marching Towards The Somme (1995) written by Frank McGuinness; and most 
recently, Blackbird, commissioned by the EIF and written by David Harrower (2005).     
 
After the criticism that it was not represented at the first festival, the visual arts enjoyed a golden period in the 
1950s when it received considerable attention.  Exhibitions of note included: Rembrandt (1949), Focus on 
Spanish art - El Greco, Goya and Velasquez (1951), Degas (1952), Cezanne (1954) and Braque (1956).  
Thereafter, it was pushed to the sidelines and exposure tended to wax and wane although the Epstein 
exhibition in 1961 was a huge success. Funds were curtailed in 1973 and there followed periods when it was 
treated as an associate, that is it simply appeared in the programme. The concept of a separate Art Festival was 
eventually introduced in 2004 as the visual arts sought a separate identity. Mills started his tenure by 
reintroducing a visual arts strand, including Jardins Publics in the 2007 programme, installations sited at three 
locations around the city. However, a reduced programme in 2009 was a precursor to an empty 2010. 
 
Supplementary events that may appeal to the aficionados have varied over the years. Examples include 
lunchtime talks and late afternoon conversations with artists. 
 
As mentioned above, themes have been used periodically over the years in attempts to provide a degree of 
coherence across the programme. They invariably meet with mixed receptions: some applaud the idea while 
others consider that in fact the overall quality of the programme suffers because of the attempt. Jonathan Mills  
reintroduced themes during his tenure: Artists without Borders in 2008, The Enlightenment in 2009, The New 
World in 2010 (focusing on the Americas and Australasia) and Asian influences in 2011. 
 
Venues 
 
The availability of suitable venues was a perennial problem for the EIF. In 1961 the Edinburgh Playhouse 
cinema, a huge building with over 3,000 seats which was opened in 1929, was being investigated as a possible 
venue but it was considered too expensive to convert at the time. It closed as a cinema in 1973, and it was 
eventually used as a venue for the first time in 1981.  
 

 
Usher Hall 

 
Meanwhile, the general situation had deteriorated in the mid-1960s when the Empire became a bingo hall 
while the Kings Theatre, the default home of opera, was becoming an annual problem, exacerbated by 
criticisms from artists that it was too small. Matters came to a head when Professor Liebermann (Hamburg 
Opera) criticised it in 1968.  The owners (Howard and Wyndham) retaliated by saying that they would no 
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longer make it available to the EIF. A large grant from the Scottish Arts Council and a substantial donation 
from an anonymous Edinburgh citizen enabled the corporation to purchase the theatre and let it to the Festival 
Society for £1,000 per week. A new venue appeared in 1979 in the shape of the Queen’s Hall. This was a 
disused church that was converted to become the home of the Scottish Chamber Orchestra.  A tent was erected 
in the same year in the Meadows for ballet, a similar venture having recently been undertaken successfully in 
London’s Battersea Park. There had been tentative plans, going back to 1960, to build a Festival Theatre. Castle 
Terrace, dubbed the “Hole in The Ground”, was the preferred site, but an on-off saga developed, and in 1988 it 
was ultimately leased to Scottish Metropolitan Property for the building of a financial centre, The Saltire 
Complex, which also provided a new home for the Traverse Theatre. In 1991 Rank sold the Empire to the 
Council after a less protracted saga. £11m was then spent in converting and refurbishing it, and in 1994 it 
opened as the Festival Theatre which now provides a home for opera and ballet.  In recent times there have 
been threats to close both the King’s Theatre and the Queen’s Hall. 
 
Funding 
 
In the 1940s and early 50s funding had not been particularly noticeable as an issue. This was probably due in 
part to the willingness of governments around the world to subsidise visits to Edinburgh, as it was a means of 
“showing the flag”.   
 
However, the financial pressures gradually mounted as these subsidies lessened. Other factors included the 
increasing ease of travel, which naturally increased the amount of competition and the counter-attractions of 
recording, July to September being the peak period for this activity. Funding issues became particularly 
noticeable when the 1962 festival made a loss of £18,000 and there was an overdraft of £22,500. The problem 
was resolved on this occasion when the Council bought the festival office.  However, it became a recurring 
theme with the first stand-off between director and the Council occurring in 1968 when the latter wanted to 
reduce the subsidy for 1968 and 1969, while the director, stating that it was not possible to produce a quality 
festival for that sort of money, said that he was not prepared to organise it on that basis.  The Council 
eventually backed down.   

 
Festival Theatre 

 
Opera, the most expensive art form, was frequently under the spotlight.  In 1973 a proposed staging of Don 
Giovanni was under the microscope.  It was estimated that it might lose £75,000, a risk that was exacerbated by 
the presence of Daniel Barenboim, who would be conducting an opera for the first time, and Peter Ustinov, an 
unknown quantity as an operatic director. In this particular case the risks proved to be exaggerated.  
 
The price to be paid for increased subsidy from the City Council was greater political representation on the 
Festival Council, which in turn led to a degree of political pressure over the programme. In the 1980s Labour 
councillors, considering the festival to be too elitist, pushed for the inclusion of more populist events.  The 
erection of The Dome in Pilrig Park during the 1986 festival was an attempt to attract “ordinary folk”. It was a 
failure, attracting low attendances and losing £57,000. It was not repeated although smaller events such as 
juggling at the King’s Theatre and jazz at the Usher Hall were slightly more successful.  
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The politicians were occasionally put on the back foot. During the 1987 festival they were put on the defensive 
when Glasgow announced that it was doubling its grant to the arts. This was followed in 1989 by an incident 
when Dunlop got himself into hot water through nonchalantly mentioning at a press conference that 
Edinburgh might benefit from closer ties with Glasgow, which was due to be the European city of culture for 
1990. One Tory councillor wanted him to consider his position. In fact, Edinburgh had put in its own half-
hearted bid to be European city of culture and consequently lost out to Glasgow. This was a severe blow to its 
pride and caused the politicians to reconsider their attitude to the Festival and its funding.  In part, this episode 
resulted in the District Council and the Arts Council agreeing to a guaranteed funding over a three year period. 
Lothian Regional Council was also interested in renewing support. In addition, an endowment fund was set up 
with the aim of raising £10m. The fund quickly reached £700K. Along with sponsorship of £550,000, it became 
possible for the first time to plan ahead and spend more money on music and opera with star names.  
 
In 2014 the total income of the International Festival was approximately £10.7m. 49% of the income came from 
public sector grants and 51% from ticket sales, sponsors and donations. Details of expenditure are not generally 
available.  
 
Competing With the Fringe 
 
The Fringe has generally been something of a thorn in the side of the International Festival although the pain is 
somewhat imaginary and largely unwarranted. It tended to reside more in the minds of those members of the 
Festival board who dislike any form of competition. Fortunately, at the artistic level there was a much more 
laissez faire attitude towards the Fringe. 
 
Whatever, the EIF has made various efforts over the years to compete with the Fringe, some of which have 
been very successful. In 1959 Flanders and Swann, the comic musical duo appeared at the EIF, followed by the 
celebrated revue Beyond the Fringe in 1960.  
 
The EIF was largely a daytime and early evening pastime, leaving the Fringe to mop up the late evening with 
light entertainment shows.  Beyond the Fringe with Peter Cook, Dudley Moore, Jonathan Miller and Alan 
Bennett, all relatively unknown at the time, was a late night revue that was hugely successful and has been 
claimed to be a key forerunner to the subsequent boom of satire in the 1960s.  It is somewhat ironic that many 
people now think that the show was on the Fringe, simply because the name appears in the title.  It is 
interesting that a book celebrating 50 years of the Fringe somewhat shamelessly included a large picture of the 
foursome, albeit the “small print” mentioned quickly and very briefly that it was part of the EIF.  
 
A successful Writers Conference in 1962, which included people who were more associated with the Fringe, 
was followed by a Drama Conference in the following year. This event is largely remembered for an incident 
where a nude female model was wheeled across the organ gallery in the McEwan Hall as part of a “play with 
happenings” organised by Kenneth Dewey, an avant garde director from Los Angeles. This caused a storm and 
John Calder, who organised both the Writers and Drama conferences, and the model were  prosecuted for 
indecency. Obviously, the swinging sixties had not yet arrived in Edinburgh at this point. Ideas for a Poetry 
Conference were shelved with finance being given as the reason although it is more likely that it was related to 
this incident as various councillors were unhappy.   
 
On the subject of controversy, a production of Prokofiev’s The Fiery Angel by Frankfurt Opera was planned in 
1970. It had an orgy in the final scene with three nuns naked from the waist upwards. The Lord Provost and 
two councillors went to Frankfurt on a jolly to see it for themselves. After being wined and dined before the 
performance it was claimed (in the media) that at least one councillor dozed through part of the performance.  
The production was given their seal of approval.   
 
In the same year there were some events of note at the Haymarket Ice Rink. Teatro Libero’s Orlando Furioso was 
a great success with many scenes staged simultaneously in different parts of the rink, the audience wandering 
from one scene to another. Meanwhile, Orlando and his knights, mounted on horseback (well trolleys actually), 
charged at the audience, scattering them - promenading with a difference!   
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Attempts to compete with the Fringe were reduced when Brian McMaster took over the reins as artistic 
director in 1992.  This was probably a prudent step. 
 
The Thankless Job of the Artistic Director 
 
The time and effort that is attributable to fund-raising must be disheartening for any director whose soul lies in 
the art rather than in administrative functions and the inevitable politics. It arguably makes it a thankless task; 
we should all be grateful for the work that they put in, notwithstanding that individual programmes may not 
necessarily square with our own desires. 
 
The Edinburgh Fringe 
It is fitting to commence by giving details of those original eight groups that appeared uninvited at the 
inaugural festival in 1947 and did their own thing: Glasgow Unity Theatre (Gorky’s The Lower Depths and The 
Laird O’ Torwatletie by Robert MacLellan – both at the Pleasance); Christine Orr Players of Edinburgh (Macbeth 
at the YMCA); Edinburgh Peoples’ Theatre (Thunder Rock by Robert Ardley at the Pleasance); Edinburgh 
District Community Drama Association (The Anatomist by James Bridie at the Pleasance); Pilgrim Players 
(Eliot’s The Family Reunion and Murder in the Cathedral at Gateway Theatre in Leith Walk); Edinburgh College of 
Art Theatre Group (Easter by Strindberg at the YMCA); a series of short puppet plays (Manchester Marionette 
Theatre in the restaurant of the New Victoria Cinema in Clerk St., subsequently the Odeon); and a production 
of the morality play Everyman in Dunfermline Cathedral, sponsored by the Carnegie Trust. 
 
Six of the eight companies were Scottish and the Fringe – which did not yet have that name – was known as the 
semi-official element of the festival. 
 
The history of the Fringe needs to be viewed from a number of perspectives: its general organic growth, 
including the necessary logistical and administrative processes; the obvious and sometimes quirky venues that 
have been used; most importantly, the art forms that it has supported over the years; relations with the EIF; its 
reputation; and the inexorable spreading of fringe theatre and festival concepts.  
 
Fringe Organisation 
 
Performing groups operated totally independently in the early years. The first sign of any communal activity 
occurred in 1951 when Edinburgh University students opened a drop-in centre at 25 Haddington Place. This 
was used by many Fringe performers as it provided cheap food and a bed for the night.  
 
It was 1954 before Fringe groups held their first meeting to discuss the possibility of working together. “We are 
cutting each other’s throats” was a quote from one of the groups.  It was the logistics, the non-performance 
aspects that they saw as a problem and the establishment of a joint box office and publicity mechanism were 
given high priority. The first Fringe programme was produced in this year by C. J. Cousland, an Edinburgh 
printer. 
 
In the following year Edinburgh University students set up a central box office and a café in a part of the Old 
College. However, not all of the 13 groups on the Fringe that year made use of the facilities and the box office 
lost money.  
 
Eventually, the Festival Fringe Society was set up in 1959. A constitution was drawn up, stating that elected 
officers should oversee the running of a box office, produce a programme brochure that would include every 
event that was not on the International Festival, and run a club where performers could meet, eat, drink until 
late, and generally feel involved.  The first president was Michael Imison of the Oxford Theatre Group. 
 
Alistair Moffat (Fringe administrator 1976-1981) states “As a direct result of the wishes of the participants, the 
Society had been set up to help the performers that come to Edinburgh and to promote them collectively to the 
public. It did not come together so that groups could be vetted, or invited, or in some way artistically vetted. 
What was performed and how it was done was left entirely to each Fringe group”.  
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At the 1959 festival the first Fringe club, box office and information bureau opened in the YMCA in South 
Andrew Street.  There were 19 groups that year, along with the first murmurings that the Fringe may be 
getting too big! In 1962 when 34 groups were expected the University complained that their telephone system 
was struggling to handle Fringe-related phone calls and they urged the installation of a Fringe phone.  Around 
this time Jim Gallagher, the first publicity secretary, wrote ‘Fringe without Tears’ in which he listed the various 
pitfalls and problems which Fringe groups were likely to encounter in Edinburgh. 
 
The Society was run by volunteers, making a small surplus most years during the 1960s. However, as the 
Fringe continued to grow it became clear that this was rapidly becoming an unsustainable system, and that 
professional staff would have to be employed.  A decision was made in 1969 to turn the Festival Fringe Society 
into a limited company, at which point there were 57 groups and 100 shows. Public funding was sought to set 
up an office.  
 
It was apparent that the Fringe could not be run by committee and at the annual general meeting in 1970 the 
groups demanded an Administrator.  John Milligan, who had worked for the Arts Council, took up the post at 
the beginning of 1971.  Although it was initially thought of as a part-time role, it quickly became apparent that 
it was without doubt a full-time occupation. During his tenure the Fringe produced monthly bulletins and 
booklets to help prospective groups with the myriad of non-artistic items that they needed to take care of, e.g. 
getting a temporary licence for the premises in which they intended to perform if the premises did not have a 
permanent licence (most venues did not).  
 
In 1972 Allen Wright, Arts Editor of the Scotsman, and Ian Thomson of the Fringe Publicity Department came 
up with the idea of Fringe First Awards. The objective was to attract attention to new plays that needed 
publicity. Three critics from The Scotsman had to agree that a Fringe First was merited for a play. 45 new plays 
were premiered in 1973 and 10 awards were made.  
 
Alistair Moffat, who took over as Administrator in 1976, succeeded in getting a much higher profile for the 
Fringe, managing to agree sponsorship deals with local firms, particularly breweries, and inaugurating Fringe 
Sunday (an opportunity for performers to advertise their wares to the public). Claims that the Fringe was the 
Festival began to appear, no doubt touted by somewhat biased advocates of the Fringe and egged on by the 
media.  During Moffat’s tenure the Fringe grew rapidly to 494 groups in 1981, a growth that saw a similar 
proliferation in the number of venues.  Fringe Sunday was introduced in 1981. The idea was that Fringe groups 
could advertise their wares by performing free snippets from their shows for punters. The popularity of this 
concept lead to it being moved to Holyrood Park in 1983 where it was soon attracting 40,000 people. 
 
Moffat was succeeded in 1982 by Michael Dale. His tenure saw the arrival of the first super-venues: Assembly 
Rooms, Pleasance, Gilded Balloon and the Circuit (which no longer exists). He totally revamped the 
appearance and layout of the programme and worked to get the Fringe accepted as an integral part of the 
commercial and tourist life of Edinburgh.   
 
Mhairi Mackenzie-Robinson, who took over in 1986, oversaw the necessary fund-raising to finance the move to 
the Society’s current location at 180 High St. in 1988. There were 4 full-time staff at this time, supplemented by 
many temporary staff in and around festival time. In the following year the Fringe was threatened by a dispute 
which led to a strike by the council office staff who issue temporary theatre licences. Last minute discussions 
fortunately averted the crisis with 10 days to go. In 1992 the Fringe belatedly joined the 20th century when it 
discovered computer-based booking systems! This allowed bookings to be made at satellite locations such as 
Waterstone’s bookshop in George St.  Eventually, the age of online booking via the Internet arrived as the 21st 
century dawned.  
 
Hilary Strong arrived in 1994 at a time of intense debate about the size of the Fringe and its open-door policy. 
The term “Administrator” disappeared, being replaced by “Director”. This change caused occasional sniping 
from some EIF protagonists who equated it with “Artistic Director”. Strong was followed by Paul Gudgin in 
1999, and the Fringe’s inexorable growth continued. He in turn was succeeded in June 2007 by Jon Morgan.  
 
Unfortunately, Morgan’s arrival signalled the start of the most calamitous period in the Fringe’s history. A new 
box office system had been procured, an immature software system that appeared to have functionality issues 
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and one that had not been adequately tested. The problems manifested themselves as soon as the box office 
was opened in June 2008. Punters experienced difficulties when booking while there were also ticket printing 
problems. After battling to resolve the problems the Fringe eventually admitted defeat in late July when they 
decided to make use of the VIA system that was being used by the super-venues. Post mortem reviews were 
commissioned but Morgan, who probably inherited some of the problems, dutifully fell on his sword, 
resigning at the end of the 2008 festival.   
 
The Fringe decided to revert to an administrator, to be called Chief Executive, thus dropping any pretence of 
the need for artistic experience. Kath Mainland was appointed to the post in early 2009.  The accounts for 2008-
2009 showed the disastrous effect of the box office debacle with the balance sheet showing liabilities of £672K 
against assets of £49K.  
 
The period since the debacle of 2008 has seen a recovery in the Fringe’s fortune except for the demise of Fringe 
Sunday in 2009 after the failure to attract a sponsor for an event which was costing in the region of £70k to 
stage. However, this has coincided with the super-venues attempting to flex their muscles, principally by 
trying to get the concept of a comedy festival launched.  They have claimed (or should that be they have 
protested?) that such a festival would still be part of the Fringe but these claims have been treated with a fair 
degree of cynicism. In truth, it is all somewhat academic while they continue to fail to attract a sponsor for a 
comedy festival and the prevailing economic climate is unlikely to assist their efforts in the short term. 
 
Meanwhile, the debacle in 2008 had convinced the Fringe that it was time to review, and where necessary, 
amend its constitution. A committee was set up in 2009, led by writer and actor Pip Utton, and it spent over a 
year working on the project. A series of lively and occasionally acrimonious public sessions eventually 
culminated in an extraordinary meeting in Edinburgh on November 21st, 2010. At this meeting it was decided 
that the following changes should be made to the constitution: no artificial cap on the number of members of 
the Fringe Society or restrictions on the criteria for membership; a "participants' council" to be created for 
artists, producers and promoters to help tackle major issues and lobby the board - it will comprise a maximum 
of 12 society members, with four each from members who are performers, producers of Fringe shows or are 
nominated by a registered fringe venue; the make-up of the board will be four performer members, four 
members nominated by venues and four members who have “an interest in the furtherance of the charitable 
objectives of the society”; the board will be able to co-opt a further four directors to make up for any skills gap. 
Council and board members will be elected by all members of the Fringe.  
 
To give some idea of the current size of the Fringe, the organisation's quoted statistics for the 2015 festival 
include 50,459 performances of 3,314 shows. It is by far the largest festival on the planet. 
 
In summary, the Fringe has become organised in the logistical sense but it is still anarchic, or do I mean that it 
adheres to the principles of the free market?  “Anybody can appear if they can drum up the money for the 
venue and other related expenses. Students still come in their droves (British and overseas), groups from all 
over the world who are attracted by the reputation of the fringe. Many will lose money on the venture but that 
will not stop them coming, as they seek fame and fortune, or at least be able to put it on their CV”. 
 
It may be thought that the Edinburgh Fringe gained official recognition at long last when Kath Mainland was 
awarded the CBE in the Queen’s Birthday Honours List of 2014. She will leave her post in February 2016 to 
take up the position of  Executive Director at the Melbourne Festival, leaving the Fringe in a far healthier 
financial position than the one that she found it in. 
 
Assistance for Fringe Participants 
 
It should be clear from the previous section that various initiatives have been instigated from the early 1950s 
onwards to help Fringe participants to cope with the myriad of issues that need to be tackled in order to put a 
show on in Edinburgh. As the Fringe got bigger so those difficulties increased. 
 
