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Rothesay Historic Shop Appraisal 

Report Conditions of Use 

This report assesses the survival of historic shops in Rothesay and considers their significance. It has 

been commissioned by Lorna Pearce, Rothesay Townscape Heritage Initiative Project Officer to assist 

in the development of a shopfront strategy for Rothesay.  

This report is for the sole use of Rothesay THI as a general appraisal of the shops in the town. It 

should not be used by, or relied upon, by a third party. 

All images in this report are copyright Lindsay Lennie unless otherwise stated.  

 

 

 

Lindsay Lennie 

April 2010 
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Executive Summary 

The town of Rothesay retains many historic retail buildings. Those which survive reflect the town’s 

retailing, economic and architectural history dating back to the early 19th century. The use of certain 

styles and materials reflect periods of economic prosperity and growth. There are notable periods of 

expansion, particularly the late 19th century and the 1930s. From these two periods significant 

numbers of shops survive, some with fine interiors or which make use of materials fashionable at the 

time such as chrome and Vitrolite. 

In terms of the designers of these shopfronts, there is evidence of local influence from architects 

who were based in Rothesay but also the impact of shopfitting firms from Glasgow who designed 

many of the 1930s Moderne shops. 

Rothesay is notable for the tiling used on many of the shopfronts. Use of tiling on shopfronts has 

been popular since the late 19th century and is often used in seaside locations, perhaps regarded as 

more hard-wearing than timber. The use of glazed brick tiles of various colours is evident together 

with a more distinctive use of mosaics on a number of shops, particularly good examples surviving at 

3-7 Tower Street and 39 Victoria Street. 

There are also a number of shops with bookend console brackets. These heavy and decorative 

timber brackets used on the fascia are associated with a period of expansion in the late 19th century 

when this type of architectural detail was fashionable. 

While some of the shops are in good condition, many would benefit from conservation and 

enhancement. Although there is evidence of modern signage, blinds and security systems, there are 

many shops with authentic historic fabric. Interventions may involve the simple improvement of 

signage or restoration of blinds but others may require more significant conservation measures. 

Specialist expertise may be required for the conservation of some shopfronts and interiors and 

appropriately qualified advice should be sought. 

There is much to celebrate in the history of Rothesay’s retail architecture and the contribution that 

this makes to the wider townscape. The variety of shops, their use of materials and their 

associations with local architects and national shopfitters make for a lively and interesting 

streetscape. Conserving and enhancing the town’s shopfronts is an important element of the 

regeneration of the town centre and has the potential to make a significant contribution to the 

revival of Rothesay as a vibrant and attractive place both to live and as destination for tourists. 
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1. Introduction 

This report has been commissioned by Lorna Pearce, Rothesay Townscape Heritage initiative 

Project Officer. It aims to provide understanding on the shopfronts of Rothesay, their 

condition and to make recommendations for their future conservation. The survey took 

place in February 2010. 

 

2. The Importance of Historic Retail Buildings 

a. Definition 

In the context of this report, a shop which is considered to be ‘historic’ or 

‘traditional’ is one which is authentic in its surviving historic fabric and which retains 

a significant level of original features. The shop may be of any period, including post-

war where it demonstrates a particular style or use of materials associated with the 

period. There may also be a connection with particular local architects, builders or 

shopfitters. The surviving fabric may relate to the shopfront, the shop interior or 

both. 

 

Although the focus of this report is on historic shops, modern shops have also been 

included in the survey. These often contain remnants of earlier fabric. Their 

appearance in the townscape is also of importance and consideration needs to be 

given to how to approach the design of modern shopfronts within historic buildings. 

 

b. Contribution 

Shops are a crucial part of the economic, aesthetic and historic element of any town. 

They make a significant contribution to the townscape and economically are vital for 

tourism. The retail businesses and their associated buildings form part of the social 

and cultural fabric of a place. The appearance of shops, modern and traditional, 

matters to the vitality and viability of a place. Shops of a poor appearance can 

detract from an area whereas well-cared for and suitably conserved historic shops 

can make a shopping district more attractive, improving the desirability of the area 

which may in turn, encourage rental levels to be maintained or increased. 

 

Shopfront enhancement is central to successful Townscape Heritage Initiatives and 

Conservation Area Regeneration Schemes. A successful initiative in Govan was the 

Creative Shop Front Project at Linthouse Urban Village. As an area which had 

suffered economic deprivation through the loss of shipbuilding and other heavy 

industry decline, the improvement of local shops through the use of quirky and 

artistic designs was seen as central to both improving the aesthetic appearance of 

the district but also in raising aspirations of the local community and giving them a 

renewed sense of community and belonging. 

