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Of the many executed works of Sir John Soane,
one of the most elusive and certainly one of the

shortest lived was the town house he designed in 1798
for Robert Dennistoun, a Glasgow merchant. Not only
did the building disappear without trace within forty
years of its construction, but the surviving
documentary evidence necessary to confirm both its
precise site and its appearance is sparse, vague and
sometimes contradictory. Soane only visited Scotland
once, at the very beginning of his career, and it is not
known why he was commissioned to build in
Glasgow.1 Possibly the connection was made through
Soane’s banking clients in England, but if Dennistoun
was hoping to cut a dash among his fellow merchants
by employing a smart London architect, he certainly
failed. Soane’s building has been almost entirely
forgotten. Although copies of drawings of designs for
Dennistoun’s house are in the Soane archive in
Lincoln’s Inn Fields, not a single sketch or view
showing it standing in Buchanan Street seems to have
been made: certainly none survive. Nor was the house
apparently ever mentioned as anything special or
worthy of notice in contemporary guides to the city or
subsequent histories – unlike the nearby mansion on
the opposite side of Buchanan Street built just a few
years later in 1804 by Alexander ‘Picture’ Gordon.
Perhaps Soane’s style was then too eccentric for
provincial Glasgow.2

Robert Dennistoun’s house was built towards
the end of the great period of development of
Glasgow’s ‘Merchant City’ after the Act of Union,
when the city prospered mightily and the arrogant
plutocracy of “Tobacco Lairds” and West India

sugar merchants built themselves detached town
houses along the new streets gradually laid out on a
rough 90° grid to the west of the old mediaeval High
Street.3 Most of these houses were rather plain and
old-fashioned Palladian designs, with pedimented
façades but no expressed order. Conspicuous
amongst them were the influential and pioneering
Shawfield Mansion designed by Colen Campbell in
1711, the Virginia Mansion of c.1752 at the top of
Virginia Street, the Crawford Mansion of 1778 to the
north of George Square, the Cunninghame or
Lainshaw Mansion of 1778–80 in Queen Street and
‘Picture’ Gordon’s house behind it in Buchanan
Street. Like contemporary public buildings and
churches, some were built on prominent sites which
closed axial vistas; all have long disappeared in
Glasgow’s notorious history of unsentimental
enthusiasm for continual redevelopment.4

The building of both Robert Dennistoun’s and
Alexander Gordon’s new mansions in Buchanan
Street may well reflect a change in social behaviour
in the city which was observed during the period of
the Napoleonic Wars. Writing in 1855, John Strang
recalled that 

during the twenty years which ran their course from
1795 to 1815, there was, perhaps, a greater change
observable in the social conditions of Glasgow, than
for any twenty years that ever occurred before or
since… As a leading improvement, it may be stated,
that every class lived in a better house, and, what is
more, had their houses better furnished than formerly.
Receptions in bed-rooms, by any pretending to keep
company, were abandoned entirely; while dinner
parties, to which ladies were invited, became more
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Dennistoun’s house was certainly planned for both
entertaining and living comfortably, with all the bed
rooms on upper floors and all the reception rooms
placed on the ground floor, that is, a dining room
visible from the street through Soane’s wide
segment-headed windows and a large drawing room
and a library overlooking the garden.

Buchanan Street was begun in 1763 as a short
residential enclave opening to the north of Argyle
Street and facing St Enoch’s Church and future
Square to the south. It lay parallel to Queen Street
and Miller Street to the east (Fig.1). The developer
was the Virginia merchant, Andrew Buchanan, of the
firm of Buchanan, Hastie & Co. Buchanan went
bankrupt in 1778 owing to the collapse of trade with
the American colonies and his land was sold off by
trustees as a series of building plots. Development
was slow, however, owing to the economic

frequent. The dining-room ceased to be disgraced, as
it was wont too frequently to be, with the presence of
intoxicated men; nor were such any longer seen
staggering from the dining-room with ‘tongues unable
to take up the cumbrous word,’ when called upon by
the hostess to declare whether they preferred tea to
coffee! The fact is that drinking to excess had
gradually become less and less fashionable… With the
abandonment of drinking and swearing, the dining
room became earlier deserted, and the drawing-room
more early peopled; the piano-forte was patronised at
the expense of the punch-bowl – the song and the glee
displaced the endless round of toasts and proverbs…
While the general community were thus improving in
many of the socialities of private life, they were not
insensible to amusements of a public nature. The
stage, dancing and card assemblies, and gentlemen’s
subscription concerts were all patronised and enjoyed.
The result was the erection of the elegant theatre in
Queen-street and the handsome Assembly-rooms in
Ingram-street.5

Fig.1. Map of central Glasgow assembled
from details of four sheets of Peter Fleming’s
Map of the City of Glasgow and Suburbs,
1807. Reproduced by permission of the
Trustees of the National Library of Scotland.
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always Church and State men, and something
more…”.11 The most prominent member in Soane’s
day was the banker, James Dennistoun of Golfhill,
who was a partner in the Glasgow Bank, which he
long managed, and it was his branch of the family
that feued the lands of Golfhill after 1836 to create
the eastern suburb of Dennistoun beyond Glasgow
Cathedral and the Necropolis.12 Soane’s client’s
money came mainly from the sugar trade. He was the
son of James Dennistoun of Colgrain by his second
wife, Mary Lyon, and was a partner in the firm of
George & Robert Dennistoun, West India traders;
he had interests in several other enterprises
including the Newark sugar refinery and, in 1807,
presided over the first meeting of the West India
Association of Glasgow. Robert Dennistoun married
Anne Penelope, the daughter of Archibald Campbell
of Jura, and they eventually had fourteen children.13

A few other facts help bring alive this obscure
Glasgow patron of architecture. In 1793 a spectator
at a parade of the newly raised Glasgow Volunteers
recorded that the “cavalry was a splendid corps, and
was commanded by Mr Dennistoun”.14 He was
certainly not dour or narrow as, like several members
of his family, he was a member of the Board of Green
Cloth, a “Whist and Supper Club” where bets were
taken.15 Dennistoun also seems to have liked the
theatre, as in 1803 he was on the committee for
building the new Theatre Royal in Queen Street
(designed by David Hamilton).16 When Dennistoun
was in London in March 1800 he called on Soane
twice (the only occasions when it is recorded that
architect and client met), and on the second visit,
after dining in Lincoln’s Inn Fields, they “went to
the play” together.17