Eventually, in the mid-1990s the Fringe Society produced initial versions of The Fringe Guide to Doing a Show 
and The Fringe Guide to Selling a Show. Revised versions have periodically been published in subsequent 
years and they are required reading for any would-be performer or performing company, covering basics such 
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as budgets, venues, legal requirements, accommodation, media / marketing and Fringe facilities. Additional 
guides cover Choosing a Venue and Registering a Show.  
 
The Fringe Society’s Participant Development provides a number of more general guides: Approaching 
Promoters, Networking, Fundraising and Touring.  
 
Since the turn of the century the Fringe Society has run a number of roadshows around January and February 
each year, mostly in the UK but with a couple held further afield. In late 2013 and early 2014 there are currently 
plans for roadshows in New York, Adelaide, Orlando, Leicester, London and Edinburgh. They are part 
guidance and part PR and marketing. 
 
Arguably, the most comprehensive guidance for would-be participants which has so far been produced is by 
Mark Fisher, the journalist and critic. The Edinburgh Fringe Survival Guide, was published in early 2012. It 
covers all aspects of putting a show on from the interesting artistic aspects to the boring bureaucratic but 
essential elements. He followed this up by running a successful show on the subject at the 2012 Fringe which 
featured guests from all areas of the Fringe who were each able to relate their experiences 
 
Venues 
 
No history of the Fringe would be complete without a brief mention of the venues; there were reputedly 273 in 
2013 although this probably refers to the number of performing spaces which is not the same thing as the 
number of venues. In essence, use is made of every conceivable space from proper theatres (Traverse), custom-
made theatres (Music Hall in the Assembly Rooms), to lecture theatres (Pleasance and George Square), other 
university rooms and spaces, (disused) church halls, schools, the back of a taxi, a public toilet on one occasion, 
a flat in the New Town or even in your own home / place of rest.   
 
In the 1950s and 1960s there was typically one hall per group. Sharing then became popular as a means of 
cutting costs with a single performing space being used for up to 6 or 7 different shows per day. Super-venues 
with many performing spaces, such as Assembly Rooms, Pleasance and Gilded Balloon, took this idea further 
in the early 1980s. The Circuit, a now defunct super-venue, came to set up a tented “village” (including one 
space with room for 400 punters) at the previously mentioned “Hole in The Ground”, where the Saltire 
complex, which now houses the Traverse, was subsequently built. 
 

 
Pleasance Courtyard 

 
The ranks of the super-venues gradually expanded with the growth of C and the rapid rise in the early 2000s of 
Underbelly. 
 
Meanwhile, Assembly Rooms became known as Assembly (or Assembly Theatre) as it added other venues, 
most notably the Free Church of Scotland headquarters which it called Assembly on the Mound. Plans by the 
city council to carry out a major refurbishment of the Assembly Rooms building were vigorously opposed by 
Assembly, as it would mean that the building would be closed for 18 months and it would ultimately end up 
with less space due to the proposed creation of shops and a restaurant. The city council eventually managed to 
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get the go-ahead for a reduced refurbishment project and the venue was unavailable in 2011. 
 
The bad blood that was engendered by this prolonged episode led to the council agreeing to The Stand 
(another venue) using the venue at festival time for three years (2012-2014). Assembly moved its headquarters 
to George Square in 2011. The political career of Tommy Sheppard, co-founder of The Stand, who became an 
SNP MP in the 2015 General Election, led to the contract for the use of the Assembly Rooms being put out to 
tender once again. Somewhat surprisingly after the previous bad blood, Assembly were awarded a two year 
contract to run the venue for the 2016 and 2017 festivals.    
 

 
Assembly Rooms 

 
Art Forms 
 
Until 2008, when comedy overtook it for the first time, drama had been the dominant art form since the 
inception of the Fringe in 1947.  Looking over the lifespan of the Festival, it is also generally agreed that the 
Fringe has served drama somewhat better than the EIF. It has been responsible for many seldom produced 
works and many new plays. Key moments have included: the premiere of Tom Stoppard’s Rosencrantz and 
Guildenstern Are Dead by the Oxford Theatre Group in 1966 which few raved over at the time; Communicado’s 
Cyrano de Bergerac (1992); Moscow Stations with Tom Courtney (1994);  the National Theatre of Scotland's Black 
Watch (2006) and Mies Julie (2012). 
 
Apart from individual plays, there are several strands that have contributed to the success of drama over the 
years.  
 
Firstly, there was the birth and subsequent flowering of the Traverse Theatre (as described in the next section). 
It is the stalwart of drama on the Fringe, indeed on the Festival as a whole.  
 
Secondly, there have been a number of companies that have brought quality productions to Edinburgh 
consistently, including: the London Club Theatre Group (1950s), 7:84 Scotland (1970s), National Student 
Theatre Club (1970s and various other periods), Communicado (1980s and 1990s), Red Shift (1990s), and Grid 
Iron more recently. 
 
Thirdly, there is the creature that is the one-man (or woman) show. While the concept may not have been 
created in Edinburgh, although it would naturally claim it, it has undoubtedly become its home. The main 
attraction from the performer’s side is that every actor has a favourite personality that she could readily turn 
into a show. The fact that it is relatively easy to set up and has minimal overheads gives it great appeal. From 
the punter’s perspective, while these shows are seldom vying for five star ratings, they are generally enjoyable 
and well-acted, and importantly, they can generally be relied upon. Early examples of the genre included: 
Elspeth Douglas Reid doing her One Woman Theatre (1955) and John Cairney’s Burns show There was a Man 
(1965). More recent examples have included: Eileen Page’s Eleanor of Aquitaine, Gareth Armstrong’s Shylock, Pip 
Utton’s Adolf and Only the Lonely (about a look-a-like Roy Orbison), George Telfor’s amusing and poignant 
Gielgud: a Knight in the Theatre, Tam Dean Burn’s Venus as a Boy, Justin Butcher’s spellbinding Scaramouche Jones, 
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Gerard Logan’s excellent The Rape of Lucrece, Lucy Ellinson’s compelling Grounded and Margaret Ann Bain's 
polished and fascinating Man to Man. 
 
Alongside drama, comedy is the other mainstay of the Fringe. Although the International Festival put on late 
evening comedy revues starting in the late fifties, they were eventually seen to be somewhat staid, similar to 
west-end revues, while the Fringe was seen as more innovative. The most notable exception was the EIF’s 
Beyond the Fringe. Student theatre groups started adding late night revues to supplement their more serious 
offerings. Many names came through this route from the late 1950s up to the early 1980s: Dudley Moore, Alan 
Bennett, Michael Palin and Terry Jones (all Oxford); The Cambridge Footlights turned out Richard Eyre 
(subsequently director of National Theatre), Eric Idle, Graeme Garden, Rowan Atkinson, Stephen Fry, Hugh 
Laurie, and Emma Thompson. 
 
Mention must be made of the renowned Theâtre de Complicité (now simply Complicite). They appeared on the 
Fringe in 1985, performing More Bigger Snacks Now and A Minute Too Late; the latter was very successfully 
performed again in 2005 with the original actors at the National Theatre in London. They won the Perrier 
Award, which had been going since 1981 and was given to the revue that put most “fizz” and “sparkle” into 
the Fringe.  While I am a big fan of Complicite, I am not sure which I find the more surreal – the fact that they 
won the Perrier in 1985 in the first place – or that anybody but them has ever won it? While on the subject of 
eccentric, off-beat humour mention should also be made of the National Theatre of Brent who have appeared 
periodically on the Fringe. It is difficult to know how to describe them - a skit on the theatre played as 
pantomime, possibly.  
 
Since the mid 1980s comedy has become a general free-for-all with many comedians using it as a platform to 
try to make it into the big time.  The standard can be very variable and the humour very generation specific. 
This host of “wannabes” tends to be interspersed with periodic appearances by established performers such as 
Paul Merton, Rory Bremner and Bill Bailey.  
 
Other art forms are included in the Fringe, albeit they are not as popular as drama and comedy. Puppets were 
there in 1947. Other art forms did not appear until the mid-late 1960s when Lindsay Kemp gave mime and 
dance performances. Dance and Physical Theatre has had a variable history in terms of popularity, coming and 
going in waves. It has recently enjoyed a period of popularity, particularly at the Aurora Nova venue (alias St. 
Stephen’s Church) although this venue has not operated since 2008. Music of all types has a very large showing 
on the Fringe although it seems to warrant little attention in the media, particularly outside Scotland. 
 
Finally, mention should be made of those groups from other shores that have appeared at the Fringe. The first 
American group came in 1966; it had the somewhat indigestible title of The University of Southern California 
School of Performing Arts Drama Department Festival. Other American groups soon followed. Nowadays, 
they come in large numbers, especially school groups. Other groups that spring readily to mind include: 
Wierszalin (Poland) with their imaginative use of statues; and Theatre Credo (Bulgaria) with its wonderfully 
inventive version of Gogol’s The Great Overcoat.  Richard Demarco, a co-founder of The Traverse, who set up 
his own gallery in 1966, subsequently strove more than anybody else over the years to bring an international 
dimension to the Fringe at this and other venues. 
 
Relations with the International Festival 
 
In the early years many people on the Fringe were looking for acceptance by the official festival, probably 
seeking integration with it. However, the International Festival did not want to integrate with it, seeing the 
Fringe purely as complementary to the official festival. The members of the EIF board tended to be particularly 
insistent that no other performances should detract from its own programme. In fairness, individuals at the 
artistic level were much more likely to view the Fringe sympathetically. 
 
It has been said that the battleground was drama. In fact, there was no battle here. As mentioned previously, 
EIF artistic directors seemed to show little interest in this art form. With several notable exceptions, such as The 
Three Estaites, their offerings were all too often staid and dull. This left a yawning chasm for the Fringe to fill 
which they managed to do. It was much more adventurous, frequently putting on seldom performed works 
and new plays. 
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The Fringe also managed to monopolise the late evenings – the EIF was largely a daytime and early evening 
activity in the formative years. It did this by introducing late night revues, the first taking place in 1952 when 
the New Drama Group put on After the Show.  University groups soon latched on to this, with the likes of Ned 
Sherrin writing revues. As discussed in the EIF section, the International Festival eventually started to compete 
in this area, leading ultimately to Beyond the Fringe in 1960. 
 
Relations with the EIF continued to be periodically fractious right through to the end of the 1980s. It is arguably 
reasonable to say that Brian McMaster’s decision not to compete with the Fringe, even if this was from a 
somewhat superior stance, led to a reduction in hostilities. The position today is one of tacit acceptance of each 
other. The EIF continues to consider that it holds the artistic high ground while the Fringe tends to rest content 
in the knowledge that in terms of size it dwarfs the International Festival.  
 
Reputation 
 
The Fringe has engendered much debate in the serious media over the years: some love it and some hate it.  
This was personified several years ago when the Guardian drama critics, Michael Billington and Lyn Gardner, 
did a “good cop bad cop” routine. Billington expressed his horror of the inexorable growth of the Fringe so that 
it now dwarfed the International Festival. Whereas the Fringe once complemented the International festival, 
albeit precariously, it was now a grotesquely outsized and highly commercialised beast that swamped the 
International Festival. He criticised the power of the super-venues and their inevitable playing safe. Lyn (the 
good cop) played on the thrill of the chase, the joy of finding those golden nuggets, of first coming across 
Complicite, The Right Size, Steven Berkoff and Grid Iron, of her first exposure to international work, e.g. Dario 
Fo, Phillipe Gaullier and the Abbey Theatre of Dublin. I veer much more to Lyn’s camp. 
 
The Fringe has played a part in the success of many actors and comedians over the years, although as Alistair 
Moffat said “Many highly successful performers first made a critical success on the Fringe, but it would be 
fatuous to claim that the Fringe made anyone’s career. All it did, and does, was to provide a platform for 
anyone who, if they are good enough, can enjoy national, and even international, critical and popular acclaim”. 
 
Other Fringes 
 
The concepts of fringe theatre and fringe festivals have been freely adopted in various parts of the world.  
 
The Adelaide Fringe began in 1960, fringe activities in Brighton from 1967, Edmonton in 1982 and Vancouver in 
1984. In recent times, London and Dublin have both got in on the act but the real growth area is the USA and 
Canada. Here is a list of fringe festivals. 
 
 
Traverse Theatre 
With regard to drama The Traverse, Edinburgh’s own repertory theatre, plays a pivotal role in the Festival. It 
stages around 12 shows at the festival each year, comprising two of its own productions while hosting the 
remainder. It tends to provide an overall seal of quality if such a thing is possible on the Fringe. A case can 
ironically be made that it breaks the spirit of the Fringe where, in theory, any company can take part. However, 
the festival, as a whole, would be much diminished without its commanding presence.  
   
Described as “the Fringe venue that got away”, the Traverse surfaced in the early 1960s out of a common desire 
among a core set of individuals to maintain the spirit of the festival in Edinburgh for the rest of the year. 
Various ideas were floated, including a gallery space and a bookshop, as well as a theatre.  Some of the original 
players who were involved include: 
 

• Jim Haynes, a soft-spoken, relaxed, genial American. He loved Edinburgh and the Festival but hated 
provincialism. He had bought a junk shop in Charles Street, and opened it as a paperback bookshop 

• Richard Demarco was an Edinburgh art teacher who hated teaching but loved organising exhibitions 
and was passionate for a vibrant Edinburgh life outside the Festival 
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• Tom Mitchell was a designer and property developer from Northern England who was in love with 
the actress Tamara Alferoff who lived in Edinburgh. He had bought the Sphinx club in James Court 
(off the Lawnmarket), formerly a doss-house and brothel known as Kelly’s Paradise. His original 
intention had been to convert it into studios and flats for struggling artists 

• John Malcolm, an actor appearing in a Fringe production at Haynes’ bookshop 
• John Calder who organised the EIF’s Writer’s and Drama Conferences in the early 1960s, and became 

“infamous” for the nude model scene in a play at the Drama Conference 
• And Sheila Colvin who went on to become Associate Director of the International Festival. 

 
Cambridge University Theatre Co. had rung Demarco in 1962, looking for a Fringe venue. The Sphinx Club 
was eventually used. It was around this time that Haynes and Demarco were pushing the idea of a general 
meeting place. However, Malcolm saw it as a theatre and he managed to persuade Mitchell to use the club for 
this purpose. 
 
Terry Lane, an actor / director and friend of Malcolm, became involved.  The available theatre space consisted 
of a long narrow room, only 15 feet wide and 8 feet high. Lane’s idea was to have two banks of seating at either 
end of the room with the playing space in the middle. He thought that this arrangement was called Traverse, 
when in fact it was called Transverse.  
 
It was decided that the Traverse should be a private members club as this would make life easier on several 
fronts: fire regulations, licensing, and most importantly it would help to steer clear of the Lord Chamberlain’s 
office (the official censor of British theatre from 1824 until its eventual demise in 1968). Demarco appointed 
himself as recruitment agent and 300 members were quickly recruited at a guinea – half-price for students.  
 
The Traverse opened on a cold night in early January 1963 to a capacity audience of 60 invited guests with 
performances of Sartre’s Huis Clos and Fernando Arrabal’s Orisons. In the second performance actress Colette 
O’Neil was accidentally stabbed on stage with a paper knife. She “almost bled to death”, which brought 
tremendous publicity with the result that bookings soared and the membership rapidly grew to 2,000. 
 
In the first three and a half years of its existence the Traverse put on 110 productions. Its success was greatly 
helped by the fact that during the Festival many of the great and the good of the theatre world visited this 
small yet intimate space. In 1965 it produced Macbeth for the International Festival, the first of six appearances 
on the EIF (1965-68, 1979 and 1986).   
 
The success of the early years was interspersed with the arguments and resignations that are inevitable among 
young and passionate individuals. Malcolm left just before the Traverse opened while Lane resigned twelve 
months later, complaining about the “amateurs”. After a six month stint from Calum Mill (actor and director), 
Jim Haynes took over as artistic director in addition to his duties as chairman. His forté was the ability to be an 
excellent front of house man, representing the club to the press and public with his laidback all things are 
possible persona.  However, he was not a team player and after financial problems and the failure to deliver a 
presentable production at the Commonwealth Arts Festival in 1965 he eventually resigned in 1966 over his 
attempted appointment of a friend and associate, Jack Henry Moore. Gordon McDougall followed (1966-1968) 
to steady the ship after the thrills and spills of the Haynes era, and he was succeeded by Max Stafford-Clark 
(1968-70) who was dedicated to the idea of the Traverse as an experimental theatre. He wanted a more leisurely 
Peter Brook style method of working with long term research, needless to say a more expensive approach. 
 
An Arts Council capital grant had come through for building improvements but a surveyor’s report in March 
1969 indicated that the internal floors were unsafe, and that the building was unsuitable for use as a theatre or 
restaurant.  This precipitated a move to the bottom of West Bow where there was room for 100 seats.  This 
coincided with the arrival of Michael Rudman (1970-73) who was older than previous incumbents and more 
mature at the grand old age of 31. He was the first orthodox artistic director. A Texan who was good at getting 
publicity, he had a keen and discriminating eye for marketable talent, audience preferences, and visiting 
productions that would strike a chord.  
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The current Traverse Theatre 

 
The 1970s was a period of uncertainty when financial problems, compounded by the inflation of the mid-1970s, 
saw the Traverse threatened with closure.  On the artistic front, the latter half of the 1970s saw an emphasis on 
Scottish plays from new writers on working class themes of aggression and hidden tenderness. The first half of 
the 1980s was punctuated by successful festivals, interspersed with periods of darkness during the winter 
months, a state of affairs that did not please the Arts Council whose £200,000 subsidy in 1981 amounted to 65% 
of income. By 1987 the District Council was giving £40, 000.   
 

 
Traverse Bar 

 
Two major events took place in the late 1980s and early 1990s. At the end of 1987 the club was wound up and 
the Traverse became a theatre company. In 1992 the infamous “Hole in the Ground” which had been mooted as 
a possible site for the Festival Theatre ultimately became the Saltire Court complex, primarily an office 
development with the Atrium and Blue Bar restaurants, but most importantly it provided a new home for the 
Traverse, incorporating two theatre spaces and a wonderfully atmospheric bar.  
 
The artistic policy up to the mid 1990s had two main strands: the development of Scottish work with Scottish 
actors; and the search for the best international new writers. Latterly, the mission statement has been to focus 
on new Scottish writing. At festival time the Traverse is the first port of call for drama enthusiasts.  During the 
2014 festival 16 productions from a variety of companies were staged at the Traverse.   
 
Edinburgh International Book Festival 
With the encouragement of the International Festival a committee was formed under Lord Balfour of Burleigh 
to organise a book fair with funding from the Scottish Arts Council.  The first fair took place in 1983 and was an 
instant success with 120 authors attending, including John Updike and Anthony Burgess. “Meet the author” 
events, and the inspired decision to have a children’s fair, attracted 30,000 visitors.  The fair became a festival, 
held biennially until 1997 when its growing popularity warranted the transition to an annual event. Nick 
Barley, appointed in October 2009, is the sixth festival director, succeeding Catherine Lockerbie who occupied 
the role for nine years. 
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The 17 day festival is sited in Charlotte Square Gardens, at the western end of George Street, converting it into 
a tented village for the duration. The 2012 festival, with an attendance of circa 225,000, boasted of appearances 
by over 800 authors, poets, illustrators, journalists and politicians.  High profile debates have been introduced 
in recent years on subjects such as terrorism and multi-cultural Britain to supplement the staple diet of “meet 
the author” and author reading sessions. The theme for 2012 was “rethinking the world around us”. Tickets for 
the more popular authors can be sold-out very quickly, sometimes within a couple of hours of going on sale in 
June. 
 
In 2010 Unbound was introduced. This is a free late night programme of performance, music and literature 
which is produced in association with The Skinny, the Edinburgh arts magazine. 
 
 

 
Book Festival Entrance – Charlotte Square 

 
An inaugural Edinburgh World Writers’ Conference was held during the 2012 festival in partnership with the 
British Council. 50 authors from 25 countries discussed the role of fiction in the world today.  
 
