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Project 1 
 
Advocate’s Close – Morgan McDonnell Architecture Ltd 
 
Situated in the heart of Edinburgh Old Town, this historic site was formerly occupied by the 
City of Edinburgh Council and encompasses an area of 9 listed buildings over 11 storeys 
and bridging 2 closes between the High St, Cockburn St and Market St. The closes drop 
almost 9 storeys from top to bottom, and it is this change in level, along with the buildings 
age range from 16th to mid-20th centuries and the lack of vehicular access into the site, that 
represented the main challenges of the project. 
 
While many of the buildings are listed, the majority have been much altered since their 
construction including reckless internal subdivisions, removal of upper storeys from buildings 
and the termination of public footpaths. 
 
Our challenge was to form a vibrant new quarter in the Old Town that combined the 
rehabilitation of historic buildings and re-opening of closed-off streets, with sympathetic 
alterations to modernise the spaces. 
 
Working closely with the local planning department, other statutory bodies and through 
public consultations, we developed our scheme to reflect these requirements and achieved a 
detailed consent within 6 months of lodging a planning application. 
 
We designed a new public square and new pedestrian link, re-opened previously blocked-off 
Roxburgh’s Close and re-landscaped Roxburgh’s Court to form an outdoor terrace to a new 
restaurant. These proposals aimed to increase street activity and pedestrian movement 
through the site, thereby adding vibrancy to the area. 
 
We also built sympathetic additions to the flat roofs. Our new additions include the formation 
of roof gardens or terraces and new rooftop extensions to replace previously removed upper 
floors, including reinstating the sites former stepped roofscape. The new additions have 
been designed so that there is a clear historical distinction between old and new – this is 
entirely characteristic of the building process in the Old Town, while attempting to unify the 
different elements through the careful selection of building materials. 
 
Internally we re-worked the floor layouts to accommodate the serviced apartment units on 
the upper levels, which are accessed from the revitalised Roxburgh’s Court. The apartments 
vary in size from studio to 4-bed units. All have been designed so that primary living spaces 
are bright, spacious and with either views across a public open space onto a main street or 
across Edinburgh’s spectacular skyline. 
 
At street level throughout the site we have accommodated a variety of commercial units 
including a restaurant, offices and a bar/ bistro. 
 
Due to the large number and varying age range of the buildings on the site, a variety of 
external materials were present. The majority of the buildings were built of exposed random 
rubble or ashlar stonework, however later alterations had grey cement render finishes or 
exposed brickwork and concrete. 
 
With our material palette, we have attempted to unify these disparate elements by replacing 
the grey cement with a cream coloured render and used sandstone, cast granite, slate, dark 
grey terracotta, hardwood and zinc for new building elements. Windows in the new parts of 
the building are dark grey powder coated aluminium to complement the surrounding cladding 
in contrast with the existing windows which are repainted white. 
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Project 2 

Grassmarket Community Project – Gareth Hoskins Architects 

Since formation in the 17th century Greyfriars Kirk has been supporting disadvantaged citizens 

in the Grassmarket area of Edinburgh. In recent times this has been facilitated through its 

ownership of the Kirkhouse at the foot of Candlemaker Row, within the Edinburgh Old Town 

World Heritage Site and conservation area. There, in association with charitable organisation 

The Grassmarket Mission, food, shelter and advice is provided to people experiencing 

homelessness and deep social exclusion. Like so much of the city the Kirkhouse is occupied 

by a theatre group for the duration of the Fringe Festival. 

Having outgrown their premises the Kirk commissioned the refurbishment and extension of 

the Kirkhouse through the development of land situated behind it, immediately to the north of 

the grade ‘A’ listed Greyfriars Kirkyard. The site, landlocked on three sides offered only the 

short Candlemaker Row frontage for access and egress, with its southern boundary formed 

by the 16th century Kirkyard retaining wall, the head of which is approximately 8m above the 

ground level of the site. Tenements to the north and George Heriot’s school buildings to the 

west prevent access from elsewhere and limit views out towards the old town back courts. 

The Kirk’s requirement for continuous provision of services to their vulnerable user group 

brought about a phased approach. Phase 1 saw a brief refurbishment of the Kirkhouse in 2010 

comprising vital repairs and upgrading of the interiors to form the new wood workshop and a 

small training kitchen. 