The sale of the plot in Buchanan Street (No. 6)
to Robert Dennistoun was recorded on 6 February
1798. The vendor was James McDowall, Lord
Provost of Glasgow, with the consent of Benjamin
Barton, “heritable creditor”. McDowall had bought
two contiguous plots from the trustees of the
creditors of Buchanan, Hastie & Co. in 1786 and

dislocation in Glasgow created by the American
Revolution; several plots remained empty for some
years and Robert Dennistoun’s house was the first to
be built on the western side of the new street.6 As
first laid out, Buchanan Street only extended as far as
the present Gordon Street (created after Alexander
Gordon bought the plot opposite his new house to
preserve his view to the west) and fields lay beyond.
The street was only extended northwards to its
present length in 1804 when the Meadowflat lands
were opened up by the Corporation. St George’s
Tron Church, designed by William Stark in 1807,
was built on the western side of the extended street on
a site which, at the time, lay on the edge of the city.7

In 1804 James Denholm considered that “The
houses in this street are built in so elegant a manner,
as cannot fail to arrest the attention of every person
of taste”, and he observed that the Buchanan Street
houses, like those in Virginia and Charlotte Streets,
and Queen Street and St Enoch Square, “are
occupied by one family from top to bottom as in
London”.8 A century later it was noted that “The
houses were in the style of Miller Street, another
resort of fashion, but larger”.9 One Victorian
historian recalled that 

Buchanan Street was intended for Gentleman’s Private
Houses, and a Series of Clauses to preserve the
Amenity introduced into the Title-Deeds. The Street
was quite on the Outskirts of the City; as much so,
indeed, as the present Terraces at the West-End Park.
It was long very retired and dull. Shops were entirely
out of the question, and would not have been tolerated
had any Person, indeed, been bold enough to make the
attempt…10

Neither legal restrictions, however, nor social
exclusiveness could prevent Buchanan Street being
transformed into a commercial district within two
generations.

Robert Dennistoun (1756–1815) belonged to
one of the interconnected, closely knit families who
formed the merchant aristocracy of Glasgow. His was
an old landed family, and “The Dennistouns were



assistant mostly concerned with the job, sometimes
with Gandy or Mansfield. On 11 January 1799,
sixteen drawings “of a Design for a new House &
Offices” were delivered “at the new Hummums
Covent Garden”, and on 18 February drawings on
five sheets of cartridge paper illustrating floor and
window details, together with a boxed model of the
roof, were sent north on the Glasgow coach.20

Thirty-four copy drawings of the designs made for
Robert Dennistoun survive in Lincoln’s Inn Fields
today. Several alternative front elevations are
variations on the three-bay façade design with a
single arched side entrance which would seem to
have been chosen, but one copy drawing, dated 9
January 1799, shows a quite different, broader five-
bay façade topped by urns and flanked by
symmetrical arched side entrances (Fig.2).21 This
would have been too wide for the site in Buchanan
Street and surely cannot have been a practical
alternative for Dennistoun to consider. It may
possibly have been an ideal design which reflects
Soane’s unhappiness with the single side entrance
on the left of the façade required by the authorities,
for other elevation designs also have symmetrical
side entrances to both left and right (Fig. 3).22

The selected, executed scheme would seem to be
represented by a carefully dimensioned set of 1⁄4 inch
scale copy drawings dated 20 December 1798.23

The design for the Entrance Front corresponds with
the list of detail drawings sent “per Royal Charlotte
Glasgow Coach” on 30 March 1799 (Fig.4). These
included a “Drawing of half the upper part of the
front Elevation, showing the fascia under the
Windows & Mold: round pan.ls fullsize”; and full-
size drawings of the balustrade, of half of the capital
of the Pilasters, of “The Honeysuckle” and the “Attic
Cornice”. This design shows an upright three-bay
façade articulated with a giant order of pilasters
rising from a half-sunk basement. Either side of a
rather attenuated arched and pedimented central
front entrance, two unusually wide (9 feet 11⁄2 inches)
double-mullioned segment-headed windows with a

both were now sold simultaneously: that to the south
(No. 5) being taken by Charles Stirling of Kenmuir.18

The sasine document records that Buchanan Street
was being laid out to a width of seventy feet between
the front walls of the buildings, with a central
causeway forty feet wide containing a sewer flanked
by pavements five feet wide “paved with flagstones
properly dressed,” whose maintenance was the
responsibility of the adjacent property owner.
Between the pavement and the houses was an area,
ten feet wide (subsequently paved over). 

The sasine also records the conditions imposed
on the purchasers. Each lodging was to be

one storey half sunk with two square stories and
garrets and no more and of such a length as to leave
proper entry to the background at the southend
thereof and shall erect a neat gateway for filling up the
vacant space left for such entry betwixt their respective
houses so to be built and the houses adjacent the front
walls of which houses and gateways shall be of good
ashler work and the houses shall be covered with slates
and the gateways filled up with neat gates; And it shall
not be lawful so nor in the power of the said Robert
Dennistoun or any purchaser to make any vents or
chimney heads nor any dormer windows in the front
walls or front roofs of said house…

The requirement for a gateway (to a passage shared
by Dennistoun and Stirling) reflects what had
become a Glasgow tradition of having arched
entrances to the spaces left between merchants’ town
houses (the two arches over the passages leading
from Buchanan Street to Exchange Place are today
unique, grand survivals of this device). The
respectability of the street was to be further secured
by the condition that there were to be “no factories
or workshops for tradesmen of any kind nor to carry
on any business of brewing distilling tanning or
leather making or soap or candle glass works or any
other business which may be nauseous or
disagreeable to other inhabitants.”19

The first mention of Dennistoun’s commission
in Soane’s records is an entry in the Day-book for
Tuesday 18 December 1798. H.H. Seward was the

S O A N E I N G L A S G O W

T H E G E O R G I A N G R O U P J O U R N A L V O L U M E X I I I 




S O A N E I N G L A S G O W

T H E G E O R G I A N G R O U P J O U R N A L V O L U M E X I I I 


Fig.2. Unexecuted alternative design for a house for Robert Dennistoun; copy of 
Buchanan Street elevation, dated January 1799. Sir John Soane’s Museum.

