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1. INTRODUCTION 
 
1.1 General 
 
This report presents the results of an archaeological watching brief undertaken by 
CFA Archaeology Ltd (CFA) on 15th May 2012 at the site of a proposed extension to 
the Edinburgh Festival Theatre (Area B) at 18-22 Potterrow, Edinburgh (NGR: NT 
25939 73252) (Fig. 1). The work was commissioned by Mott MacDonald Ltd. 
 
A Written Scheme of Investigation (WSI) dated 20 January 2012 was produced by 
CFA and approved by the City of Edinburgh Council Archaeology Service (CECAS). 
 
1.1 Background 
 
The area to be evaluated lay within the historic late-medieval/post-medieval suburb of 
Potterrow, within both the UNESCO World Heritage site of Edinburgh’s Old Town 
and also the Southside Conservation Area. This area is known to be an industrial 
centre lying outside of the city walls during the later medieval period.  
 
A desk-based assessment has previously been carried out (Smith 2010) which 
describes map evidence from the late 16th and 17th centuries which shows the site as 
being occupied by properties constructed along a main access road leading into 
Edinburgh via a fortified gate on the line of the adjacent West College Street. 
 
Recent excavations within the adjacent Quadrangle of Edinburgh University’s Old 
College have located the remains of not only earlier post-medieval buildings but also 
remains of the 13th century Kirk O’Field’s Collegiate Church. This church, demolished 
after the Reformation, originally stood outwith the limits of the medieval city, finally 
being incorporated within the town around the start of the 16th century by the Flodden 
Wall.  
 
A trial trenching evaluation was carried out by CFA Archaeology Ltd in November 
2011 (Blakeman 2011) across both parts of the development site, the theatre extension 
and the student accommodation.  
 
The remains in the southern half of the site (Theatre extension) comprised utility 
services, concrete and brick surfaces, and a brick wall likely to be the remnants of part 
of the 20th century Empire Garage. Work required in mitigation in this area 
comprised a call-out system: if the on site contractors undertaking the ground works 
uncovered or disturbed any buried structural remains, or other artefacts of historical 
importance, then this would be reported on to CFA so that an archaeologist could be 
provided on a call-out. CFA's standard procedural document - Guidance in Relation to 
Archaeology - tailored to this development was issued to the on site contractors to 
ensure that proper reporting of any such discoveries was carried out and to allow a 
call-out archaeologist to attend site.  
 
The archaeological remains identified in the evaluation were restricted to the northern 
half of the site (student accommodation) comprised the walls and foundations of 
several structures and included cobbled surfaces, main walls, internal walls, a slate 
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surface and a bitumen damp-proofing layer. Work required in mitigation in this area 
will be described and agreed under a separate WSI. 
 
1.2 Aims and Objectives 
 
The project’s aims and objectives were: 
 

 To provide a call-off watching brief during ground breaking works on the 
southern (Theatre extension) part of the development site 

 
 
2. WORKING METHODS 
 
2.1 General 
 
CFA Archaeology Ltd follows the Institute for Archaeologists’ Code of Conduct, 
Standards and Guidance. 
 
CFA were called out to conduct a site visit as the contractors had reported the 
discovery of a well. The well was confirmed as being of archaeological interest and a 
short programme of recording work (photography, drawing and survey) was 
undertaken. The deposits from the interior of the well were removed by tracked 
excavator to a depth of 3.5m and the arisings were examined and metal detected by 
the watching brief archaeologist to enable the retrieval of any small datable items. 
 
The well's position on site meant that the foundations for the theatre extension needed 
to be redesigned and the well had to be filled in. This was all carried out with the 
agreement of John Lawson (CECAS). 
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3. ARCHAEOLOGICAL RESULTS 
 
The well survived as a rock-cut shaft filled with water and black silt. There was no 
lining or capping visible, and the aperture of the well at existing ground level was 3m 
by 2.3m due to the collapse of the surrounding bedrock. The circular shaft of the well 
measured 1.8m across and was excavated to a depth of 3.5m (Fig. 1). The bottom of 
the well was not reached and the silt deposits were left in situ below this depth, with 
any remaining water pumped out by the contractors. 
 
The existing ground level at the well aperture was bedrock, suggesting that the upper 
part of the well had been lost. The east side of the well was abutted by a concrete slab 
relating to the construction of the existing Festival Theatre but there was no covering 
present over the well when it was discovered, and no surviving superstructure or 
associated pipework was noted (Fig. 2-3). 
 
The deposits removed from the interior of the well between the depth of c.2.5m and 
3.5m from existing ground level were examined and metal detected by the watching 
brief archaeologist to enable the retrieval of any small datable items. There were no 
finds recovered. 
 
Health and safety restrictions, due to the instability of the edges of the feature and the 
presence of hydrocarbons within the standing water inside the well (likely to be 
leached from the former Empire Garage which occupied the site), meant that more 
detailed recording was not possible. 
 
