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Convener’s report for Spring newsletter  

We continue to expand our numbers on Open Days 

– we believe as a result of becoming more visible on 

social media such as Edinburgh Minute. Numbers of 

visitors have varied between 200 and 400 each 

month over the last year.  
 

The Dona box seems to be working well and 

consequently donations have increased. As a result, 

we were able to hand over a cheque for £15,000 to 

the Trust at our AGM last October. Our speaker on 

that evening was Karen Dundas who told us of the 

conservation work she has been carrying out on the 

murals in the Mortuary Chapel. Sadly no permanent 

use for the building has yet been suggested and we 

await the outcome of the chapel feasibility study. 

(See page 4 for the update from Jocelyn Cunliffe, 

MTT Trustee). 
 

The new desk in the reception area gives us greater 

space for storage but the lighting in the narthex is 

still a problem; by the end of the afternoon at the 

January Open Day it was almost impossible to see 

the items for sale in spite of a few free-standing 

small lamps! The February Open Day was improved 

by our volunteers bringing lamps from home. Work 

is starting on the main chandelier and discussions 

are taking place on the best way to light the area. 

However the lighting in the small (south) chapel has 

now been greatly improved.        
 

Our outing in September was to the Thistle Chapel 

within St Giles Cathedral – a report appears 

elsewhere in this newsletter. We were last there as a 

group in 2003 so it was good to have a return visit – 

with many new faces among the Friends. 
 

The office space beneath the nave still remains 

empty since the Scottish Council for Voluntary 

Organisations left last June. The Trust continue to 

seek new tenants but greater working from home 

means that large open-plan offices are not as 

popular as they once were. Perhaps a more creative 

use of the space may become necessary. 

I wish you all well for 2026.  

Morag Austin 

 

New Secretary: Jennifer Swanson 

Muriel Buchanan has gladly passed over the trials 

and tribulations of being Secretary to Jennifer 

Swanson who is proving to be just as organised and 

indefatigable as her predecessor! However we 

haven’t let Muriel escape and she is now our  

vice-convener and seems to be as busy as before.  
 

We have been delighted to welcome a substantial 

number of new volunteers in 2025 and 2026. 

Jennifer organised an update session which 16 

volunteers attended. Karen Dundas’ presentation on 

the conservation of the Mortuary Chapel  was shown 

followed by updates and feedback discussion. 

Another update session  is to be organised in July 

and will set us up for a busy Fringe. She has also set 

up a Whatsapp group for volunteers and issues 

monthly “KIT” -Keeping in touch—emails which cover 

new information and problems which have arisen 

and are an excellent way of informing everyone 

Agronomists   

These amazing people who specialise in crop 

management in ways I had never thought of were 

visiting Edinburgh to attend an international 

conference. Daniel, the organizer, had decided the 

closing dinner should of course be at MTC. Would I 

do a brief talk to the 250 before dinner? Well as 

Mark Twain (I think) commented ‘ I did not have time 

to write a short letter’. Compressing all we usually 

say into about 15 mins was a challenge. Such a 

delightful group. As Daniel and I stood mikes in hand 

they requested a duet! No we didn’t! By dint of 

highlighting some key points with a focused light 

beam I did an overview in 18 minutes and gave 

them homework as Daniel had requested. A very 

memorable evening with a lovely and attentive 

audience.  Muriel Buchanan 
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Artlink Edinburgh 

Thank you for our wonderful tour of the Mansfield 

Traquair Centre. The guides were so helpful and 

interesting, and really accommodated the needs of 

our group. We felt really welcomed, and I have had 

great feedback from our members, who really 

enjoyed their morning and have gone on to 

research more about the building and Phoebe 

Anna Traquair. Thanks again for helping us to 

arrange this outing. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

We were able to capture some lovely images.  
 

It was really wonderful.  

Morven Crumlish Arts Access Co-ordinator  

 

Friends Outing 2026 

We were proposing a return visit to Marchmont 

House to see the murals by Julia Mee and various 

PAT items bought at auction. According to Henry 

Martin, curator, the cycle of murals was never 

completed by Julia, leaving the central space of the 

main floor in a sort of limbo. After she left, and 

Hugo, her patron, died, the project rather lost its 

impetus and relevance. Last year a decision was 

made to photograph, document and then cover the 

murals. This has been done with a reversible 

process should there be a wish in the future to 

restore and complete them. 