(see http://www.scotland.gov.uk/Publications/2006/06/01145839/6 for more 

information on this project) 

 

Also in Glasgow, the Merchant City Townscape Heritage Initiative has seen 

considerable success in the economic and social regeneration of this area of the city 

http://www.scotland.gov.uk/Publications/2006/06/01145839/6
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through the conservation of historic buildings including shopfronts. The 

enhancement of this district has seen a transformation of this district with the 

attraction of exclusive retailers and quality restaurants and bars which has created 

both a day time and a night time economy which have contributed to the economic 

success of the project. (see http://www.historic-scotland.gov.uk/design-and-shop-

frontages.pdf for more information on how the shopfronts were renovated) 

 

Historic shops are often, although not exclusively, smaller in scale and more often 

are occupied by independent retailers rather than chain stores. These retailers are 

important in offering variety and choice within a town, generally complemented by 

national retailers including supermarkets and chain stores. 
 

Historic shops undoubtedly play an important role in tourism. The vibrant shopping 

streets of Chester and York are testament to the success of well-cared for historic 

streetscapes and buildings. 
 

Overall, it is the huge variety of materials, colours and styles which make a 

contribution to a shopping street. The evolution of shop styles and economic periods 

is evident in these buildings together with the retailers who have made their mark. 
 

c. Issues with historic shops 

Shopfronts and their interiors may be subject to a number of alterations which can 

impact on their appearance. This can be as a result of deliberate removal of features 

or may be caused by poor maintenance. Some of these may be small, such as the 

loss of an architectural element which could then be replicated, or the placing of 

new signage over an existing fascia. However, some alterations may be more drastic, 

such as the removal of the original windows and doors and replacement with 

inappropriate modern materials or the removal of cladding materials such as 

Vitrolite (a coloured structural glass). It is important to respect the historic features 

which survive. 
 

As shops are generally part of a larger parent building (unless they are single-storey 

shops) it is also essential to recognise their place as part of the larger structure and 

the combination that these make to the townscape. This is particularly crucial where 

the shop and building have been designed as one, perhaps with matching features 

which contribute to the overall design. 
 

Some buildings may be more sensitive to alteration whereas others may be 

relatively robust in their ability to deal with later alterations. It is worth 

remembering that it is often the simpler shops, notably those from the 1930s which 

are particularly easy to impact on; even quite small alterations can detract from the 

appearance of a minimalist Moderne shopfront. 

 

 

  

http://www.historic-scotland.gov.uk/design-and-shop-frontages.pdf
http://www.historic-scotland.gov.uk/design-and-shop-frontages.pdf
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3. Survey and Conservation 

a. Methodology 

The survey involved a walk-round survey of all of the shops within the two identified 

areas. Photographs were taken of each shop and in the process of undertaking the 

survey informal discussions were held with the retailers. 

 

In addition, background research was undertaken including from Bute Museum, 

Argyll & Bute Archives and other sources such as RCAHMS, SCRAN website and local 

books, texts and maps. 

 

The combination of the survey and background research allowed an assessment of 

historic significance to be undertaken for each shop and recommendations to be 

made in relation to future conservation and the potential for grant assistance. The 

assessment involved categorising certain aspects as follows: 

 

 Date or period of construction: When the shop was constructed. This may 

involve more than one period of development. 

 Designer, architect or shopfitter: The person or firm who designed the 

shopfront. This may involve more than one designer. It can be difficult to 

identify who designed shops unless there is Dean of Guild Court evidence or 

there is identification on the shopfront such as a stamp or badge used by 

shopfitters. 

 Surviving fabric and authenticity:  The amount of historic fabric which 

survives will vary considerably and it may be that only the fascia and cornice 

remain or the majority of the original shopfront may exist. 

 Rarity and significance: Some shopfronts may be rare because of their 

architectural features, materials or because of their design. If the shopfront 

is unusual or rare it may have regional or national significance. 

 Social value: Some premises may have a social or cultural connection with 

the area such as through a business or person or other association. This may 

give them added interest and significance. 

 

Each of these are categorised according to a scale of none, limited, moderate, 

significant or outstanding. 