Edinburgh International Film Festival 
The Edinburgh Film Guild, established in 1930, was responsible for the creation of the festival which now 
claims to be the longest continually running film festival in the world.  The original aim was to present unusual 
films that were not usually seen in ordinary cinemas. In 1947 the weeklong festival concentrated on 
documentaries.  It expanded rapidly in the following year, showing in excess of 100 films from 25 countries 
over three weeks, extending beyond documentaries. Expansion continued in 1950 with 170 films from 24 
countries, including 14 feature films and 5 premieres. Classics in the early years included Robert Flaherty's 
Louisiana Story, Roberto Rossellini's Germany Year Zero, Jacques Tati’s Jour de Fête and Kenji Mizoguchi's Ugetsu 
Monogatari. It quickly became a meeting place for directors and producers. The early 1950s saw the 
introduction of education and children’s films – 7 in 1955. A magazine entitled “The Living Cinema” was 
introduced in the winter of 1956.    In the following year a milestone was reached with the appointment of 
Calum Mill as the first director, previously there had only been honorary officials and part-time workers with 
one full-time official. Around this time, the festival was extended in scope “to recognise and encourage all new 
ideas and developments which contribute to a vital and vigorous cinema”. 
 
As the years went by the festival was faced with issues including “commercialism versus art” and the danger 
of publicity that surrounded star names, including authors and directors.  During the 1960s, retrospectives 
were introduced when the festival re-evaluated and paid tribute to the diverse talents of the likes of John 
Huston, Sam Fuller, and Douglas Sirk. The advent of the 1970s heralded financial crises: in 1971 it was rescued 
by Edinburgh Corporation and the Scottish Film Council. On the artistic front the programme in the 1970s and 
1980s included: films from the New German Cinema and the new wave of American Independents, homage to 
the masters of Japanese Cinema, and pioneering studies of black and feminist filmmakers.  
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The last ten years have seen a strengthening of the critical fortunes of the Festival through the artistic direction 
of Mark Cousins, Lizzie Francke and Shane Danielsen. Some of the notable films screened in the last few years 
have included: Mrs Brown, The Full Monty, La Vie Revée des Anges, Seul Contre Tous, Love is the Devil, Ratcatcher, 
East is East, Run Lola Run, Billy Elliot, Amores Perros, Amélie, 16 Years of Alcohol, Young Adam, Infernal Affairs, 
American Splendor, Motorcycle Diaries, and Old Boy and Hero. 
 
The 12 day festival ran from mid to late August, usually finishing on the Sunday of the late summer public 
holiday weekend. The 2005 festival was hosted at five main venues, three in Edinburgh and two in Glasgow, 
comprising over 160 items. 
 
In 2007 the new artistic director, Hannah McGill, took the bold decision to move the film festival to June, 
starting in 2008, in an attempt to gain a higher profile. While the first two years went reasonably well the global 
financial recession led to the film industry cutting back on festival appearances and it may be that in the 
current climate the June date is too close to that of Cannes.  
 
2011 proved to be a disastrous year. It actually started with The Centre for the Moving Image (CMI) assuming 
responsibility for the Film Festival, the resignation of Hannah McGill in August 2010 and the subsequent 
failure to find a new artistic director. A series of announcements followed, each with a different cast of names / 
roles who would be responsible for the 2011 programme. This only served to convince outsiders that the 
festival appeared to be rudderless. James Mullighan eventually took charge … arguably he drew the short 
straw.  Somewhat inevitably, the festival was slated by the critics.   
 
In September 2011 Gavin Miller, CEO of CMI resigned and Chris Fujiwara, an American film writer, author 
and critic, was appointed as the Film Festival’s new artistic director. The 2012 and 2013 festivals were 
reasonably well received with Fujiwara seen as a steady pair of hands. However, he resigned from the post 
shortly after the 2014 festival and was succeeded by Mark Adams in March 2015. 
 
Edinburgh Jazz & Blues Festival 
This is a 10 day festival, spread over a dozen venues, which spans late July and early August.  It usually ends 
around the time that the Fringe starts. 
 
The Jazz festival started in August 1979 at the Adelphi Ballroom, Abbeyhill, which had a capacity of 500, and it 
was held over a single weekend. In the following year Mike Hart, the festival director, approached Dryburghs 
brewery with a view to them sponsoring the event. They agreed to finance performances in eight pubs around 
the city, admission free, plus a Jazz band ball that was held in Tiffany's ballroom. This sponsorship 
arrangement continued until 1983.  At this point Scottish Brewers came in with a reduced sponsorship, but the 
festival managed to continue along similar lines. Eventually, economic reasons, including the appearance of 
bigger names who obviously demanded larger fees, resulted in the free venues being taken out and replaced 
with pay venues. Funding over the years has come from various sources, including a much increased figure 
from the City Council, the Arts Council, and the lottery, while heavy use of sponsors continues. Stylistically, 
the Festival has moved on to include contemporary Jazz and Blues while still maintaining its Traditional base. 
It includes education workshops, e.g. in 2005 they were “Sing Jazz” and “Play Jazz”. 
 
Hart wanted to maintain the festivals showcase of lesser known artistes, so he tried to provide some free or 
inexpensive events, i.e. "Mardi Gras" and "Jazz on a Summer’s Day" which were both held on the first 
weekend, attracting an audience of 20,000 people. Mardi Gras is a vibrant musical spectacular that starts at 
12.30pm with a colourful parade from the City Chambers via Victoria Street to the Grassmarket, which 
provides the setting for three hours of non-stop music. "Jazz on a Summer’s Day" attracted a bigger crowd than 
any other single jazz event in the UK.  It was set in Princes Street Gardens, under the shadow of the Castle, 
providing an opportunity to sample the older musical styles on offer in the festival. However, the presence of a 
Spiegeltent (Assembly Rooms) in the gardens prevented it being held in 2010, and in fact it has not been held 
since. 
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The Military Tattoo 
Pipes and dancing took place on the Castle Esplanade from 1947, the year of the first International Festival. It 
was eventually superseded by The Edinburgh Military Tattoo in 1950. Under the direction of Brigadier 
Alasdair Maclean, there were eight items in the first programme.  There were no stands in that first year, the 
audience watching from the side of the Esplanade. Stands were erected from the following year, growing to its 
current size when it houses an audience of around 9,000. The first overseas regiment to participate was the 
Band of the Royal Netherlands Grenadiers in 1952, when there were also performers from Canada and France. 
Over 30 countries have been represented.  
 
Pipes are an integral part of the Tattoo; there are usually 5 or 6 pipe bands each year, not forgetting the lone 
piper on the castle ramparts who traditionally closes the show. The music theme continues with military bands 
and the choir.  Dance includes international performers, as well as the traditional Highland dancing. Military 
displays are extremely popular, including competitive elements and short dramatic features, e.g. re-enactment 
of battles, complete with all the pyrotechnics, including explosions. 
 
The Tattoo very quickly became extremely popular with both British and overseas visitors, eventually 
appearing to sell-out crowds every year; the annual audience is circa 217,000.  In 2005 tickets were sold out by 
the end of March. It is estimated that 70% of the audience are non-Scottish, being either English or overseas 
tourists.  Many further millions watch the Tattoo each year on international television.  The Tattoo was set up 
and run for charitable purposes, having gifted over £5 million to service and civilian organisations. 
 
Edinburgh Art Festival 
As described in the International Festival section art exhibitions had initially been a fixture in the International 
Festival programme, the early 1950s arguably being the golden period.  However, funds were withdrawn in 
1973 and the visual arts were relegated to “associates”, i.e. linked to but not directly part of the International 
Festival.  In more recent years the associate tag gradually disappeared and it began to rely on The Fringe 
programme to provide external advertising of its wares. 
 

 
Scottish Royal Academy (during the Warhol exhibition in 2007) 

 
The concept of a separate Art Festival was first piloted in 2004 in an attempt to provide a central focus for the 
visual arts. The Edinburgh Art Festival, supported by the Scottish Arts Council, The British Council and 
Edinburgh City Council, represents 30+ galleries and runs from late July to early September. They include all 
the public galleries which (slightly confusingly) come under the auspices of the National Galleries of Scotland 
all the year round. 
 

http://bkthisandthat.org.uk/


The August Feast: A Punter’s Perspective on Edinburgh and its Festivals 
Version dated 7th December 2015    http://bkthisandthat.org.uk/ 
 

44 
                                     Copyright © Brian King 2005-2015 All rights reserved                                                    

 
Scottish National Gallery of Modern Art 

 
They embrace: The Royal Scottish Academy (at the foot of the Mound), The National Gallery of Scotland (also 
on the Mound), The Scottish National Portrait Gallery (Queen Street), and the Scottish National Gallery of 
Modern Art (Belford Road - a 30-40 minute walk from the east end of Princes Street or on the no. 13 bus).  In 
addition, there are numerous other smaller galleries. Of particular note are the City Centre Art Gallery (2 
Market Street) and the Fruitmarket Gallery (45 Market Street), while private galleries also have exhibitions at 
festival time.  
 
Notwithstanding the banner under which the visual arts have operated, major exhibitions have continued to be 
put on.  Notable exhibitions at festival time in recent years have included: Miro (1992), Giacometti (1996), 
Monet (2003), Dutch Masters (2004), The Age of Titian (2004), Bacon (2005), Mueck (2006), Warhol (2007) and 
Impressionist Gardens (2010).  
 
… and the Future? 
Edinburgh’s great summer festival feast has entered its seventh decade facing a number of threats. 
 
On the financial front the state of the national and global economies will inevitably make sponsors harder to 
come by and reduce the number of punters, particularly those who travel to Scotland for the events. The 
increasing cost of visiting Edinburgh for the festivals – for both performers and punters alike - is only likely to 
exacerbate this problem. 
 
The position of the Fringe is one of gradual recovery after the box office debacle in 2008. Its current problems 
are its over-bloated size – it is simply too large; and the veiled threat of a breakaway comedy festival. 
 
We can only hope that all the festivals will eventually sail through these choppy waters as they have done for 
over sixty years, and that there will be much more material to add to their history as 2047 is approached. 
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Food, Drink and Getting Around  
Restaurants and Watering Holes 
Edinburgh has a wide variety of restaurants and watering holes, catering for most tastes and pockets.  Scotland 
The Best by Peter Irvine is recommended reading when looking for restaurants, watering holes, B&Bs, and 
much else besides. In the following section I have limited the list to a modest number of establishments that 
linger in our memory, plus the occasional place that has been recommended by friends.  There is the obvious 
danger that some places can disappear just as quickly as they popped up in the first place, but here goes...   
 

Valvonna & Crolla 
This establishment has rightly garnered many plaudits over the years and is frequented by many of 
Edinburgh’s literati. Originally just a shop that was founded in 1934, Valvonna & Crolla is situated in Elm Row 
(Leith Walk), which makes it particularly handy for the Edinburgh Playhouse. The foundation of its success as 
a restaurant must be the astute marketing decision to build it at the rear of the shop that you have to walk 
through, although in truth it is probably the only sensible place where it could have been sited. The shop is one 
of those wonderful Italian delicatessens, filled from floor to ceiling with a dazzling array of yummy foodstuffs, 
most of which you impulsively want to purchase.  On entering, the shop appears to be a long, relatively narrow 
corridor, which means that you have to pass all the goodies.  It then widens out into a rectangular area where 
the wines can be found.  Wines can be browsed and chosen to go with your meal (for the addition of a corkage 
charge).  It was here that we first sampled what is now our favourite Italian Pinot Grigio.  It is worth noting 
that Valvona & Crolla have a web site, an online shop where goods can be purchased 
(http://www.valvonacrolla.co.uk/). Finally, the restaurant is entered up a couple of steps.  By this point the 
diner is almost won over, even before getting to taste any food.  The restaurant is a pleasant light, airy 
extension to the shop. The tables are quite close together to make maximum use of the space.  During the 
Festival it is always full, creating such a good atmosphere that nobody minds the slightly cramped conditions.  
The food is prepared to order and can take a wee while; it is not the sort of place where the festival-goer can 
expect to grab the proverbial quick bite between shows. Allow at least an hour. It is worth the wait. The food is 
based on quality ingredients, as you would expect, and is cooked with empathy.  There is more choice at 
lunchtime, the menu tending to be more limited in the evening when the emphasis is on serving customers that 
need to be away to an evening show. If you visit outside Festival time, note that the restaurant is not open in 
the evening. 

VinCaffé 
Valvona & Crolla has expanded, recently opening VinCaffé in Multrees Walk, close to Harvey Nichols. The 
modernity of the décor is in sharp contrast to the more mature setting in Elm Row.  It is arguably aimed at a 
slightly younger clientele and business people, given that it is centrally located. The ground floor café and 
retail shop give way to a first floor restaurant where a long bar leads to an L-shaped seating area.  

David Bann  
Janet is a full-time vegetarian (eats fish but no meat) while I am part-time, well actually 90%+ of the time, but I 
still enjoy the occasional breakfast fry-up, usually when on holiday.  We would both place David Bann among 
the top vegetarian restaurants that we have visited.  This stylish establishment which opened in 2002 is situated 
in St. Marys Street, making it particularly handy for The Pleasance.  It has claret and silver walls with modern 
furniture.  The menu is imaginative, not the one-dimensional approach that many vegetarian outfits adopt. 
During this year’s visit I remember a particularly tasty Walnut, Hazelnut and Mushroom Haggis, while Janet 
had two tartlets, one with mashed aubergine and mushroom in a white wine sauce and the other with 
mascarpone, blue cheese and asparagus. The staff are very approachable and the service is good. They do light 
snacks if you are in a rush between shows but beware that it is a popular place and queues can form at peak 
times during the Festival when bookings are not taken. 
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Fishers in The City 
This predominantly fish restaurant in Thistle St was opened in 2001 to complement Fishers Bistro in Leith. The 
downstairs oval bar gives way to two dining areas, a mezzanine level that overlooks the bar, and a slightly 
larger room at the rear. There is a wide selection of fish on the menu which is beautifully cooked. There are two 
deliveries of fresh fish per day.  It is a bustling place with excellent service. On one occasion, a show that we 
attended had started late and it overran (both cardinal sins). This meant that the time available for our planned 
relaxing dinner was reduced from 90 to 35 minutes. While they were probably past their peak time, they did a 
sterling job in serving us a much appreciated, excellent two course meal within our limited available time. 

Castle Terrace 
This is Tom Kitchin’s central Edinburgh restaurant near the Traverse which we visited for the first time in 2013. 
This is a fine dining establishment which we recommend. Possibly for special occasions? They do a three 
course set lunch for £26.50. 

Martin Wishart 
This restaurant has one Michelin star and is the place to go for a special occasion. The only disadvantage for the 
festival punter is that it is situated in Leith, a couple of miles away from the majority of the venues. We have 
been there on several occasions, always at lunch time when they provide a basic three course meal for £28.50 
(Tues -Fri only and this is the price in 2013). 

Kalpna 
This is an Indian Vegetarian restaurant that gets a reasonable write-up in the Good Food Guide. It is close to 
the Queens Hall, and relatively near the Pleasance, George Square and Southside Fringe venues. One of its 
main attractions is a modestly priced buffet lunch 

Coffee Shops 
If there is one area that Edinburgh is arguably deficient in, it is an outstanding coffee shop. As with most cities, 
it has more than its fair share of Starbucks outlets.  However, there are a number of places where the coffee is 
acceptable and the surroundings are pleasant. They include: the Traverse Bar; Glass and Thompson (Hanover 
Street), Caffé Nero (Lothian Road), Caffe Nero which doubles as an Internet café (Rose St – at the back of the 
Assembly Rooms), and Costa Coffee at Waterstone’s (George Street). 

Traverse Bar-Café 
To sample the atmosphere of the theatrical side of the Festival, a visit to the Traverse Bar is essential.  There 
you will find: Edinburgh folk who are Traverse regulars all the year round; actors having a drink or a bite to 
eat after their performances; a good smattering of actors who are not performing; plus directors, backstage 
people, critics and other members of the theatre fraternity. There is a real buzz about the place. It is a stylish, 
subterranean establishment which is one floor below the ground level box office.  There is a long bar with a 
range of beers, arguably the continental bottled beers are the more interesting to beer aficionados.  Food and 
non-alcoholic drinks are served, including reasonable coffee. The tide of activity continually waxes and wanes 
from mid-morning until late evening with peaks of humanity and increasingly animated conversation 
occurring in the periods immediately before and after a show.  If you are standing, perhaps because all the 
seats are taken, beware of suddenly finding yourself unintentionally in the middle of a queue, as the entrances 
to the two performance areas are straight off the bar area. 

Pleasance Courtyard 
The Pleasance Fringe venue is blessed with a sizeable courtyard which provides a natural focus for its events.  
One side is given over to a very long bar while the rest of the space is scattered with tables, each with an 
umbrella to deal with the vagaries of the Edinburgh weather, be it sun or rain.  It is extremely popular, not only 
with festival-goers, but also with locals and people who just happen to be passing.  Once again, peaks of 
activity coincide with the start and end of shows although it is more pronounced than the Traverse for the 
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simple reason that the Pleasance hosts many more performance spaces. It gets particularly busy in the 
evenings.  It is an ideal watering hole where one can chat and compare notes with other festival-goers or 
simply watch the festival world go by.  

The Assembly Rooms Bars 
The Assembly Rooms does not have the luxury of space to house a watering hole area that the Pleasance 
enjoys.  However, in 2012 it was allowed to close off a section of George Street in front of the building during 
the festival where it installed a Spiegeltent and a large bar area.  

The Café Royal 
It seems somewhat strange that there are no public houses that date back beyond the nineteenth century.  In 
contrast to London where some establishments date back to the late Middle Ages, in Edinburgh they appear to 
have their place in the sun for a time, only to disappear.  Even today, the popularity of particular pubs seems to 
wax and wane. I am obviously referring to real pubs that sell good beer, not to the artificial theme pubs. 
 
One pub that is well worth seeing, particularly from an architectural perspective, is the Café Royal in West 
Register Street, just off Princes Street.  The draught beer is acceptable but not particularly noteworthy. Even if 
pubs are not your thing, the fact that it is also a fish restaurant and doubles as a Fringe venue during the 
Festival is reason enough to pay it a visit. We are fortunate in being able to see it thanks to the fact that it 
survived an application by Woolworths in 1969 to demolish it as part of their expansion plans.  
 
Originally intended as a gas appliance and bathroom showroom, the building was developed in 1861, and it 
eventually became a hotel / bar in 1863.  It underwent a number of renovations during the remainder of the 
19th century.  The main bar, known as the circle bar, consists of a large, airy room with a pleasant oval-shaped 
bar set in the middle with a slender ornate column at its centre.  The major attraction of this room is a set of 
ceramic tile panels that adorn one of the walls, showing different inventors including Faraday, Franklin and 
Caxton. The original paintings by John Eyre were manufactured as tiles by Doulton and Co., and executed by 
Nunn and Sturgeon.  The technique, known as Lambeth Faience, was launched in 1873 but the genre died out 
in 1910. These particular panels were shown at Edinburgh’s International Exhibition at The Meadows in 1886, 
and they were subsequently purchased by an early licensee.  
 
The Oyster Bar, a fish restaurant, is even more ornate. It includes a set of eight large stained glass windows that 
depict Victorian sportsmen which can also be seen from the street.  

The Guildford Arms 
This busy pub is adjacent to the Café Royal, being slightly further down West Register Street in the direction of 
Princes St. It is noted for its ornate plasterwork. The ceiling, cornices and friezes are all impressive. It stocks a 
range of guest beers; we sampled Harviestoun’s Bitter and Twisted on our last visit. 

The Oxford Bar 
Situated in Young Street, which runs parallel to, and on the north side of, George Street, The Oxford Bar is a 
small, no frills establishment frequented by the locals. Arguably, its chief claim to fame is that it is a favourite 
watering hole of Ian Rankin’s Inspector Rebus character.  The bar is extremely small, almost akin to a shop-
front, but there is a reasonable-sized room on the right.  The limited space undoubtedly gives the place 
atmosphere. Belhaven 80 shilling and Caledonian Deuchars IPA are complemented by a guest beer. 

The Cumberland Bar 
This hostelry is slightly off the tourist beaten track, situated at the east end of Cumberland St in the New Town, 
just off Drummond Place, and hence it is mostly frequented by locals and office workers. It has a long, 
relatively narrow thoroughfare from front to back which houses the bar, with several large rooms leading off it. 
The walls are half wood-panelled with examples of old cigarette, soap and beer adverts.  It invariably has a 
good selection of well-kept beers. Unlike many other Edinburgh hostelries it does not limit itself to Scottish 
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beers; we were pleasantly surprised to sample a fine Timothy Taylor’s Landlord on one visit. 

