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R i c h a r d  F a w c e t t

S c o t t i s h  c h u r c h  t o w e r s

T his paper will consider the design and placement of towers at the medieval 
churches of Scotland.1 It is thought this will be a topic of interest to Malcolm 
Thurlby, since he has demonstrated a great affection for—and affinity with—

Scotland’s architecture,2 and has also been a pioneer in proposing that major churches 
might have towers in larger numbers and in more locations than at the most frequently 
favoured positions of at the west end of the nave and over the crossing.  

1 . This paper builds on the section on towers in the author’s 2002, Scottish medieval churches, architecture and furnishings, Stroud, 
Tempus, p. 69-86.
2 . Malcolm Thurlby’s contributions to the understanding of Scottish medieval architecture include: Thurlby, Malcolm, 1981, “A 
twelfth-century figure from Jedburgh Abbey,” Proceedings of the Society of Antiquaries of Scotland, vol. 111, p. 381-388; idem, 1994, 
“St Andrews Cathedral-Priory and the beginnings of Gothic architecture in northern Britain,” in John Higgitt (ed.), Medieval art 
and architecture in the diocese of St Andrews, British Archaeological Association Conference Transactions for the Year 1986, Leeds, 
W.S. Maney, p. 47-60; idem, 1995, “Jedburgh Abbey Church: the Romanesque fabric,” Proceedings of the Society of Antiquaries of 
Scotland, vol. 125, p. 793-812; idem, 1997, “Aspects of the architectural history of Kirkwall Cathedral,” Proceedings of the Society 
of Antiquaries of Scotland, vol. 127, p. 855-888; idem, 1998, “Glasgow Cathedral and the wooden barrel vault in twelfth- and 
thirteenth-century architecture in Scotland,” in Richard Fawcett (ed.), Medieval art and architecture in the Diocese of Glasgow, 
British Archaeological Association Conference Transactions XXIII, Leeds, W.S. Maney, p. 84-87. 
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Introduction: Function, 
symbolism, and placement 

At a functional level, a principal role played by 
church towers often included the housing of bells. 
In the case of some that were centrally placed, 
conducting light into the heart of the building 
may have been a significant further function, 
perhaps especially in conventual churches where 
the monastic choir extended into the crossing area. 
It has also been argued that some towers may have 
been intended to have a secondary defensive role.3 
While this latter role may occasionally have been 
the case, however, care should be taken not to 
assume that the crenellated parapets which capped 
so many towers were intended to have any military 
function, since from at least the fourteenth century 
such parapets appear to have been understood as 
essentially an expression of exalted status. 

In addition to such practical functions, 
towers might have a symbolic role. Their soaring 
proportions, which called on the more demand-
ing levels of engineering expertise, were prob-
ably always regarded as expressing mankind’s 
aspirations for higher things. In medieval painted 
representations of the heavenly Jerusalem, for 
example, a towered skyline was often promin-
ent. The continuing visual and symbolic signifi-
cance of heavenward-soaring towers is perhaps 
nowhere better epitomized than in an aerial 
view of St Andrews (Fife) drawn by John Geddy.4 
Although drawn in about 1580, two decades after 
the Reformation Parliament had rejected papal 
authority and forbidden the celebration of the 

3 . See, for example, Brooke, Christopher J., 2000, Safe sanctuaries, security and defence in Anglo-Scottish border churches, 1290-1690, Edinburgh, 
John Donald.  
4 . National Library of Scotland, MS 20996; McRoberts, David, 1976, The medieval church of St Andrews, Glasgow, Burns, p. 151-152; Brooks, N. P. and 
G. Whittington, 1977, “Planning and growth in the medieval Scottish burgh: the example of St Andrews,” Transactions of the Institute of British Geog-
raphers, vol. 2/3, p. 278-295; Brown, Michael H. and Katie Stevenson, 2017, “‘Ancient magnificence’: St Andrews in the Middle Ages: an introduction,” 
Medieval St Andrews, church, cult, city, Woodbridge, Boydell, p. 1-2.

Mass in Scotland, Geddy’s view depicts the burgh 
still in its late medieval state. 

As the administrative hub of the Scottish 
Church, St Andrews’ self-image was always of 
importance to its principal citizens, a significant 
proportion of whom were clerics, and towers were 
evidently a part of that self-image. To the present 
day, the burgh’s skyline as viewed from a distance is 
enlivened by the lofty medieval towers of St Rule’s 
Church, of the collegiate chapel of St Salvator 
(figs. 1 and 11) and of the parish church of the 

~ �Fig. 1. St Andrews, St Rule's Church from the north-
west. PHOTO: RICHARD FAWCETT
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Holy Trinity. In addition to these, Geddy shows 
a number of towers that have been lost, including 
that of St Leonard’s College, and above all those of 
the cathedral. Indeed, Geddy was so concerned to 
afford pre-eminence to the cathedral, which was 
the church of the nation’s leading prelate, that he 
gives as much emphasis to the pairs of pinnacled 
turrets at the gabled ends of its four limbs as to 
the central tower. The building is thus depicted 
with nine strikingly slender and steeply soaring 
towers that leave the viewer in no doubt as to the 
building’s perceived primacy within the burgh.