 

Condition is also assessed in terms of the general state of repair. This is categorised 

as poor, fair or good. 
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b. Architectural Elements of historic shopfronts 

The architectural elements which make up a traditional shopfront will vary 

depending on the period of construction. A Georgian or Victorian shop will be very 

different from an inter-war or post-war design. Understanding these elements helps 

in dating the shopfront. 

 

Architectural elements of a shopfront 
(Drawing Perth Dean of Guild Court 1900/74a; Courtesy of Perth & Kinross Council Archives) 

 

Cornice  Fascia  Fanlight   Console bracket 

 

 

Window   Lobby with gate  Stallriser Pilaster  

c. Conserving traditional shopfronts 

The conservation of shops should follow the principles which apply to all historic 

buildings of minimal intervention and honest repairs.  

 

i. Statutory Protection: shops may form part of a listed building. A listed 

building is a building or structure considered to be of special architectural 

and/ or historic interest which is protected under the Planning (Listed 

Buildings and Conservation Areas) (Scotland) Act 1997. If the parent building 

is listed then listed building consent will be required for any alterations to 

the interior or exterior including the shop. Designation as a conservation 

area offers additional protection for the character of a historic location and 

additional permissions may be required before works are undertaken. 

 

ii. Paint colours: some shop colours are associated with particular businesses, 

for example, chain stores may have a corporate brand colour. Others may 

reflect the type of business, antique dealers and jewellers often favour black 

or dark blue for example. Colours should be sensitive to the parent building 

and wider townscape and while brighter colours may be appropriate and 
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can liven the streetscape, care must be taken in their use. It may be 

considered appropriate for a conservation area or for listed buildings to 

have a palette of paint colours which are recommended for external use. 

However, this may require the use of enforcement action where shop 

owners do not comply and careful consideration must be given to the 

adoption of such a policy. Evidence for the use of historic paint colours may 

be available and some organisations such as Edinburgh World Heritage and 

St Andrews Preservation Trust have funded the analysis of paint on 

shopfronts. For certain shopfronts this may be appropriate but it is unlikely 

to be an option for the majority of shops. Encouraging owners to repaint 

regularly as part of a maintenance regime is important. 

 

Varnish or wood stain is sometimes considered to be ‘historic’. In the past 

finishes other than paint were typically applied to high quality hardwoods. 

Varnishing of modern composite timbers is rarely successful and can require 

a higher maintenance regime than properly applied paint finishes. Careful 

consideration should therefore be given to the use of varnish or wood stain 

finishes on shopfronts. 

 

iii. Blinds and awnings: late 19th century and many 20th century shopfronts 

often have integral blinds as part of the design. These incorporate a spring 

mechanism and the blind folds neatly into the box maintaining the flush 

shopfront. Where these exist they can usually be reinstated with a new 

awning of an appropriate colour and material. Retro-fitted blind boxes may 

be found where there is no integral blind box. These are often subject to 

deterioration where they are above the cornice due to their exposed 

position. Shops may have ‘Dutch’ or fixed canopy blinds, typically with a 

plastic awning. These can detract from historic shopfronts and are generally 

considered to be inappropriate for listed buildings and conservation areas 

because they hide architectural features and their fixings can be detrimental 

to historic fabric. 

 

 
Modern blinds can have a poorer lifespan compared to traditional awnings 
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iv. Architectural elements: the individual elements which make up a shopfront 

should be respected. These may be as small as a vent or door handle or a 

large element such as a pilaster. Where an element such as a console 

bracket has been lost, it may be considered appropriate to reinstate the 

missing element. This requires careful historical research to ensure that any 

replacement is accurate. 

 

 
Vent with ‘Burton’ incorporated into design, High Street 

 

v. Tiles and cladding: the use of glazed ceramic tiles and encaustic floor tiles 

became fashionable at the end of the 19th century with the mass production 

of these materials, many in the Ironbridge area of England. Companies 

included Craven Dunnill, Maw & Co and Minton’s. In Scotland, tiles were not 

manufactured but James Duncan Ltd of Glasgow designed and installed tile 

schemes across Scotland and good surviving examples can be seen at 

Kepock Street, Gourock and Causeyside, Paisley. Tiles offered a material that 

was decorative, durable and easy to clean. The durability of this material 

means that many tile schemes, both interior and exterior, have survived for 

over 100 years. Damage may occur through impact, wear and tear or 

through inappropriate alterations. A common approach is to paint over tiles 

although this can, with care, be relatively easily removed. Where tiles have 

been damaged or lost, reinstatement is possible and there are specialist 

firms who can exactly copy historic tiles for conservation purposes. Modern 

tiles are rarely a good replacement as these generally differ in size, thickness 

and in the quality of the glaze even where they are promoted as being 

‘historic’. More information is available from the Tile and Architectural 

Ceramics Society (www.tilesoc.org). 