The Bow Bar 
This small establishment in West Bow (right on the tourist beaten track) gets a mention in most of the guides. 
Once again its modest size lends it atmosphere, arguably its main attraction. It is noted for its selection of single 
malt whiskies. 
 
Getting Around  
The vast majority of the festival venues are situated in, or close to, the city centre.  If you are moderately fit and 
healthy, it is perfectly feasible to walk everywhere.  If not, Edinburgh has an excellent bus service.  The key 
thing to understand, which travel guides hardly ever mention, is that Edinburgh is not a flat place.  The main 
obstacle is the volcanic rock that the castle and the Old Town were built on.  The rest of this section is primarily 
aimed at those individuals who are new to Edinburgh and may wish to circumvent the worst of the hills. It is 
best if you have a street map at hand when reading what follows. There is a useful map on the Tourist 
Publications web site. If the image appears fuzzy on the screen position the pointer in the bottom right-hand 
corner of the map where an “enlarge to regular size” button will appear – click it. 
 
Arguably the hardest part is getting from the New Town to the Old Town. The most popular route is across 
Waverley Bridge and up Cockburn Street. However, Cockburn Street is quite steep and may be quite tiring if 
you are not particularly fit.  Similarly, on the south side of the Old Town coming up from Cowgate, streets such 
as Blair Street and Blackfriars Street are also steep. Alternative routes that can avoid the worst of the steep 
climbs include: 
 
to avoid Cockburn Street, turn left at the end of Waverley Bridge into Market Street, pass under North Bridge 
and then take the right fork (Jeffrey Street). This is relatively flat and brings you out at the junction of High 
Street and Canongate.  This is useful for getting to the Pleasance - continue across the junction, down St. Marys 
Street and into the Pleasance (the road is called the Pleasance as well as the venue itself which is 100 yards or so 
up on the left-hand side), or if you want to get to Cowgate. 
 
Alternatively, the North Bridge can be used; there is a moderate though noticeable incline from the New Town 
up to the Old Town side. 
 
A third alternative is going up the Mound, which is quite a moderate hill initially until it gets to the junction 
with Market Street where it starts to get steeper, albeit only for a shortish distance, possibly 100 metres or so 
until the junction with the Lawnmarket is reached.   
 
Another route is to go around the western side of the rock.  This is a long way round unless you are coming 
from that direction, but if you are planning ahead you could aim to go to the Traverse, Usher Hall or Royal 
Lyceum (which are all on the western side of the rock) and then continue round to the southern side which 
brings you into the GrassMarket and hence on to Cowgate or up Candlemaker Row. This is also a relatively flat 
route.   
 
The layout of the Old Town can be slightly confusing to newcomers. This is mainly due to the two bridges: 
South Bridge and George IV Bridge. They move south from the Royal Mile, high over Cowgate (the base of the 
southern side of the rock) to the higher ground which is to the south of Cowgate.  None of this is readily 
apparent if you are looking at a street map. The confusion stems from the fact that they are not obviously 
bridges. There are buildings on either side of each bridge with many storeys under the level of the bridge. In 
fact, the bridges just look like ordinary roads. Consequently, it is easy to think that it is possible to turn left off 
South Bridge into Cowgate – wrong; we fell foul of this on our first visit and almost missed the start of a show. 
The other hill that should be mentioned is north of George Street in the New Town. There is a long steep hill 
that goes down to Stockbridge. While there are only a couple of venues out here, you may be staying 
somewhere in this locale.  
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Apart from the hills, the other impediment to getting around is people. Edinburgh is a busy place in August 
and there are plenty of tourists and shoppers milling around, all deliberately trying to stop you from reaching 
the next venue on time.  It does not take too long to discover which the busier streets are. As a starter for 10, try 
to avoid, or at least minimise, walking along The Royal Mile and Princes Street.     
 
If you want a nerdish estimate of how long it may take to get between venues, there is a simple spreadsheet on 
my web pages. 
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A Potted History of “Auld Reekie” 
Edinburgh provides a beautiful and historic backdrop to the festival, a fact that many keen festival-goers are 
only vaguely aware of as they scurry from venue to venue. It probably took 3 or 4 years before we began to 
appreciate the surroundings.  The objective of this chapter is to provide a potted history, covering: the period 
up to the middle of the 18th century when it was a small, smelly and generally unhealthy place to live as its 
popular name of “Auld Reekie” (Lowland Scots meaning Old Smoky) helps to imply; and its subsequent 
metamorphosis between the mid-eighteenth and mid-nineteenth centuries into a beautiful, thriving, confident 
and sophisticated metropolis.  
 

 
Relative Heights in Feet (Courtesy of Edinburgh City Council) 

 
 
Early History (Up to 1100) 
The rock on which the castle sits is a plug of ancient volcanic rock, while the final shape of Castle Hill, where 
there is a long ridge that descends gradually from the castle down to Holyrood Palace at the other end of the 
Royal Mile with slopes on both the north and south sides, is due to glacier movement from west to east.  
 
Despite its obvious defensive advantages the Romans appear to have had no station of importance here. It is 
possible that they considered it to be too far away from the nearest harbour, that access was inconvenient, and 
that there was no food or water.  The principal Roman settlements in the local area are to be found at Inveresk 
and Cramond, to the east and west of Edinburgh respectively.   
 
The local Celtic tribe at the time of the Romans was the Votadini, and their descendants were known as the 
Gododdin. The area was under direct Roman rule for a short period (AD 138-162) but it subsequently became a 
buffer state with Hadrian’s Wall marking the edge of the empire. As a buffer state the area benefited from 
relations with Rome while not being under its direct control.  
 
After the Romans, places like Edinburgh, where the fortifications were just far enough away from the sea, 
became more attractive.  The earliest reference to the occupation of the rock is in the 6th century. According to 
Arnot, the ancient name was Castelh Mynyd Agned (Fortress of the Hill of St. Agnes) and it was subsequently 
known as Castrum Puellarum because the daughters of Pictish kings and chiefs were housed and educated 
there. There is some dispute on the derivation of the name of the town: some claim that it stemmed from Din 
Eidyn (alternatively Dun Edin) which means hill face; while others assert that it came from “Edwin’s Burg” 
(Edwin was a 7th century Anglo Saxon king).  
 
This part of Scotland was conquered by Bernicia (roughly the North East of England which was populated by 
the Angles) when it defeated the Gododdin in 638. It was ruled directly from Northumbria until 671 when a 
sub-kingdom called Dunbar was set up. Around 954, when England came under the rule of a single Anglo-
Saxon king, Edinburgh was abandoned to the Scots king Indulf. 
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View of the Castle from Princes Street 

 
The Middle Ages and Beyond (1100 – 1750) 
As Edinburgh’s fortunes were initially attributable to the monarch let us commence with brief histories of the 
castle and Holyrood palace before dealing with the town itself. 

The Castle 
Edinburgh did not become the capital of Scotland until the late Middle Ages. Before that time the capital was 
wherever the king and his court happened to be, and hence Edinburgh was only one of several important 
centres, which included Stirling and Perth, although the castle certainly became a favourite residence from the 
11th century.  
 
The assorted buildings within the castle today date from various periods: the oldest building is St. Margaret’s 
Chapel, originally built circa. 1124 in memory of Queen Margaret, the pious wife of Malcolm III who had 
predeceased her in 1093. The castle walls date mainly from the mid 14th century. Their primary objective was to 
defend against attacks from the east, as the sheer drop on the western side afforded sufficient protection. There 
is little trace of buildings prior to James IV’s reign around the turn of the 16th century. He built a Great Hall 
although it is thought that there may well have been a hall back as far as 600 AD for the warriors of the British 
King Mynyddog.  
 
By the 16th century the castle’s military significance was beginning to outweigh its function as a royal residence. 
Except in times of emergency the monarch preferred the relative comforts of Holyrood and the castle was used 
largely for the manufacture and storage of artillery. In the late 16th century the walls were destroyed and 
subsequently the eastern defences were transformed, including the building of a new gatehouse, subsequently 
known as the Portcullis Gate. Royal usage almost entirely disappeared, particularly after Oliver Cromwell’s 
forces had seized the castle in 1650 and they had begun to convert the Great Hall into barracks. The ditch in 
front of the eastern approach was also started in Cromwell’s time. Repairs after various assaults and 
improvements continued into the early 18th century.  
 
The last attempt to take the castle was in 1745 when Bonnie Prince Charlie’s forces attempted unsuccessfully to 
seize it, and by the second half of the 18th century the castle had largely assumed its present day form. 
Although changes continued there was a gradual shift from a utilitarian attitude to the recognition of its 
historical importance. In its current guise the Esplanade, where the Tattoo is held, dates back to the mid 18th – 
early 19th century. In earlier times it had been used by the townsfolk as a promenade. 

Holyrood & Canongate 
Holyrood lies at the other end of the ridge from the Castle Rock. It was originally the site of an Augustinian 
abbey, founded by David I in 1128.  The original church was replaced by a “cathedral-sized” building (1195-
1230). This was built around the original which continued to be used while construction work took place, 
eventually being demolished once the new building was virtually in place. Flying buttresses were added in the 
latter half of the 15th century, a possible indication that the building was unstable. It survived various English 
invasions and it was here that Mary Queen of Scots was married to both Darnley and Bothwell. The roof 
collapsed in 1768 and the church became a ruin which can still be seen today. 
 
Towards the end of the Middle Ages, as Edinburgh came to be recognised as the capital of Scotland, the kings 
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began to show a preference for Holyrood as a place of residence, rather than the castle. This led to building 
work to create a suitably opulent residence for the king and his court and the palace gradually came to 
overshadow the abbey. James IV made some additions prior to his marriage to Margaret Tudor, daughter of 
Henry VII, in 1503.  
 

 
Holyrood (1878 or earlier) by James Valentine 

 
Further extensive work was carried out by James V in the mid 1530s prior to his marriages, first to Madeleine 
Valois who died very shortly afterwards and then to Mary of Guise with whom he had one daughter, Mary 
Queen of Scots. When James VI, the only son of Mary Queen of Scots, acceded to the English throne on the 
death of Queen Elizabeth I there was inevitably less focus on the palace with a natural decline which was 
exacerbated when it was damaged by Cromwell’s troops and poorly repaired.  
 
Charles II never visited after he was restored to the English throne in 1660 on Cromwell’s death, but he ensured 
that the palace was suitably repaired. His brother, James II, a Catholic adherent, later insisted that the abbey 
was set up for Catholic ritual. When he was overthrown by William of Orange a mob descended and destroyed 
anything that smacked of Catholicism. General decay, including the collapse of the abbey roof, attracted 
tourists, particularly as the decay seemed to validate the marketing claim that this is how it was when Mary 
Queen of Scots was alive – Mary was as popular then as she is now. Subsequent renovation work was carried 
out by George IV in the 1820s, by Queen Victoria later in the century and by George V in the early 20th century. 
The monarch now spends one week in residence in July each year. 
 
Between the castle and Holyrood lies the Old Town and Canongate. Edinburgh and Canongate were in fact 
separate royal burghs until they were eventually united in 1856. Canongate was part and parcel of the lands 
that David I bestowed on the Augustinians, the most opulent religious foundation in Scotland at the time. They 
also received St. Cuthbert’s, Corstophine and Libberton.   
 
With the advent of the palace of Holyroodhouse Canongate, which was more spacious than Edinburgh, 
became popular with the nobility who set up residence there. A number of fine mansions built by the families 
survive today, including: Huntly House (c.1570), now the Museum of Edinburgh; Moray House built by Mary, 
Countess of Home in 1618; Acheson House (1633) which is named after the Secretary of State for Scotland 
during Charles I’s reign; and Queensberry House (1681) which now forms part of the Scottish Parliament 
complex. Built in 1591, the Canongate Tolbooth, now also a museum, was the administrative centre of the 
burgh.  
 
It is interesting to note that theatre was generally frowned upon in Scotland, as the clergy considered it to be “a 
hotbed of vice and profanity”.  Canongate was the home of the few attempts to establish it: the Royal Tennis 
Court was used as a theatre periodically during the late 17th and early 18th centuries when the Kirk’s objections 
were less vociferous; and Canongate Theatre (Tailor’s Hall on Cowgate) was used from 1727-1753.  There was 

http://www.bkthisandthat.org.uk/


The August Feast: A Punter’s Perspective on Edinburgh and its Festivals 
Version dated 7th December 2015      http://www.bkthisandthat.org.uk/ 
 

53 
                                     Copyright © Brian King 2005-2015 All rights reserved                                                    

not much theatre after 1753 until the Theatre Royal, sited in the New Town, began to establish itself in the early 
19th century. 

Edinburgh – The Layout of the Old Town 
Tracking the early history of Edinburgh has been made difficult by the loss of records.  Edward I of England, 
“The Hammer of the Scots”, removed records along with the Stone of Destiny (only recently returned) after 
invading Scotland at the end of the 13th century. Cromwell also removed records which were returned 
although some were lost in a shipwreck. 
 
There is no evidence of any large settlement on the site of the Old Town earlier than the late 11th or early 12th 
century, although by the 13th century Edinburgh was playing host to Parliament and the provincial synod. 
Before this time it is thought that the local centre of population was on the eastern side of Arthur’s Seat. The 
original church in the area is thought to be St. Cuthbert’s, which reputedly goes back to the 7th century, while 
St. Giles on the High Street dates back to 854.  
 

 
Edinburgh with Holyrood in the foreground, circa 1450 (Courtesy of Edinburgh City Council) 

 
In the 12th century the Esplanade, where the Tattoo is now held, was a military zone. The market street was 
made up of Lawnmarket and High St. It was bordered by long narrow plots, 25 feet wide and 450 feet long 
(circa ¼ acre or one rood), running down the sloping sides of the ridge to the back lanes which ran parallel to 
the market street.  Public paths between the market street and the back lanes were called wynds (as in to wend 
one’s way). The borders of the town comprised:  
 
• on the north side (Princes St. side) it was at the end of the first set of plots, as the steepness of the incline 

prevented it going any further, and the Nor’ Loch, a man-made lake where the railway line and the lower 
parts of Princes St Gardens are now situated, provided a natural boundary;  

• the eastern boundary was originally Blackfriars Wynd (now Blackfriars St), although it was eventually 
extended eastward at an early date to St Mary’s Wynd (St. Mary’s St) and Leith Wynd (Jeffrey St / 
Cranston St);  

• on the south side it was initially Cowgate but eventually the outer lane was around the north side of 
Infirmary St and the south side of Chambers St;  

• the western border was the Grassmarket which was around half its current length.  
 
The population is estimated at around 2,000 in the early Middle Ages.  
 
Friars were not allowed within a town under the old burgh code and therefore they were usually sited just 
outside the boundary.  The Dominicans, called Blackfriars because of the colour of their robes, took up 
residence on the hill just south of Cowgate around 1230, having been given a house by the king, Alexander II. 
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Their land was roughly the area bordered by Cowgate, Pleasance, Drummond St, and Guthrie St. with 
Blackfriars Wynd affording them access to the town.   
 

 
Cardinal Beaton’s House - Blackfriar’s Wynd 

 
They were joined two hundred years later by the Franciscans, alias the Greyfriars, who were situated south of 
the Grassmarket on the site of the Greyfriars Kirkyard. Along with other Catholic establishments, they were 
destroyed during the Reformation in the 16th century. 
 
The first town defence included the King’s Wall, which was built sometime after 1329 when Robert the Bruce 
granted Edinburgh a royal charter (the one that survives to the present day), although some date the wall as 
late as 1450. 

 
Sections of The King’s Wall and Flodden Wall (Courtesy of Edinburgh City Council) 

 
As shown in the diagram above, the wall ran eastwards from the Castle Rock above the Grassmarket, crossed 
West Bow and then ran eastwards again halfway between High St and Cowgate, roughly level with the south 
gable of Old Parliament Hall.  It cut gardens in two, resulting in people making openings in the wall to allow 
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normal movement.  
 
On the north side, part of the defences were provided by the Nor’ Loch, an artificial lake probably dating back 
to 1340-1350 that was fed by a spring beneath the Castle Rock and retained by a dam at Halkerston’s Wynd 
(approximately where North Bridge now is). Over time it became a smelly mess, not least because human and 
animal waste tumbled down the northern slope of the burgh into it.  It was used to dip and drown offenders 
against morality (usually women), and it was also a popular place for suicides.  
 
On the south side Cowgate was a beautiful suburb that was outside the King’s Wall. Developed around 1460, it 
became the home of people such as the bishop of Dunkeld, one of which was Gavin Douglas the poet. It was 
said in 1530 to be “where nothing is humble or homely but all is magnificent”. It is difficult to imagine this 
today when Cowgate is a somewhat dreary place that is mostly in the shadow of George IV and South Bridges 
and the tall buildings that are adjacent to them.   
 
Cowgate became enclosed when the King’s Wall was replaced by the Flodden Wall (1515-1520). It is claimed 
that this wall was built to keep the English out after the battle of Flodden Field (1513) when the Scots were 
heavily defeated by the English, losing the king, many nobles and over 10,000 men.   
 

 
A Remnant of the Flodden Wall (corner of Drummond Street and Pleasance) 

 
Some question that this was the reason for the wall, claiming that it was simply not up to the task.  In various 
places houses (e.g. in St. Mary’s Wynd) and buildings such as Trinity Hospital which is now part of Waverley 
station, helped form part of the fortification. There were ports (gates) that provided the means of entrance and 
exit to the town, including: Netherbow (close to the corner of the Royal Mile and St. Mary’s St); Cowgate (at the 
junction with the Pleasance); Potterow; Bristow; and West Port (at the western end of the Grassmarket).  The 
Flodden Wall was extended in 1620-36. Telfer’s Wall, as this section is known, encompasses Heriot, Lauriston 
and Teviot Places. The Flodden Wall remained the effective boundary of the town for several hundred years.  

Notable Buildings 
Apart from the castle the main buildings of note were initially clustered in the High St. There is evidence that a 
church existed on the site of St Giles as early as 854. In 1120 it was rebuilt in the Norman style but was 
subsequently destroyed during successive invasions. In 1387 the Provost commissioned the building of 5 
chapels from which it is inferred that it was the parish church of Edinburgh, and in 1467 it became a collegiate 
establishment under the authority of a Papal bull obtained upon petition of the Provost and the magistrates. 
 
The Luckenbooths were seven tall tenement buildings that were erected around the middle of the 15th century, 
sited in the middle of the High St, opposite St. Giles, which reduced the width of the High St. at this point to 15 
feet. The name refers to closed (lucken) shops (booths), as opposed to open booths (market-style). The shops on 
the ground floor dealt in a wide range of goods and services. These included: Peter Williamson's Penny Post 
Office (he introduced the Penny Postal service to Edinburgh in the 1770s, following on from the pioneering 
work of William Dockwra who had created an efficient Penny Post in London as early as 1680); Alan Ramsay's 
circulating library, from which he 'diffused plays and other works of fiction among the people of Edinburgh'; 
and William Creech, the bookseller who was responsible for the publication of early work by Robert Burns, 
whose shop became the “natural resort of lawyers, authors, and all sorts of literary idlers who were always 
bussing about this convenient hive”.  
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The Tolbooth (Luckenbooths back left) 

 
Just to the west of the Luckenbooths was the Tolbooth, a building that also dates back to the mid-15th century. 
It was the administrative centre of the town and one of several sites of public execution. Under pressure from 
Mary Queen of Scots it was extended around 1560, the extension being used for parliamentary sessions and 
law courts.  
 
The Tolbooth was subsequently used as a prison which Sir Walter Scott made famous with his novel The Heart 
of Midlothian, published in 1818 – the Tolbooth being known as the Heart of MidLothian among the criminal 
fraternity. One of its more famous inmates was William Brodie. Deacon Brodie, as he is more commonly 
known, was a person of seeming good repute who used clay to take imprints of keys to shops and other 
establishments which he later burgled; it was the custom to leave the keys hanging in open view during the 
day. He was eventually caught and hanged although there were rumours that he cheated the hangman by the 
use of a harness and was later seen in Paris.   
 
