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Edinburgh is a city whose history is written on its face. The turbulence of its early centuries is even today evoked by the appearance of the ‘Royal Mile’ running from the Castle to the Abbey and Palace of Holyrood. This, and its immediate environs, represent the core of the Old Town, and centuries of ‘progress’ have not significantly changed its atmosphere. Executions, murders, riots, processions, celebrations – the history of the Old Town is packed with these, as the following pages will show. Old names like Lawnmarket, Grassmarket, Cowgate, Canongate, survive to remind us of Edinburgh’s past, while to the north the elegant street patterns and classical buildings suggest a quieter and more rational world, that of the New Town, evoking the ideals of order and ‘improvement’ of the Edinburgh literati of the late eighteenth century. If you walk from the High Street down the Mound to Princes Street and then to the streets running parallel to Princes Street to the north, you are walking from the Middle Ages to the Age of Enlightenment; if you go south across the Meadows to the Marchmont and Warrender area, the sombre rows of solidly built flats show that you have emerged into the respectabilities of the Victorian middle class. There are all kinds of social, architectural and topographical distinctions in between these, and one of the pleasures of walking in Edinburgh is discovering them and reading the social, political, and even intellectual history of the city in its streets and buildings.

Edinburgh’s history over many centuries was shadowed by the continual struggle of English kings to dominate Scotland. Then the Reformation brought both religious and political feuding, with Covenanters against Royalist Episcopalians, and the public execution in the city of the Marquis of Montrose on the Royalist side and of two successive Earls of Argyll on the covenanting side, shocking the populace into an awareness of the price of such conflicts while at the same time providing them with memorable exhibitions.

The fierce debates that took place in the Scottish Parliament in Edinburgh in the four years preceding the Union of 1707 were reflected in popular unrest and street rioting. The Edinburgh mob in the early eighteenth century was a force to be reckoned with, as the Porteous Riots of 1736 so clearly demonstrate, but as the century proceeded the ideals of the Scottish Enlightenment prevailed more and more, and Edinburgh became increasingly respectable. By Victorian times it was such a respectable city, at least on the surface, that it provoked rebellion on the part of young bohemians like Robert Louis Stevenson.

Edinburgh was never, however, a homogeneous city. Theological passion and a love of dancing, like love of theatrical shows and a bitter religious disapproval of the theatre, could co-exist in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries; and even in its most Calvinist moods the city rarely missed an occasion for celebration. Edinburgh and its inhabitants could be both drab and colourful, self-controlled and passionate, dull and exciting. Today, with the Edinburgh International Festival annually giving the old gray city a lively continental air, these contradictions are as visible as ever.

*

Long before Edinburgh emerged into history, volcanic activity had formed the rocks and hills over which later slow glacier movement carved the shapes which were to determine the pattern of the medieval city. The rock on which a fortress was built by the ancient British inhabitants – called in British Celtic ‘Dineiden’, ‘fortress of the hill slope’, ‘Dun-Eideann’ in Gaelic – lies at the western edge of a ridge on which the original city was constructed. The present Edinburgh Castle is the descendant of that original fortress, which was many times rebuilt throughout the centuries, and the name ‘Edinburgh’ represents the replacement of the Celtic ‘Din’ by the Old English equivalent ‘Burgh’ as a result of the conquest of a considerable part of southern Scotland by Northumbrians in the seventh century. But the Gaelic-speaking MacAlpin line of kings pushed east and south from their Argyllshire base and by the tenth century had made Dunedin, as they called it (though the Anglian form of Edinburgh remained, and eventually took over), a part of Scotland.

Under the shelter of the protective fortress to the west, merchants and others settled, and by 1329, when King Robert I granted to the burgh of Edinburgh its earliest surviving charter, it was clearly a centre of some importance, with the Abbey of Holyrood, founded by David I in 1128, lying at the eastern end of the ridge running from the Castle: first the Castle, then the Lawnmarket and the High Street, then (entering now the separate burgh of Canongate) eastward along the Canongate (Canons’ Way or Road) to Holyrood. Along this line the city of Edinburgh grew up, crowded, noisy and smelly. Significant expansion to the north and south of the ridge was made difficult by natural features. To the north were marshy ground and the Craig Burn which was dammed and made into the Nor’ Loch for defensive purposes in the mid-fifteenth century; and although the Grassmarket and the Cowgate developed in the fifteenth century to the south below the Castle and the eastward ridge, the lie of the land was not conducive to further southward expansion on any scale. Essentially, the shape of medieval Edinburgh was that of a herring-bone, with little ‘wynds’ and ‘closes’ going off at right angles from the main spine, packed with wood-framed houses.

This shape remained until the second part of the eighteenth century. In general, it could be said that before the mid-eighteenth century the city expanded upward rather than sideways, with tall buildings (‘lands’) that were the astonishment of visitors accommodating numbers of families in what might almost be called vertical streets. We first see it as a city of merchants and craftsmen, but also increasingly as a royal city. Malcolm III made the Castle a principal if intermittent royal residence in the eleventh century, and in 1124 David I made it a permanent royal residence. The Palace of Holyroodhouse was founded by James IV in 1498, beside the Abbey. Though the concept of a capital city was slow to develop, the Stewart kings gradually came to accept Edinburgh as the chief city of their kingdom and by the sixteenth century it was generally regarded as the capital.