Multiple towers

No matter how prominent its pinnacled turrets, 
however—three of which survive—St Andrews 
Cathedral almost certainly never have had more 
than a single tower, located at the crossing of the 
four arms of the building. Nevertheless, the nine 
towers depicted by Geddy may not have struck the 
medieval or early modern beholder as altogether 
exceptional. By the later twelfth century, a number 
of major churches across Europe were planned to 
have multiple towers, from Tournai in the Low 
Countries, or Laon and Chartres in France, to 
Winchester in England. At a time when most other 
buildings within urban settlements had a much 
lower profile, such multi-towered churches may 
well have been intended to strike their viewers as 
a vision of heaven on earth. At the same time, how-
ever, with the fate of the Tower of Babel never far 
from the minds of moralizing preachers, it must 
also be recollected that towers might be condem-
ned as manifestations of worldly hubris, a reason 

5 . Harrison, Stuart, 2004, “‘I lift up mine eyes’: a re-evaluation of the tower in Cistercian architecture,” in Terryl N. Kinder (ed.), Perspectives for an 
Architecture of Soltude, Turnhout, Brepols, p. 125-136.
6 . See the views of c.1693 by John Slezer showing the cathedral still with three towers, reproduced in Fawcett, Richard and Richard Oram, 2014, Elgin 
Cathedral and the Diocese of Moray, Edinburgh, Historic Scotland, p. 156. 

why the austere Cistercian order of monks had 
initially discouraged their construction.5

The summit of ambition—and afford-
ability—for most patrons of Scotland’s greater 
churches was for a triplet of towers, with one over 
the crossing and a pair at the west end of the nave, 
as was the case at the cathedral of Elgin (Moray) 
in its later thirteenth-century state, for instance.6 
A triplet was possibly deemed to be of particular 
significance for its Trinitarian connotations, and 
there is no certainty that any Scottish church had 
more than such a triplet in its completed state. 
Nevertheless, it must be deemed a possibility that 
some of the more ambitiously conceived twelfth-
century churches were planned to have towers in 
other locations. Malcolm has plausibly argued, 
for example, that Kirkwall Cathedral (Orkney), 
where work was probably started in 1137, was 
intended to have a pair of towers over the eastern 

~ �Fig. 2. Kirkwall Cathedral from the southeast.  
PHOTO: RICHARD FAWCETT
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ends of the choir aisles, in addition to that over 
the crossing (fig. 2).7 In some possible support of 
this, on a smaller scale in the Northern Isles the 
lost Romanesque church of Deerness (Orkney) 
is recorded as having had a pair of towers flank-
ing the east end, in this case the towers being of 
rounded plan (fig. 3).8 

Free-standing towers

Amongst the earliest Scottish church towers of 
which we know anything were a number of free-
standing structures. The round towers of Irish type 
at Abernethy (Perthshire) and at Brechin Cathedral 
(Angus) (figs. 4 and 7), which may have been star-
ted as early as the later eleventh century, were both 
originally unattached to any other building. That at 
Abernethy remains free-standing, albeit Brechin’s 

7 . Thurlby, 1997, “Aspects of the architectural history of Kirkwall Cathedral,” Proceedings of the Society of Antiquaries of Scotland, vol. 127, p. 859.
8 . George Low’s view of c. 1774 is reproduced in Dietrichson, L. and Johan Mayer, 1906, Monumenta Orcadica, Kristiana, Cammermeyers Forlag, 
pl. XVII. 

is now engaged with the southwest angle of the 
nave of the later cathedral. In each case, and as 
is also the case with many of the round towers in 
Ireland, the single entrance doorway is elevated 
some distance above ground level, suggesting that 
there may have been at least some considerations 
of defensibility in the design. 

The mid-twelfth-century tower of square 
plan at Dunblane Cathedral (Perthshire) (fig. 5) 
also appears originally to have been free-standing, 
though it was later incorporated asymmetrically 
into the thirteenth-century south nave aisle of 
the rebuilt cathedral, and in about 1500 it was 

~ �Fig. 3. Deerness Church, drawings by George Lowe,  
c.1774.

~ �Fig. 4. Abernethy Tower. PHOTO: RICHARD FAWCETT



149

R I C H A R D  F A W C E T T   S C O T T I S H  C H U R C H  T O W E R S

heightened by two additional storeys.9 Free-
standing square-plan towers continued to be built 
into the thirteenth century, as at the Tironensian 
abbey of Lindores (Fife) and the Augustinian abbey 
of Cambuskenneth (Stirlingshire) (fig. 6), where 
they flanked the north side at the west end of the 
nave. The latter, which probably dates to the later 
decades of the thirteenth century, stands complete 
to the wall-head, though the former survives as no 
more than excavated lower walls. 

9 . The dating evidence for many of the towers discussed in this paper are summarized in the author’s 2002, Scottish medieval churches, architecture and 
furnishings, Stroud, Tempus, p. 327-347. Drawings of the towers will be found in MacGibbon, David, and Thomas Ross, 1896-1897, The ecclesiastical 
architecture of Scotland, 3 vols., Edinburgh, David Douglas.