Phase two involved a new extension to rear of the Kirkhouse providing additional 

accommodation for the users including a larger training kitchen, as well as dedicated 

classroom space and a new multipurpose room, beneath the wood workshop. The main focus 

of the new extension is the community hall, a multipurpose venue for rent, to provide a vital 

income stream to fund social enterprise activities. 

The building is organised carefully to make the most of the limited views out and to bring 

natural light and ventilation into the landlocked, internal spaces. The facade to the courtyard 

off Candlemaker Row presents a simple smooth glass wall spanning between pre-existing, 

rough rubble tenement walls. A timber colonnade sits in front of this emphasising the new 

entrance and drawing visitors away from the original entrance, which will no longer be used. 

Behind the facade sits the main double height hub space, through which all visitors and users 

of the building enter and from where all functions/spaces are visible, including the link to the 

existing Kirkhouse. The hub is used as a community cafe with members employed to prepare 

and serve food 

The main double height hall sits directly behind the hub and runs parallel with the Kirkyard 

wall, employing a series of large rooflights to provide a view up to mature trees in the Kirkyard 

whilst allowing light to pour into the deep, enclosed site. Along with the ability to provide 

blackout conditions and complete sound isolation from the rest of the building, the hall has 

been fitted out with technology appropriate for a small theatre venue, recognising a key 

potential market for income generation. 
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Project 3 

Scottish Water – The Bridge – Reiach & Hall Architects 

 

The site was challenging, located between a low quality edge-of-town Business Park and 

open moorland, meaning we needed to create a new place that would give visitors / staff an 

atmosphere of quality and a sense of arrival.  

Our first ideas were centred on a new landscape which would highlight the quality and 

ambition we had for the project – we looked at gardens of the great country houses as a 

precedent of how to deliver places of lasting substance and delight, in previously wild 

environments. The grandeur and formality of these are in the spirit of the site layout 

proposals - with a very ordered and considered hierarchy; A new avenue is lined with low 

hedging which then sub-divides the expansive site and landscape into some more discrete 

zones; Parking and roads are then arranged within this ordered (planting) structure; with the 

new building and entrance designed to engage with and address this formal landscape axis 

on arrival. 

For us, architecture is about creating useful and sustainable spaces and places, we aspire to 

buildings that uplift and support the human condition - a building should be in the backdrop 

to daily life, but have an enduring value that can generate imaginative and stimulating 

environments surpassing occupier / visitors expectations.   

The building brief had provided a schedule of accommodation and target area and with the 

principal ambition of a sustainable and naturally ventilated new office, the building and office 

floors were drawn at 13.5m wide.  This ensured that everyone had a desk no more than 6m 

from the office perimeter wall and this would enable good quality light, natural ventilation and 

a view for all. 

We were focused on this user friendly, sustainable and naturally ventilated new office which 

also allowed the building to be organised around a dramatic central space - A new Grand 

Room and civic space for Scottish Water- the shared atrium was un-briefed and has become 

a civic space for Scottish Water, while at the same time satisfying the need for an efficient 

plan form.  It is protected from the weather and has become a wonderful staff amenity for 

everyone to use – linked at either end by bridges, which are widened to form shared 

breakout spaces each overlooking both the atrium and entrance – it brings a source of 

activity and life to the building as well as a core for stairs and communal facilities.   

The building itself has a varying sense of scale, led mostly by orientation / ambitions for a 

sustainable and passive building system.   

To the east the double-height colonnaded facade is formed with facing brick / cast stone and 

is detached from the weathered envelop, creating a deep façade. This provides a rhythm of 

light and shade and it's detachment from the glazing; space planning enables its proportions 

to be carefully finessed.  

To the south and west the masonry elevations have a significant depth throwing shadow on 

the glass to ensure solar gain does not affect the internal environment. To the north where 

solar gain is not an issue, the façade has a more flush expression. 
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Project 4 

Commonwealth Games Athletes' Village – RMJM Architecture Ltd 
 
 
This project was won as part of a Glasgow City Council competitive bid to design and deliver 
the Commonwealth Games Village. The site and the buildings within it have been designed 
to achieve the following primary aims; 
 
• Create a new neighbourhood in Dalmarnock which will serve to raise the bar for 
regeneration of deprived parts of Glasgow post 2014. 
 