Fig.3. Preliminary design for Robert Dennistoun’s house with twin side entrances: 
Buchanan Street elevation dated 1798. Sir John Soane’s Museum.
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Fig.4. Executed design for Robert Dennistoun’s house: copy of Buchanan Street elevation 
dated 24 December 1798. Sir John Soane’s Museum.

Fig.5. Executed design for Robert Dennistoun’s house: copy of west or garden elevation 
dated 24 December 1798. Sir John Soane’s Museum.
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Glasgow mansion was quite different from a London
town house like his own in Lincoln’s Inn Fields.
Rather than being long and thin, with blank side
party walls, it was square in plan – fifty by fifty feet –
and stood detached on a confined but open urban
site. This allowed for a compact and practical
arrangement of a large number of different rooms,
with the well-proportioned principal rooms all on
the ground floor and not on different levels as in a
London terraced house (Fig. 8).While these rooms
had large windows either facing the street or the
garden, Soane was also able to light smaller rooms at
a higher level from small windows in the side
elevations. Particularly ingenious was the small
mezzanine with water closet and adjacent room
giving off the main staircase landing and lit from the
south (Fig.7). The basement must also have been
more light and airy than would have been the case in
a London house. Rooms for the children and for
servants were cleverly accommodated within the
raised attic parapets and roof space.

It is not known whom Dennistoun employed to
interpret his London architect’s drawings. Soane
must have been concerned to ensure that the details
of his design was properly executed, for not only did
his office prepare full-sized drawings but, in addition
to plans of the floor timbers and sectional construction
drawings, a model of the roof was made by John
Pullinger, who was then acting for Soane as clerk of
works at Bentley Priory.25 Further models were sent
on 19 September 1800 from the Bull & Mouth inn
by the Glasgow Mail; these were of the sash and
frames for the front rooms and for the hall floor.26

The preceding March, having personally discussed
the finishing of the interiors with Soane, Dennistoun
took sixteen drawings back north with him: for the
Eating Room (4), the Drawing Room (4), the Hall
(2), the staircase (1), the Library (3) and for a
Chamber (2); copies of some these survive, together
with a full-size drawing for the drawing room
chimney piece (Figs 9 and 10).27 Soane charged £50
0s. 0d. for “Making a design for a House containing

Greek-key frieze below light the Eating Room to the
right of the hall and Dennistoun’s office, lined with
bookcases, to the left. The three first-floor windows
above are regularly spaced. A balustrade runs above
the principal cornice over the side bays while above
the central bay a raised panel is flanked by short piers
surmounted by Soane’s characteristic semicircular
antefixa, ornamented with a honeysuckle.24

A more severe astylar five-bay façade faced the
garden behind (Fig.5). Here the rectangular ground-
floor windows with blank arched heads lit the
Withdrawing Room and Library. The plan was lucid
(Fig.8). The central axis from the front door led
straight to the end of the drawing room, passing, on
the left, the staircase which rose from basement to
the first or bedroom floor against a curved wall
beneath an oval conical skylight. A secondary semi-
circular staircase rose from the upper floor to the
attic storey which contained the children’s bedroom
and play room. The north side elevation was almost
entirely blank apart from two small windows lighting
a dressing room on the first floor and two more
above, lighting the children’s bedroom. The south
elevation or “End front next Mr Stirling” was more
resourceful as it exploited the fifteen foot gap which
separated the house from the neighbouring property
(Fig.6). The arched side entrance off Buchanan
Street led both to the rear garden and to a basement
side entrance, while along the basement wall was
placed a sunken single-storey range containing
scullery, a cleaning room and the coal cellar.

The Buchanan Street elevation of this long-lost
house might seem typical of Soane and, with its three
bays and wide segment-headed windows, is
reminiscent of the garden front of Pitzhanger Manor,
designed a couple of years later. There are also some
similarities in plan, but Pitzhanger Manor was a
country house where Soane was adding to an existing
building. His design for Dennistoun’s house was
quite different and is, in fact, peculiarly interesting as
it was unique in the architect’s executed work. Soane
had little experience of designing town houses, and a
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Fig. 6. Executed design for Robert Dennistoun’s house: copy of south elevation 
dated 24 December 1798. Sir John Soane’s Museum.

Fig.7. Executed design for Robert Dennistoun’s house: copy of lateral cross section looking west 
dated 24 December 1798. Sir John Soane’s Museum.
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Fig.8. Executed design for Robert Dennistoun’s house: plans of basement, ground floor, first floor and 
attic floor after copy drawings in Soane Museum dated 24 December 1799.

Fig.9. Robert Dennistoun’s house: design for finishings of Eating Room 
dated 7 March 1800. Sir John Soane’s Museum.



a double stable prepared for both Dennistoun and
Charles Stirling, possibly for one or more of the
separate and irregularly shaped plots beyond their
gardens which fronted the older country lane which
became Mitchell Street to the west of Buchanan
Street. It is unlikely to have been carried out.

Dennistoun’s property did not run all the way
back to Mitchell Street. A long garden, terminated by
a wall almost 100 feet from the house, ran across the
St Enoch Burn which meandered behind the
properties lining the west side of Buchanan Street.
According to one later historian, this burn was “once
a trouting stream, and when Buchanan Street was
first made it had trees along its banks where Mitchell
Street is now”.30 Daniel Frazer, in his history of
Buchanan Street published in 1885, claimed to
remember Dennistoun’s house after it had become
an hotel and recalled that “attached to it was a large

2 plans” and “Making three plans with alterations
and two Elevations” in December 1798 and January
1799; a payment of £117 0s. 0d. was received via the
bankers Ransom, Morland & Co. in June 1799 and a
further £30 was received (“by Bank notes”) the
following year after the preparation of the drawings
“for the finishings”.28

Four further copies of designs prepared for
Robert Dennistoun survive. Dated January 1799,
these are for stables, coach houses, harness rooms
and a bow-fronted “Poultry” (together with a store
for rabbits)29 (Fig. 11). The intended location of
these structures is not recorded, but the dimensions
and the trapezoidal outline of the plan indicate that it
could not have fitted on the Buchanan Street plot.
However, the fact that the plan indicates twin
entrances and two separate stable courts separated
by a wall suggests that it might have been a design for
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Fig.10. Robert Dennistoun’s house: full-size drawing for
Withdrawing Room chimney piece 

dated March 1800. Sir John Soane’s Museum.