 

http://www.tilesoc.org/
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Tiles may be painted over 

 

vi. Signage: the signage used on a shopfront should relate to its period of 

construction. Whilst the shopkeeper always wants to be as noticeable as 

possible, sometimes it is the simpler signage which is more effective. 

Inappropriate, overly large signage or use of certain types of illumination 

can seriously detract from historic shopfronts and the wider townscape 

resulting in excessive clutter in the street. Where historic signs survive they 

should be retained. If there is a change of occupier it is often possible, with 

care, to place a new sign on the shopfront whilst retaining the earlier 

signage. The signs used should always respect the period of the shopfront 

and the lettering and style should relate to this.  

 

 
Interesting signage in West Princes Street 

 

vii. Specialist Materials: some shopfronts may demonstrate the use of specialist 

materials. Metals such as bronze and chrome are associated with the 

Interwar period. There may also be use of other specialist glazing such as 

curved glass or Vitrolite. Vitrolite is an opaque structural glass popular from 

the 1930s to 1950s. Used for interiors, it was also a very fashionable 

material for Moderne shopfronts. While black was the most commonly used 
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colour, white, cream, green and even pink were available. Conservation of 

these materials will require specialist knowledge and investigations. (See US 

National Parks Preservation Brief 12 for information on Vitrolite). 

 

 
Chrome blind-box and vent grille, Montague Street 

 

d. Survey restrictions  

i. This survey was a visual streetscape survey of the shopfronts in Rothesay 

town centre. It did not involve a detailed investigation of fabric or any 

structural investigation. Owners and occupiers would be advised to employ 

the services of a conservation accredited architect or appropriately qualified 

tradesmen prior to undertaking any alterations or repairs. Where specialist 

materials such as Vitrolite, tiles or metals are involved, expertise should be 

sought prior to undertaking any interventions.  

 

ii. Banks and public houses have not been included in the survey as these are 

generally different in their architectural approach from shop design.  

 

iii. Listed building and/ or conservation area consent may be required and 

building owners should seek advice from the local planning authority 

regarding which consents are needed. Building Control permissions may also 

be required for some works and appropriate advice should be sought. 

  



Rothesay Historic Shop Appraisal 2010 

  

 

  14 
© Lindsay Lennie 2010 

 
  

4. Rothesay 

a. Historical Background 

Rothesay is a Royal Burgh dating back to 1401 and is the ancestral home of the 

Stuart’s, once Kings of Scotland. As the main town on the island of Bute, it held the 

weekly markets, close to the castle and three larger fairs were held throughout the 

year. 

 

 Rothesay Castle 

 

Its economic fortunes in the late 18th century were dependent on herring fishing and 

the cotton industry. The Old Statistical Account (1791, Vol 1, p302) notes a rise in 

the population from 1400 in 1766 to 2600 in 1790 and attributes this to the 

establishment of a custom house, the herring industry and the cotton spinning mill. 

 

The harbour was built in 1822 and this assisted the town in its popularity as a tourist 

resort, accessed by the steamers from Glasgow. The New Statistical Account (1834-

5, Vol 5, p95) states that the development of steam navigation in 1814 encouraged 

Rothesay to become a “fashionable watering-place”. The Account notes the 

improvements in the town including the building of new streets along the bay and 

prosperity is reflected in the fact that twenty years previously there was only one 

baker in the parish but now there were eight master bakers and their associated 

apprentices and journeymen (p107). However, the Account also suggests a shift in 

shopping habits stating that although three fairs are held in May, July and October, 

they are “ill-attended and of little importance” (p117). It may be that the 

establishment of fixed shops by this time had superseded the need for such markets. 

 

Although the town’s economic fortunes fluctuated, it remained a popular tourist 

destination through the nineteenth century and also in the twentieth century until 

the 1950s. 
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Rothesay pier, c1900 packed with holidaymakers 

©Argyll & Bute Library & Information Service, McGrory Collection 

 

 
Rothesay Pier, July 1952 

© The Scotsman Publications Ltd, Licensor www.scran.ac.uk 

 

Since then the town, like other British seaside resorts, has declined in popularity as a 

holiday destination. This has meant that the traditional economic base for the island 

has shifted. However, more recently there has been a focus on holidaying in the UK 

and also for day trips and this continues to offer possibilities to Rothesay and Bute. 