West towers

It became more common, however, for single 
towers to be embedded within, or attached to, 
the buildings of which they formed a part, rather 
than being free-standing. In the mid-thirteenth 
century, single square-plan towers were built pro-
jecting westwards from the north aisles at Glasgow 
(Lanarkshire) and Brechin Cathedrals (fig. 7), 
and projecting northwestwards from the nave of 
Fortrose Cathedral (Ross-shire). A similar posi-
tion as at Glasgow was adopted much later for the 
tower at Dunkeld Cathedral (Perthshire) (fig. 8), 

~ �Fig. 6. Cambuskenneth Abbey, the tower from the south-
west. PHOTO: RICHARD FAWCETT

~ �Fig. 5. Dunblane Cathedral, the tower from the  
southeast. PHOTO: RICHARD FAWCETT
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which was started in 1469. By the time of Dunkeld 
tower’s construction, a second west tower may have 
been started at Glasgow, which was never to be 
completed. Rebuilding of Glasgow’s central tower 
after lightning damage in 1406 was by then also 
complete, giving Glasgow at least the beginnings 
of the triplet of towers favoured at a number of the 
best-endowed churches. 

Elsewhere, single western towers were built 
within the north aisle of the Augustinian priory of 
Inchmahome (Perthshire) at a date subsequent to 
the priory’s foundation in 1238, and in a similar 
position at the burgh churches of St Andrews (Fife) 
of around 1411 and Cupar (Fife) of around 1415 
(fig. 9). An unusually massive tower of oblong plan 
was raised over the west end of the south aisle at 
Dysart (Fife) in the early sixteenth century, where 

it is of such great scale that it projects well to the 
south of that aisle (fig. 10). 

Single non-axial western towers were also 
built at two academic collegiate chapels: those of 
St Salvator in St Andrews, of around the time of the 
foundation in 1450, and at King’s College Chapel 
in Aberdeen, of about 1500 (figs. 11 and 12). In the 
former case, it was towards the southern side of the 
west end and had an archway leading to the college 
quadrangle at its lowest level; in the latter case it 
flanked the west end on its south side. A rather 
more unusually placed single tower of uncertain 
date is to be seen at Thurso (Caithness), where it 
flanks an enclosed apse.

Such asymmetrically located towers apart, 
it was always more common to have single towers 
set on the main axis of the building, either at the 

~ �Fig. 7. Brechin Cathedral, the west, towers from 
the south. PHOTO: RICHARD FAWCETT

~ �Fig. 8. Dunkeld Cathedral, the west front and tower from 
the southwest. PHOTO: RICHARD FAWCETT
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west end or over the heart of the building, and 
in the latter case frequently at the crossing of a 
cruciform plan. The earliest axial western towers 
of which anything is known were perhaps of the 
later eleventh century. At the Benedictine abbey 
of Dunfermline (Fife), the excavated remains of 
a church of about 1070 appear to have included a 
western tower on the evidence of the thickness of 
the walls of that compartment. That tower may also 
have been intended to house a small nave. At the 
Benedictine priory of Coldingham (Berwickshire), 
which started life as a cell of Durham Cathedral 
Priory, an excavated church of around 1100 also 
had what appears likely to have been a tower at 
its west end. 

At Restenneth Augustinian Priory (Angus) 
in the thirteenth century, the lowest stage of a 

possibly eleventh-century western tower was 
absorbed asymmetrically at the junction of nave 
and choir within an elongated two-part rect-
angular plan (fig. 13). The asymmetrical location 
appears to have been internally masked by a pair 
of screen walls. It was later heightened, with a 
handsome spire at its summit. It has been argued 
that the strikingly tall tower at St Rule’s Church 
in St Andrews, which was the predecessor of the 
later cathedral, is also of the late eleventh century, 
though a date around the 1120s is now generally 
thought more likely (fig. 1). It can be seen to have 
been originally at the west end of that church, but it 
was later subsumed within a larger structure when 
a now-lost nave was built to its west.

As the spiritual needs of Scotland’s laity 
began to be met by a network of parish churches 

~ �Fig. 9. Cupar Church, the tower from the southwest. 
PHOTO: RICHARD FAWCETT

~ �Fig. 10. Dysart Church, the tower from the west.  
PHOTO: RICHARD FAWCETT
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from the early twelfth-century onwards, square 
axial western towers were evidently a favoured 
component element. This was especially the case 
at churches of more than minimal scale, some of 
which, it has been suggested, may have had their 
origins in minster foundations. It is noteworthy 
that many of these towers survived the subsequent 
rebuilding of the rest of the church, indicating that 
a continuing value was placed on them, even after 
the Reformation, and after the rest of the build-
ing had come to be regarded as no longer fit for 
purpose. 