Fig.11. Preliminary design for stables for Robert
Dennistoun: plan, elevations and sections 

dated 6 January 1799. Sir John Soane’s Museum.
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walled garden, with grounds extending back to
Mitchell Street [not in fact the case], where apple
and pear trees flourished. There was also within the
grounds a greenhouse or conservatory….”31 All this
was soon covered over by workshops and outbuildings
after Dennistoun’s death; by the time that this area was
surveyed in 1859 for the 1:500 first edition Ordnance
Survey map of Glasgow, all the back land between
Mitchell Street and Buchanan Street was built over. 

Robert Dennistoun died in 1815.32 What
happened to his mansion afterwards has been
difficult to establish; indeed, its precise location has
been misleadingly given until now. No map or plan
survives which indicates the positions of the various
numbered plots in Buchanan Street sold by the
trustees after 1778, and the problem is compounded
by the fact that, although street numbers were in use
in Glasgow by 1787, they were changed twice before
the present numbering system was introduced in
1826.33 No. 6 Buchanan Street, the address for
“Dennistoun, Rob. merchant” first given in the 1807
edition of the Glasgow Directory, is therefore not
easily identified. It has sometimes been stated that
Dennistoun’s house was later replaced by the
Monteith Rooms, which themselves gave way to the
premises of the Glasgow Herald, the present 65–69
Buchanan Street, but this cannot be correct. The
large-scale Map of the City of Glasgow and Suburbs
published by Peter Fleming in 1807 carefully
delineated every property in the city, and at this date
the future site of the Glasgow Herald is depicted as
vacant.34 The plot immediately to the north, on the
corner of the present Mitchell Lane, was then built
on, but this was not wide enough to contain Soane’s
design. The conclusion must be that Dennistoun’s
house was on a plot further south, the third beyond
Mitchell Lane, which is indicated on Fleming’s map
as being occupied at the Buchanan Street end with a
building precisely as Soane had designed, and with
an open space behind (Fig.1). This corresponds
with the present Nos. 55–61 Buchanan Street. (The
adjoining plot to the south is also shown as empty:

Mr Stirling did not in the event build on plot No. 5,
and his name does not appear in the street directories).35

According to Daniel Frazier, Dennistoun’s house
became an hotel, and he recalled how, after a fire at
the back of his home further up the street one night
in 1831, 

the family, including my mother, wrapped in blankets,
were taken down to the well-known hotel of Mr
McFarlane, known as the Buchanan Street Hotel,
situated nearly opposite the Arcade, on the west side
of the street. This hotel was the meeting place of the
famous Jumble Club, of which many of the most
eminent citizens of the day were members. This
mansion was built by Mr Robert Dennistoun, and was
the first built on the west side of the street.36

The address of the hotel was 57 Buchanan Street,
and it first appeared in the Glasgow Directory for
1826. The last reference to Malcolm McFarlane and
the Buchanan Street Hotel is in the Post Office
Directory for 1837–38. Furthermore, on large-scale
maps published in 1828 and 1839, the third
building south of Mitchell Lane is labelled “Hotel.”37

Tantalisingly, however, it does not appear in the
remarkable panorama of the Buchanan Street
elevations from Argyle Street to St George’s Place
which survives in the Mitchell Library38 (Fig.12).
Clearly modelled on John Tallis’s London Street
Views published in 1838–40, this drawing has been
dated to 1842 on internal evidence, and it indicates
that Nos. 55–61 was then the premises of MacLure &
MacDonald, lithographers, draughtsmen, engravers
and printers, with Messrs Finlay & Taylor, shawl
merchants, and William Paton, hosier, occupying the
ground floor shops. Soane’s mansion (hotel and
club-house) had gone; the restrictions imposed by
the Buchanan Street trustees had been abandoned in
the face of commercial pressures and the street was
well on the way to being “the gayest and most
fashionable promenade in the city”39 (Fig.13).

On the left of MacLure & MacDonald on the
Buchanan Street panorama is the Dilettanti Buildings;
on the right, separated by an arch, is drawn the six-



changes.43 What now seems clear is that Soane’s house
for Robert Dennistoun stood at Nos. 55–61 Buchanan
Street, and that the business premises which
replaced it, crudely drawn in the 1842 panorama, is
the seven-bay, three-storey Italianate commercial
palazzo which still stands on the site today.44

Soane was also involved with one other long-lost
building in Glasgow. Robert Dennistoun must have
been happy with his new house because, two years
later, in 1802, Soane was approached by his younger
brother, Richard, to enlarge his own Glasgow
residence. Richard Dennistoun was also merchant, a
partner in George and Robert Dennistoun & Co.,
who also had an interest in Finlay Duff & Co., and in
several other concerns as well as owning much
property in Glasgow. He married Christian, the
daughter of James Alston of Westertoun (with whom
he had four children) and, like his elder brother and
Robert’s son, James Robert ‘Ruffy’ Dennistoun, he
was a member of the Board of Green Cloth.45 At the

bay façade designed by John Fisher for the Monteith
Rooms, where real panoramas, or dioramas, of such
spectacles as the cities of New York and Jerusalem,
scenes in the Paris revolution and the voyage of “The
Great Nassau balloon” were exhibited in 1837.40

Daniel Frazer was one of several Victorian writers to
repeat the erroneous statement that the Buchanan
Street Hotel was replaced by the Monteith Rooms,
but the street numbers cited in contemporary
directories as well as maps make it clear that the two
businesses stood side by side for a couple of years.41

The first mention of the Monteith Rooms is in the
directory for 1836–37; the Buchanan Street Hotel
(Dennistoun’s house) must have been demolished
soon after the site was sold by Dennistoun’s heirs to
Robert Whyte, cabinet maker and upholsterer, in
1838.42 Owing to the rapid transformation of
Buchanan Street at this time, perhaps Frazer, ‘Senex’
and other Glasgow chroniclers may have become
confused half a century later when recollecting these

S O A N E I N G L A S G O W

T H E G E O R G I A N G R O U P J O U R N A L V O L U M E X I I I 


Fig.12. Detail of the southern end of Buchanan Street from Argyll Street to Gordon Street in the panorama 
of c.1842 as published in the Glasgow Herald 150th Anniversary Supplement, 1933



Room”, running behind the existing Eating Room
and beyond a new lobby and garden entrance. By
placing the extension towards the south of the garden,
there was room for a “Green Plot fronting the
Assembly Rooms in Ingram Street” (Fig.14). The
elevation drawing of the “Garden front” shows that
Soane proposed an unremarkable plain two-storey,
four-bay wing facing north towards the front of the
magnificent new Assembly Rooms which had been
built a few years earlier, in 1796–98, on the opposite
side of Ingram Street to a posthumous design by
Robert and James Adam. This drawing also shows
that the north, side wall of the existing mansion was
entirely blank, a product of the uncertain and often
disconnected way that Glasgow’s grid of new streets
often developed (Fig.15).