 

Over the years we have attempted to organise 

outings which were Phoebe inspired and the 

following were some of them. Others were just to 

interesting places such as Mount Stuart on the Isle 

of Bute 

2002 Museum of Scotland  Phoebe's pieces  

2012 Portrait Gallery - bust and self portrait  

2014 Skirling House (private house) - some of   

 Phoebe's work and ironwork by Ramsey  

2015 Tullie House Gallery, Carlisle - 2 works plus        

 copy of figures from west wall in MTC  

2019 Marchmont House  

2020 Kellie Castle (cancelled -lack of interest) 

2024 Song School  

2025 Thistle Chapel  

We have now run out of ideas so please get in 

touch if you have any thoughts. 

Visit to the Thistle Chapel On 13th September 2025 

A group of 20 Friends gathered inside the main door 

of St Giles Cathedral for our annual outing – a tour of 

the Thistle Chapel. The Most Ancient and Most Noble 

Order of the Thistle was instigated in 1687 by King 

James VII and II and initially used the Abbey Church of 

Holyrood until it was vandalised by an Edinburgh mob. 

The Order then fell into abeyance for some time and 

thereafter the Knights of the Thistle had no spiritual 

home of their own for over two centuries.  

King Edward VII had a real interest in the Royal Orders 

and asked the Kirk Session of St Giles if provision 

could be made for the Knights of the Thistle within the 

High Kirk. Robert Lorimer was appointed as architect 

and he created plans for a chapel which would be part 

of St Giles but outwith the main structure. The 

foundation stone was laid in November 1909 and the 

building was completed by the autumn of 1910! 

Lorimer was instructed to employ Scots, or those who 

worked in Scotland, as far as possible to work on the 

Chapel.  

Our guide, Robin, was excellent and explained all this 

and then took us into the Chapel itself. The tracery of 

the stonework is beautiful – like lace – and we 

appreciated all the little details – stone angels playing 

a lute and bagpipes and animal elbow rests between 

the stalls carved in wood.  

The main reason, of course, for our visit, was the 

original enamel stall-plates – eighteen for the Knights 

and one for the Prince of Wales – which were created 

by Phoebe Traquair in 1910 and 1911. She had taken 

up enamelling after finishing her three great mural 

works in Edinburgh. One plate has been stolen but we 

admired the rest and were all reluctant to leave this 

little gem in the heart of Edinburgh. A fascinating 

morning. Morag Austin 
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Photographs of the day: 17 February 2026 

Katielee Arrowsmith, Photographer 

Daily Mail 

The Times 

The Scotsman 

Old dogs and new tricks  

Talk to Craiglockhart Ladies Group 
 

Sunny day summer 2025 and my neighbour, Mary 

asks if a talk about the murals is possible. Of course 

I say. The talk is for Craiglockhart Ladies Group and 

we agree Feb 9th 2026. Fast forward to January 

2026 and a sudden reality check. It is at least 5 or 6 

years since I did a talk. Where is the master 

PowerPoint and has Rosemary updated it? Almost 

certainly, and will everything work with my newish 

laptop and more importantly can my ageing brain 

cope? All seems well until the issue of the ‘pointer’ 

arises. My simple easy to use laser pointer is now 

technologically archaic. The wee red dot does not 

show on modern screens. What is needed is it seems 

a digital pointer. No longer simple it comes with its 

own software and has ridiculous functionality. A mild 

panic ensues as I know we also need it for a talk to 

conservation students in a few days. But we made it! 

The Craiglockhart group was patient and 

understanding whilst we (Jennifer and I) got set up 

with PowerPoint and ‘pop up shop’! We were 

rewarded with home baking, tea and flowers and lots 

of chat especially with Jean about her time as a 

nurse and her memories of the Mortuary Chapel. A 

most pleasant evening and we look forward to the 

group visiting MTC in the near future.  

Muriel Bucanan with Jennifer Swanson 

 

John Dick, OBE  1936—2025 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

John Dick was brought onto the Mansfield Traquair 

Trust board by Duncan Thomson after the acquisition 

of the building in the late 1990s, to provide technical 

expertise for the murals. He stayed until the 

restoration of the murals was complete, retiring in 

July 2009. A quiet man, he spoke at Trust meetings 

on issues to do with conservation matters on which 

he was a world class expert. Not a pushy person just 

quietly and pleasantly knowledgeable.  John died on 

Christmas Eve 2025. 
 