Fine examples of square-plan axial west-
ern towers of twelfth-century date survive at the 
churches of Markinch (Fife), Muthill (Perthshire) 
(fig. 14), Monymusk (Aberdeenshire), Dunning 
(Perthshire), Kirkliston (West Lothian) and 

Peebles (Peeblesshire). As has already been seen 
in the case of the pair of towers at Deerness, the 
Orkney Islands were the location of a number of 
experiments in church planning, in which the form 
and position of towers played a fascinating part 
(fig. 3). A circular axial western tower was built at 
the now-roofless church of Egilsay in about 1136, 
for example, while early views show a semi-circular 
western tower at the lost church of Stenness. 

An axial location at the west end of the nave 
continued to be the most favoured position for 
parish church towers down to the Reformation. 
Amongst others that might be cited are a thir-
teenth-century example at Crail (Fife), and a pos-
sibly fourteenth-century example at Inverkeithing 
(Fife) (fig.  15). Larger numbers of axial west-
ern towers survive from the later Middle Ages. 

~ �Fig. 11. St Andrews, St Salvator's College Chapel, 
the tower from the southwest. PHOTO: RICHARD FAWCETT

~ �Fig. 12. Aberdeen, King's College Chapel, the tower and 
crown steeple from the west. PHOTO: RICHARD FAWCETT



153

R I C H A R D  F A W C E T T   S C O T T I S H  C H U R C H  T O W E R S

These include Corstorphine Collegiate Church 
(Edinburgh), of the mid-fifteenth century, Stirling, 
built in two stages in the fifteenth and early six-
teenth centuries (fig. 16), Linlithgow (West Lothian) 
of before 1490, Dundee (Angus), started around 
1495, Tullibardine (Perthshire), of around 1500, 
Castle Semple Collegiate Church (Renfrewshire), 
of around 1504, Rodel (Harris), Kilmun Collegiate 
Church (Argyll), and St Vigeans (Angus).

Atypical provisions

At Rutherglen (Glasgow) there is what is thought 
to have been a unique example of a single axial 
tower at the east end of the church. It was probably 
a later addition, although since the main body of 

the church has been rebuilt more than once, there 
is no basis for speculating why such an unusual 
location should have been chosen.

At the Tironensian abbey of Kelso 
(Roxburghshire), around the time of the house’s 
relocation to its present site in 1128, the church was 
set out to a double-cross plan, with two sets of tran-
septs and two towers over the resultant crossings, 
one of which partly survives. Such an arrangement 
suggests an awareness of great churches within the 
Holy Roman Empire, and this serves as a reminder 
that Scotland was open to ideas emanating from 
many parts of Europe. It was, however, more usual 
in the twelfth century for those ideas to reach 
Scotland through the medium of England, and 
it may be that a more immediate inspiration was 
one of the great monastic churches of the eastern 

~ �Fig. 13. Restenneth Priory, the tower from the west. 
PHOTO: RICHARD FAWCETT

~ �Fig. 14. Muthill Church, the tower from the northwest. 
PHOTO: RICHARD FAWCETT
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~ �Fig. 15. Inverkeithing Church, the tower from the 
 southwest. PHOTO: RICHARD FAWCETT

~ �Fig. 16. Stirling Holy Rude Church, from the northwest. 
PHOTO: RICHARD FAWCETT

~ �Fig. 17. Arbroath Abbey, the west front.  
PHOTO: RICHARD FAWCETT

~ �Fig. 18. Aberdeen Cathedral, the west towers from 
the southwest. PHOTO: RICHARD FAWCETT
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counties, such as Ely or Bury St Edmunds. Towards 
the end of the Middle Ages, there may also have 
been an intention to have two towers on the prin-
cipal axis at the burgh church in Stirling, albeit 
only the western tower was built (fig. 16), and it is 
no more than major responds at the crossing that 
suggest the possibility of a central tower having 
been contemplated as well.

Central towers

Centrally located towers tended only to be consi-
dered for relatively large-scale or high-status 
churches. They were being planned in the earlier 
twelfth century at several churches, including 
Jedburgh Abbey (Roxburghshire) around the 
time of the foundation in 1138, and at Kirkwall 
Cathedral of around 1137 (fig. 2). But in both those 
cases they have been rebuilt in the later Middle 
Ages. The earliest significant remains of central 
towers include those at Torphichen Hospitaller 
Preceptory (West Lothian), which can probably 
be dated to around 1200, Dornoch Cathedral 
(Caithness) of after 1222, Pluscarden Priory 
(Moray) of the later thirteenth century (fig. 19) and 
Sweetheart Abbey (Kirkudbrightshire) of around 
the 1270s. 

There is surviving evidence of larger num-
bers of central towers during the period between 
the later fourteenth century and the early sixteenth 
century. Examples include St Monans Church (Fife) 
of 1362-70 and Melrose Abbey (Roxburghshire), 
as rebuilt after the English onslaught of 1385. 
Examples attributable to the mid-fifteenth century 
are at Iona Abbey (Argyll), Dunglass Collegiate 
Church (East Lothian), Whitekirk Church (East 
Lothian) and Crichton Collegiate Church (East 
Lothian). From the later fifteenth and earlier 
sixteenth centuries were Edinburgh Trinity 
Collegiate Church, Perth Church, Haddington 

Church (East Lothian) (fig. 22), Jedburgh Abbey, 
Edinburgh St Giles (fig.  21), Seton Collegiate 
Church (East Lothian) and Biggar Collegiate 
Church (Lanarkshire). In some of these cases, 
however, the central tower never fully achieved its 
intended place at the centre of the building because 
an intended nave was not built, as was certainly 
the case at Edinburgh Trinity Collegiate Church, 
where the building survives as no more than a 
relocated fragment.