On 26 May 1802 Soane received six guineas
from Messrs. Munn & Brown “for drawings made
for James Dennistoun Esqre”.48 This might seem
further to confuse matters, but he was probably

beginning of the century, Richard Dennistoun’s
address was No. 31 Miller Street, a house at the far,
north end of the street (first laid out in 1762) on the
east side, close to the corner with Ingram Street
(Fig.1).

The first reference to Richard Dennistoun in
Soane’s Day Book is on 7 May 1802 and over the next
ten days and again in August several assistants were at
work on “plans of Alterations of a House in Scotland”,
including the preparation of a perspective view.46 This
is now lost; what survives at Lincoln’s Inn Fields are
three copies of drawings, dated May 1802, for enlarging
an existing house in “Millar Street”.47 This was a five-
bay mansion, probably similar in type to the single
surviving Tobacco Merchant’s House a little further
south at No. 42 Miller Street. Soane’s drawings show
a large two-storey rear extension in the back garden to
the east, with a bathroom, lavatories, &c. placed on
one side, along the southern site boundary. The
principal element was a large new “Withdrawing
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Peter Fleming’s Map of the City of Glasgow and
Suburbs, published in 1821, Dennistoun’s house in
Miller Street has become the Renfrewshire Bank; his
garden has disappeared and the corner to Ingram
Street is properly turned and defined by Ingram
Buildings running along Ingram Street.50 These
buildings were replaced in about 1875 by the
French-style block with a tall mansard roof standing
today on the site of Richard Dennistoun’s house and
garden, and it was in this building that Kate Cranston
later opened the celebrated Ingram Street Tearooms
designed by Charles Rennie Mackintosh.51

Glasgow is a city of architectural ghosts. The

Robert’s son, ‘Ruffy’ Dennistoun, who was also a
partner in G. and R. Dennistoun & Co. What can
now be definitely established is that Soane’s design
was carried out, for the 1:500 Ordnance Survey map
of the area, surveyed in 1858, shows the outline of
buildings on the site precisely as drawn in the plans
in the archive at Lincoln’s Inn Fields. By that date,
however, the four sash windows of Soane’s new
drawing room only overlooked a small internal court.
Richard Dennistoun had left Miller Street in about
1813 after buying, in 1806, Kelvingrove House, a
country villa of the 1780s then well to the west of the
city; he died in 1834.49 On David Smith’s revision of
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Fig.13. Buchanan Street in the 1850s looking south towards St Enoch Church, with Mitchell Lane on the right
and the building which replaced the Dennistoun house visible above the horseman’s head: from an unidentified
watercolour or lithograph recorded on a glass copy negative in the Graham Collection in the Mitchell Library. 

Glasgow City Council.



alert sense of historical topography. With such help,
the ghostly apparitions of lost masterpieces can be
summoned up in the imagination: buildings by Colen
Campbell and Robert and James Adam, by William
Stark and David Hamilton, by John Baird and Alexander
‘Greek’Thomson… And of all these, the most
tantalising, the most haunting must be the remarkable
town house designed by John Soane for Robert
Dennistoun which once stood in Buchanan Street.

Assembly Rooms, later called the Athenaeum, gave
way to an extension of the General Post Office in
about 1892. A fragment still exists, for the masonry
of the upper freestanding Ionic columns and attics
framing the central arched window was saved and
eventually re-erected as a sort of triumphal arch on
Glasgow Green, just as Mackintosh’s Ingram Street
Tearooms partly survive in store following their asinine
removal by the Corporation in 1971. Otherwise, the
many fine buildings by distinguished architects which
once graced the streets of the Second City of the
British Empire can only be recalled with the aid of
drawings, prints and photographs, together with an
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Fig.14. Design for alterations and additions to Richard
Dennistoun’s house: copy of annotated ground floor plan

dated 17 May 1802. Sir John Soane’s Museum.

Fig.15. Design for alterations and additions to Richard
Dennistoun’s house: copy of north elevation and section
through new wing and existing house dated 17 May 1802.

Sir John Soane’s Museum.



competition in 1804. Only later did such architects
as David Hamilton and, of course, Alexander
‘Greek’ Thomson employ a Soanian manner of
abstraction and adopt his method of incised
ornament; photographs of Hamilton’s demolished
Moore Park at Govan of c.1805 suggest that he
looked closely at Dennistoun’s house: see the
photograph by Annan in The Old Country Houses of
the Old Glasgow Gentry, Glasgow, 1870 and 1878.

3 See Frank Arneil Walker, ‘Glasgow’s New Towns’ in
Peter Reed (ed.), Glasgow. The Forming of the City,
Edinburgh, 1993; Frank Arneil Walker, ‘The
Glasgow Grid’ in Thomas A. Markus (ed.), Order in
Space and Society, Edinburgh, 1982.

4 Only the recently restored ‘Tobacco Merchant’s
House’ of 1775 at 42 Miller Street survives today.
The Shawfield Mansion was demolished in 1795
and Glassford Street runs over its site; the Crawford
Mansion was demolished by the Edinburgh &
Glasgow Railway to make way for Queen Street
Station; the Virginia Mansion was acquired by the
Glasgow Bank and demolished in 1842 to make way
for a new bank by David Hamilton; the Cunningham
or Lainshaw mansion first became a bank and was
then absorbed inside David Hamilton’s Royal
Exchange, while Gordon’s house was acquired by
the Royal Bank and demolished in 1851 for the
extension of the bank’s premises. A list of fifteen
“mansions of the first rank” built in Glasgow in the
eighteenth century is given in The Regality Club, 1st

series, Glasgow, 1889, 54.
5 John Strang, Glasgow and its Clubs, or, Glimpses of
the Conditions, Manners, Characters, and Oddities
of the City…, Glasgow, 1856, 344–346. The author
had been born in Glasgow in 1795.