It was in the eighteenth century that the city began to expand on any real scale, first to the south, between the High Street and the Burgh Loch (which was partially drained in the late sixteenth century, and fully drained, to become the Meadows, in the eighteenth); then to the north after the draining of the Nor’ Loch and the bridging of the valley. But the city of which we get the first descriptions is the medieval city, the crowded town on the ridge, with the Nor’ Loch to the north, the Grassmarket and the Cowgate to the south, and its centre in the broad High Street by the High Kirk of St Giles, the old Tolbooth, and the Mercat Cross. The Mercat Cross stood at the south side of the High Street, east of St Giles’s, from the fourteenth century until 1756; in 1885 William Ewart Gladstone was responsible for the erection of a restored Cross on the old site.

Attempts by successive English kings to subdue Scotland were finally defeated by Scotland’s victory over England at the battle of Bannockburn in 1314, but this did not mean that English armies were no longer a threat to Edinburgh. After the disastrous defeat of the Scottish army at Flodden in 1513, when James IV and the flower of his nobility were killed, Edinburgh anticipated an attack by the English army and built the famous Flodden wall as a defence. (The attack did not in fact materialize.) This wall, which was not finished until 1560, defined the Ancient Royalty or official limits of the burgh of Edinburgh for more than two centuries.

The 1540s were a particularly dangerous time for Edinburgh. On the death of James V in 1542, which left his infant daughter, Mary, as Queen of Scots, pro-French and pro-English factions confronted each other. Henry VIII tried to dissuade the Scots from looking to her old ally France and arranging a French marriage for Mary, by trying to arrange a marriage between Mary and his son Edward; and when the pro-French faction blocked this, he sent the Earl of Hertford to Scotland with an army designed to coerce the Scots into agreeing to his scheme: this was known as the ‘rough wooing’. The Earl of Hertford’s army landed at Leith and proceeded to burn much of Edinburgh, including the abbey and palace of Holyrood: a contemporary drawing shows the burnt roofs of houses flanking the High Street, but also indicates that behind the wooden fronts were walls of stone, which survived. Edinburgh was attacked again by the Duke of Somerset’s army in 1547, when much damage was inflicted. The terrorizing of Edinburgh by English troops only stopped after the arrival of a French army in 1548 and the defeat of English forces in France in 1550.

The Scottish Parliament of 1560 formally proclaimed Protestantism the religion of the country and ushered in a period of civil strife marked by conflict between the pro-French and pro-Mary Catholic faction and their Protestant opponents. In 1561 Mary returned from France, where she had spent the preceding thirteen years, landing at Leith before making a ceremonial entry into Edinburgh. Within six years her enemies had prevailed and she was forced to abdicate in favour of her infant son. When he was thirteen years old, in 1579, James VI made a ceremonial entry into Edinburgh. As he grew older, and defined and asserted his policies, it became clear that his favouring of episcopacy as the proper form of church government (‘No Bishop, No King’) would lead to clashes with Scottish Presbyterians, and such clashes became a feature of Scottish history and of Edinburgh life in the reign of King James and of his son Charles I.

James was a literate, indeed a pedantic king, and he encouraged the Town Council of Edinburgh to build a College for the town, granting a royal charter for that purpose in 1582. In 1617, pleased with its progress, he ordered that the Town’s College, as it was generally called, should be known in future by the name of King James’s College. This is now the University of Edinburgh.

When James VI inherited the throne of England in 1603 and went south to become James I of England (while retaining his title of James VI of Scotland), Edinburgh ceased to be a city housing a royal court. James boasted that after 1603 he governed Scotland by his pen, but although political power now lay in the south, Scotland, with its fierce religious passions and the commitment of much of its Lowland population to Presbyterianism and Calvinism, played a crucial part in the civil wars of the seventeenth century, when Edinburgh was deeply involved in the protests against Charles I’s attempts to impose Anglican forms on Scottish worship, and in the shifting political attitudes of Presbyterians. Charles I was crowned King of Scotland (not, as was traditional, King of Scots) in the Abbey Church of Holyrood in 1633, and in the same year made Edinburgh into an episcopal see, so that the High Kirk of St Giles now became St Giles’s Cathedral, which it remained until the abolition of episcopacy in the Church of Scotland in 1639. (It was re-established as a cathedral at the Restoration in 1660 and returned to its status as the High Kirk of St Giles at the Glorious Revolution of 1689.) 1633 also saw the foundation of the Tron Kirk, designed by John Mylne, by the public weighing-beam about midway between St Giles and the Netherbow Port. The building of Parliament House, just south of St Giles’s, to house the Scottish Parliament was begun in 1632 and completed in 1639. This was the time when the English traveller Sir William Brereton visited Edinburgh.