Not all centrally placed towers were at 
the junction of four arms. At St Rule’s Church 
in St Andrews, the early twelfth-century west-
ern tower only became a central tower when a 
new nave was added to its west around the 1140s 
(fig. 1), while at Inchcolm Abbey (Fife) a tower was 
inserted over the west end of the choir in about 
1200. Other exceptions include the Trinitarian 
house of Dunbar (East Lothian), where a central 
tower was built over cross arches between nave and 
chancel in a way that is more generally associated 
with the walking places of the mendicant orders’ 
churches. At Culross Abbey (Fife) a tower was built 

~ �Fig. 19. Pluscarden Priory, from the southeast.  
PHOTO: RICHARD FAWCETT
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over the screen walls that had separated the choirs 
of the monks and lay brethren by Abbot Masoun 
(1493-1510) (fig. 23), and there the tower was even-
tually given a more central appearance by the addi-
tion of a transeptal chapel to the north, on the 
side away from the cloister. At South Queensferry 
Carmelite Friary (West Lothian) a tower was built 
at the junction of the three arms of a T-shaped 
building in about 1440.

Triplets of towers

No complete medieval triplets of towers have sur-
vived. The nearest thing we have to the intended 
impression of such a group is at Dunfermline 
Abbey. There the northwest tower and spire are 
now of the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries, the 
southwest tower a rebuilding of 1807, and the cen-
tral tower, which is further east than its medieval 
predecessor, is part of a new parish church built 
in 1818-21. Nevertheless, three-towered groupings 
were certainly built at the cathedrals of Aberdeen 
of the late fourteenth to the sixteenth centuries 
(fig. 18), Elgin of after 1224 and after 1270, and 
Glasgow of the mid-thirteenth to the mid-fifteenth 
centuries. They were also planned at the abbeys 
of Arbroath, of around 1200 (fig. 17), Kilwinning 
(Ayrshire), probably of the late twelfth or early thir-
teenth centuries), Holyrood (Edinburgh) as part 
of the thirteenth-century rebuilding, and Paisley 
(Renfrewshire), though it is questionable if all 
three towers were completed in all of those cases. 

It was most common for pairs of western 
towers to rise over the ends of the aisles, as was 
the case at Arbroath Abbey, Aberdeen Cathedral, 
Dunfermline Abbey, Elgin Cathedral, Kilwinning 
Abbey and Paisley Abbey. But they could certainly 

10 . McAleer, J. Philip, 1995, “Towards and architectural history of Kilwinning Abbey,” Proceedings of the Society of Antiquaries of Scotland, vol. 125, 
p. 813-879.

project laterally outwards beyond the outer walls of 
the aisles. At Glasgow, however, where the towers 
were additions to the original plan of the nave and 
of widely differing dates, they were set to the west 
of the aisles. At Holyrood, despite being an inte-
gral element of the thirteenth-century design, they 
were similarly to the west of the aisles, but also 
projected widely to north and south, leaving a wide 
but deeply recessed west front between the towers. 
Equally unusual, albeit in a different way, was the 
internal treatment of the towers at Arbroath and 
Kilwinning, both of which were foundations of 
the Tironensian order. At Kilwinning the towers 
were opened up towards the central vessel to 
create something of the appearance of a western 
transept,10 while at Arbroath there was no vault 
at aisle level within the towers and some sense of 
laterally expanding space must also have resulted, 
though the gallery arches were carried across as 
flying screens. What is seen in those two cases 
was in marked contrast to the arrangements at 
Elgin and Aberdeen Cathedrals, where the west-
ern towers were almost completely cut off from the 
nave by solid walls, pierced only by doorways. 

The design of towers

So far as the design of towers is concerned, the least 
complex designs were often for those that were 
embedded at the heart of the church, at least partly 
because it was unusual for central towers to rise 
more than one full storey above the surrounding 
roof ridges. Indeed, in many cases central towers 
did not rise even a full storey, albeit when that was 
the case it was presumably because they had not 
been completed to the initially intended height. 
Apart from the financial considerations associated 
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with building lofty towers, another reason for them 
to be left incomplete could well have been a failure 
of nerve when faced with the difficulties of raising 
lofty structures above the high and wide arches 
that had to open into both nave and choir, and 
that in most cases also had to open into transepts. 