6 “From an event (the American war) which for a time
diminished, and it was feared would ruin the trade
of Glasgow, the most solid advantages have arisen to
its inhabitants, by their industry being more
especially directed than before, to the prosecution
of manufactures. The effect of these, which of late
years have made prodigious strides, combined with
a foreign commerce again increasing, and
conducted in a less hazardous manner than before,
are plainly discernable, in the rapid increase of
inhabitants, of new streets, and elegant buildings,
which still secure to Glasgow, the appellation of
being the richest as well as the fairest city of the land”
[James Denholm, The History of the City of Glasgow
and Suburbs, 3rd edition, Glasgow, 1804, 423].

A C K N O W L E D G E M E N T S

It was Charles McKean who, typically, knew and first
told me that Soane had designed a house in Glasgow,
thereby sending me off to look at the drawings at Sir
John Soane’s Museum in Lincoln’s Inn Fields,
where the Curator, Margaret Richardson, together
with Stephen Astley and Susan Palmer, have most
kindly assisted my quest for this forgotten and
obscure work. I am particularly grateful to that
extraordinary oracle of Glasgow knowledge, Roger
Guthrie, for suggesting lines of inquiry in that under-
funded and misused resource, the Archives and
Special Collections of Glasgow City Council’s
Libraries at the Mitchell Library, where the staff were
most helpful. Lyn McLaughlin very kindly
assembled the pieces of the Fleming map on her
computer screen at the Glasgow School of Art.

N O T E S

1 Susan Palmer tells me that in September 1780, soon
after returning from his Grand Tour, Soane passed
through Glasgow on his way to stay at Allanbank,
Edrom, Berwickshire, in order to discuss a project
to rebuild this (haunted) house for John Stuart. He
had travelled from Ireland, crossing from
Donaghadee to Portpatrick, thence by coach to
Glasgow, where he stayed for one night at the Black
Bull in Argyle Street. Apart from completing
Cairness House, Aberdeenshire (1791–97), for
Charles Gordon of Buthlaw after the death in 1794
of James Playfair, whose work he admired, whose
drawings he acquired and whose widow and family
he helped, Soane’s other Scottish projects also came
to nothing. The commission to rebuild Dunninald,
Montrose, Forfarshire (1795), for David Scott,
chairman of the East India Company, which he also
inherited from Playfair, proved abortive, as did the
invitation from the Earl of Breadalbane to design
new interiors at Taymouth Castle, Perthshire (1808). 

2 Gordon’s house was, however, better known for its
picture gallery than for its architecture. Perhaps the
most advanced neo-classical architect then working
in the city was William Stark, whose Hunterian
Museum with its Roman Doric portico was won in
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(1771–1830) was another West India merchant and,
according to John Strang, op. cit., 215, he and his
business partner John Gordon of Aikenhead (brother
of ‘Picture Gordon’) were “central luminaries of the
Tory party, then dominant in the City.”

19 Register of Seisins 1797–98, 163. The 1842
panorama of Buchanan Street (see below) shows
several of the original mansions flanked by arched
entrances. The Register of Seisins for 1838,
221–230, reveals that the owner of plot no.5 had a
right to use the passage behind the gateway, which
was 4 feet wide and went in a straight line to the
west to pass through the boundary wall at the end,
then to turn to the north. By 1832 this passage was
exclusively part of the Dennistoun property.

20 SM, Journal No. A 1797–1804, No. 4, 179. The
New Hummums Coffee House & Hotel,
demolished in 1885, was on the east side of the
Piazza in Russell Street whose name (and that of its
neighbour, the Old Hummums) reflected its history
as a formerly disreputable bagnio or hothouse
[Survey of London, XXXVI, The Parish of St Paul
Covent Garden, London, 1970, 93].

21 SM, Drawing 2/8/12; however, the corresponding
plan (drawing 2/8/9, dated December 1798), which
has a bow-fronted drawing room facing the garden,
only indicates a side door and passage on one side
of the house. These drawings surely depict an early
design, dating from December 1798.

22 SM, Drawings 2/8/1 & 2/8/13.
23 SM, Drawings 2/8/2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 7, 8, 10, 16 & 17.
24 SM, 80/1/33 is a copy of this full-size drawing for

honeysuckle. . 
25 SM, Journal No. A 1797–1804, No.4, 79; verso of

roof drawing, SM, 77/1/43V, 
Bentley Priory Jany 1 1799 
Sir, I have Inclosed the Sections of the Roof and if
you wish to make any alteration shd be glad to know
& Ill get the Moddell don as fast as its Posable 
I am Sir your Most Obedient and Faithfull Servant
John Pullinger.

The model was sent with the drawings on 18
February 1799. 

26 SM, Day-book 1800–1801 for Friday 19 September
1800,

Robert Dennistoun Esq.
Sent per Glasgow Mail from Bull & Mouth – a model
of the Sash & frames for front rooms
Hall Floor in a deal case. 
paid Booking 2d.

7 No early views of Buchanan Street or of
Dennistoun’s mansion as built are known. The
engraving of Buchanan Street looking south in
Joseph Swan’s Select Views of Glasgow and
Environs, 1828, shows St George’s Tron in the
foreground, but the depiction of the earlier part of
the street in the distance is too vague to be of any use.

8 Denholm, op. cit., 137 and 135.
9 Allan Fullarton Baird, “House Nos. 26–32

Buchanan Street” in The Regality Club, 3rd series,
Glasgow 1899, 114.

10 Quoted in J.F.S. Gordon (ed.), Glasghu Facies. A
View of the City of Glasgow, Div. IV, The History of
Glasgow, Glasgow, 1872, 1080.

11 Minute Book of the Board of Green Cloth 1809–1820
with Notices of the Members, privately printed,
Glasgow, 1891, 91.

12 John Oswald Mitchell, Old Glasgow Essays,
Glasgow, 1905, 22; George MacGregor, The History
of Glasgow, London and Glasgow, 1881, 485. For
the suburb of Dennistoun, see Glasghu Facies, Div.
III, 775; Elizabeth Williamson, Ann Riches and
Malcolm Higgs, The Buildings of Scotland:
Glasgow, London, 1990, 443.