• Connect with the existing communities and re-connect the area with the River Clyde. 
 
• Provide 700 New Homes of mixed tenure and type. 
 
• Provide flexible accommodation capable of housing up to 6500 athletes during the 2014 
Commonwealth Games. 
 
Site 
The 32.5 hectare site adjoins the River Clyde and was originally used for a variety of 
industrial, housing and educational uses. In the late 20th Century the site had fallen into 
severe neglect and dereliction, effectively cutting local communities off from the river. The 
site was intensively remediated by Glasgow City Council prior to infrastructure works 
commencing, ensuring preservation of the existing wildlife established along the river bank.  
 
Design Intent 
The masterplan has been designed to re-establish Dalmarnock as an attractive and 
sustainable community from which further regeneration can spread across the east end.   
A wide variety of housing types, apartments, and a 120 bed Glasgow City Council care 
home have been integrated with landscape and infrastructure design which is intended to; 
 
• Create a distinctly different and identifiable new city district which offers an alternative 
approach to the traditional housing development, and which will engender ownership and 
pride. 
 
• Create robust and legible patterns of development with a scale, density, and variety of form 
appropriate to the site’s outer urban location. 
 
• Offer house types which are; distinctly modern and appealing in their appearance, benefit 
from generous glazing, all have private external gardens or terraces designed to suit all age 
groups and family circumstances. 
 
• Give priority to pedestrians and cyclists through the creation of new ‘green lane’ routes and 
shared surfaces, keeping main routes across the site free of vehicles as far as possible. 
 
• Reinforce the integrity of this new place by creating a landscaped setting which integrates 
buildings, communal landscape, SUDS features and play spaces, and connects these to the 
existing Clydeside walk and cycle way. 
 
Housing 
A wide variety of house types and apartments have been designed to provide a sustainable 
mix of products which can adapt to residents’ changing needs. These include; two, three, 
and four bedroom terraced house types, one and two bedroom apartments, four bedroom 
detached villas and semi-detached townhouses, and three bedroom maisonettes. 
 



All housing on the site benefits from an environmental strategy based on a ‘fabric first’ 
approach allied with complementary energy saving / renewable energy technologies; 
 
- High Levels of thermal insulation and high performance window systems 
- High Levels of air tightness < ‘3’ 
- Mechanical Ventilation with Heat Recovery  
- Roof Mounted Photo Voltaic Cells 
- Central Heating Systems served from a site wide District Heating System. 
 
Care Home 
The care home has been designed to set a new standard for future public and private 
facilities within the city. An aim was to appear as non-institutional as possible, so domestic 
scale has been employed where practicable. 
 
It adopts or exceeds all current standards for space, facilities and dementia design best 
practice. Bedrooms are all en-suite and incorporate all services and systems required to 
deliver the conditions and care levels determined by the Care Commission.  
 
The building has achieved a BREEAM excellent rating. 
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Project 5 

Buchanan Gardens – BDP 
 
 
BDP were appointed by Land Securities to design a contemporary approach to ‘City Living’ 
in the heart of Glasgow.  The project combines retail and residential at the north end of 
Buchanan Street.  
 
Our concept was based around the idea of creating an oasis formed by a roof garden in the 
centre of Glasgow.  Buchanan Gardens has become this oasis in the city with an exciting 
and innovative residential development over a strong retail foundation. 
 
The 49 bespoke apartments are designed and built to the very highest specification, offering 
luxurious and contemporary living, while the sky garden creates a haven of peace and 
tranquillity in the heart of Scotland’s most vibrant city. 
 
The one, two and three bedroom, single and duplex apartments offering a variety of choice 
have been awarded eco-home status.  With the inclusion of a resident’s gym, private lounge, 
locker facilities, cycle storage and a bio-diverse communal garden the project aims to cater 
for contemporary urban living, giving access to the outdoors. 
 
The site extends to an area of approximately 5,000 m2 in the heart of Glasgow’s prime retail 
quarter. 
The site forms a major urban plot within the Glasgow city grid and is bounded by Buchanan 
Street to the east, Bath Street to the north, West Nile Street to the west and the category A 
listed Athenaeum building to the south. The east/ west suburban underground rail line runs 
below the southern edge of the site and the Buchanan Street subway entrance is located 
adjacent to the south east corner of the site. 
 