The lowest of the central towers of which 
we know anything are those at Sweetheart Abbey 
of around 1270), Pluscarden Priory of around 
1230 (fig. 19), St Monans Church of after 1362 
and Trinity College Church in Edinburgh of after 
1460, none of which have (or had in the case of 
the now-lost Trinity Church) a full storey above 
all of the roof ridges. From what we can under-
stand of the architectural evidence, the towers at 
Pluscarden Priory and Trinity College were almost 
certainly intended to rise at least one storey higher 
than what was built. The former in particular, with 
pilaster strips at the angles and slit windows within 
trefoils flanking the roofs, is likely to have been 
designed as a structure of considerable quality. 
Of those towers that do rise more than a minimal 
amount above the surrounding roofs, the majority 
have just a single window to some or all faces of 
the upper storey, as at Restenneth Priory (fig. 13), 
Inchcolm Abbey, Torphichen Preceptory, Dornoch 
Cathedral, South Queensferry Carmelite Church, 
and the collegiate churches of Dunglass, Seton and 
Biggar. More complex single windows light the 
upper levels of the towers at Crichton Collegiate 
Church and at the churches of Perth (fig. 20) and 
Whitekirk. 

A variant on this essentially simple approach 
to fenestration was employed at Iona Abbey, which 
has square traceried openings on three faces, and 
an arched window within a rectangular frame 
on the fourth. More ambitiously designed than 
any of those was the tower at Kirkwall Cathedral 
(fig. 2), where there are two traceried windows to 
each face.

One form of treatment for the principal 
storey of central towers that came to be highly 
favoured involved piercing each face with a 
number of single-light openings of equal height. 
The earliest surviving example of this approach 
appears to be the west crossing tower at Kelso, 
where it evidently dates from the early thirteenth 
century. It had pilasters at the angles, circular win-
dows flanking the roof ridges and a row of three 
deeply-set single-light windows to each face of the 
lantern stage. This approach to the design of the 
principal storey was revived in the course of the 
fifteenth century at Melrose Abbey, Edinburgh 
St Giles (fig. 21), Haddington Church (fig. 22) and 
Jedburgh Abbey, all of which have three openings 
to each face. The tower at Glasgow Cathedral has 
four lights to each face, though some of those were 
always intended to be partly blocked internally. 

Towers externally visible from ground 
height upwards offered more scope for complexity 
of treatment. Nevertheless, in towers of twelfth-
century date, apart from a doorway or archway 
at the lowest level, there are usually only very 
simple openings to the intermediate storeys, and 
a two-light belfry opening through each face of 
the top storey. Examples of this treatment may be 
seen at St Rule’s Church at St Andrews, Dunblane 
Cathedral (figs. 1 and 5) and the parish churches 
of Markinch, Muthill (fig. 14), Monymusk and 
Dunning. The scale of the towers might vary from 
the relatively diminutive structure at Muthill to the 
soaringly lofty tower of St Rule’s, but the general 
treatment in this century was relatively constant. 

More variety of treatment was introduced 
from the turn of the twelfth century. The impres-
sive western towers at Arbroath Abbey have two 
planes of syncopated decorative blind arcading to 
the lowest level, above which are two tall storeys, 
each with a pair of high and broad single-light win-
dows that open up most of the available wall space 
(fig. 17). The lower storey of the northwest tower at 
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Holyrood Abbey was particularly lavishly decor-
ated, with two tiers of decorative blind arcading, 
below two-light windows. Another highly 
enriched tower was the free-standing campanile 
at Cambuskenneth Abbey, where the middle storey 
on the more visible west side had a band of decora-
tive arcading pierced by two windows (fig. 6). A 
plainer treatment than is seen at those towers was 
perhaps more common, however: the northwest 
tower of Glasgow Cathedral, for example, had little 
more than pairs of simple lancets to the lowest and 
top storeys. At Elgin Cathedral, where the west 
towers as started in about 1224 appear to have 
been initially intended to be of three storeys, they 
were heightened with a fourth storey after 1270. 

11 . Simpson, W. Douglas, 1938, Ravenscraig Castle, Aberdeen, Aberdeen University Press.

The lower three storeys were lit by windows of one, 
two and four lights, with the added fourth storey 
eventually having large single windows within 
decorative arcades. 

Towers of individualistic design

At Dysart, it has been suggested that the tower, 
which has shot holes of keyhole type through the 
walls of its lower levels, may have been designed 
at least partly to meet a need for coastal defence 
(fig. 10).11 There may perhaps have been defensive 
considerations behind the design of the two wes-
tern towers of Aberdeen Cathedral, which have 

~ �Fig. 20. Perth St John’s Church, the tower from the 
southeast. PHOTO: RICHARD FAWCETT

~ �Fig. 21. Edinburgh St Giles’ Church, the crown steeple 
from the southeast. PHOTO: RICHARD FAWCETT
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few and small windows, and are capped by machi-
colated and crenellated parapets (fig. 18). As has 
already been said, however, crenellated parapets 
were provided at the wall-heads of many church 
towers and were certainly usually a decorative 
rather than a defensive feature. Seemingly mili-
taristic borrowings are also seen in the miniature 
rounds at the corners of the tower parapets at 
Dornoch and Dunblane Cathedrals (fig. 5), and in 
more explicitly decorative form at Culross (fig. 23) 
and Melrose Abbeys. Nevertheless, the machicola-
tions at Aberdeen and the shot holes at Dysart do 
have a rather more purposeful appearance.