13 T.M. Devine, The Tobacco Lords: a study of the
tobacco merchants of Glasgow and their trading
activities, c1740–90, Edinburgh, 1975; [ J.W.
Dennistoun], Some account of the family of
Dennistoun of Dennistoun and Colgrain, privately
printed, Glasgow, 1906.

14 “Senex”, Glasgow Past and Present, I, Glasgow,
1884, 243: the index cites Robert Dennistoun as
this particular Mr Dennistoun. Other authorities
state that the Volunteers were founded in 1794.

15 …The Board of Green Cloth, op. cit., 128. This
book also records that the firm of G. & R.
Dennistoun eventually “over advanced on West
India estate, and ultimately had to stop payment”.

16 “Senex”, op. cit., II, 249. This theatre was
destroyed by fire in 1829.

17 London, Sir John Soane’s Museum (hereafter SM),
Journal No. A, No. 4, 266: 1800, “March 7 Mr
Dennistoun dined here & talked over finishings of
his House at Glasgow … March 18 Mr Dennistoun
dined here & went to the play with him…”. 

18 Glasgow, Glasgow City Council, Mitchell Library,
Archives and Special Collections (hereafter Mitchell
Library), Minute Book, Register of Sasines for 6
February 1798; Register of Seisins, 29 September
1797–7 June 1798, 162–164. Charles Stirling
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under a brass which, together with a stained-glass
window in their memory in the south-east angle
representing “the Widow casting her Mite into the
Treasury”, was given by their surviving children.

33 Susan Miller, “A Guide to Glasgow Addresses, Part
I, 1700–1825: Merchant City”, Glasgow & West of
Scotland Family History Society, 2002.

34 The scale of Fleming’s map is 1inch to 190 feet, or
1:2220. It was “corrected till January 1807”.

35 Fleming drew the house to the proportions of Soane’s
plan, with a line demarcating the sunken outbuildings
in the side passage and an indentation corresponding
to the side, basement entrance; he also indicated the
shared passage running along the site boundary.
Stirling sold his plot to John Campbell, Senior, & Co.
in 1810, who sold it to Rebecca Monteith in 1832
[Mitchell Library, Particular Register of Seisins,
Reversions, &c. in the Royal Burgh of Glasgow, Book
220, 1838, 221–230]. In the event, Charles Stirling
built a country house at Kenmuir a few years later to
the designs of David Hamilton [The Old Country
Houses of the Old Glasgow Gentry, Glasgow, 1870 and
1878, 152; Howard Colvin, Biographical Dictionary
of British Architects 1600–1840, New Haven and
London, 1995, 451].

36 Frazer, op. cit., 26. According to John Strang, op.
cit., 466, the ‘Jumble’ was one of “a host of convivial
(not gambling) Card Clubs” in the city and “could
boast, for many long years, of having its own
furniture, its own wine, its own plate, and its own
coin!”

37 David Smith, Plan of the City of Glasgow and its
Environs, 1828 & (revised by James Collie) 1839
[John N. Moore, The Maps of Glasgow, Glasgow,
1996]. Frazer, op. cit., 26, recounts Mr McFarlane
allowing the hotel to be used for viewing a “grand
masonic procession” for the laying of a foundation
stone in London Street in 1822.

38 It was reproduced in the Glasgow Herald 150th

Anniversary Supplement, 27 January 1933, 15.
39 Tweed’s Guide to Glasgow and the Clyde, Glasgow,

1872, 33.
40 Frazer, op. cit., 71; prospectuses for panoramas in

the National Library of Scotland catalogue. The
panoramas were displayed in the large hall built on
the site of the New Town Market (see below). The
Glasgow Dilettanti Society, founded c.1825 “to
further the Progress and Encouragement of the Fine
Arts in the West of Scotland,” was based in
Buchanan Street. 

SM, 77/3/16 is a copy of the full size drawing of the
sash frames and shutters for the large windows,
dated 18 February 1799. The galleried Bull &
Mouth Inn in St Martin’s-le-Grand, opposite the
site of the future General Post Office, was “a great
coach-office to all parts of England and Scotland”
and the Glasgow stage and mail coaches departed
from its courtyard; damaged irrevocably by the
advent of the railways, it was demolished in 1888
[H.B. Wheatley and Cunningham, London Past and
Present, I, London, 1891, 300; Celina Fox (ed.),
London – World City 1800–1840, New Haven and
London, 1992, 327].

27 SM, Day-book 1799–1800, for Friday 21 March
1800,

Robert Dennistoun Esq.
he took away the drawings of the finishings of the Ho:
at Glasgow – in all No.16 – on 16 sheets of cartridge
paper

The surviving copies [SM, 2/8/19, 20, 21, 22, 23,
24] are half-inch drawings with room plans
surrounded by interior elevations, in the manner of
Robert Adam; the fluted chimney-piece drawing is
SM, 81/1/74. SM, 8/5/16 is a curious elevation-
cum-perspective of the kitchen range, dated
10 April 1799, showing a “Smoak Jack”.

28 SM, Ledger C, Robert Dennistoun Esq., for
December 1798 & January 1799; SM, Journal No.
A 1797–1804, No. 4, 13 June 1799 & 21 March
1800. The finances are confusing as on separate
pages payments of £117 and £50 are recorded for
13 June 1799.

29 SM, Drawings 64/4/74–77. Not only do the general
dimensions work for a Mitchell Street site, but the
off-centre entrance through the back wall leading to
a passage corresponds with the description of the
end of the shared passage between Dennistoun’s
and Stirling’s plots described in the Register of
Seisins for 1838 (see note 19 above).

30 George B. Young, “History of Buchanan Street and
Some of its Proprietors”, in Old Glasgow Club
Transactions, I, 1900–08, 210. 