The scheme comprises 11,187 sq m (120,420 sq ft) of retail at lower levels with residential 
above. The scheme creates retail units of a variety of sizes facing onto Buchanan Street. 
They are two to three storeys high and provide an appropriate level of flexibility to allow 
expansion or contraction. A single large retail unit has been located at the southern end of 
the site. This unit extends the full width of the site linking onto West Nile Street. The 
remaining units decrease in size as they extend up Buchanan Street. 
 
On West Nile Street a listed façade is retained and incorporated into the proposal with the 
existing entrance forming the entrance to the residential above. A second access point to the 
residential level is located off Bath Street. 
 
Material selection is quite varied responding to the varying city context.    
 
The principle public façade is Jura Limestone, which forms the frame for zinc cladding and 
stainless steel facings. 
 
The internal space is much softer with a rendered façade facing into the roof garden. 
The project was fully let prior to completion for all the residential and the retail which 
strengthens the case for similar developments of this nature in city environments. 
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Project 6 

261 West Princes Street – Elder and Cannon Architects 
 
 
Located on the site of a pre-existing Drill Hall set within the restricted confines of a tenement 
backcourt, a relatively discreet development of two new blocks of student residences 
providing 66 flats has been constructed, linked to an associated conversion of the existing 
red sandstone former Ballet School on West Princes Street. In total the development 
provides 103 self-contained studio apartments. 
 
Prior to the development the site consisted of the tenemental sandstone former army offices 
and a large rear court drill hall, designed by George Bell of Clarke and Bell in 1895 – 7 for 
the 5th Battalion of the Cameronians (Scottish Rifles), and housed a collection of out-
buildings of varying scale and character. More recently these were occupied by Scottish 
Ballet for their Ballet School and prop storage, but with their transfer to their new Tramway 
home, these buildings became vacant and sat unused. 
 
The development reuses the tenemental Ballet School building on West Princes Street and 
introduces two new blocks to form a coherent grouping to the rear that, with the removal of 
the Drill Hall, greatly opens up the site to afford amenity and improved aspect and daylight, 
not least for the neighbouring residents. 
 
The design approach is essentially simple and rational, arranging these new build blocks in a 
clear relationship with the existing buildings to create a series of courtyards that are 
perceived as large outdoor garden rooms. Otherwise hidden, these can be glimpsed from 
the street via the tall existing pend that provided access to the Drill Hall. 
 
The scale of each block was refined to be appropriate to the neighbouring tenements yet 
subservient to them, with the blocks sitting comfortably within the arena of the backcourt and 
forming appropriate frontages to the adjacent school building, the new courtyard and the 
surrounding tenements. 
 
The blocks are clad in brushed aluminium panels, reflecting the light and brightening the 
courtyards, with rooms set in a rigorous grid featuring full height glazed screens creating an 
openness and community feel to the student accommodation. Communal facilities, including 
a lounge, study room and informal break out spaces add to the student experience. 
 
In its overall resolution the development has created a well composed and enjoyable 
sequence of spaces that provides a very high quality environment for students, greatly 
improves the amenity and civility of the rear court for existing residents, and illustrates the 
potential for student residence projects to sensitively contribute to the regeneration of our 
cities. 
 
The project was a Design and Build and was completed for the start of term in September 
2013. 
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Project 7 

The SSE Hydro – Foster + Partners 

 

The Hydro joins the Clyde Auditorium on the northern edge of the River Clyde to create a 

new entertainment destination within the redevelopment of Glasgow’s former docks. A highly 

flexible indoor venue, the 12,500-capacity arena provides a combination of fixed, retractable 

and removable seating to enable a wide range of different staging and concert layouts – it 

can also be configured for a number of sporting events. 

The building’s form is generated from the inside-out by the seating, which wraps around the 

stage above ground level and rises toward the front, optimising the viewing angle and 

drawing the audience closer to the excitement of the performance. The roof canopy follows 

this distinctive angled profile, rising away from the busy main road to the rear to reveal a 

dramatic 40-metre-high elevation to the south – its dramatic structure spans 120 metres in a 

shallow dome of diagonally latticed steelwork, weighing 1,400 tonnes. The facades are clad 

in translucent ETFE panels, onto which patterns and images can be projected, and which 

can be illuminated to make the building glow like a beacon for the new quarter at night.  