Christmas concert:  Edinburgh Southside Choir and 

FMTC at Mansfield Traquair Centre 6th December  
 

The Edinburgh Southside Choir is a mixed voice choir 

started in 2010 by their Musical Director Seonaid Lynn 
enlisting the help of some singers attending her 

evening classes at the time. The choir holds two 

concerts during the year with occasional extra 

performances . This is a joint fund-raiser and a 

reminder will be issued in November 

Also in the Daily Mail online and the Edinburgh 

Evening News had a double page spread. Wonderful 

publicity but there were concerns about the demand 

it might unleash. Our February Open Day had over 

200 visitors and that was without our usual entry in 

Edinburgh Minute. Our March Open Day brought in 

410 visitors but one of our infrequent surveys brought 

up surprise results with only 11 saying they saw it in 

the papers. Many local people said they frequently 

passed the door and thought of visiting but the 

building was closed. Today when they passed, either 

deliberately or fortuitously, it was open! We had 

visitors from Yorkshire, London, France, USA, Ukraine, 

India, Poland and Norway.  
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Update on the Mortuary Chapel. Royal Hospital for Sick Children 

  

Those who attended the Friends AGM on 16 October 2025 heard *Karen Dundas of Scottish Wall Paintings 

Conservators describe how she and her colleagues have restored the internationally renowned murals by 

Phoebe Anna Traquair (1852-1936), who physically moved her murals, which were less than ten years old, 

from their first home in the former coal-hole behind Meadowside House, to the new Mortuary Chapel at the 

Royal Hospital for Sick Children in Sciennes Road.  Sections of the first mural scheme were incorporated into 

the new building and the mural scheme, which depicts the Passage of the Soul through this lifetime, was 

extended by Traquair in 1895.   

  

The single storey mortuary chapel building designed by George Washington Browne was given an upper floor 

by Reginald Fairlie in 1931.  The Dean of Guild drawings showed that the ground floor contained the chapel to 

the west, with its own entrance and a gable window, and a separate entrance to a hallway with stair and 

access to the ground floor post-mortem room, with a new glazed bay window to the north, and museum at the 

east gable.  On the first floor there were two toilets and a store over the chapel and the laboratory assistants' 

room and laboratory beyond, to the east. The toilets were drained to a soil pipe on the west elevation.  

 

The developers, Downing, purchased the entire site of the Royal Hospital for Sick Children at 9 Sciennes Road 

from NHS Lothian, obtained planning permissions, sold sections of the large site to other developers and 

developed the student housing and public realm themselves. iQ Student Accommodation acquired the 

mortuary chapel building from Downing as part of their acquisition of the student housing.   Historic Churches 

Scotland in partnership with the Mansfield Traquair Trust and with the agreement of iQ Student 

Accommodation applied for and obtained grant from the Architectural Heritage Fund (AHF) to commission a 

new Viability Appraisal and, with contributions (essential and much appreciated) from the Friends and from 

several trusts and private donors towards the cost of the study, were able to commission a team led by GRAS 

(Groves-Raines Architects Studio) to examine options and develop a business case for the sustainable re-use 

of the mortuary chapel building, including public access to the murals and interpretation of them and the 

wider hospital site.  

 

The appraisal has resulted in some emerging issues which the design team are still trying to resolve.  These 

include practical issues such as the location of drainage for new toilets, ramp / level access to the front of the 

mortuary chapel using adopted surfaces and the quality of building repairs carried out by Downing.  All the 

rooms apart from the chapel are in an abandoned and uninhabitable state.  A team from the Friends of the 

Mansfield Traquair Centre (MTC) has been most helpful in sharing their experience of open days at MTC.  Both 

the National Galleries of Scotland and the National Museum of Scotland have been consulted and support the 

overall objectives.   The chapel is tiny, like a jewel-box, and Historic Churches Scotland remain hopeful that a 

way forward can be developed to provide a long-term solution for the ongoing care of the murals and a benign 

supportive use of the building. 

Jocelyn Cunliffe 

 

*Article by Karen Dundas  

https://www.historic-uk.com/HistoryMagazine/DestinationsUK/Edinburgh-Childrens-Hospital-Chapel-Murals/ 

https://www.historic-uk.com/HistoryMagazine/DestinationsUK/Edinburgh-Childrens-Hospital-Chapel-Murals/