After the young Charles II’s acceptance of the demands of the Covenanters in 1649, the Scottish army under David Leslie switched sides to support the royalist cause against Cromwell, by whom they were totally defeated at the Battle of Dunbar in 1650. Cromwell entered Edinburgh on 7 September of that year, four days after the battle. His troops did considerable damage to the city, destroying some of the churches (including Lady Yester’s Kirk, built in 1644) and the High School, and causing a disastrous fire at Holyroodhouse where they were quartered. Cromwell later restored Holyrood, in an inferior style. In 1654, after General Monck’s completion of the Cromwellian conquest of Scotland, England, Scotland and Ireland were united in a Commonwealth which lasted until the Restoration of 1660.

Political and religious controversy continued in Scotland and in Edinburgh from the Restoration until the Glorious Revolution of 1689, with continued government attacks on the Covenanters and violent debates about religion. But this was also a time of cultural growth in Edinburgh. The very man who harried the Covenanters (who called him ‘Bluidy Mackenzie’), Sir George Mackenzie of Rosehaugh, put Scots law on a new footing with his Discourse on the Law and Customs of Scotland in Matters Criminal in 1674 and this in turn helped to make Edinburgh the great legal centre it became in the next century. Mackenzie also founded the Advocates’ Library in Edinburgh (now the National Library of Scotland), and wrote works of fiction and philosophy. James Dalrymple, first Viscount Stair, made an even greater contribution to the provision of a coherent system and philosophy for Scots law in his Institutions of the Law of Scotland (1671) known to generations of law students in Scotland. It was at this time, too, that Edinburgh emerged as a centre of medical studies. In 1667 Sir Robert Sibbald and Dr Andrew Balfour founded the Physic Garden for which the magistrates provided part of the garden of Trinity Hospital (founded in the late fifteenth century on the site of the present Waverley Station): this later became the Royal Botanic Garden, now situated in the north of the city. Its head gardener was the botanist James Sutherland, who later became Edinburgh University’s first professor of botany. In 1685 Sibbald became the first professor of medicine at Edinburgh, and together with Balfour and others, founded the Royal College of Physicians in the city in 1681. Edinburgh went on in the eighteenth century to become one of the great medical centres of the world.

If 1603 brought a change in the status of Edinburgh with the departure of the royal court, 1707 – the year in which the Scottish Parliament voted for an incorporating union with England – brought an even more momentous change. Edinburgh would no longer have a Parliament of its own sitting in Edinburgh, with its ceremonial ‘riding’ preceding the opening, but henceforth Scottish members would sit as a permanent minority in the Parliament at Westminster. Many unionists believed that the names of both Scotland and England would disappear, and Scotland would become ‘North Britain’. Throughout the eighteenth century, and later, a considerable number of people, both Scots and English, did call Scotland ‘North Britain’, although almost nobody called England ‘South Britain’. But the problem was more than a matter of nomenclature. What was the nature of Scottish identity after the Union and what was the character and function of its capital city, Edinburgh? The Union left Scotland with three elements unchanged: its religion, its legal establishment and its educational system. The law and the church took over, in some respects, the guardianship of Scottish nationhood, and in Edinburgh especially, home of the Court of Session and the High Court of Justiciary, men of law were leaders of opinion. Historians, philosophers, literary critics, even agricultural improvers were more often than not trained in Scots law, and the advocates (Scottish equivalent of the English barristers) of Edinburgh were the social elite of the city. The prestige of law in Edinburgh lasted into the nineteenth century and beyond: both Walter Scott and Robert Louis Stevenson, Edinburgh men, were trained in the law and became advocates. As for the Church of Scotland, the burden of carrying a sense of Scottish nationhood proved hard, and splits and secessions developed as different groups claimed to speak for the religious conscience of the nation. But in Edinburgh the rise of Moderatism, a genteel form of humane Christianity that abandoned the harsher tenets of Calvinism, went hand in hand with a remarkable efflorescence of cultural life. The beginning of this efflorescence may be traced to the latter part of the seventeenth century, but the second half of the eighteenth century produced something much more remarkable than anything earlier.

This was the Scottish Enlightenment, which was not confined to Edinburgh (Glasgow played a significant part, and Aberdeen hardly less) but which flourished more richly in Edinburgh than elsewhere. The men of the Enlightenment, the literati as they liked to call themselves in Edinburgh, for the most part accepted the Union and thought of themselves as British as well as Scots. They were both proud of being Scots and eager to show that Scotland could demonstrate British intellectual life at its best. They made Edinburgh famous as an intellectual centre in Europe and America. David Hume, the greatest philosopher of his time and one of the greatest of any time; Adam Smith, the founder of Political Economy; William Cullen, physicist, chemist and pioneer in medical research and teaching; James Hutton, the founder of modern geology; Joseph Black, the distinguished chemist; William Robertson, the founder of modern historiography; Henry Home, Lord Kames, jurist, literary critic, philosopher, and agricultural improver; Lord Monboddo, philosopher, judge, anthropologist – these are only some of the distinguished names associated with the Scottish Enlightenment. In almost every area of human endeavour the aim was improvement – improvement of man’s understanding of his own mind and body; of the nature of human society, its modes of developing and changing, and its cultural products; improvement in man’s understanding of the natural world; improvement in ways of doing things that would increase human welfare and comfort.
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