The main entrance is to the south of the arena, via a generous top-lit lobby. A second, fully 

glazed high-level atrium gives visitors panoramic views of the waterfront and leads to further 

facilities, including a dedicated VIP floor with boxes and club seats. The practice designed 

every detail, from the signage to the cushioned arena seats, which were developed 

specifically for the project with the manufacturer. The bold primary colour palette of the 

circulation spaces was devised in collaboration with graphic designer, Per Arnoldi.  

Designed to reduce energy demands, the scheme combines natural and mechanical 

ventilation – fresh air is drawn into the building above the entrances, and vented at a high 

level. The SSE Hydro is integrated with the district-wide public transport and the surrounding 

landscaping provides a valuable new civic amenity – the building is set back from the river, 

opening up the water’s edge and framing a new public space between the arena and 

conference centre. In addition, a low concrete bank curves around the base of the arena, 

concealing catering and support spaces and providing an attractive green, landscaped 

plinth. 
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Project 8 

Clydebank East Workshops – Elder and Cannon Architects 
 
 
Elder and Cannon have been working on the masterplan of a new industrial estate in 
Clydebank and have carried out the design and completion of the first phase of workshop 
units for the development. The masterplan covers both sides of John Knox Street, with the 
first phase a difficult, linear strip sitting between two other vacant sites outwith the clients 
ownership on Glasgow Road, one of the major roads into Clydebank. 
 
The Client’s brief required a very sustainable and ‘food-capable’ solution to the shell units 
that would also provide a distinctive contribution to the approach into Clydebank. Our 
competition winning design proposed an innovative concrete construction to provide an air-
tight, highly insulated and robust envelope for the workshops. The concrete also offered an 
immediate solution to making the units food-ready for prospective tenants, making a 
substrate for new hygienic paint technologies that minimise the need for expensive wall 
claddings normally required by Environmental Health while remaining suitable for other uses. 
The design is dominated by gold and black feature rooflights, above a simple and affordable 
metal clad base, its form drawing on the principles of the sawtooth roof forms of modernist 
industrial developments. The striking black steel cladding selected has an unusually deep 
profile that gives the elevation relief and shadow, helping the building to develop its own 
character and quality through the subtly different play of light it provides. This is contrasted 
by tall set-back shutter and pass door arrangements to each unit that together generate a 
colonnade frontage to the building that delivers a refined image. 
 
The large rooflight forms developed from a design strategy that sought to achieve a 
comprehensive passive environmental solution for each unit that would afford excellent 
daylighting and natural ventilation for the base-build while providing a controlled zone for 
tenants with high intensity catering requirements to fit their own flues and vents without 
affecting the overall appearance or integrity of the building envelope. The very high levels of 
insulation, daylighting, and ventilation achieved full Section 6 compliance for predicted uses 
without the need for expensive bolt-ons or renewable technologies to offset their energy 
consumption. The design is fully flexible, subdivisible to a 50m2 module, and currently offers 
spaces ranging up to 250m2 in 7 units, and through modest alterations will be adaptable to 
changing tenancy requirements. 
 
The frontage onto Glasgow Road features a light box with art work developed through a 
competition we ran with design students in Clydebank College, with the prize for the winning 
student an internship to work in the practice to realise their design in detail. Laura Shaw’s 
design features an optimistic take on the crest for West Dunbartonshire Council, combining 
the dove of peace and cogs of industry into a flight of birds which illuminate at night against 
the black field of the building. 
 
The project was delivered to a fixed price contract through Hub West Scotland and 
completed in December 2013. 
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Project 9 

The Birks Cinema, Aberfeldy – Robin Baker Architects 

 

1. Location 

The Birks Cinema, situated on the corner of Aberfeldy Town Square, opened in 1939 and 

closed as a cinema in 1985.  

The Friends of the Birks Cinema purchased the building in 2010, with a Town Centre 

Regeneration Fund grant, when it had been completely disused & empty for 5 years and was 

on the Buildings at Risk Register. 

 

2. Design 

The 'Snowcrete' rendered Art Deco facade fronts a functional shed of roughcast rendered 

brick with pitched steel roof trusses with curved bottom chords.  