The population at the 2001 census for the town was 5017 (www.scrol.gov.uk ). 

 

Rothesay was initially designated as a Conservation Area in 1971 and this was 

extended in 1981 and 1984. In 1985 the Conservation Area was designated as 

Outstanding. A Character Appraisal was undertaken of the Conservation Area in 

2009. 

http://www.scrol.gov.uk/
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b. Retail development in Rothesay 

Retail development is closely related to the local and national economic cycles. As a 

tourist resort, particularly for day trippers, the fortunes of Rothesay’s shops have 

been aligned with the fortunes of its tourism. The peak periods of development of 

the early nineteenth century, turn of the twentieth century, Inter-war period and 

1950s have all left their mark on the shop architecture. Although the earliest shops 

may not have survived, it is possible to see remnants within the buildings of their 

existence. The fast-moving world of retail design is rarely sentimental about what 

has gone before and often it is periods of stagnation or decline which ensure the 

preservation of earlier shops. 

 

c. Architects in Rothesay 

The Dean of Guild Court records held in Argyll & Bute Archives, Lochgilphead, 

indicate that many of the shops in Rothesay were designed by three local architects. 

These include both entire tenements and those involving shopfront renewal only. 

Information on these architects is available on the Dictionary of Scottish Architects 

website (see www.scottisharchitects.org.uk). The architects are: 

 

 Andrew Morrell McKinlay (1863-1947): born in Greenock his 

practice was based in High Street, Rothesay. 

 George Milne MacLintock (1873-1941): from 1879-1884 he worked 

with Thomson & Turnbull and then solely for Thomson until 1888. 

He then worked in Croyden for A.H. Howe before moving to James 

Donald’s practice in Paisley in 1889. He subsequently set up his own 

practice in Rothesay in 1893 and was based for many years at 6 

Castle Street. 

 Duncan Dewar (no dates available): Dewar is evident in the Dean of 

Guild Court records from the early 1900’s but no other information 

is available. 

From the early 1930s, like many other towns throughout Scotland, specialist 

shopfitters began to emerge and dominated the design and construction of shops in 

this period. The Dean of Guild Court plans indicate that Glasgow shopfitters 

including A. MacEwan & Co, Archibald Hamilton and Colin Hunter were all operating 

in Rothesay. Many of these firms were responsible for specialist shopfronts made of 

Vitrolite and polished granite, often making use of metals such as chrome and 

bronze. 

d. Issues for retailers in Rothesay 

The retailers in Rothesay face particular issues related to their geographical location. 

The remote aspect of an island can mean that there is a focus on local services but 

the accessibility of the mainland means that it is also relatively easy for the 

population to shop there instead. The rise of Internet shopping is also a threat to 

shops in every location and is an option particularly popular with island residents 

who can access goods relatively easily which otherwise might mean an expensive 

http://www.scottisharchitects.org.uk/
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and long journey to Glasgow or Edinburgh. Competing on cost for local retailers can 

be particularly challenging. 

 

The greatest challenge for the town’s shops is the seasonality of the tourist sector 

which means that many of the shops are closed over the winter months. The shift in 

tourism since the 1960s to cheaper foreign package holidays has significantly 

affected the viability of many British tourist resorts although more recently there 

has been a revival in holidaying in the UK and some resorts have had to re-invent 

themselves to take advantage of this market. 

 

Comparing Rothesay in 2010 with the shops which existed in 1951 it is clear that 

there are significantly less shops and less variety. In 1951 there were “29 grocers, 14 

bakers, 12 butchers, 13 greengrocers and 8 fish merchants, almost all of whom 

employed delivery boys” (Sprowl, 2004, p51). However, other towns have shown a 

similar pattern of loss and Rothesay is not unique in the changes that have taken 

place. 

 

For retailers, uncertainty in the market means less confidence in their business and a 

corresponding reluctance to invest in the fabric of a building or in improving a shop. 

This is particularly the case where there are short-term tenants who may not wish to 

invest in a building which they will only occupy for a few months. In a seaside resort 

some units will only be occupied for a few months of the year and will typically lie 

vacant over the winter. 