Towers which show a strikingly individual-
istic approach to design are to be seen at the burgh 
churches of Dundee, Stirling, and Linlithgow, and 

at Culross Abbey (figs. 24, 16 and 23), all of which 
date from the end of the fifteenth century or the 
start of the sixteenth. The last two of those show 
significant similarities with each other in having 
a single-light window to each face at belfry stage, 
above which is a circular traceried opening, and 
they also have in common a strongly expressed 
stair turret at the northwest angle; they differ, how-
ever, in that Linlithgow has always been a western 
tower, whereas Culross used to have a nave to its 
west. Bearing in mind that they cannot be too far 
apart in date, with Linlithgow probably being built 
before 1490 and Culross being of a date after 1498, 
there may have been some cross-fertilization of 
ideas between them.

A similar partial cross-fertilization may 
also be evident between the towers at the burgh 
churches of Dundee and Stirling (figs. 24 and 
16), a reminder of the likelihood of inter-burghal 
rivalry as one of the spurs to architectural emula-
tion. The former is arguably the finest tower to have 
come down to us from medieval Scotland. It rises 
through five storeys, the upper two being set back 
behind a traceried parapet to create a telescoped 
profile which was almost certainly inspired by a 
group of churches in the northern Netherlands, 
with that at Utrecht Cathedral evidently being the 
earliest. Stirling’s tower was started in the mid-
fifteenth century to a laterally-elongated rect-
angular plan; but when work on it was re-started 
around the same time that rebuilding of the choir 
was commenced in about 1507, the side walls of 
the upper storeys were set back behind parapets 
in a way that partly echoed what had been done at 
Dundee, though the rectangular plan of the lower 
storeys did not allow the parapet to be carried 
around all four sides.

Many towers were capped by a double-
pitched roof set behind a parapet, as at Dysart 
Church, where the surviving timbers have been 

~ �Fig. 22. Haddington St Mary’s Church, the tower from 
the southwest. PHOTO: RICHARD FAWCETT
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dated dendrochronologically to the early sixteenth 
century (fig. 10).12 Other examples of such roofs 
include Pluscarden Priory (fig. 19) and the lost 
examples at Trinity College Church in Edinburgh, 
and recorded over the central tower at Aberdeen 
Cathedral. At Aberdeen, our knowledge of this 
roof to the central tower is based on John Slezer’s 
view of 1693; however, this presumably replaced a 
spire that in 1511 Bishop William Elphinstone had 
ordered should follow the design of that at Perth.

Spires

It may be suspected that a spire was the preferred 
form of cap to towers where funds permitted. The 
way in which their soaring proportions and the 
frequently elaborated silhouettes of spires came 
to far exceed anything functionally necessary was 
an especially satisfying expression of the spirit 
of Gothic architecture, and was perhaps at least 
partly a response to a wish to express an aspira-
tion for higher things. Yet the costs and structural 
difficulties of the construction of spires, coupled 
with the fact that a number of the towers which 
might have supported them were themselves left 
incomplete, probably meant that many intended 
spires were never built. At Stirling, for example, 
within the head of the tower the necessary suppor-
ting masonry for a now-lost spire is still to be seen. 
Of those spires that were built, some have been lost, 
whether as a result of structural failure, or through 
the destruction of the building of which they 
formed a part. Early views can occasionally give 
us clues about some of those that have disappea-
red. A sketch of Holyrood drawn at the time of an 
English invasion of 1544, for example, depicts two 
on the western towers there, while the aerial view 
of St Andrews attributed to John Geddy, shows a 

12 . Information from Dr. Anne Crone.

spire still on St Rule’s Church. Soon after then, 
the maps of Timothy Pont, drawn in about 1595, 
remind us of others we have lost, including those 
on the western towers of Elgin Cathedral. 

Spires were constructed in two main ways. 
Some were built with timber framing, including 
those at Dunblane Cathedral and Perth parish 
church (figs. 5 and 20), the latter evidently being 
particularly admired, since it was cited as a model 
for that at no less a building than Aberdeen 
Cathedral. Presumably, the latter spire was also 
intended to be timber-framed since it was the 
wright John Fendour who was commissioned to 
build it, while the lost northwest spire of Glasgow 
Cathedral was evidently another timber struc-
ture on the evidence of views made before its 
demolition. Timber-framed spires were often 
lead sheathed, with the lead laid in a diagonally-
intersecting pattern to reduce the risk of it creep-
ing downwards as it contracted and expanded in 
response to heat and cold. In other cases, tim-
ber-framed spires were covered with slates, as at 
Dunblane Cathedral (fig. 5), or possibly even with 
timber shingles, though this was probably usually 
only the case when they were of lower profile, since 
such materials were not well suited to cladding 
steep slopes. 