The original cinema housed 450 people in a largely unheated space.  

The renovated building has a 100 seat auditorium and a double height cafe bar with two new 

large windows in the West elevation, allowing sun and daylight into the cafe and opening up 

views both in and out to the town square.  

Intervention to the main facade has been limited to improve the views in and out whilst 

respecting the Art Deco design with a glass entrance lobby into the main cafe space. 

Birks, being Scots for birch trees, has inspired a woodland theme for the interior design.  

The acoustic wall finishes in the auditorium represent an abstract woodland scene with tall 

narrow panels with recessed vertical lights.   

A birch woodland transfer provides the safety manifestation on the glass entrance lobby 

along with large letter Bs reminiscent of the original décor. 

 

3. Energy 

The cinema was designed to exceed the 2010 Buildings Standards by approx 30% and is 

constructed to the 2013 standards.  

The building is very well insulated and is heated by a pair of 30kW gas boilers. There are heat 

recovery units in the auditorium and kitchen ventilation systems. 

Air conditioning is limited to the highly sensitive projector enclosure & the control room. 

Underfloor cooling of the auditorium, during peak summer temperatures, is achieved by 

diverting the air supply through pipes encased in concrete below the floor. 

 

4. Landscaping 

The area around the cinema was identified as being of poor visual quality in the Aberfeldy 

Conservation Area Appraisal.  



When approached Perth & Kinross Council offered to repave the street to the south and 

west, dramatically improving the setting of the building and integrating the cinema into the 

square. 

The entrance ramp and plinth has flame textured granite paving and curved steps with 

polished stainless steel handrailing. 

 

5. Town Centre Regeneration 

Where there was a large derelict building, casting a shadow over the town centre, there is 

now a restored Art Deco cinema, which is a testament to the determined effort of Charlotte 

Flower and the community that she inspired. 

The renovated Birks Cinema provides a key focal point in the town centre as a source of 

entertainment and social activity.  

The opening of the cinema has instilled a clear sense of change, an interest and a sense of 

pride in the centre of town.  Locals and visitors alike praise the project and its positive effect 

upon Aberfeldy.  
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Project 10 

Knockando Woolmill – LDN Architects 
 
 
Most small scale district woollen mills have disappeared and, among the few remaining in 
the UK, the Woolmill at Knockando is unique through having been in continuous production 
for over 200 years. At risk for many years, by 2000 the condition of the category A listed 
complex of mill buildings and the historic mill machinery – also category A listed – had 
become critical and, to save them, a major programme of repair and renewal was required. 
 
Multi-agency funding was secured by Knockando Woolmill Trust for the restoration and 
repair work, adaptation and new build. This now enables visitors to access the site, not only 
allowing but enhancing the production of textiles. Through the provision of a new 
conservation training workshop, the promotion of skills training is introduced. LDN Architects 
was responsible for developing the designs and overseeing the implementation of the £2m 
restoration project. It followed the staged funding process prescribed by the HLF, the 
principal funder, and was supported by many other funders including Historic Scotland, 
Highlands and Islands Enterprise, European Regional Development Fund and Community 
Energy Scotland. It was completed on time and on budget and was formally opened to the 
public in 2012. 
 
The project was designed and implemented using best practice conservation techniques, in 
line with the principles of minimal intervention and policies. These were set out in the 
Conservation Plan for the Woolmill and in response to the operational brief which emerged 
from the business and audience development plans and from community consultation. All of 
the category A listed buildings were restored and, excepting the mill itself, adapted for new 
uses. For example, visitor reception, café, toilets and education facilities are provided in the 
byre, which was extended using the footprint of former lean-to buildings, while the mill house 
was adapted to house design studios and staff accommodation.  
 
The historic structures were extremely fragile and complex repairs strategies had to be 
devised to balance the need for functionality, amenity and safety without excessive impact 
on the heritage asset. Interventions were designed to be unambiguously contemporary yet 
sympathetic in terms of scale and materials. As important as the buildings, the historic 
machinery was stored and repaired during the project. This was undertaken in the new 
conservation training workshop and, once the machinery was re-instated in the restored mill, 
‘new’ second hand machinery was installed to provide additional production capacity and 
skills training. 
 