Both the Luckenbooths and the Tolbooth were eventually demolished in 1817.  The outline of a heart set into 
the High St. today marks the spot of the main entrance to the Tolbooth, as shown below. 
 

 
Position of the entrance to the Tolbooth 

Alongside St. Giles, to the side of the High St., is Parliament Square. Parliament House was begun in 1631 and 
completed in 1640. It was used for the Law and Parliament, both activities moving from the Tolbooth, although 
Parliament eventually ceased to exist with the Act of Union in 1707 when Scotland was united with England.   
 
Parliament Close, as it was called at the time, included various businesses on the southern side of the close: 
clockmakers, a newspaper (Beacon), law publishers, booksellers and a bank (including the original bank of 
James Coutts). Eventually, more room was required for the justice system and these businesses gave way as 
building work began at the beginning of the 19th century. 
 
Further down the High St was the Mercat (or Market) Cross.  It was originally sited near Anchor Close 
although the current version was erected just to the east of St. Giles in 1885.  The Cross was the place where 
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important proclamations were read out to the populace, and where state criminals such as James Graham, the 
Marquess of Montrose (1650) and Archibald Campbell, the Marquess of Argyll (1661) were executed.  Caddies 
lurked around here; they knew everywhere (a bit like taxi drivers), ran messages, and generally acted as gofers. 
Chairmen (sedan carriers) also loitered here in anticipation of business. Further east the Tron Kirk (founded in 
1637) was built around the same time as Parliament House. 
 

 
Parliament Square (reproduced courtesy of Peter Stubbs www.edinphoto.org.uk) 

 
The most notable building that was not on the High St. was George Heriot’s School, known as Heriot’s 
Hospital, close to Greyfriars Kirk. It was started in 1628 but not completed until 1700. Designed by Inigo Jones, 
it is regarded by many as the grandest building in Edinburgh. 

Markets 
Markets were originally held at specified points on the High St. Around the turn of the 16th century, examples 
included: the Fruit & Vegetable market near the Mercat Cross; the Grain and Corn market between the 
Tolbooth and Liberton’s Wynd; and the Flesh Market between the site of the Tron and Blackfriar’s Wynd. One 
notable exception was the Cattle Market which was held near King’s Stable Road, as cattle were not allowed in 
the town. Gradually, the markets moved away from the High St, with the Flesh and Fruit & Vegetable markets 
transferring close to what is now Market St. 

Trade 
Various trade associations were incorporated in Edinburgh in the late Middle Ages, including: Hammermen 
(1483), Surgeons and Barbers (1505), Goldsmiths (1581), and Skinners (1586). 
  
Edinburgh was to become renowned from the late 18th century onwards as a centre for publishing. Printing 
actually commenced in 1509, although the names of the printers are unknown until 1541 when Thomas 
Davidson was appointed the king’s printer. In the second half of the 17th century Andrew Anderson, who had 
previously been a printer in Glasgow, prevailed on other printers to apply for a patent in his name, by which 
they would be jointly vested with the office of the king’s printer. However, after his death the printers fell out 
and eventually sold the patent to his widow who doggedly enforced her rights, often having recourse to the 
law. Thus the expansion of the trade was constrained until the second half of the 18th century.  
 
The first newspaper to be printed in Edinburgh, indeed in Scotland, was the short-lived Mercurius Scoticus 
(1651). Subsequently, the Edinburgh Gazette, which did not report on local news, was founded in 1699, and the 
Edinburgh Courant, a forerunner of the Evening News, in 1705. 
 
Finance was another area of business where the city would eventually become renowned. The Bank of Scotland 
was founded in 1695, and the Royal Bank of Scotland in 1727. Fire insurance companies came into existence 
around the same time: Friendly Insurance Office (1720), London-based Sun Fire Office (1733), and later the 
Liverpool Office (1777).   
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The Justice System 
Parliament came into existence sometime around the late 12th to early 13th century. For the majority of its 
existence before the Act of Union in 1707 the members were known collectively as the Three Estates, reflecting 
its make-up, viz. prelates, lords and representatives of the burghs. It initially acted in a judicial as well as a 
legislative capacity – Scotland being a fairly lawless place at the time.  
 
Too many causes were being dealt with by the king and his council, and several attempts were made to solve 
this problem, including the formation of the Daily Council during the reign of James IV (early 16th century).   
 
However, a major breakthrough occurred in 1532 when James V, who was short of funds after recent wars, 
approached Pope Paul III for assistance.  The Pope granted a tithe on the Church in Scotland on condition that 
a corporate legal body, the College of Justice, was established.  
 
At its inception it dealt with civil and criminal law. While Scots law was influenced by the Roman-based codes 
to be found in Europe and by common law in England, it is unique. The Court of Session, Scotland’s Supreme 
Court, came into being at this time. Originally, it consisted of 15 judges - 7 churchmen, 7 laymen and a 
president (usually a churchman). In addition, the Lord Chancellor could preside and vote, while the king could 
appoint 3-4 lords.  
 
The College of Justice covered not only judges, but also advocates (barristers), writers to the signet and clerks 
of session. Thus the legal system which was to become one of the mainstays of Edinburgh’s economy was born 
and the body of legal literature which had been very slim prior to this time subsequently started to increase. 

Charitable Institutions 
A number of organisations were set up to help the poor. The first was Trinity Hospital, sited where Waverley 
Station is now and forming part of the Flodden Wall. It consisted of two buildings: the first was founded in 
1460 by Queen Mary of Gueldres (wife of James II), and the second by the Magistrates & Town Council after 
the Reformation. For a time the two buildings co-existed on opposite sides of Leith Wynd. As time went by it 
seemed to become more a place for the genteel. Pensions came into being for certain people who were not in 
the hospital, “out-pensioners”. It was eventually demolished in the 1840s to make way for the railway. 
 
Edinburgh has two renowned posthumous philanthropists, George Heriot and George Watson. Heriot was a 
goldsmith, jeweller to James VI of Scotland and I of England. With no dependants at the time of his death in 
1624 he is reputed to have left over £50,000 in his will, the majority being bequeathed to the town council “for 
building and endowing a hospital for the maintenance and education of indigent children”. It took its first boys 
in 1659. Watson was an accountant by trade, who left £12,000 to be used “for the maintenance and education of 
the offspring of decayed merchants”. Watson’s Hospital received its first boys in 1741. 
 
The Royal Infirmary (to the south of Cowgate) was founded in 1729 as a charitable institution for the relief of 
the sick poor. Subscriptions came from many sources and the Infirmary had particularly strong support from 
the Town Council through the Lord Provost, George Drummond, and from the Royal College of Physicians 
and the Royal College of Surgeons.  
 
Main Historical Events 
Edinburgh eventually started to make “the front pages” of history with four key episodes in the two hundred 
years between the mid-16th and mid-18th centuries: John Knox and the Reformation; the high drama which 
surrounded Mary Queen of Scots; the Covenanters; and finally the romance of the Jacobite uprisings which 
culminated in the failed attempt of Bonnie Prince Charlie to regain the British crown for the Stuarts.  

John Knox & the Reformation 
John Knox originally entered the Catholic priesthood but by 1545 he was a Protestant, becoming a follower of 
George Wishart, a Protestant reformer who was burnt as a heretic by Cardinal Beaton in 1546.   
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Having taken refuge in St. Andrews castle, Knox was subsequently captured by French and Scottish forces and 
spent 19 months serving in French galleys. After his release in 1549 he spent time in the north of England, 
acting as a royal chaplain. However, the accession of the Catholic Mary Tudor to the English throne in 1553 led 
him to flee to the continent, spending most of his time in Geneva and Frankfurt. 
 
Back in Scotland, a number of Scottish nobles with Protestant sympathies banded together in 1557 to form a 
group known as the Lords of the Congregation. The most powerful nobleman was Argyll who could muster an 
army as large as the monarch’s. He was joined by Glencairn, Ruthven, Boyd, Ochiltree and several others.  
Lord James Stuart (later the Earl of Moray) joined their ranks when he broke with Mary of Guise in 1559 – 
Mary, the mother of Mary Queen of Scots, was acting as regent. By October that year the vast majority of the 
nobles had joined the group, Bothwell being a notable exception.  
 

 
John Knox 

 
At this point Knox was invited back from Geneva to lead the Reformation. The nobles rode to Edinburgh and 
deposed Mary of Guise as regent, but she took refuge in Leith and fought back with the help of French forces. 
The nobles appealed to the English for military help; William Cecil, Queen Elizabeth’s advisor, was keen to 
assist them but she was less inclined. Skirmishing, largely of a political nature, came to an end in the middle of 
1560 with two key events: the death of Mary of Guise and the Treaty of Edinburgh (described in the section on 
Mary Queen of Scots).  
 
The actual move to Protestantism was ultimately achieved without any great degree of trouble. With Mary of 
Guise’s death and Mary Queen of Scots being in France, a parliament was called in August without the 
sanction of the crown. It abolished Papal jurisdiction over Scotland and approved a Calvinist “Confession of 
Faith”. Mary Queen of Scots refused to ratify the acts on her return to the kingdom, and it was only when she 
was deposed in 1567 that the acts were actually implemented. 
 
Knox was appointed minister of St. Giles in 1560. From his pulpit and in his recorded discussions with Mary, 
he sailed very close to the wind, defying her authority and railing against her religion. From the perspective of 
the 21st century, his demeanour may appear unyielding, unpleasant and unproductive, but the momentous 
issues of the time probably shaped his approach. Whatever view is taken of him, he was undoubtedly the man 
for the moment that the Scottish reformers required, leading them to the Presbyterian manner. He died in 1572 
and was buried in St. Giles Churchyard. 

Mary Queen of Scots 
As a piece of drama, Mary’s story stands head and shoulders above the others. I have attempted several times 
to reduce the size of this piece as it is blatantly too long for a book of this sort, but I keep coming back to the 
view that it is a tale worth telling – so you will have to forgive me. 
 
Mary was arguably unsuited to be a monarch; she was gregarious and found it difficult to keep her emotions in 

http://www.bkthisandthat.org.uk/


The August Feast: A Punter’s Perspective on Edinburgh and its Festivals 
Version dated 7th December 2015      http://www.bkthisandthat.org.uk/ 
 

60 
                                     Copyright © Brian King 2005-2015 All rights reserved                                                    

check. While this made her popular (then and now) it was not calculated to help her cause. The other major 
ingredients of her story include: Scotland’s auld alliance with France which was a perennial problem for 
England, but more particularly during Queen Elizabeth I’s reign when England was continually under threat 
from the Catholic powers of Europe; the fact that she was a young woman and unlike Elizabeth lacked the 
steady and continuing support of a strong privy council; a more difficult, scheming, untrustworthy set of 
noblemen it would be difficult to find anywhere; and the problems caused by her Catholic religion at the time 
of the Reformation, in particular the open criticism of her by John Knox.  
 
All this resulted in a series of events that would be criticised as implausible if it had been written as a work of 
fiction.  Mary has been a focus of attention ever since her execution in 1587: from an early biography in 1624, to 
Schiller’s play Maria Stuart (an excellent version of which was performed in 2005 at the Donmar Warehouse in 
London with Janet McTeer as Mary and Harriet Walter as Elizabeth), to the steady stream of biographies in 
modern times, and on to the various films and TV dramas which mainly appear intent on showing that her 
story is not implausible enough for some people in the media.   
 
Mary’s troubles began early in her life when her father, James V, died 6 days after her birth in 1542 and she was 
crowned Queen of Scots in the following year. Over the next four years “The Rough Wooings” took place - 
various attempts made by English and Scottish factions to marry Mary or her mother, Mary of Guise. Mary of 
Guise skilfully kept all the suitors at bay and eventually managed to get her daughter to France in 1548 where 
the Guise family were close to the wheels of power. Ten years later she was betrothed to the dauphin who 
became Francis II of France in 1559 and she became Queen of France.  
 
This success was short-lived. 1560 was a bad year for Mary: her mother died in June, followed by her husband 
Francis II in December. Catherine de Medici, Francis’s mother, took control and ensured that Charles IX, her 10 
year old son, was proclaimed as king. Mary was not in Catherine’s plans at all, nor was the Guise family. In 
1561 as the Guise clan started to withdraw from the French court, Mary decided to return to Scotland. Lord 
James, her illegitimate half-brother, and soon to become the Earl of Moray, came over to France to discuss her 
position and he eventually gained her trust. Lord James was in alliance with: James, the Earl of Morton who 
vacillated in his support during Mary of Guise’s struggles with the nobles until he was confident that he knew 
which way the wind was blowing; and William Maitland, Secretary of State to the council of nobles, the 
cleverest of the three who was a committed Protestant and a friend of William Cecil, Queen Elizabeth’s chief 
advisor. This trio dominated policy-making initially.  
 

 
Mary Queen of Scots 

Mary’s first problem on her arrival back in Scotland in August 1561 was the threat from Calvinism, in the form 
of the Town Council and John Knox. Mary’s approach, although she was a staunch Catholic, was to retain the 
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status quo, i.e. both religions should peacefully co-exist, as indeed was largely the case across the country. 
Knox, not a PC sort of chap, had previously written The First Blast of the Trumpet against the Monstrous Regiment 
of Women (1558), a diatribe against female rulers, and he had subsequently argued that Mary of Guise and Mary 
Queen of Scots could lawfully be deposed by the nobles.  
 
The other threat to Mary was England, and in particular the Treaty of Edinburgh (1560) which had been signed 
without Mary or Francis’s agreement. The parties to the treaty were the Scottish nobles, the Guise family and 
England. It called for the French to get out of Scotland; for France to recognise Elizabeth as the rightful Queen 
of England with Francis and Mary dropping their claims; plus it contained a surveillance clause allowing 
England to intervene in Scotland if it was thought necessary to uphold the Protestant religion and expunge 
Catholic and French influences. This treaty was forever to be a problem to Mary, not least because she was 
pushing to be named as Elizabeth’s successor in the event that Elizabeth had no issue. 
 
The next problem was marriage. Mary’s preferred choice of husband was Don Carlos, the son of Philip II of 
Spain. Knox, for one, was strongly against this idea. Other possible candidates that were thought to be in the 
running were Charles IX, the king of France (over Catherine De Medici’s dead body!), and the Archduke 
Charles of Austria who was favoured by the Guises. Elizabeth wanted to have the final say whoever was 
proposed. Lots of wild rumours circulated, e.g. that England would be given to Philip of Spain as a dowry if 
she married Don Carlos. Elizabeth proposed Dudley, her favourite, but then prevaricated.  
 
Meanwhile, Mary secretly had her eye on Darnley. Being the son of the Earl of Lennox (Scottish) and Margaret, 
a niece of Henry VIII, he had a claim on the English throne, just below Mary in the overall pecking order - she 
was a great granddaughter of Henry VII. Lennox and Darnley were unwittingly allowed by Elizabeth to return 
to Scotland, and she was extremely unhappy when she eventually heard of Mary’s plans, ordering them to 
return to England while Mary insisted that they stay in Scotland. Moray, who was against the marriage and 
refused to sign a document pledging his support, was dismissed from court and outlawed along with various 
other nobles. For a week or two Mary thought that she was actually in love with the young nineteen year old 
Darnley, but she quickly realised that it was simply a marriage of convenience when his true behaviour began 
to shine through; he was generally arrogant, wilful and a schemer. However, he was knighted, made a baron 
and the earl of Ross all in a single afternoon and, after the marriage took place on July 29th 1565, subsequently 
given the title of King of Scotland. 
 
Darnley immediately started to act as if he was the ruler and his wife subservient. He communicated with 
European powers having decided that Catholicism should be restored, his motive being political rather than 
religious. Mary put him in his place and, not surprisingly, the marriage began to go downhill rapidly.  
 
He started plotting against Mary, his father having a secret rendezvous with Argyll, the most powerful noble, 
at which an offer was made to Moray and other exiled lords in England that, in return for their support in 
granting Darnley “crown matrimonial”, Darnley would switch sides, pardon them and forbid the confiscation 
of their estates. He would also re-establish the religious status quo. In essence, everybody would benefit except 
Mary. Maitland who was out of favour at the time was also on their side along with Morton. The plot needed a 
scapegoat and Rizzio, Mary’s private secretary, was chosen. Maitland fanned the flames by telling Darnley that 
Rizzio and Mary were rumoured to be having an affair. Rizzio was Italian, and thought to be a papal spy; he 
was somebody that everybody could hate.  
 
Darnley signed the bond for the plot, even stating how and where it might be done. On March 9th, 1566 at 8pm 
in the evening Darnley led Lord Ruthven and an accomplice up the secret stairs that came out in the Queen’s 
bedchamber. Mary, Rizzio and others were in a small room off the bedchamber having supper. Darnley went 
into the room to talk to Mary while Ruthven and his accomplice opened the main door to the bedchamber 
where Morton and the other conspirators, 80 in all, were waiting. They burst into the room, dragged Rizzio to 
the outer chamber and killed him. Darnley did not join in but somebody used his dagger and left it in the body 
to signify his involvement. With Rizzio dead the conspirators fled and Morton sealed the gates and doors of the 
palace. The earls of Bothwell and Huntly, who were loyal to Mary, heard the commotion and assuming that 
something was going on, also fled Holyrood.  
 
Darnley’s tasks were now to get Mary to pardon the conspirators and to prevent the land forfeitures. Mary, 
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who was by now pregnant, played for time by pretending to miscarry. She used the time to persuade Darnley 
that the Lords were not to be trusted. Why should they do anything to help him once they had their pardons 
and their estates?  Darnley was persuaded and the two fled to Dunbar, 25 miles away, from where Mary 
eventually returned with an army that had been assembled by Bothwell and Huntly. She offered pardons to the 
rebel lords who had been against the marriage, along with the return of their estates if they withdrew 
temporarily to their own houses and made no attempt to intercede for Darnley’s co-conspirators in the Rizzio 
plot. Argyll and Moray agreed and were restored to the Privy Council although Maitland was excluded. 
Branded as rebels with their lands forfeited, Morton, Ruthven and others fled to England. Darnley publicly 
denied involvement but Mary was shown the bond that he had signed by Moray. Meanwhile, Mary rewarded 
Bothwell with the captaincy of Dunbar, granting him the castle and surrounding estates. 
 
After Mary gave birth to James, Darnley took up plotting once more, seeing her attempts to restore order 
among the various lords as moves to marginalise him. Amid all this turmoil Mary and Elizabeth seemed to be 
coming close to an agreement. This had started with Mary asking Elizabeth to be her son’s protector.  This 
proposed agreement would confirm the substance of the Treaty of Edinburgh but without a lot of the detail. 
However, just as they were nearing a consensus Darnley was murdered.  
 
Maitland had raised the idea of a plan to get rid of Darnley by a divorce. Argyll was in favour, as subsequently 
were Huntly and Bothwell, but Moray was not convinced. While Mary considered that divorce was satisfactory 
in theory, she was worried about where it might lead and therefore preferred the status quo.  Over Christmas 
and New Year at Stirling Mary was persuaded to pardon the majority of the Rizzio plotters. Morton 
immediately arranged a meeting with Maitland and Bothwell on his return to plot against the “treacherous” 
Darnley.  
 
Mary was concerned that Darnley planned to kidnap her son James and rule as regent and she wanted to keep 
an eye on him. She persuaded him to return to Edinburgh from Glasgow, the Lennox stronghold where he was 
currently sulking, on the pretext that she could nurse him (he was suffering from syphilis), promising that 
sexual relations would be resumed once he was cured. Darnley relented and moved into the old Provost’s 
lodging at Kirk o’ Field. This was his idea as his vanity did not allow him to be seen at court, pustules and all, 
until he had recovered. The house adjoined the Flodden Wall, the back gate coming out on Thieves Row (now 
Drummond Street).   
 
Mary visited him several times, including the evening of Sunday 9th February when she returned to Holyrood 
at 11pm.  At around 2am there was a large explosion and the building was destroyed. Darnley’s body was 
found over the other side of Thieves Row with no sign that he had been burnt or blown there. He had been 
strangled. It is assumed that he heard noises prior to the explosion and presuming that something was up he 
got out through a window that led down to Thieves Row via a rope and chair where he was seized by the 
conspirators.  
 