 

e. Shops Appraisal- extent 

The survey was in two sections. First, the THI Target Area centred on East and West 

Princes Street, Guildford Square, Bishop Street, Watergate and High Street with a 

small section of Montague Street. This includes 47 shops of which 17 are in listed 

buildings. 

THI Target Area 

 2-13 Albert Place 

 1-7, 2-10 Bishop Street 

 2-24 East Princes Street 

 1-13, 2, High Street 

 1-27, 26-36 Montague Street 

 1-19, 26-30, Watergate 

 2-24, 9, West Princes Street 

The THI Secondary Area is smaller and comprises parts of Montague Street, Victoria 

Street, Tower Street and Dean Hood Place. This includes a total of 24 shops of which 

17 are in listed buildings. 
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Secondary Area 

 1-7 Dean Hood Place 

 67-73, 60-98 Montague Street 

 1-7, 2-10 Tower Street 

 39-77 Victoria Street 

 

f. Shops Appraisal- results 

The outcome from this survey is a series of individual data sheets for each shop 

noting its architectural features and making particular recommendations. Each sheet 

also includes photographs showing the parent building, shopfront and any details of 

note including interiors where applicable. 

 

THI Target Area 

This area shows an interesting variety of shopfronts particularly relating to the late 

19th century. Bookend console brackets are evident on a number of shopfronts, 

notably 32 Montague Street, 5 Montague Street and 21-23 Watergate. These 

attractive and decorative features constructed of timber are often vulnerable to rot 

if not maintained and in some cases may be lost altogether. 

 

There is also evidence of good cast ironwork notably in 32 Montague Street (by 

MacFarlane’s Saracen Foundry) and also 27 Montague Street and 1 Bishop Street. 

Cast iron is generally very durable although requires to be painted regularly. 

 

The small shopfront at 13 East Princes Street (Zavaroni’s) is a good example of 1930s 

shop architecture by a shopfitter with later mosaic tile application to the shop 

facade. While mosaic tiles are a popular feature on many shops, larger brick-shaped 

tiles are also found on stallrisers on West Princes Street, Watergate and Bishop 

Street although have been painted over. 

 

Also on West Princes Street, number 10 retains a lifting window. These were once 

very popular with fishmongers, butchers and grocers, even into the 1930s. These 

allowed improved ventilation and for the window display to be easily dressed and 

cleaned. Lifting windows are relatively rare and surviving examples are therefore of 

importance. 

 

A number of shops are Victorian in date but with later alterations. In these cases, 

the original cornice and fascia may survive but there has been a 1930s ‘makeover’ to 

modernise the shopfront, often with chrome, bronze and Vitrolite. This can give an 

interesting if sometimes incongruous combination of old and new. 32 Montague 

Street is a good example of this with Victorian fascia and cast iron columns but with 

chrome window frames and Vitrolite stallrisers. 
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Some shopfronts have very little historic fabric left but small details can indicate an 

earlier occupier. 2 High Street (Amusement Arcade) was formerly a Burton’s store 

and the survival of the date stone panels to the stallrisers and small bronze vents 

which say ‘Montague Burton, the Tailor of Taste’ are of particular interest. 

 

There are few with surviving interiors but 7 Albert Place retains fine plasterwork to 

the ceiling together with fitted showcases. The shop has a modern frontage. 

 

 
7 Albert Place with its decorative plasterwork 

 

Secondary THI Area 

The Secondary Area is smaller but has some notable shops, particularly relating to 

the Interwar period. Victoria Street is of note for several 1930s shopfronts all of 

which are very different and therefore show great variety from this period. Number 

41 is an example of an angular granite fronted shop typical of the period but which 

retains an earlier encaustic tiled floor with the word ‘Chemist’ inset into the step. 

The adjacent ‘Butterflies’ shop was formerly a Birrell Confectioners shop and has an 

interesting shopfront together with fine surviving interior comprising high quality 

shelving and showcases. The adjacent 1930s shop, ‘MacKinnon’s’ also has a fine 

shelved interior. Its shopfront is particularly interesting for its minimalist black 

Vitrolite which was once very fashionable but is now an increasingly rare material. 

This shopfront was designed by Colin Hunter Shopfitters Ltd. This shop is of 

considerable significance and would particularly benefit from conservation measures 

to repair and restore it. 