The Woolmill project took many years to come to fruition but the outcome is an unqualified 
success, both in terms of fulfilling the technical brief and as a successful visitor attraction. 
The business plan anticipated between 5,000 and 10,000 visitors per annum and the actual 
numbers for 2012 and 2013 are 9,500 and 16,000 respectively. 
 
“LDN Architects provided excellent service with very few wiggles and with really good 
communications. They maintained enthusiasm for the project despite the 10 year gestation 
period. A superb result.” 
 
Dr Jana Hutt MBE 
Chair, Knockando Woolmill Trust 
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Project 11 

The Inn at John O’Groats - GLM 
 
 
John O’ Groats and its dilapidated eyesore of a hotel narrowly missed receiving the 2010 
Carbuncle Award. 
 
From this inauspicious position our client’s request was to provide a building which would lift 
a run-down, monochrome, national embarrassment and re-establish John O’ Groats as a 
desirable destination. Our response, the Natural Retreats’ Inn at John O’ Groats, offers 
comfort and a welcome at the definitive ‘end of the road’ location. 
  
The design responds to its harbour front location facing the Pentland Firth with a street 
frontage of brightly coloured gables contrasted with the stark white of the restored Victorian 
baronial John O’ Groats House Hotel. Inspiration came from Scandinavian fishing villages – 
expressing the Norse heritage of Caithness – and the traditional British beach hut. This 
provides a welcome splash of colour in a sometimes bleak landscape and signals to the 
world that something new has emerged from the dereliction. 
 
Internally, the building is an evolution of the ‘aparthotel’ concept using unique arrangements 
of locking doors allowing variable configurations: studios, one to four bedroom apartments 
and separate hotel style rooms. This make commercial sense for the operator and also 
delivers the same quality and function for the variety of groups and parties who venture to 
John O’ Groats. 
 
The fenestration gives different framed views from each apartment – dramatic sea views 
from all the living spaces, quieter inland views from the bedrooms, and angled glimpses 
framed in small square openings. 
 
Bedrooms are intentionally compact to give priority to dramatic kitchen/living spaces with 
high vaulted ceilings. The bold coloured facades are executed in Scottish larch from local 
supplier Russwood. The vacuum applied colour gives the most robust finish possible for 
such a demanding location. Local materials and references continue throughout the interior 
including lobster creel light fittings, 100% wool fabric walls by ANTA of Tain and local poetry 
hand painted on the risers of the stairs. The bold external colours are echoed in the softer 
shades of the interior design by NoChintz. 
 
The local community, jaded by long years of bold but unfulfilled promises, were naturally 
suspicious of any new initiatives until they were proven. As the development took shape, the 
trust level of the local community rose. Key to this is the Natural Retreats business model 
which doesn’t attempt to provide everything but instead seeks to stimulate business activity 
in the local community. Already the nearby Seaview Hotel, offering a distinctly different 
service, is experiencing increased business. Local produce suppliers have new outlets for 
their products. Local people recognise that it takes time to build a successful tourism 
business but the general view is “so far so good”. 
 
The Inn was completed on 15th August 2013 and officially opened by the Lord Lieutenant of 
Caithness, Ms Anne Dunnett, to great acclaim from the local community and national media 
on 14th September 2013. The Inn is once again a landmark, a point of reference and talking 
point within the local community and further afield. Its distinctive and cheerful colour scheme 
makes it an obvious photo-opportunity. 
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Project 12 

Cliff House – Dualchas Architects 
 
 
The site is located in North West Skye, overlooking Loch Dunvegan. It manifests itself as a 
contradiction: far reaching views to the North East and harsh winds from the South West. 
The constant is the horizon. 
An existing ruin marks the entrance situation of the croft, while the edge of the cliff locates 
the dwelling on its site high above the water's edge giving the connecting path a 
distinguished end.  
 
In order to address the site conditions, the building consists of two volumes; one closed, the 
other open. The first contains all serving functions to support the main open rooms. Together 
a place is created that provides shelter and privacy whilst maintaining focus on its 
surroundings. 
 
The building is first seen from the curved path as a wall in front of the dominant background. 
As the path unfolds and cuts deeper into the landscape, this relationship changes, with the 
building becoming the dominant focal point. This suspense is released on entry. One wall of 
the main open volume is omitted and the visitor stands in front of a fully glazed screen atop 
of the cliff. The topography of the site allows the surrounding landscape to be experienced 
as a panorama. The built space ends with the horizon. 
 