Over the centuries there has been much speculation about who was involved in the plot and its execution.  
Local gossip put Bothwell in the frame, while Mary was put in the court of public opinion by leaders and 
others, indicating that either she was involved or at the very least she “looked through her fingers”. Morton 
was almost certainly involved along with Bothwell; Argyll and Huntly were in full support; and Moray was 
aware of what was going on, but he simply watched while events unfolded.  
 
Mary was now alone and exposed, and she needed somebody to rely on; that person was Bothwell. Lennox 
accused Bothwell of his son’s murder, but he did not dare to attend the subsequent trial in Edinburgh as the 
court and surrounding area were full of Bothwell’s men. Unsurprisingly, Bothwell was found not guilty and 
Lennox fled the country. Moray also went into exile, though voluntarily. 
 
In a similar manner to Darnley, Bothwell quickly became arrogant and assumed more power. He tried to get 
the Lords to sign a bond stating that he was innocent of Darnley’s murder, and that they would support him in 
any wooing of Mary. Some Lords signed but others did not, particularly Morton and Maitland. Matters 
deteriorated further when Bothwell abducted Mary at Almond Bridge and took her to Dunbar where she 
stayed for 12 days. It is said that he raped her there but this is probably untrue.  
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The rapid increase in Bothwell’s power caused the conspirators to fall out and the Lords now got together to 
plot against him; Morton, Argyll, Atholl, and Mar were the main instigators. Meanwhile, Bothwell had 
arranged a quickie divorce from his wife and he married Mary on the 15th May, a mere 3 months and 5 days 
after Darnley’s murder. One month later, the Scottish lords confronted Mary and Bothwell at Carberry Hill, just 
east of Edinburgh. Mary eventually surrendered on condition that Bothwell was allowed to leave. He fled to 
Scandinavia via the Orkneys and Shetland. Mary was imprisoned at Lochleven castle where she was forced to 
abdicate, and on 29th July 1567 the one year old James VI was crowned with Moray appointed as regent. 
  
Mary managed to escape from Lochleven in May of the following year but she was defeated at Langside 11 
days later. Fleeing across the border to England, expecting help which was not forthcoming, she was detained, 
effectively under house arrest, until her eventual death twenty years later in 1587.  
 
William Cecil had always wanted to get rid of her, but Elizabeth, while acknowledging that she was a problem, 
recognised her as a queen - and all that went with that - and hence she prevaricated. However, Mary inevitably 
became a focus for Catholic plots as Cecil had feared and the Babington plot eventually led to her downfall. 
The idea of De Mendoza, the expelled Spanish ambassador in London, was a coup d’etat which would include 
a Catholic uprising, a Spanish invasion, the seizing of Elizabeth, and Mary’s triumph. The plotters contacted 
Mary via Anthony Babington, a rich young Catholic gentleman, to ask if she would support them. 
Unfortunately, the letter was intercepted and Walsingham, Elizabeth’s spymaster, allowed the game to 
continue in an attempt to trap Mary. She dutifully obliged by giving the conspirators the go ahead, thus 
signing her own death warrant. She was beheaded at Fotheringay in 1587. 
 
Although Mary was not ruler material she has generated a great deal of sympathy, mainly because she was 
blown about by stronger forces, by events that seemed to be outside her control, by her relative youth (she was 
still only 24 in the climactic year of 1567), and crucially by the lack of any strong and loyal advisers.  However, 
despite her trials and tribulations it was Mary’s son, James VI, who succeeded to the English throne when 
Elizabeth died in 1603. 

The Covenanters 
The Reformation in Scotland had been led by John Knox who brought Calvinist beliefs. After Knox, Andrew 
Melville (1545-1622) proposed a new system of church courts and synods which included the demand that 
Episcopalian properties, tithes and lands should be handed over by the crown. The response from the English 
crown was to reaffirm the king as the head of the church with the bishops as its managers, although there was 
some relaxation including the suspension of the role of the bishop. Tension was heightened when Charles I 
threatened, to the alarm of landowners, to take back the church’s rights to property and tithes.  
 
Another source of tension was the desire of Laud, Archbishop of Canterbury, to impose a new prayer book on 
the Scots; the Book of Common Prayer was based on Anglican ideals. This resulted in the so-called Prayer Book 
riot at St. Giles on 23rd July 1637. Jenny Geddes and others objected to the book being read from, stating that it 
was nothing short of the Mass. She threw her stool and prayer book at the dean. Several attempts to expel the 
“rabble” and to continue the service failed, and ultimately the bishop was forced to flee. Subsequently, the 
minister at Greyfriars Kirk refused to read from the book.  
 
Laud’s decision to go ahead with these reforms was both the cause and pretext for revolt. In 1638 at Greyfriars 
Kirk representatives of the Scottish people gathered to sign a “National Covenant”. This document: restated the 
struggle against popery; declared resistance to changes in worship not approved by free assemblies and 
parliament; and pledged to defend their religion against all comers.  
 
Charles regarded them as rebels and assembled an army, but he eventually relented temporarily until the 
General Assembly in Scotland abolished the bishops when he once again assembled an army. However, 
Charles was having his own troubles with the English Parliament which led to the outbreak of civil war in 
England. In 1643 the Covenanters entered into a “Solemn League and Covenant” with the English 
Parliamentarians. In return for military help this would have given a uniform Presbyterian religion to both 
England and Scotland. This was adopted for the Kirk in Scotland, but not in England.  
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After Charles’ execution in 1649, the Scots proclaimed his son (the future Charles II) king of Scotland on 
condition that he accepted Presbyterianism and the covenants. He duly signed. However, this was totally 
unacceptable to Cromwell and led to his triumph at the bloody battle of Dunbar with survivors being exiled to 
America and Ireland.  
 
When Charles II was eventually restored to the monarchy in 1660 after Cromwell’s death he reneged on the 
deal by reintroducing the bishops and the Book of Common Prayer. In 1661 there was a resolution that the 
Covenant be burned and a bill declaring that the “Solemn League and Covenant” was illegal. The Act of 
Uniformity (1662) banished all ministers who did not have a bishop’s licence, 300 being ejected from their 
manses (official homes). There were skirmishes between the two sides but a Covenanter army of 5,000 was 
eventually defeated at Bothwell Brig. The persecution of Covenanters led to thousands migrating to Ireland.  
 
The subsequent accession of the Catholic James II in 1685 only exacerbated matters, as he openly supported the 
mass and the appointment of Catholics to senior positions. The call for William of Orange to take the crown 
and his subsequent victory at the Battle of The Boyne in 1690 eventually assured the Protestant succession in 
Britain and, along with it, tolerance of Presbyterianism.  

Jacobite Uprisings 
After James II was replaced by William of Orange and Mary (James II’s daughter by his first marriage) there 
were three major attempts to restore the Stuarts to the throne. 
 
In 1689 the most prominent figure in the first attempt was John Graham, Earl of Claverhouse, who defeated the 
Protestants at the battle of Killicrankie (1689) although he was himself killed. However, the Jacobite resistance 
was subsequently defeated at the battle of Dunkeld later the same year. After the battle of the Boyne in the 
following year James II and his supporters fled to France. 
 
The Act of Union which joined England and Scotland in 1707 was not well received in Scotland. Sections of the 
populace felt oppressed, particularly as the country appeared to be full of English tax collectors. This 
discontent encouraged James VIII, the son of James II of England. In 1715 John Erskine (Earl of Mar), known as 
“bobbing John” because he changed sides and later informed on many of his allies, raised the clans. An 
indecisive battle at Sheriffmuir was followed by defeat for the Jacobites at Preston. James VIII, subsequently 
called The Old Pretender, landed at Peterhead in anticipation of success, but the defeat forced him to retreat 
back to France. 
 

 
Bonnie Prince Charlie 

 
In 1745 the third and most famous Jacobite uprising was led by Charles Edward Stuart, son of James VIII, 
known both as the Young Pretender and Bonnie Prince Charlie. His army won a victory over the English at 
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Prestonpans, near Edinburgh, and stayed in the town for six weeks, although they failed in their attempts to 
take the castle. While Edinburgh had made ready to resist him, it was somewhat half-hearted, particularly on 
the part of the Lord Provost, Archibald Stewart. 
  
In the event Charles’ men rushed in to the town through the Netherbow Gate at first light when it was briefly 
opened to allow a coach out. There were lots of hurrahs, with people seeming to become Jacobites overnight 
although few actually joined Charles’ army. The Royal Bank of Scotland converted notes to coin to pay the 
army – sneaking the gold and coin out from the castle where they had previously taken it for safekeeping - a 
matter of some embarrassment to them ever since. British government resumed within two weeks of Charles’ 
departure from the town and Provost Stewart was carted off to London to be tried for neglect of office although 
he was subsequently acquitted. 
 
George Drummond who had actively promoted resistance, though cynics say that it was politically motivated, 
was rewarded by regaining the Lord Provost position in 1746, one of six occasions that he was to hold the post.  
 
As for Charles, his army marched south, getting as far as Derby before they fell out among themselves. 
Without any support from the Scottish Lowlands, the English or the promised French force that never 
materialised, they eventually retreated. In spite of a skilful retreat and victory over the English at Falkirk 
(1747), Charles made the fateful decision to engage the English in the battle at Culloden. The English were led 
by the Duke of Cumberland, subsequently known as “Butcher Cumberland” to the Scots. The Scots were cut 
down by cannon fire and any of them that made it to the English lines were killed.   
 
Charles escaped and was hounded for months by the English. He eventually managed to escape to France via 
the Isle of Skye with the help of Flora McDonald who dressed him up as her servant “Betty Burke”. Charles’s 
fortunes never recovered and he became an alcoholic. After his death in 1788, his brother Henry Stuart became 
the last Stuart Pretender. The cause died out, except for sentiment and a large number of Jacobite songs.  
  
The Golden Age 
During the course of the 18th and early 19th century Edinburgh witnessed an astounding metamorphosis from 
a small, dirty, smelly mediaeval town to a thriving, sophisticated, highly civilised municipality that was a 
match for anywhere in Europe. 
 
By the close of the 17th century, Edinburgh had remained roughly the same physical size, limited to two main 
streets. The increases in population, which was circa 20,000 by 1700, only served to make living conditions even 
more unpalatable within this confined space where water had only recently been provided by leaden pipe to 
selected points on the High St and where drainage was largely non-existent. Trade was limited, Scotland being 
one of the poorest countries in Europe. Life for the citizens was largely dictated by the Kirk that, not dissimilar 
to many religions, strove to determine views on all aspects of life. The power of religion can be illustrated by 
the fact that in 1697, a student named Thomas Aikenhead was charged with blasphemy and subsequently 
hanged.  
 
However, changes were afoot. In the field of education the intellectual benefits of Europe’s first public 
education system in modern times were beginning to be felt. While the High School dates back to 1519, the 
University was started with the help of James VI, college building commencing in 1581. Rollock, first principal 
of the college, known as King James’s College, was also a professor and he was shortly joined by two others. 
James endowed the university with certain church lands and tithes in the counties of Lothian and Fife. It was 
fully controlled by The Town Council until the advent of the 1858 Universities Act. In the field of medicine 
where Edinburgh achieved world renown the first professors were appointed in 1685.  Strong academic 
relationships with France, where the Enlightenment was underway, and Holland gave the Scots access to 
European thought, in sharp contrast to the more insular English institutions.  
 
Hand in hand with intellectual progress came improved trading conditions that eventually resulted from the 
Act of Union (1707) which saw Scotland joined with England. Many Scots were extremely unhappy with this 
move, and indeed some still are to this day. As Daniel Defoe, the author of Robinson Crusoe and sometime 
English spy in the town, wrote at the time "the Jacobite and the Presbyterian, the persecuting prelatic non-
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jurors and the Cameronian, the Papist and the reformed Protestant, all parled together, joined interest and 
concerted measures against the Union". However, to hard-nosed business men the advent of free trading 
arrangements with the rest of the British Empire, coupled with the advent of the Industrial Revolution, brought 
significant economic benefits, particularly after 1745. While Glasgow was probably the greatest beneficiary, 
eventually becoming the largest manufacturing centre, Edinburgh also gained: finance, publishing, increased 
trade through the nearby port of Leith, and later on brewing all helped to bring increased prosperity. 
Importantly, access to British government money provided the town with funds for some of the infrastructure 
projects that were a prerequisite for its expansion. 

The Scottish Enlightenment 
From these foundations arose Edinburgh’s golden age, of which the most famous element, certainly the most 
publicised, was its role in the Scottish Enlightenment (1740-1800). The main players in this philosophers’ feast 
were David Hume, Adam Smith, Francis Hutcheson and Adam Ferguson.   
 

 
David Hume 

 
It is interesting to note that the Scottish thinkers were largely supportive of each other even when their views 
diverged, in contrast to the more typical rivalry in academia where a certain amount of animosity between 
rival camps is not unknown.  
 
David Hume lived in Edinburgh for a good part of his life. Although he was never given a professorship he is 
arguably seen as the most important thinker of the Scottish Enlightenment.  A moral philosopher, he was 
concerned with the nature of knowledge and he developed ideas relating to evidence, experience, and 
causation. He wrote his Treatise of Human Nature at 26 and spent the rest of his life explaining and refining it. In 
the aftermath of Aikenhead’s execution for blasphemy, philosophers had to tread carefully. Around the middle 
of the 18th century the Kirk was split into: zealots (called the high-flyers) who considered that they should 
dictate all aspects of life; and those who were more broad-minded, such as Alexander Carlyle. As part of their 
attempt to stop free-thinking, the “high-flyers” attempted to excommunicate Hume in 1756, but they were 
defeated by 50 votes to 17. The attempt was probably attributable to the fact that while some saw him as a deist 
(faith comes from reason as opposed to revelation or tradition), others simply viewed him as an atheist. 
 
Adam Smith, a professor of logic and subsequently moral philosophy at Glasgow University, had a house in 
Canongate. His Inquiry into the Nature and Causes of the Wealth of Nations was one of the earliest attempts to 
study the historical development of industry and commerce in Europe and helped to create the modern 
academic discipline of economics.  The book provided one of the best-known intellectual rationales for free 
trade and capitalism, and it is still used (and abused) today in economic discussions and political harangues. 
The Wealth of Nations which covers selfishness followed on from his other major work, The Theory of Moral 
Sentiments, which is concerned with how human communication depends on sympathy between speaker and 
listener. 
 
Although philosophy is the most-celebrated area, there were significant movements in other areas, particularly 
in science. Edinburgh quickly rose to a renowned position in the world of medicine. The medical school was 
founded in 1726 by Alexander Monro (primus), continued by his son Alexander (secundus) and later by his 
grandson Alexander (tertius). Many students were attracted to Edinburgh by the quality of the teaching.  The 
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demand for bodies for dissection led to the unsavoury, not to say illegal, occupation of the “resurrection men” 
who serviced the demand by digging up recently buried people, and ultimately to Burke and Hare (1827-8) 
who murdered people and sold their bodies. Alexander Monro (primus) was a key promoter and early clinical 
lecturer at the Edinburgh Infirmary which opened in 1729. From the beginning the teaching of medical 
students was an important aspect of the Infirmary, which was granted a Royal Charter in 1736.  
 

 
Adam Smith (etching) 

 
Individuals of distinction in other fields included: William Cullen (chemist/physician); James Hutton 
(geologist); Robert Wallace (mathematician); Alexander Carlyle (churchman); Hugh Blair (preacher and man of 
letters who took the chair of rhetoric and belles lettres); James MacPherson (poet and writer); Allan Ramsay 
(poet) and his son, also Allan, who was a painter.  
 
A number of clubs and societies were founded that provided the opportunity for social and political discussion 
among the intellectuals of Edinburgh, including the Select Society (1754-1764), The Poker Club (founded 1762), 
and the Royal Society of Edinburgh (founded 1783).  
 
One result of this intellectual ferment was that society slowly began to become more genteel with the inclusion 
of women and the advent of men who began to drink less and mix more. Dancing, though obviously frowned 
on by the Presbytery, gained in popularity. The original Assembly Rooms was situated in West Bow (circa 
1710) but it was attacked by fanatics and the experiment was given up. A second attempt was made in 1723 on 
a site in Patrick Stiell’s Close (or Old Assembly Close) on the south side of the High St. A subsequent move to 
Bell’s Wynd in 1756 was followed by the opening of the current Assembly Rooms in George St. in 1787.   
 
After 1745 when women were arguably more Jacobite than the men, being attracted by the romantic ideals 
involved, they became more educated and involved in commerce. In particular, the interest in fashion resulted 
in a proliferation of shops, businesses such as haberdashery and perfumery which offered some women a 
degree of independence. 

Clubs 
It should be made clear that while society was gradually becoming more genteel, the bachelor society remained 
popular, particularly the club, largely an 18th century invention.   Each club had a theme: some were 
moderately serious; some were trade-related; some had Masonic overtones; while many were based on some 
weak joke. They usually met in a tavern which rather gives the game away - they were mostly an excuse for 
drinking and eating.  
 
In Traditions of Edinburgh, Robert Chambers recounts one variation of drinking everybody else under the table. 
A gentleman would give out the name of a lady as the most beautiful in creation and drink one bumper 
(typically of claret). Another gentleman, by way of challenge, would give out a name of another lady who was 
the most beautiful in creation, and he drank two bumpers. Others could join in, as the number of bumpers 
increased. You can see where this is going … whoever was left standing, his fair Delia was declared the beauty 
supreme by all those present.  Chambers mentions the following clubs inter alia. 
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The Cape Club met at several taverns. It had quasi-masonic rituals and members had nicknames, e.g. the poet 
Robert Fergusson was called Sir Precenter. The name of the club was said to be based on a weak jest that 
related to a burgher from Calton who perennially struggled to leave the tavern and get out of the Netherbow 
Gate before it closed at 10pm 
 
The Easy Club founded by Allan Ramsay, where each member took the name of a Scottish poet 
 
The Club, frequented by Scott, met for the consumption of oysters, claret and rum punch 
 
The Wig Club was a sex club. They venerated a wig which was reputedly made from the pubic hair of women 
 
The Antemanum (“before hand”) Club boasted of the state of their hands 
 
The Pious Club met in a pie house. They were unsure whether their name arose from their piety or from the 
pies that they ate (… it gets worse) 
 
The Spendthrift Club was based on the idea that a good night could be had for fourpence halfpenny. The 
amount gradually increased to over a shilling (not totally due to inflation) 
 
The Boar Club – all members were boars … fines imposed for calling a gentleman by his proper name 
 
The Hell-Fire Club was a fairly common name given to clubs across the UK and Ireland that were claimed to 
have a blasphemous, anti-establishment and anti-morality stance 
 
The Sweating Club sounds like a place for young men. After closing time they chased innocent people around 
the streets, jostling and pinching them until they sweated 
 
The Dirty Club where the members did not wear clean linen 
 
The Odd Fellows whose members wrote their names upside down 
 
The Bonnet Lairds whose members wore blue bonnets 
 
The Doctors of Faculty Club whose members, dressed in wig and gown, were regarded as physicians 
 
The Facer Club – where a member who could not down his drink in one had to throw the remainder in his 
own face. 
 
Expansion of the City (1750-1850) 
As Edinburgh expanded, there was a veritable explosion in building development and related infrastructure 
projects over this period. It is difficult to know whether it is better to simply relate events chronologically or to 
approach it subject by subject. I have opted for the latter method. Bartholomew’s map (dated 1920) on the 
National Library of Scotland’s web site provides a useful chronological view of building progress. 

The Situation In 1750   
There had been some building prior to the 1750s: Milne’s Square (1688), Milne’s Court (1690-1700), James Court 
(1720s), Argyle Square (1742), while Brown Square and Adam Square were in progress in the 1750s. However, 
the size of the town and its topographical layout were constraining factors.   
 
George Drummond, Lord Provost on six occasions between 1725 and 1762, was the driving force behind bold 
plans to change the face of Edinburgh. They included: extensions to the royalty (the burgh) to both the north 
and south of the existing town; bridges to connect these new districts to the Old Town; and the conversion of 
the Nor’ Loch into a canal with terraced gardens on each side. In addition, there were proposals for erecting an 
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Exchange on the north side of the High Street, and for building on the ruins in the Parliament Close for the 
increased accommodation of the different courts of justice.  
 