Earlier, Edwardian shopfronts survive at number 75-77 with small-paned windows to 

the clerestory. An attractive turn of the century shop is located on the corner of 

Dean Hood Place and Montague Street. These shopfronts are probably by local 

architect, Andrew Morrell McKinlay (1863-1947). 

 

A number of shopfronts retain mosaic entrances and stallrisers, the best examples 

being 3-5 Tower Street and 39 Victoria Street. These matching tiled lobby floors and 

stallrisers have only been found in Rothesay and are therefore of particular 

significance. Other mosaic entrance floors, indicative of the fashion in the Edwardian 
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period are found in other shops in this area together with encaustic tiled entrances 

which are generally slightly earlier in date. 

 

A fully tiled interior also survives at 74 Montague Street in the former butcher’s 

shop. These tiles are quite plain white tiles but with a black and white border.  

 

 
Tiles in 75 Montague Street with black and white border 

  

Shops of historic significance 

There are several shops which demonstrate particular significance. As outlined 

above, the mosaic stallrisers are of special interest and the designs used in some of 

the shops may be particular to Rothesay. More investigation into their origins would 

be beneficial. 

 

Any shops with Vitrolite or those with traditional interiors should be considered to 

be of significance. 

 

Overall, it is the great variety of shops, the large amount of surviving historic fabric 

and the layers of history which make the town centre as a whole of great 

importance in terms of its surviving shopfronts.  
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5. Conservation Approaches 

In addressing the conservation of shops in Rothesay, it would be appropriate to consider a 

suitable approach to shops in the town centre and more specific measures for those shops 

which merit particular conservation approaches. 

 

At present there is no Supplementary Design Guidance for shopfronts in Rothesay and the 

local planning authority may wish to consider whether this is required. It is important that 

any design guidance adopted reflects the local situation and is not so generic that it fails to 

address local issues. 

 

Points for consideration: 

 Vitrolite: Rothesay retains several shops with Vitrolite signage or frontages. These 

are increasingly rare and should be conserved where possible. These shops reflect a 

period of growth and prosperity in the town and form part of the social and cultural 

history of the area. As Vitrolite is no longer manufactured it may prove challenging 

to restore these shops. 

 

 
Vitrolite sign, Montague Street 

 

 Tiles: The town demonstrates an interesting survival of various different tiled 

shopfronts. The mosaic entrances and stallrisers are particularly unusual but all of 

these frontages make a contribution to the townscape. Every effort should be made 

to conserve and enhance these shopfronts as some are in poor condition or painted 

over. 

 

 Security: Some shopfronts have externally mounted roller shutters. These can be 

visually disruptive and potentially damaging. Where appropriate, consideration 

should be given to alternative measures to these such as traditional shop gates or 

internally mounted, open-mesh shutters where extra security is required. An 

assessment of the real and perceived risks to shopfronts would be worth 

investigating prior to adopting a suitable strategy. 
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 Blinds and awnings: These are an essential addition to a shop for many retailers in 

order to protect their goods from strong sun. Although integral blinds existed from 

the late 19th century, few shops of this date in Rothesay have these. However, there 

are several 1930s shops which retain them. Consideration should be given to the 

reinstatement of blinds which do exist as many of these can be successfully restored 

to full working order. Where no blind-box exits, alternative measures could be 

introduced such as roller blinds inside the windows. 

 

 
Traditional blinds in use on shops at Duncan’s Halls, East Princes Street, c1900s 

© The Scottish Motor Museum Trust. Licensor www.scran.ac.uk 

 

 Signage: Many of the shops have lowered their fascia level and ignored the original 

proportions of the shopfront. This can seriously detract from the appearance of a 

street and is especially disruptive where a pair or row of matching shopfronts exist. 

While in any townscape there will be a variation in fascia levels, where shops are 

designed to match architecturally, consideration should be given to reinstating such 

fascias. Some shops use illuminated signage, either with lights above or backlit. 

These can be visually detrimental in a conservation area and consideration should 

be given as to how appropriate these are for listed buildings or within a conservation 

area. It is important to avoid clutter in the streetscape but traditional hanging signs 

may be considered appropriate for some shops. For this it is important that a 

consistent approach is taken so that these are of an appropriate size and style. 
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 Paint colours: Bright colours are often sought by retailers to make their shop stand 

out but more subtle colours can often be equally effective. Many of the shops in the 

town would benefit from upgrading of their paintwork and encouraging shop 

owners to undertake this regular maintenance is important. Encouraging choice of 

certain colours may be a consideration but it is crucial that this is done in 

conjunction with the local retailers. 