31 Daniel Frazer, The Story of the Making of Buchanan
Street, Glasgow, 1885, 26.

32 …The Board of Green Cloth, op. cit., 128; his
widow probably lived on in the house until it
became an hotel (see below). Glasghu Facies, Div.
III, 721 records that Dennistoun died 27 August
1815 and, with his wife, who died in 1863 at the age
of 88, is buried in the crypt of Glasgow Cathedral
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continuing mystery here is that the address given in
the Post Office Directory for the New Town Market
was 61 Buchanan Street, which falls within the
range of numbers allotted to the building next door
occupied by the Buchanan Street Hotel, but this
surely cannot mean that, in fact, the market was
built on Dennistoun’s back garden as Soane’s
arched side entrance was at the southern end, i.e., at
a supposed 55 Buchanan Street, especially as the
hall of the Monteith Rooms was built on the site of
the market). The developer of the New Town
Market was M.M. Pattison, who acted as agent for
insurance companies at No. 67 Buchanan Street
after 1834–35 and, after 1836–37, at the Monteith
Rooms, which he also built, to the design of John
Fisher. Later, the building was occupied by,
amongst others, Glasgow’s first photographer,
J. Bernard. In 1867, the whole site was sold to the
Glasgow Herald, who employed Alexander ‘Greek’
Thomson’s first partner, John Baird II, to build a
printing works there. In 1867–68, Baird widened
the Monteith Rooms by one bay to the south, over
the space occupied by the arched access to the rear,
and added a Thomsonian attic storey with large
windows between square columns [Glasgow Herald
150th Anniversary Supplement, 27 January 1933,
10]. A decade later this building was replaced by
the present grand and confused Renaissance design
for the newspaper by James Sellars, completed in
1879. The tall extension added by the Glasgow
Herald at the Mitchell Street end of the site, largely
designed by C.R. Mackintosh as assistant to
Honeyman & Keppie in 1893–95, is now ‘The
Lighthouse’, Glasgow’s centre for Architecture and
Design. 

44 The Glasgow Herald 150th Anniversary
Supplement, 27 January 1933, 15, records that
“Simpson, Hunter and Young’s building, Nos.
55–61, is known to be at least ninety years old, and
except for some decorative effects introduced at a
later date it stands very much as shown in the
sketch”. Typically, the modern ground-floor shops
are now crudely undistinguished, but the first-floor
windows are interesting as they are Vitruvian
openings with console brackets, each with an
acanthus leaf extending upwards over the cornices.
A late nineteenth-century Annan photograph of the
Glasgow Herald building next door [National
Monuments Record for Scotland 29825/41] shows
that originally the parapet was of Jacobean-style

41 Ibid., 46; The History of Glasgow, Div. IV, 1872,
1084, quoting the Glasgow Herald, 1850; “Senex”,
op. cit., I, 228. The Post Office Directory for
1836–37 and 1837–38 list both “McFarlane, M,
hotel, 57, Buchanan street” and “Pattison, M.M,
Monteith Rooms, Buchanan Street”. Dorothy
Stroud, Sir John Soane Architect, London and
Boston, 1984, 261, not surprisingly repeated this
error, having been quite reasonably informed by
David M. Walker on the basis of such sources. A
further consideration in identifying the plot is size.
Running south of Mitchell Lane, the plots are in
sequence about 57 feet, 65 feet, 68 feet and 60 feet
wide. Soane’s executed design is dimensioned at
exactly 65 feet from the southern boundary to the
end of the plinth at the north end of the front
elevation; if it was built on the 65 feet wide
Monteith Rooms/Glasgow Herald site, the principal
cornice would have extended over the northern
boundary, but it would have fitted neatly on the 68
feet wide plot further south.

42 The Minute Book no. 26 of Glasgow sasines for 6 &
19 June 1838 and the Particular Register of Seisins,
Reversions, &c., in the Royal Burgh of Glasgow,
Book 220, 1838, 221–242, record a complicated
series of deals over ground rents and feudal titles in
the sale of “a plot of ground marked No. 6 on the
plan of Buchanan Street on the west side of said
street” between the trustees of the late Robert
Dennistoun, his widow Anne Penelope Campbell,
his son James Robert Dennistoun, and Robert
Whyte, cabinet maker and upholsterer, who was to
“erect houses or other Buildings on the said plot of
ground so disposed of so good and substantial
description suitable to the locality and sufficient to
yield a rental of not less than six hundred pounds
per annum” within 18 months. At the same time,
Whyte bought the property at the back of the site
fronting Mitchell Street from one Henderson.
MacLure & MacDonald are first listed as at No. 57
Buchanan Street in the 1839 edition of the Post
Office Directory [Mitchell Library]. 

43 The Monteith Rooms site would have made a more
interesting sequel to this account of Soane’s house.
Between c.1830 and c.1837, the site was used for
the New Town Market, according to Daniel Frazer,
a collection of “low roofed shops, built in a sort of
square, with a broad inlet for foot passengers, from
Buchanan Street”, to supply this rapidly growing
western district with meat, fish, poultry, &c. . (The
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openwork and not balustraded as now, while the
shop-front of Simpson, Hunter & Young, “silk
mercers & warehousemen” at No. 59 was
surmounted by free-standing Grecian ornament (in
cast-iron?). The architect is not recorded.

45 …The Board of Green Cloth, op. cit., 125 and 128.
46 SM, Day Book 1801–1803, Friday May 1802, &c.,

Tuesday 24 August 1802, &c..
47 SM, Drawings 4/5/39–41. One plan is annotated

with practical comments, possibly by Soane, such as
“Chimney at the end of the room instead of being
placed in the center of the wall opposite the window
side will be found much more convenient” and “A
door at this point shuts out the room…; Bath &
Water Closet, & makes the whole private”. Millar
Street was the original spelling of Miller Street.

48 SM, Journal No. A 1797–1804, No. 4, 26 May 1802. 
49 H. Pirie-Gordon (ed.), Burke’s Landed Gentry,

London, 1937, 604. ‘Ruffy’ Dennistoun died in 1851.
50 The corner of Ingram Buildings is shown in the

engraving by J. Fleming of Ingram Street and the
Assembly Rooms – now with the wings added by
Henry Holland in 1807 – in Joseph Swan’s Select
Views of Glasgow and Environs, Glasgow, 1828.

51 The street numbers here are again confusing. By
1840 the Renfrewshire Bank at No. 31 Miller Street
had been renumbered as No. 94 and the
northernmost property on the east side of the street
was No. 98; after the site was redeveloped in the
1870s, additional numbers seem to have been
added, and later Post Office Directories list No. 102
Miller Street. Miss Cranston’s Tea Rooms were
opened at No. 205 Ingram Street in 1886, extended
into No. 209 in 1888, into No. 217 in 1900 and
around the corner into No. 104 Miller Street in
1907 [Perilla Kinchin, Tea and Taste: The Glasgow
Tea Rooms, 1875–1975, Wendlebury, 1991].
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