Historical Development
Pre 18th Century

During most of its pre-Reformation history, Glasgow had one High Street and two Crosses. The first stood at the earlier main crossing of what has come to be known as the upper town, close to the cathedral and castle. The second stood at the heart of the lower town where High Street met Trongate, Gallowgate and Saltmarket and can be dated to the late 12th or early 13th century. 1 

The lower town initially hinged on the river crossing by the ford. Indeed, wheeled traffic crossed by the ford well into the 18th century. After the mid 14th century bridging of the Clyde downstream of the ford, tracks led towards the bridge also. These effectively enclosed open grazing land within Trongate, Saltmarket, and what became Bridge Street and Stockwell Street. The enclosed land came to be "traversed by a series of parallel north-south wynds soon to be densely packed with housing" 2 

The association of the upper town with official residences connected with the cathedral, and the lower town with the river crossing, led by 1500 to the lower Cross assuming prominence as the business centre. The arrival of the University in 1540 was probably a factor in the increase in population from 1,500 to 4,500 in little over 100 years 3, and must have stimulated building in the expanding lower town. 

Even so, the expansion of the lower town was slow. As late as 1777, although the movement from north (where "the most ancient part" stood) to south was well understood, it was estimated that the whole outward expansion of urban streets only amounted to 150 yards in the previous 100 years! 4 It seems also that the lower town of the 16th/17th centuries was less solidly built and more tightly packed, hence the ease with which it burned in two spectacular fires of the 17th century. 

The initial outward development of Trongate is specifically associated with the Church of St Mary: "the most animated of the lower town's thoroughfares, the Trongate, reached the West Port after little more than 300 metres" 5. Its extension thus far had supposedly been in order to reach this collegiate church of 1485 which became a civic kirk a century later. It was destroyed by fire and replaced in 1793. The steeple of 1631 survives as the Tron Steeple, one of the historic landmarks of the modern city centre. [image: image1.jpg]




A degree of conjecture surrounds the early burgh architecture of the lower town. Simple country cottages were gradually replaced in the drive to maximise profits by providing upper floors and developing the back lands or narrow gardens behind each property. Although much of the architecture of the principal streets came to be characterised by the narrow frontages and height such narrow plots dictated, a number of buildings did extend over several plots; in 1901, the oldest surviving house on Trongate, now long gone, was multi-storied, was dated 1591, and had sufficient continued façade to present three chimneyed gables to the street. 

Trongate was particularly hard hit by the fire of 1652 which was said to have made 1,000 families homeless and may account for an apparent reduction in the population which, not helped by a further devastation of property by fire in 1677, did not seem to achieve its former level until the second decade of the 18th century. 

A direct result of the fire was a level of planning control exercised over private building, at least as far as the front facades were concerned. These were to follow a rigid building line and, after the second fire, stone frontages were insisted upon. The backlands, however, continued a more ramshackle development. By the later 19th century, thatch and clay tiles were still evident as roofing materials. 

The fires and the subsequent civic intervention ultimately resulted in the lower town supplanting the mansions of the upper town in architectural terms. The pattern of neat, well built but austere frontages was enlivened by assorted gables above. For Thomas Morer in 1689 (as similarly for Daniel Defoe in 1727), Glasgow became "the finest town in Scotland, not excepting Edinburgh ....... the two main streets (Trongate and Gallowgate) .... well paved and bounded with stately buildings, especially about the centre where they are mostly new piazzas under .... " 6 

Morer's account emphasises the importance of the east/west axis, that these two streets were the most urban, and that around the Cross a number of buildings had arcade covered walkways or shops. All this clearly gave Trongate/Gallowgate a modern, European feel, its cohesive modernity arguably more appealing to contemporance than Edinburgh's Royal Mile. 

The new Tollbooth, built in the 1620's, marked by its scale and flamboyance the importance of the civic administration and consolidate, by its presence facing onto Trongate, the importance of the street at the expense of High Street. An accident of the town's evolution had equipped Trongate/Gallowgate with the dominant visual continuity through the Cross. The standpoint of most 18th and early 19th century views tend to give corroboration; while Trongate was viewed through the Cross from Gallowgate, High Street was generally depicted as an individual element. Of the Tollbooth, only the steeple now survives, but "still pins the very spot from which the growth of Glasgow in modern terms may be said to begin" 7. 

Early prints also display the highly urban, almost Florentine character of the Trongate. It is presumably from these tall, often crowstepped, buildings with many floors of accommodation (and their more rationally roof-scaped successors) that the later Glasgow tenement form gradually evolved under the continuous pressure of population density. 

The architectural movement to classicism was evident at the end of Trongate with the building of the first Hutcheson's Hospital (1639-41), the form of which was developed by The Merchants' House of 1651 at the Briggait. 

The Town Hall of 1737-40, a building of enormous sophistication and glamour by Allan Dreghorn, showed clear knowledge of developments in London and continued the use of arcades. Its cosmopolitan value was underscored by the late 18th century use of the area within the arcades in connection with the coffee house. 

The Eighteenth Century and the "New Town"
The Cross remained central to Glasgow throughout the 18th century, through noxious industries in Gallowgate were making their influence felt on the eastern approach. Still, by the 1970's the Coffee House was a fashionable rendezvous and "Miss Dunlap's at the Cross" was evidently a respectable enough place to board young ladies from lesser gentry families 8. 

Many buildings in Trongate were rebuilt to simple plain, classical designs, and 130-136 Trongate (Old Post Office Close) of c1790, which still survives, shows this character. 