The Exchange Building (now City Chambers) was started in 1753. The finances were messy with the 
undertakers losing money. The building was never completed as proposed and it was never used for its 
original purpose, which was to house merchants. 

Infrastructure 
This is the point to bring in the relatively unromantic subject of infrastructure. Edinburgh’s growth had always 
been heavily constrained by its natural geography. Significant expensive infrastructure work on roads and 
bridges was a prerequisite to expansion.   
 
The first project was the building of the North Bridge to connect the Old Town to what would become the New 
Town. It commenced with the drainage of the Nor’ Loch which began in 1759. Tenders were invited for the 
bridge in 1763, and again in 1765: a contract was eventually signed in August 1765. The bridge was opened to 
pedestrians in early 1769. However, in August 1769 part of the side-walls of the south abutment of the bridge 
collapsed, burying 5 people in the ruins. It was eventually completed for use in 1772 with the addition of 
balusters. The current North Bridge was opened in 1895. 
 
A second route from the Old Town to The New Town was planned. An advert appeared in 1782 informing 
builders in the New Town that they would be allowed to lay down earth and rubbish from the foundations of 
houses or other ways on the south side of Princes St where the proposed embankment would be. Nothing more 
was heard of the scheme except that the Mound, as it was simply termed, continued to grow. 
 
 

 
View of the Mound 

 
The South Bridge Act was passed in 1785 to provide access to and from southern parts, such as George Square. 
This was a substantial piece of civil engineering, numerous old buildings having to be demolished. It was one 
thousand feet in length with nineteen arches. It is not obvious that it is a bridge as the infrastructure is hidden 
by the properties that were built on either side of it, the only clue being where it passes over Cowgate. It was 
opened to foot passengers in July 1788 although Robert Adam’s design was more grandiose than what was 
subsequently built.  
 
The building of Waterloo Place and Bridge to provide access to the east of the town was a very large scheme, 
being more expensive than Craig’s New Town. Work took seven years and it was usable from 1819. The bridge 
is 50 feet above a deep ravine.  Although it was built for access, it is obvious that beauty as well as utility was 
taken into account.  
 
Various schemes were proposed concerning further roads to the south, west and north of the Old Town. In the 
finally agreed plan the road to the west required the building of King’s Bridge, a relatively small project that 
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was finished in 1833. To the south of the High St., George IV Bridge was completed in 1834, while to the north 
the Mound took its current dogleg from the junction of Lawnmarket, High St and George IV Bridge. There 
were financial troubles with these and related developments and several acts of parliament were required to 
complete them. 

Architectural Influences 
Neoclassical architecture, which was readily adopted in Edinburgh, was a movement that appeared in the 18th 
century, partly as a reaction against Baroque and Rococo styles but mainly out of a desire to return to the 
purity of ancient Greece and Rome. Also, around this time the ideas of formal planning and symmetry had 
become accepted. Among possible reasons why the New Town has been a success there are two that are 
prominent. Firstly, there was the Scottish system of feuing where a landowner could sell land for development 
but retain sine die full control over what was to be built there without paying for anything himself. He was 
known as the feudal superior, whereas the person that had practical and legal ownership of the property, 
including the right to occupy, was known as the feuar. This feudal-based system that dates back to the Middle 
Ages is now in the process of being abolished. Secondly, the New Town was a product of the Enlightenment 
when Edinburgh had an intelligentsia that was sufficiently large that its voice on architecture and its 
association with nature had to be heard.  
 
In the area of public building there are three particular architects that are synonymous with Edinburgh’s label, 
"the Athens of the North".  
 
James Craig (1744-1795) spent most of his short career in Edinburgh. His fame rests primarily on his initial 
design for the New Town. His other works included the Physicians Hall on George St and the Old Observatory 
on Calton Hill. 
 
Robert Adam (1728-1792) was born in Kirkaldy, the son of an architect. After studying at Edinburgh University 
he did the Grand Tour of Europe and returned, well-versed in classical and Italian Renaissance architecture. 
Based in London, his subsequent work was largely classical. Apart from many works in and around London, 
including the Royal Society of Arts and the remodelling of Syon House, he was involved with Register House, 
South Bridge, The Old College of Edinburgh University and the Bridewell on Calton Hill. 
 
William Playfair (1789-1857), born in London, the son of the architect James Playfair came to live in Edinburgh 
as a boy. He built a considerable private practice in Edinburgh before designing in 1820 Royal Terrace, Carlton 
Terrace and Regent Terrace in the New Town. His most important works include the Royal Scottish Academy, 
the National Gallery of Scotland, New College and Assembly Hall, the Royal College of Surgeons, Donaldson's 
Hospital, Advocates' Library and the National Monument on Calton Hill. He also enlarged the Old College of 
Edinburgh University following the death of Robert Adam. 
 

 
Free Church College & Assembly Hall 

 
Youngson, in his renowned work The Making of Classical Edinburgh, puts his finger on the pulse when 
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indicating what makes Edinburgh special, “First, in the visual conjunction of the Old Town and New Town 
anyone walking along Princes St. today is presented with one of the most eye-catching views in Europe, and 
must experience at the same time a wonderful sense of space and, if he or she has any imagination at all, of the 
passage of time. Secondly, the New Town even now retains its late eighteenth and early nineteenth century 
public buildings, crescents, squares, palace-fronts, churches and gardens almost as they were planned. … the 
tout ensemble is without parallel in scale, uniformity of general style, and state of preservation.”  
 
And thirdly, as he relates, Le Corbusier said that it is the soul of the city that counts; its humanity; its 
civilisation. That soul is provided by the people who live in the New Town. Fortunately, there are still many of 
them.   

Public Buildings 
Register House, Scotland’s Public Record Office, was originally planned to be built on the north-west quarter of 
the garden of Heriot’s Hospital. However, this site was not considered to be central enough, and the eventual 
decision was to site it opposite the northern end of North Bridge where the foundation stone was laid in 1774. 
Building work was somewhat staccato due to a lack of funds, and the resultant work which was completed in 
1788 corresponded to only two thirds of the original design. Further development was carried out in the 1820s. 
 
The foundation stone for Edinburgh University was laid in 1789 and a call for subscriptions was made in the 
following year. Building slowed and then halted as the Napoleonic wars took their toll. Work eventually 
recommenced in 1815 and continued until 1828. 
 
The Mound was the site of significant building work. Close to the top of the Mound the Bank of Scotland 
building was completed in 1806 although it was subsequently much changed in the 1860s.  Meanwhile, at the 
bottom the Scottish Royal Academy was built in two stages: the initial building being put up in 1822-1825; but 
having decided that it was not big enough it was extended in 1832-1835 by 60 feet, side porticos being added 
with a double rather than a single set of columns at the front of the building. 
 

 
Scottish Royal Academy 

 
The Free Church College and Assembly Hall (on the site of Mary of Guise’s house) was built 1846-1850 and led 
indirectly to the building of Playfair Steps while the Scottish National Gallery was added (1850-1857). Just 
further along, to the east of the Mound, is the (Walter) Scott monument, 180 feet high and described as a 
“gothic fantasy”, it was finished in 1846.  
 
Calton Hill was also the scene of considerable building work. The Old Observatory (Craig) was built between 
1776 and 1792 while the New Observatory (Playfair) was begun in 1818. The National Monument on Calton 
Hill, a replica of the Parthenon where the great and good might be buried, never really got going through a 
lack of funding although a start was made in 1823. The Royal High School, a replacement for the original High 
School, was built in 1825. The school has since moved to Barnton. A plan to use the building as a temporary 
home for the Scottish Parliament never materialised and the Scottish National Photography Centre is now keen 
to be housed there permanently. On the subject of schools, the Edinburgh Academy was built in Henderson 
Row around the same time (1824).  
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The New Town 
Plans for the New Town, on land that was largely owned by the Council, had been requested in April 1766. Six 
plans were received and in August of that year James Craig’s plan was judged to be the best. After some delay 
the plan was adopted in July 1767.  
 
Of particular note is that although it is a basic grid design that consisted of three interconnected main streets 
(George St, Princes St, and Queen St.) the external edges, i.e. the south side of Princes Street and north side of 
Queen St were not to be built on, thus giving an “airy and pleasant” aspect. The original plan shows gardens 
on the south side of Princes St, leading to a canal which would replace part of the Nor’ Loch.   
 
George St included a square at each end with a church at the farthest end of each square.  Unfortunately, the 
plan for a church in St Andrew’s Square never came to pass because Laurence Dundas, a successful 
entrepreneur, built a beautiful Palladian villa on the spot; he originally owned the land just to the rear of the 
site. This property is now owned by the Royal Bank of Scotland. St Andrew’s and St George’s Church was 
eventually sited near the east end of George St. At the west end St George’s church was built in its planned 
position on Charlotte Square.  
 

 
Royal Bank of Scotland (formerly Dundas’ villa) 

 
Youngson states “it may be said in that the New Town has suffered a twin misfortune in its churches, for St 
Andrew’s is the right church in the wrong place, and St George’s is the wrong church in the right place.” 
 
The approximate order of building is shown in Table 1 on the following page. The building of Princes St and 
George St. proceeded in keeping with these developments, but Queen St and Rose St were slower. George St 
was said by Farington to be out of proportion, i.e. the modest height of the buildings did not sit with the width 
of the street.  
 
At the west end of the New Town Charlotte Square with its unified frontage proceeded slowly due to the 
impact of the Napoleonic Wars.  
 
Meanwhile, there was a dispute concerning building on the south side of Princes St where John Home had 
acquired land at the east end, adjacent to North Bridge. The dispute between feuars (property owners) and the 
Town Council eventually went all the way to the House of Lords, with the feuars winning. The judgement was 
that no building was to be allowed west of what is now Waverley Steps. 
 
Ideas for extending Craig’s New Town on the ground to the north of Queen St (in the direction of the Firth of 
Forth) centred on two main features: a circus (Royal Circus) and a square (Drummond Place), joined by a 
straight line (Great King St). 
 
Building generally proceeded down the hill from Queen St to Stockbridge, as shown in Table 2 on the 
following page. 
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A water supply was arranged although the feuars (property owners) paid a large share of the cost, as well as 
being responsible for sewers, streets and pavements.  
 
At the bottom of the hill, on land owned by the artist Henry Raeburn, Raeburn Place, Dean St, Ann St and St 
Bernard’s Crescent were developed between 1823 and 1825. 
 
To the west of Heriot Row, the Earl of Moray’s feu was built between 1824 and 1827, the centre line being 
Randolph Crescent, Ainslie Place and Moray Place – Moray Place is arguably the grandest part of the New 
Town. Meanwhile, building continued again in Charlotte Square with construction on the south side between 
1811 and 1820. Moray paid for nothing in the way of infrastructure and Heriot’s, the other major landowner, 
paid for very little. The majority of the cost was borne by the Council. 
 
 
 

 
Abercromby Square 

 
Place Activity Notes 
St. Andrew’s Square largely feued before 1780  
St. Andrew’s St circa 1780  
St. David’s St circa 1780  
Hanover St built by 1790  
Frederick St built circa 1792  
Castle St building commenced circa 1792  
Assembly Rooms completed in 1787  
Charlotte Square first feued in 1792  
Charlotte Square 2/3rds of north side built by 1800  
St. James Square built 1775-80 Demolished in 1960s 

Table 1 – Original New Town Building 
 

Place Activity Notes 
Heriot Row 1803-1808  
Northumberland St 1807-1819 See Note 1 
Jamaica St 1807-1819 See Note 1 
Abercromby Place 1814-1819 See Note 1 
Great King St 1814-1823 See Note 1 
India St 1819-1823 See Note 1 
Royal Circus 1820-1823 See Note 1 
Gloucester Place 1822-1824  
Cumberland St 1824-1828  

Table 2 – Initial Extension of the New Town 
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Note 1 - they were built in a uniform manner, although differences in decoration were allowed, controlled by a 
Street Plan and by a single contract between the Governors of Heriot’s Hospital, the major landowner; the City 
of Edinburgh; and the other owners, George Winton, James Nisbet and Thomas Morison.  
 

 
Moray Place 

 
To the east of Craig’s New Town, Duke St, Elder St and York Place were built between 1799 and 1804. Further 
east, the Calton Hill development, otherwise known as the Edinburgh-Leith New Town, was completed in the 
1820s. It included Royal Terrace and Hillside Crescent. This development, while it makes use of the natural 
contours, suffered as the westward movement of the New Town tended to attract the richer house-buyers.  

West of Princes St, on land largely owned by Sir Francis Walker, Hereditary Usher of the White Rod in 
Scotland, Shandwick Place, Athol and Coates Crescent were built by 1825 while Stafford St. and Melville St. 
were started about the same time. It took until 1850 for the New Town to reach Belford Road, and by 1860 
Manor Place formed the western edge. 

There is the question of who actually owned the properties in the New Town. According to Youngson the 
owners included: some members of the aristocracy; lawyers (who were prominent); a good number of country 
gentlemen; a surprising number of widows (of men of substance); some merchants; and a few nabobs (people 
who had made their fortune in India). Between 1800 and 1830 there were gradual changes as businesses started 
to move in, particularly on Princes St (especially east of Hanover St) and in St. Andrew’s Square.  

The Old Town 
With the large migration to the New Town, the Old Town went into decline. As people of note moved out, 
large numbers of the poor moved in, including Irish immigrants who had fled the potato famine.  
Accommodation was often sub-divided as the population of the Old Town doubled between 1800 and 1870 
although there was no increase in the number of new buildings.  

Parts of it were extremely unhealthy with outbreaks of cholera and typhus. Henry Littlejohn, Edinburgh’s first 
medical officer of health, wrote a report in 1862 detailing the unsanitary conditions, which resulted in William 
Chambers, the Lord Provost, instigating the City Improvement Act of 1867. This led to wholesale demolition 
and rebuilding.  

Some parts of the New Town were also unsatisfactory despite being relatively new: Rose St, Thistle St and 
Jamaica St, places that had been earmarked for the better off artisans, were overcrowded and had no water 
closets or sewers. 

Somewhat ironically, George Square on the south side of the Old Town remained popular – it was considered 
an “in” place to live; Walter Scott lived there for some time before moving to Castle St in the New Town. 

The Railway 
The railway arrived in the 1830s and 1840s. The initial proposal in the 1830s for the Glasgow to Edinburgh link 
was to go through Princes St Gardens and terminate at what is now Waverley Station. Feuars in Princes St 
managed to fight it off. They had paid to have the place drained and converted into private gardens where they 
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could wander, and keys were later given to other “suitable people” for a fee. The line was therefore terminated 
at Haymarket.  

With the general success of the railways a second attempt to get through to Waverley was made in the 1840s. 
This turned out to be successful although the feuars received some compensation and efforts were successfully 
made to hide the railway so that it would not be seen from the drawing rooms on Princes St.  

 
Princes Street Gardens (railway hidden behind trees) 

Expansion into the Suburbs 
Dean Bridge (1831) which traversed the Water of Leith opened up access to the north of the New Town and 
general expansion into the suburbs subsequently began, gathering pace from the mid-nineteenth century 
onwards.  
 
Newington and Grange on the south side were joined by Morningside, arguably Edinburgh’s most famous 
suburb, which changed from a small secluded village that consisted of little more than a row of thatched 
cottages in 1850 to a middle class suburb by 1880.  
 
Canongate lost its royal burgh status and became part of Edinburgh in 1856.  
 
Along with this expansion of the city the population increased rapidly, growing from 50,000 in 1750, 100,000 in 
1800, 200,000 in 1850, to 400,000 by 1900.  One of the final pieces in the jigsaw was the inclusion of Leith within 
Edinburgh’s boundaries in 1920.   

Leith 
Going back to the 12th / 13th centuries there had been two separate entities, North Leith and South Leith. North 
Leith was part of the lands bestowed on the Augustinians by David I while South Leith came under the Laird 
of Restalrig. The main story of Leith until the 19th century concerns South Leith.  
 
Records from the mid 13th century show that Leith was already a port but it came more into prominence after 
Berwick, the major commercial Scottish town in the early Middle Ages, was attacked by Edward I towards the 
close of the century and many of its inhabitants were killed. Some of Leith’s trade was with England, 
particularly down the east coast, but it was affected by the periodic hostilities that flared up between the two 
countries. This led to increased trade with France, Netherlands, the Flemish and countries surrounding the 
Baltic Sea. A range of goods were traded with wool being a major export. 
 
Unfortunately, the laws governing trade disadvantaged places such as Leith, which were termed “unfree” 
towns. The system favoured “free” towns such as the royal burgh of Edinburgh.  For example, goods that 
passed through an area were subject to tax by the local overlord, except goods from royal burghs which were 
exempt. In addition, Edinburgh, being a royal burgh, had a monopoly on trade in its area, the Sheriffdom of 
Edinburgh which stretched from the river Almond in the west to just beyond Levenhall in the east, included 
Leith. Finally, free burghs such as Edinburgh had a total monopoly on foreign trade. The upshot of these laws 
was that goods going into and out of Leith were totally under the control of Edinburgh merchants. Leith was 
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effectively prevented from benefiting from the trade going through its own port.  
 
These trading laws, unfair to modern eyes, were only one part of Leith’s grievances. The inequities were 
compounded by a series of moves which saw Edinburgh gradually assume the role of overlord of the majority 
of the town. Edinburgh burgesses had realised that they could maintain and strengthen their trading privileges 
if they owned the town, and gradually possession of South Leith passed from the Logans of Restalrig to the 
burgesses of Edinburgh.   
 
The first chink of light in Leith’s woes did not appear until 1755 when the Court of Session ruled that, while a 
royal burgh could seize and confiscate “unfree” goods that were brought in by the people of Leith or others, 
they could not otherwise hinder their importation, and it was obviously impossible for Edinburgh to keep its 
eye on everything. 
 
However, Edinburgh’s control of the harbours and docks persisted until 1826 when it was eventually 
relinquished, in part due to their deterioration.  Just after this, Leith became a burgh in 1833 as part of the 
Burgh Reform Act and the trading restrictions were lifted. The period from the mid-18th to mid-19th century 
coincided with a dramatic increase in trade, the main commodities being grain, flax, hemp, wood, tar, iron, and 
food-stuffs. A large range of local industries were developed around the same time, including oil-works, glass 
works, sugar house, rope making, canvas, soap, candles, sail-making, timber, biscuit making, and milling. 
 
Leith enjoyed almost a century of independence before it was eventually amalgamated with Edinburgh in 1920 
after Edinburgh’s boundaries had been reviewed and Leith was known to be suffering financially at the time. A 
plebiscite was held to gauge public opinion in Leith. However, while the vote was overwhelmingly against 
amalgamation, it was forced through.  
 
 
 

 
Panorama of Edinburgh published in the London Illustrated News in 1868 

 
The 20th Century Onwards in Brief 
When viewed from an overall historical perspective the 20th century can be seen as a period of economic 
expansion with a relatively static population size (estimated to be 468,000 in 2007), of occasional architectural 
mistakes in the New Town, most notably the disaster that is St. James centre, and of Edinburgh’s rise to become 
one of the most popular tourist destinations in the world, helped immeasurably by the creation and growth of 
its popular summer festivals during the second half of the century. 
 
On the political front the most important event happened towards the close of the 20th century when the Scots 
voted in favour of a devolved legislature at a referendum that was held in 1997. The subsequent Scotland Act 
of 1998 allowed the formation of a Scottish Parliament with selected powers that were devolved from the UK 
Parliament. The Scottish Parliament met for the first time in May 1999. For the initial five years of its existence 
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it convened at the General Assembly Hall of the Church of Scotland while its permanent home at Holyrood 
was being built. This was a controversial building development, principally because the actual cost of £414m so 
far exceeded the original estimate of around £50m. 
 
It remains to be seen if Scotland will eventually move to full independence as the Scottish National Party (SNP) 
and some sections of the population desire, and thereby return to the position before The Act of Union (1707). 
If it does Edinburgh will become even more of a focal point in Scottish life. 
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A Beautiful Setting 
Having talked about the festivals, including their history, and having provided a potted history of the city and 
its architecture, it only remains to describe the beauty of modern-day Edinburgh, which provides such an 
eloquent and elegant backdrop to the festival. 
 