Appendix 3 comprises the engineer's report on the infilling of the excavated portion of 
the well with sterile clay (glacial till) to form an impermeable barrier, and includes the 
engineer's drawing for the capping of the well and re-location of the extension's 
foundations. 
 
 
4. CONCLUSION 
 
A well was uncovered by the main works contractors during ground works for the 
theatre extension. This was recorded and subsequently filled with sterile clay and 
capped, and thus survives in situ. 
 
The well is of unknown date and no finds were recovered from the fills. The well is 
not recorded on any of the historical maps held online by the National Library of 
Scotland but it is likely to pre-date the Ordnance Survey Town Plan (1853). 
 
The project archive, comprising all CFA record sheets, maps and reports, will be 
deposited with the National Monuments Record of Scotland (NMRS) and copies of 
reports will be lodged with the City of Edinburgh Council Sites and Monuments 
Record. 
 
A summary statement of the results of this evaluation will be submitted for 
publication in Discovery and Excavation in Scotland (Appendix 2) and the project 
will also be reported on through OASIS Scotland. 
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APPENDIX 1: Photographic Register 
 

Shot 
No. 

Summary description of subject Taken 
from 

Conditions 

1 The well on first call out SE Overcast 
2 The well on first call out SE Overcast 
3 The well on first call out S Overcast 
4 The well on first call out SE Overcast 
5 The well on first call out S Overcast 
6 The well on first call out SE Overcast 
7 The well on first call out E Overcast 
8 The well on first call out NE Overcast 
9 The well on first call out NE Overcast 
10 The well following further removal of interior deposits E Overcast 
11 The well following further removal of interior deposits E Overcast 
12 The well following further removal of interior deposits SE Overcast 
13 The well following further removal of interior deposits SE Overcast 

 
 
APPENDIX 2: Discovery & Excavation in Scotland Entry 
 
LOCAL AUTHORITY: City of Edinburgh 

PROJECT TITLE/SITE NAME:  18-22 Potterrow, Edinburgh 

PROJECT CODE: FEST 

PARISH:  Edinburgh 

NAME OF CONTRIBUTOR:  Ben Blakeman 

NAME OF ORGANISATION:  CFA Archaeology Ltd 

TYPE(S) OF PROJECT: Evaluation 

NMRS NO(S):  None 

SITE/MONUMENT TYPE(S):  Buildings  

SIGNIFICANT FINDS:  None 

NGR (2 letters, 10 figures) NT 25939 73252 

START DATE (this season) November 2011 

END DATE (this season) May 2012 

PREVIOUS WORK (incl. DES ref.) N/A 

MAIN (NARRATIVE) 
DESCRIPTION:  
(May include information from other 
fields) 

A trial trenching evaluation was carried out by CFA Archaeology Ltd in 
November 2011 across both parts of the development site, the theatre 
extension and the student accommodation. Five trenches were 
excavated, covering 136m2 (8.6% of the development site). The 
evaluation demonstrated that the remains of walls and foundations of 
several structures survive below the current ground level, in places only 
0.15m below it, and often backfilled with modern debris. 
 
The archaeological remains identified in the evaluation were restricted to 
the northern half of the site (student accommodation) comprised the 
walls and foundations of several structures and included cobbled 
surfaces, main walls, internal walls, a slate surface and a bitumen damp-
proofing layer.  
 
Examination of the Ordnance Survey 1st Edition map (1853) with trench 
plans superimposed shows a correlation between several mapped 
structures and the walls found during the evaluation. A cobbled surface 
found in Trenches 3 and 4 also corresponds to an external yard area 
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shown between several buildings on the map.  
 
The correlation between the features recorded in the trial trenches and 
the structures shown on the 1st Edition map suggest that the excavated 
remains are potentially early 19th century in date.  
 
The remains in the southern half of the site (Theatre extension) 
comprised utility services, concrete and brick surfaces, and a brick wall 
likely to be the remnants of part of the 20th century Empire Garage. 
Work required in mitigation in this area comprised a call-out system for 
a watching brief: a call out was required as the main works contractors 
discovered a rock-cut well. The well was uncovered during ground 
works for the theatre extension. This was recorded and subsequently 
filled with sterile clay and capped, and thus survives in situ. The well is 
of unknown date and no datable material was recovered from the fills. 
The well is not recorded on any of the historical maps held online by the 
National Library of Scotland but is likely to pre-date the Ordnance 
Survey Town Plan (1853). 
 

PROPOSED FUTURE WORK:  - 

CAPTION(S) FOR ILLUSTRS: - 

SPONSOR OR FUNDING BODY:  Ardmuir Developments Ltd 

ADDRESS OF MAIN 
CONTRIBUTOR:  

The Old Engine House, Eskmills Park, Musselburgh, EH21 7PQ 

EMAIL ADDRESS: cfa@cfa-archaeology.co.uk 

ARCHIVE LOCATION 
(intended/deposited) 

National Monuments Record of Scotland (archive) 

City of Edinburgh Council Sites and Monuments Record (report) 
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