The containment of urban Glasgow within bounds which had little growth outwards but within which population density rose in a frightening way (the population of Glasgow rose during the 18th century from 12,000 to 83,000! 9) led to a cycle of subdivision and declining amenity, with increased development of backlands. Ross's 1773 plan of Glasgow makes this very clear. A large proprietor such as Glasgow College on High Street could develop backlands with skill adopting a high architectural quality and amenity; lesser owners were more dependent upon almost accidental interaction with their neighbours' development of narrow bordering strips of land for light, air and space. The result was a near sold mass of development penetrated by narrow access alleys or closes. 

Early Georgian initiatives west of High Street were part private, part municipal. Daniel Campbell of Shawfield, the primus inter pares of Glasgow merchants, set a fashion for the future by building a Palladian mansion in 1711-12, design to close the view up Stockwell Street from Glasgow Bridge. It was the first in a particularly Glaswegian pattern, wherein streets provided vistas terminated by large, usually classical buildings. This entailed either a T-junction or a central approach to a square with the eye-catcher building in the centre. The core Merchant City area which was to develop in the late 18th century between High Street and Glassford Street would make full use of this design element (as opposed to the grid-iron arrangements of later developments). 

Fuelled by the tobacco trade, its merchant's lairds built villas along Argyle Street's issue into the countryside from the termination of Trongate. These extended north into streets such as Miller Street, where both architectural (no "corbie steps") and residential (no shops or industry) regulations protected amenity. Today, a single villa from the 1770s survives (in Miller Street). 

Much closer to High Street, the civic powers had been active. Candleriggs had previously been driven through the Lang Croft to create a straight street linking with Bell's Wynd to High Street, forming a large urban block penetrated by narrow wynds to the north of Trongate. In the 1720's, municipal money laid out King Street to align with Candleriggs. In those two streets were to be relocated, in a number of enclosed courts, the various city markets. The first Ramshorn church significantly terminated the view up Candleriggs as, today, does its successor. "The public buildings in these two streets", it was noted in 1797, "as well as the expenses bestowed on their formation, together with the north west church built on the Ramshorn grounds in the year 1722, show the early predilection of our magistrates, on a well formed plan, for carrying the buildings on the increase of Glasgow to the westward" 10. 

But between the municipal rationalisation of Candleriggs and the rich private streets west from Virginia Street, lay an open middleground. By the 1780's Ingram Street's line was re-adjusted to a formal arrangement with High Street and the ground thus enclosed was clearly ripe for development. This sector was breached, in the first instance, by the demolition of the first Hutcheson's Hospital on Trongate (which eventually re-located in 1802 to the top of the new Hutcheson Street which its long backlands permitted to be developed). This was the stimulant to the opening of Brunswick and Wilson Streets after a deal between the Council and a developer, Robert Smith, who was interested in developing tenements and by 1790, a year after acquiring the property, he had completed the first. In the end, Wilson Street was built "broader than any other street in the area, and dignified by the most architecturally splendid of all New Towns tenements" 11. Further deals led, in 1792, to Glassford Street being laid out, with The Trades Hall design by Robert Adam under construction and (as was now the habit) closing the view down the new Garth Street. In contrast with this pattern, Wilson Street narrowed its ends with fine tenements. 

This inner portion of the Merchant City - which corresponds exactly with the area of this study - will henceforth be referred to as the Merchant City core. Its character was decidedly urban from its initial development, with tenements, terraced houses and warehouses (as opposed to the more up-market unified terraces gradually extending north-west and west). But to what extent was it planned as a single design? The Buildings of Scotland team for Glasgow were dubious: "Those streets have been dubbed Glasgow's First New Town which conjures up the picture of a planned extension similar to Edinburgh's New Town. Nothing could be more different from the speculative piecemeal development of the streets south of Ingram Street". They also considered that the Trades House " set the fashion for the opportunistic siting of major buildings .... " 12. 

This view, however, is open to some amendment since development between Candleriggs and Glassford Street was effectively managed by a consortium set up with major Council involvement and was clearly intended to complement recent and concurrent developments with which it is linked. The RIAS guide to Glasgow 13, published in 1989, had already identified the Glasgow pattern of closing street vistas as one of considerable sophistication and evident in public buildings in the siting of the first Ramshorn Church in 1722, long before the building of the Trades House. Therefore, the use of this design element had a longstanding precedent in Glasgow that appears to have been deliberately continued. Nor can it be coincidence that the Adam office was approached for most of the set piece buildings. Nor, possibly, may it be mere coincidence that the Adam building proposals all included glazed "arcades" to their ground floors, and other new buildings or streets contained arcading, suggesting a deliberate picking-up of a Glaswegian motif. Although Glasgow's New Town clearly was not controlled by a unified design to the extent that Edinburgh's was, it was not without some measure of governing design control. 

The post 1782 New Town linked in, through Candleriggs with the Old Town. This was to be brought into the equation by a number of imposing new buildings, all co-incidentally (?) designed by the Adam office. The city authorities managed to build the Infirmary but not the Corn Exchange in the upper town; the University built the magnificent Professors' Lodgings on High Street; and private enterprise attempted the Stirling Street and Square development of 1792. This last was ultimately built to a debased version of its initial proposals due to the failure of the developer to acquire a key property. Nonetheless, its prestigious style with large ground floor windows (Babbity Bowster on Blackfriars Street is its sole remnant) suggests that the New Town did not instantly make the Old a down-market address. This is supported by the fact that opposite the Stirling development stood Fiddler's Close, dating from the 17th century. It was still a fashionable shopping street in the 1780's, although it became an irredeemable slum by the 1850's and was demolished in 1878. 

Victorian Development


[image: image2.jpg]


[image: image3.jpg]


[image: image4.jpg]


[image: image5.jpg]


[image: image6.png]


[image: image7.jpg]