It is not a straightforward task to describe its beauty.  The foundation is arguably the natural landscape. Extinct 
volcanoes have shaped the terrain, forming three features that dominate the scene: Arthur’s Seat to the east of 
the city centre, which is the most prominent feature when the visitor is flying into Edinburgh; the Castle on the 
Rock which is best viewed from Princes Street, Frederick Street or Castle Street; and Calton Hill. The most 
striking part of the Castle on the Rock is arguably the rock itself; it appears almost prehistoric and overshadows 
the castle which does not look that old, relatively speaking, when compared with your average mediaeval 
castle. The natural rise and fall of the landscape produces hills, ravines, the beautiful Water of Leith, and 
occasional glimpses of the Firth of Forth, all of which go to make up a striking panoramic backdrop for the city, 
a setting that few places, if indeed any, can boast.  Even Rome, with its seven gentle hills, does not have the 
same dramatic effect in this respect. The rolling vista frequently affords extensive views that are amply 
illustrated on Edinburgh postcards; leaving the National Galleries by the new entrance in Princes Street 
Gardens, there lies before you an eye-catching view of the surrounding Old and New Towns.   
 
The sense of history in the Old Town is conveyed in the first instance by the imposing buildings that are dotted 
along the spine of the Castle Rock, the Royal Mile, as it descends from the castle itself, down through the 
LawnMarket and into the High Street where St. Giles Cathedral, Parliament Square and the old Tron Kirk are 
located; continuing through Canongate, which has a general feel of the Middle Ages to it, even though many of 
the buildings are in fact 19th century; and finally down to Holyrood Palace at the eastern base of the rock. There 
are a few surviving sections of the 16th century city wall, called the Flodden Wall, in the Pleasance and the 
Vennel which, along with Holyrood and Canongate, bring up memories of Mary Queen of Scots, and in 
particular the unsolved murder of her second husband Darnley in a house that adjoined the wall in what is 
now Drummond Street. On the southern side of the castle and beneath it, lies the Grassmarket, a wide street 
that can readily be imagined as a market place and a site of public executions in the Middle Ages. Nearby, 
peering down from the end of Upper Bow to West Bow some 30 or 40 feet on the level below, it is difficult to 
comprehend that West Bow, the official entrance into the town that was used by monarchs, once zigzagged its 
way up the rock to Upper Bow, and on to the Lawnmarket. The close confines of the Old Town lend it a sense 
of social history.  Edinburgh was limited, largely by geography, to the Rock until the mid-18th century.  The 
cramped space inevitably led to tall buildings with many narrow streets (called wynds) that were dark and 
dingy, not least due to the relative lack of light. Many of the wynds still exist, although the term close is now 
used, some of them being extremely narrow and more akin to alleyways.  
 
A unique aspect of Edinburgh is that it appears to have two separate histories, the second being provided by 
the largely Georgian New Town. Where other cities gradually evolve with buildings and infrastructure 
components from different eras sitting side by side, Edinburgh has the sharp physical contrast between Old 
and New Towns, which is exaggerated by the intervening beauty of Princes Street Gardens.  It is very easy to 
imagine the strong pull of the New Town, whose elegance personified the late 18th century Enlightenment, on 
the well-to-do who had long endured the claustrophobic and unhealthy confines of the Old Town.  
 
It is difficult to imagine a festival of the size and scope of Edinburgh being hosted anywhere else. The vast 
majority of the venues are located centrally in reasonable walking distance, in a beautiful and compact area 
that provides an apt environment for the artistic delights that are on offer.   
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Appendix A - A Selection of This Punter’s Favourite Shows 
 
Blackbird by David Harrower was the highlight of 
our visit in 2005. It was an excellent riposte to the 
frequent criticism that the International Festival all 
too often fails to serve up top-class drama. This 
excellent production, coupled with outstanding 
acting, made for a thought-provoking evening on a 
difficult and unpleasant subject, a sexual 
relationship between a 40 year-old man and a 12 
year-old girl, for which he is subsequently jailed.  
The action is set 15 years later when she seeks him 
out; he is now married with a new identity.  
 
Moscow Stations (1994) – was an adaptation by 
Stephen Mulrine of an autobiographical novel, 
entitled Moscow-Petushi, by Venedikt Yerofeev, 
written in 1970. An intelligent man, Yerofeev was 
expelled from Moscow University for absenteeism 
and insubordination, after which he drifted from 
place to place, quickly becoming an alcoholic.  The 
book is based around the author’s planned journey 
from Moscow to Petushi, some 80 miles away.  This 
alcoholic philosopher, now a member of the 
disaffected under-class, vividly portrays the 
faltering world of the USSR in the era of Brezhnev, 
covering major issues such as employment, love, 
economics, and religion, interspersed with recipes 
for cocktails using any at-hand ingredients such as 
perfume, sock deodoriser and brake fluid. It is, by 
turns, extremely humorous and deeply moving. 
The highly original novel was not officially 
published until the late 1980s, a couple of years 
before Yerofeev’s death. It has since been translated 
into 16 languages. Tom Courtney’s performance in 
this one-man play at the Traverse in 1994 was 
utterly spellbinding and it continues to maintain 
top place in our personal list of top shows. It 
subsequently transferred to London and then off-
Broadway. 
 
Black Watch (2006) – stunning first appearance at 
the festival by the newly formed National Theatre 
of Scotland. It was based on the regiment and 
included elements of its history and its 
involvement in the Iraq struggle. The choice of 
venue, the University of Edinburgh Drill Hall, was 
a masterstroke. 
 
The Master and Margarita (1991) – this was an 
adaptation of Bulgakov’s Faustian tale of the 
devil’s appearance in contemporary Moscow and 
his relationship with a writer and the woman that 

he loves.  It is part satire, part fantasy and part 
comic absurdity. It was the first show that we saw 
in Edinburgh in 1991, and it remains one of our 
favourites.  
 
A Place With The Pigs (1995) – Communicado’s 
hugely entertaining version of Athol Fugard’s 
comedy, which is based on the true story of a 
Russian Army deserter who spent over 40 years 
hiding in a stall behind a pigsty.  The piece de 
resistance was the use of music from three brass 
players to provide continuity, and most 
ingeniously to play the pigs, using their 
instruments to make pig-like squealing noises. 
 
The Suicide (1997) was Communicado’s version of 
Nicolas Erdman’s satirical play on Stalinism and 
the chattering classes, a piece that readily resonates 
with us today.  Semyon is the unemployed hero 
who relies on his wife’s meagre wages, a wife and 
mother-in-law that he is constantly arguing with. 
He eventually decides that he is going to kill 
himself. When this fact becomes known he is 
besieged by assorted elements of Russian society, 
each of which want to use the opportunity to create 
an ideological martyr as a means of protesting 
against the powers that be. His death is to 
represent:  the anguish of the intelligentsia or of the 
artists, the interests of business, the cry for freedom 
of repressed romanticism, or of free love, et al. One 
of his neighbours is keen to act as his agent. 
Semyon never realised that he had such influence! 
   
Orlando (1992) - Red Shift’s excellent adaptation of 
Virginia Wolf’s novel. 
 
The Coat (1997) – an inventive production of 
Gogol’s The Greatcoat by Theatre Credo (Bulgaria). 
 
Mr. Puntilla and His Man Matti (1998) - Brecht’s 
amusing play with Sean Foley and Hamish McColl 
of Right Size in the lead roles about the lord of the 
manor who lurches between drunkenness, when he 
is friendly and humane, and sobriety when he is 
cruel and egotistical.  
 
Nixon’s Nixon (1999) – was a well-acted two hander 
(Nixon and Kissinger) that is set just a couple of 
hours prior to Nixon’s resignation. Black farce is 
arguably the most apt description. 
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Bogus Woman (2000) – was a very moving one-
woman performance of the trials and tribulations 
of a genuine asylum seeker. 
 
Twelve Angry Men (2003) –was an adaptation, 
directed by Guy Masterson, of the celebrated film 
with the inventive and successful casting of twelve 
comedians in the roles of the jurors. 
 
Woofski, Gruffski & Fidorevich (1993) - a very 
amusing tale of canine obsessive, wandering 
Russian vaudevillians, inventively portrayed on a 
minimalist set using very basic props. This was the 
sort of show that personifies the Festival, an 
excellent performance in a church hall by a group 
of young talented actors. 
 
Ralf Ralf – It’s Staring You Right in the Face (1993). 
For me this was a minor classic, an extremely 
amusing piece on the body language of people on 
television and in the public eye. Just to demonstrate 
that individual tastes vary greatly - it went straight 
over Janet’s head. 
 
Eclipsed (1992) – was a very poignant tale of 
pregnant girls and unmarried teenagers put in an 
Irish nunnery to avoid family disgrace – set in the 
1950s.  
 
Shylock (1998) – a one-man show performed by 
Gareth Armstrong. It was an amusing, provocative 
piece that explored anti-Semitism. 
 
Grace (1997) – was a very slick, amusing piece on 
the dreams and fantasies of a single woman who 
has reached the milestone of her 30th birthday. 
 
Meeting In Rome (1994) – was an enjoyable well-
acted piece written by Michael Mears on a mythical 
meeting between Ibsen and Strindberg in Rome. 
 
Right Size – Do You Come Here Often (1999) – 
extremely funny, surreal piece by Right Size. 
 
The Snow Show (1996) – a one man show of a 
Russian clown, Slava Polunin, had as its coup de 
theatre a finale which consisted of a snow blizzard 
(alias bits of paper) that was blown over the 
audience by wind machines.  
  
Emma (1998) – was a very entertaining spoof of 
Jane Austen’s classic. 
 
Puppetry of The Penis (2000) – it was succinctly and 
accurately described by one critic as genital 
origami; two men turning their private parts into 

different objects. It was amusing as much for the 
reaction of the audience. There was a distinct Hen 
Night atmosphere, approximately 65% of the 
audience being women. There was much shrieking 
and cries of “oh no” (as in that must be painful) 
from many of the young women, accompanied by 
much “seems alright to me” shrugging from the 
males. 
 
Say Nothing (2000) - Two men stood on top of a sod 
of earth, which in turn was balanced on top of a 
suitcase, playing multiple Irish characters.  
Ridiculusmus’s darkly humorous show on the 
Troubles in Northern Ireland – the title being 
derived from the local saying “Whatever you say, 
say nothing”. 
 
Bright Colours Only (2002) – was a comedy, 
consisting of several pieces around the subject of 
death. We filed into the auditorium (the entrance 
was adjacent to the stage area), chatting with two 
friends that we had bumped into in the queue. The 
chat was curtailed when we realised that we were 
being greeted individually as attendees at a wake 
by a lady. She thanked each of us for coming and 
asked us to find a seat and get a drink. The stage 
area was set out as a parlour in her house and the 
people who were near the front of the queue were 
seated on the stage (note that it was not raised) 
while the rest of us were mainly in seats just 
adjacent to the stage. As the audience was still 
coming in (it obviously took sometime for her to 
greet everybody) waiters came round among us, 
some with sandwiches and others with glasses of 
whisky. I decided to go for the whisky, assuming it 
to be cold tea, only to find that it was indeed 
whisky. This surreal picture was heightened by one 
member of the audience who was sat on the settee 
on stage. He started laughing at the whole bizarre 
scene; he had a very loud laugh and found it very 
difficult to stop, initially.  At the end of an amusing 
show we were asked to process behind a coffin 
(that was empty at this point!) out of the venue.  
The exit led out onto Rose Lane (a pedestrian area). 
We dutifully followed and the coffin was put into a 
hearse which signalled the end of the show, 
whereupon the audience applauded to the absolute 
bemusement of passers-by and the people who 
were sitting outside the next door pub having a 
quiet drink. 
 
Luminous (2002) – Japanese dance with innovative 
use of props, sound and light.  
 
Only The Lonely (2003) – this was an enjoyable piece 
on a Roy Orbison look-a-like, complete with some 
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of Orbison’s best hits that most of the audience 
sang along with. Written and performed by Pip 
Utton, one of the stalwarts of the one-man show 
genre. 
 
Observe The Sons of Ulster Marching Towards The 
Somme (1995) - Frank McGuinness’ powerful play, 
which was set in World War I, on the religious 
bigotry of Northern Irish soldiers. 
 
Secret Death of Salvador Dali (2002) - was a piece that 
perfectly captured what a weird chap he was, 
notwithstanding his superb draughtsman-like 
artistic skills – though probably not suitable for the 
young girl of around 10 who was sitting in the row 
in front of us. 
 
Marc Salem (2001) – it is difficult to know how to 
label him. He says that he “does mind games”.  The 
act appears to be a cross between magic and mind 
reading. 
 
Dylan Thomas’s Under Milk Wood (1994) - an 
inventive one-man performance by Guy Masterson 
(in pyjamas). 
 
When The Bulbul Stops Singing (2004) - was a 
moving account of life in Ramallah during the 
Israeli occupation according to a middle class 
Palestinian lawyer. 
 
Terre Haute (2006) – this was a classic Edinburgh 
piece: a two-hander, excellently acted with a 
minimalist set. It was based on the Oklahoma 
bombing and featured a series of imaginary 
meetings between the bomber and an elderly 
writer (seemingly based on Gore Vidal). 

The  Walworth Farce (2007) - a tragedy played as 
dark farce where an Irish father attempts to rewrite 
the reasons for his sudden bloody departure from 
Ireland through a daily “play” which he and his 
two sons have put on for many years, largely 
hidden away from the world in their flat off the 
Walworth Road in London. The pace was fast and 
quite dizzying, the acting excellent. 

Macbeth – Who is that Bloodied Man? (2007) - an 
outdoor show in the Old Quad. Characters on stilts, 
Nazi-looking motorcyclists, and burning palaces … 
this was a spectacle with minimal dialogue … 
“More the charred bones of Shakespeare's play 
than the flesh” said Lyn Gardner in The Guardian. 
So long as you were not expecting vanilla-
flavoured Macbeth then this was an inventive and 

spectacular production. 

Victoria (2007) - This powerful piece was based on 
an elderly woman, played by Dulcinea Langfelder, 
with senile dementia who struggled to recognise 
her visitors. Although her memory was fading her 
imagination was intact, as she danced the tango 
with her wheelchair as a partner and talked to her 
shadow.  This was a gentle, thoughtful piece of 
physical theatre on a difficult subject, witty and 
poignant. 

Scaramouche Jones (2008) - a one man show, written 
and performed by Justin Butcher and directed by 
Guy Masterson at the Assembly Rooms. It was 
orginally premiered in Dublin some years back 
when Pete Postlethwaite played Scaramouche, a 
clown who has decided to die on the eve of his 
100th birthday. The play deals with the colourful 
first 50 years of his life before he became a clown. 
As an aficionado of the one man show I have to say 
that this was up there with the very best of them. It 
was beautifully written, very well paced and, as 
one critic said, Butcher's performance was 
spellbinding. The lady in front of me on the way 
out was muttering to herself "amazing" - difficult to 
disagree with her.  
 
The Expert at the Card Table (2008) – Conjuror Guy 
Hollingworth, a very urbane and smooth 
performer, tells the story behind the book of the 
same name which was first published in 1901 and 
has never since been out of print. He chronicles the 
story of its author Samuel William Erdnase and his 
friend, the troubled con man Milton Franklin 
Andrews, interpersing the dark tale with amazing 
card tricks which get more impressive as the show 
goes on, particularly as he seldom stops the 
narrative to concentrate on the magic. 
 
It’s Always Right Now Until It’s Later (2010) – Daniel 
Kitson has been doing a storytelling piece at The 
Fringe for a number of years now, usually in 
addition to his stand-up show.  This was arguably 
his best so far. He managed effortlessly to mix the 
comic with the poignant. This particular piece 
covered the lives of two separate individuals who 
never met. 
 
The Sixteen (2010) – I came across them on the 
BBC’s excellent Sacred Music series. While I am 
something of a musical barbarian I thoroughly 
enjoyed their Greyfriars concert - music by Tomás 
Luis de Victoria and Juan Gutiérrez de Padilla, two 
Renaissance composers from Spain 
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Roadkill (2011) – a very harrowing but powerful 
play about people trafficking. It concerns a young 
Nigerian girl who is immediately forced into 
prostitution on arrival in the UK. The play takes 
place in a flat in Edinburgh’s New Town which 
adds to the drama but it means that the audience is 
limited to 13 punters. By chance we bumped into 
some of the cast at the Pleasance the following day 
and were able to talk to them about the production. 
It was their day off and they were in search of some 
light relief, which is unsurprising. It must be very 
draining for them. 
 
The Rape of Lucrece (2011) – this ranks among the 
very best one-man shows that I have ever seen. 
Gerard Logan was simply superb in this 
production of Shakespeare’s narrative poem with 
its minimalist set (a single white scarf!). His ability 
to make the language understandable from the 
beginning by his use of pace, pitch and pausing 
was something to be greatly admired. 
 
Mies Julie (2012) – a very powerful, smouldering re-
invention of Strindberg’s play by Yael Farber who 
moves it from a piece about class and gender in the 
late 19th century to cross-race relationships in 
modern-day South Africa. It is set on a Karoo farm 
where Julie, the white daughter of the farmer and 
“a feral cat on heat”, sets out to entice John, a black 
labourer whose family also work on the farm. 
   
Watt (2012) – a one-man show by Barry McGovern 
in an adaptation of Beckett’s novel. The critics did 
not seem to be overly enamoured, some 
complaining that it was too short (at 54 minutes). I 
thought that McGovern was excellent and his 
command of the large Royal Lyceum stage with no 
set was a wonder to behold. 
  
Quietly (2013) – a memorable play indeed. This 
Abbey Theatre production deals with the meeting 
in a Belfast pub of a Protestant bomber and the 
Catholic son of one of those who killed by the 
bomb in the very pub where it happened some 36 
years earlier. Playwright Owen McCafferty is very 
spare and precise in his language. Jimmy Fay’s 
direction is tight and tense throughout, while the 
actors Patrick O’Kane and Declan Conlan give 
tremendous performances. The effect on the 
audience is palpable. There was no coughing, no 
rustling of belongings, no movement at all … just 
absolute silence as we listened hard to every word 
and to every silence. 
   
Grounded (2013) – a production from The Gate, 
written by George Brant and directed by 

Christopher Hayden. A nameless high-octane 
female pilot goes from being one of the boys, 
someone who knows that she is good at her job, 
through marriage and pregnancy to end up as a 
drone pilot who works from a trailer in an 
American desert, a job which  ultimately leads her 
to question her sense of self. Lucy Ellinson gave a 
compelling performance in this one-woman show. 
  
The James Plays (2014) – an ambitious trilogy 
written by Rona Munro, covering James I, James II 
and James III of Scotland. The plays certainly 
showed how difficult it was to govern 15th century 
Scotland. Personally, I found James III the most 
satisfying, dramatically. They were arguably the 
National Theatre of Scotland’s most impressive 
productions since Black Watch. They were 
subsequently shown at the NT in London. 
 
Man to Man (2015) – a highly polished production 
of Manfred Karge’s play where Ella assumes the 
identity and the job of her dead husband Max in 
order to survive between the wars in Germany, and 
she continues with the deception long afterwards. 
Actor Margaret Ann Bain slips easily between 
genders and class, giving an excellent solo 
performance. 
 
Various performance poets over the years, most 
notably John Hegley, Roger McGough and Luke 
Wright. 
 
Various comedians over the years, most notably 
Rory Bremner, Bill Bailey, Jerry Sadowitz (plus 
magic), Will Durst and Rich Hall (in the guise of 
Otis Lee Crenshaw). 
 
In 2010 we saw Tim Vine’s Joke-amotive which I 
really enjoyed. Tim does puns (lots and lots of 
them, almost without pausing). I defy anybody not 
to laugh within a minute of the start of his show. 
He resembles Tommy Cooper in some ways 
although he operates at a much faster pace. It is 
obvious from reading reviews of his shows that he 
is not the critics’ cup of tea although they are 
forced to accept that he is extremely popular with 
us punters! 
 
Finally, more on Dance and Physical Theatre.  
Particular mention should be made of Derevo, the 
inventive Russian company that has appeared on 
The Fringe a number of times, most recently with 
Mephisto Waltz (2012) and Harlekin in 2010.  Other 
enjoyable shows in recent years have included: All 
Wear Bowlers (2005), Bale de Rua (2008) and Grupo 
Corpo (2010). 
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