 

 Design: Where a shop would benefit from a more significant intervention because it 

has lost the majority of its historic fabric, advice from an architect experienced in the 

design of shopfronts is appropriate. Modern designs should be sympathetic to the 

parent building and surrounding townscape but a pastiche ‘Victoriana’ design is 

rarely appropriate. 

 

The financial implications of the above would need to be assessed in more detail. However, 

it is likely that for many of these shops a relatively small investment could transform these 

buildings and enhance the town centre of Rothesay.  

 

For the Vitrolite and tiles, the implications are potentially higher costs because specialist 

expertise and materials are required. However, given the considerable significance of the 

use of these materials in Rothesay this would be an appropriate approach to ensure that 

these shops are conserved for the future. 

 

Clearly there are also shopfronts which would benefit from more major intervention and 

perhaps a re-design. The costs of such work will depend of the extent of the work and the 

materials used and would require a suitably qualified architect. Designs have been drawn up 

for Albert Place by architect Peter Drummond (see drawings on page 23). In the case of 

Albert Place many of the shopfronts have been extensively altered and little or no historic 

fabric remains. Here the re-design of the shopfronts in this prominent sea-front elevation is 

of importance in encouraging the economic regeneration of the town by creating attractive 

and aesthetically appealing shops. The appearance of shops is recognised as being of 

importance in the vitality and viability of towns and improving these shops and others in 

Rothesay could potentially make a significant contribution to the success of the Townscape 

Heritage Initiative and its aims to regenerate Rothesay. 

 

The improvements in Albert Place involve the removal of existing modern shopfront material 

such as aluminium, and replacement with shopfronts which are more traditional in style and 

materials and therefore more sympathetic to the surrounding buildings. New fascia boards 

at appropriate levels will help to realign the existing, disjointed fascia levels. It is also 

proposed that fascia signs are hand-painted and this is an attractive option for shop signs 

which is preferable to the use of plastic signage. 
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Albert Place currently 

© Peter Drummond 

 

 
Proposed shopfront improvements to Albert Place 

© Peter Drummond  
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6. Conclusions and Recommendations 

This survey has established that Rothesay has an interesting survival of shopfronts from the 

late 19th century through to the Inter-war period. There is considerable variety of styles and 

types. In some cases earlier fabric sits alongside later alterations; a Victorian fascia may have 

a 1930s shopfront below. These shopfronts add interest and variety to the Rothesay 

streetscape and their conservation is potentially beneficial to the regeneration of the town 

as a whole. Attractive shops benefit visitors and residents alike. 

 

Many of the shopfronts would benefit from general upgrading and improvements including 

repairs to joinery, glazing and general painting. This can be easily achieved but care should 

always be taken in the materials used. Attention to the quality of materials used and the 

standard of workmanship are essential for effective conservation. 

 

Reinstatement of lost architectural features should be a consideration for some of the 

shopfronts, provided the relevant evidence is available to allow accurate reinstatement. 

 

Specialist materials survive in a number of shops, notably Vitrolite, metals and ceramic tiles. 

These require careful investigation and advice from a suitably qualified contractor before 

repairs or reinstatement work are undertaken. As Vitrolite is no longer manufactured it can 

be particularly difficult to undertake such repairs and salvage material may be the only 

option. As black is one of the most common colours this may be possible to obtain. 

Alternative materials such as Armourclad are rarely as successful as the original material. 

 

Surviving historic interiors including tiling, shelving and showcases are increasingly rare and 

should be conserved wherever possible. There are some particularly good examples of 

showcases and shelving as well as plasterwork and tiling in several shops. Every effort should 

be made to retain and enhance these interiors. 

 

Later interventions may result in the addition of inappropriate fixings such as externally 

mounted roller shutters and lowered fascia signage. Where possible alternative solutions 

should be sought so that the original architectural features of the shopfront can be 

appreciated. Care should always be taken in the removal of such elements so that further 

damage to historic fabric does not occur. 

 

Overall, Rothesay has much to be proud of in terms of the surviving retail architecture. 

Despite changes in shopping habits in recent decades, shops remain central to the economic 

vitality and viability of a town. It is fair to say that Rothesay has many shops of architectural 

significance which are worthy of conservation. Some of these may even be unique to the 

town and the importance of conserving these shops should not be underestimated. 
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