The geometry of the two volumes are not only offset in length but also in height. The voids 
created are fully glazed and the volumes and their location remain readable from the inside. 
They act as vistas, remaining open in the in-between and looking back on both the building 
and its setting. Additional light enters the dwelling in its centre between the exposed rafters 
running the full length of the building. 
 
While the typology of the building is specific to its surroundings, it was necessary to detail its 
appearance in a language that is commonly understood. Both the location and function of 
the two volumes are confirmed by the use of material. Caithness stone for the retaining wall 
and larch for the open plan main rooms. The height and hue of the horizontally laid courses 
correspond and merge both volumes into one building. The continuous horizontal plane of 
the polished concrete floor, acts to further blur the relationship between interior and exterior. 
As nature reclaims the site it is only the trampled grass of the path that becomes 
domesticated in the landscape. 
On the interior, materials are omitted to give dominance to the characteristics of the site 
acting as a gallery filled with the objects and memories the client surrounds themselves with. 
 
Living is a decision that is also defined by the choice of place. This dwelling seeks an 
answer through the specific means of architecture of how the qualities that make a place can 
be distilled into built matter in our times. The idea of contradiction, as expressed in the 
elementary geometry of the building, is not only a reminder of the isolation and mystery of its 
location but also of the rarity of being able to live amongst the drama of the ever changing 
atmospheric conditions in this part of the world: the reason behind a client’s decision to 
purchase a plot in the first place. The dwelling can only provide the frame. 
 
How much building is required to inhabit a place? 
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Project 13 

House No. 7 – Denizen Works Ltd 
 
 
We were commissioned in October 2010 to produce a design for a new 3-bedroom house on 
the site of a ruined, B-listed black-house on the Isle of Tiree on the west coast of Scotland. 
We developed a concept that comprises two houses, a Living-house and a Guesthouse, 
linked by a Utility wing. Together the elements combine to create a bold insertion into the 
landscape while reflecting the character and heritage of the island.  
 
Located on the southern coast of the island, House No.7 is accessed by a grass track and 
enjoys fantastic views of Duin bay to the south and a typical Tiree landward aspect of lightly 
undulating machair and traditional housing settlements. 
 
In keeping with the philosophy of Denizen Works, the language of the house was driven by 
an examination of the local vernacular, materials and building forms with the architecture of 
the Living-house and Utility taking their lead from the local agricultural buildings combining 
soft roof forms, chimneys and corrugated cladding. Setting off the utilitarian accommodation 
is the Guesthouse, a re-constructed Hebridean black-house, with deep-set stonewalls and 
black-tarred roof resulting in a building that is tied to the landscape and unmistakably of 
Tiree.  
 
Like most places on Tiree, the siting of the house is very exposed, with no natural land mass 
or vegetation to provide shelter from the wind. The design challenge, given the exposure to 
the elements, was to create a design that maximises shelter from the wind giving places of 
shelter on all sides while allowing sunlight to penetrate and warm the house inside and at the 
same time utilising the breeze to aid natural ventilation. 
 
The Living-house, containing living/kitchen/dining spaces with master bedroom below, 
functions as the social heart of the new home. The living space is a half level up from the 
entrance with the master bedroom sunk into the landscape with views to a sheltered garden. 
Access to the garden, created by the removal of the sand blow build up around the existing 
cottage is from the southern end of the living space. 
 
The Guesthouse is constructed in the stone from the original cottage containing two guest 
bedrooms, a bathroom and a quiet snug/entertaining room with an open link to the main hall 
in the utility. 
 
The Utility is the functional heart of the building containing laundry facilities along with a wet 
room in which to clean off the sand from the beach or fish scales from the sea and a 
studio/Lego room for painting and play. This third element, with the feel of a covered outdoor 
space, seamlessly links the other elements of the house allowing family and guests to 
interact as they choose. 
 
The interior of the house offers a counterpoint to the robust architecture of the exterior, filled 
with natural light; the finishes are intentionally robust with inspiration for the palette taken 
from local Tiree architecture. Heating is provided through an air-source heat pump 
 

 

 

 

 