Most surviving spires are built of stone, 
though it is not clear if this is because a majority 
always were of stone, or because a higher propor-
tion of stone spires has survived in consequence 
of being built of a more durable material. When a 
spire was of stone it was usually constructed of a 
single skin of precisely jointed and carefully laid 
ashlar masonry. It was also important that the 
structural inter-relationship between tower and 
spire was properly managed, with the spire being 
usually seated well down inside the tower so that 
the two are adequately integrated. At the church 
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of St Monans, for example, the diagonal faces of 
the spire have their springing point more than 
two metres below the head of the tower. Traces of 
similar seating for the diagonal faces of the spire 
are still to be seen within the southwest tower of 
Elgin Cathedral, where the spire itself has gone. 
An alternative means of providing adequate sup-
port for a spire was to construct squinch arches 
set diagonally within the upper parts of the tower, 
examples of which are to be seen within the 
central tower of Glasgow Cathedral, where they 
spring from about three metres below the tower 
wall-head. 

A majority of spires were set back behind a 
parapet, as at St Monans Church of about 1370, 
Brechin Cathedral of the late fourteenth century 
(fig. 7), St Andrews Parish Church of around 1410, 
and Corstorphine Church of the mid-fifteenth 
century. Where it was felt that a managed tran-
sition between the square plan of the tower and 
the octagonal plan of the spire was to be made, 
this could be done in two main ways. At Glasgow 
Cathedral, the central tower of before 1446 and 
at St Salvator’s Church in St Andrews as possibly 
remodeled after 1547 (fig. 11), semi-pyramidal 
spurs known as broaches were constructed as an 
integral part of the base of the diagonal faces. But 
a more usual approach in Scotland was to give 
the base of the spire a splayed-foot form. In spires 
of this kind, the faces in the cardinal directions 
are splayed outwards towards the corners of the 
tower from a short way above the spire base, as a 
result of which each of the diagonal faces is angled 
outwards towards its base. At Restenneth Priory 
(fig. 13) and Seton Collegiate Church, the latter of 
around the.1540s, where the spires rise directly 
from the tower wall head rather than being set 
behind a parapet, this treatment is clearly evident, 
though in most cases it is largely hidden behind 
a wall-head parapet. Other examples of splayed-
foot spires are to be seen at Dunblane Cathedral 

of about 1500, Perth Church of before 1506, the 
west towers of Aberdeen Cathedral of before 
1532 (figs 5, 20 and 18), and the northwest tower 

~ �Fig. 23. Culross Abbey, the tower from the west.  
PHOTO: RICHARD FAWCETT
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at Dunfermline Abbey. The northwest tower of 
Glasgow Cathedral is also known to have had one.

The silhouettes of spires could be enlivened 
in a number of ways. One common additional 
form of elaboration was the provision of lucarnes: 

small windows set within projections rising verti-
cally from the sloping faces of the spire, and usu-
ally capped by a gablet. There might be no more 
than one at the base of each of the four cardinal 
faces, as at Restenneth Priory (fig. 13), but it was 
common to have several tiers, which might be set 
alternatingly on the cardinal and diagonal faces, 
as at St Monans Church and Brechin Cathedral 
(fig. 7). In a number of cases, the spire is divided 
into stages by decorative bands, and at St Salvator’s 
Church the two tiers of lucarnes rise from such 
bands (fig. 11). In other cases, the bands themselves 
were treated as decorative features. On the western 
spires of Aberdeen Cathedral, the bands are crenel-
lated, thus repeating on a micro-architectural scale 
the tower parapets (fig. 18), while on the central 
tower of Glasgow Cathedral the bands have foliate 
cresting, and the lower of the two also has a course 
of deeply undercut square quatrefoils. The spires 
at these two cathedrals are the most complex to 
have come down to us, with both being further 
enlivened in a number of ways. At Glasgow, the 
angles of the spire are emphasized by roll mould-
ings, the four tiers of lucarnes are traceried and 
capped by ogee-arched gablets, and there are 
prominent pinnacles rising through the broaches 
at the base of the spire; those pinnacles reflect 
smaller ones at the angles of the tower parapet. At 
Aberdeen, the spires rise from square substruc-
tures set back within the machicolated and crenel-
lated parapets of the towers, and there are spurs of 
crenellated walling capped by small pinnacles at 
the angles of the splayed feet of the spires (fig. 18).

Crown steeples

In all of these examples, there is an evident wish 
to give the most prominent features of the sky-
line a sense of lightness and richness of detailing, 
in which much was required both of the stone of 

~ �Fig. 24. Dundee St Mary’s Church, the tower from 
the southwest. PHOTO: RICHARD FAWCETT
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which they were built and of the masons who desi-
gned them. But nowhere is this wish seen more 
clearly than in the design of a type of spire known 
as a crown steeple, in which a lantern-like feature 
is thrust high above the tower by a number of half-
arches like the flyers of flying buttresses. Crown 
steeples remain in place at Edinburgh St Giles 
and King’s College Chapel in Aberdeen (figs. 21 
and 12), and one is known to have been built at 
Linlithgow St Michael. The treatment of the tower 
wall heads at Dundee St Mary and Haddington 
St Mary, where there are seatings for flyers at the 
centre of the wall faces, leave little doubt that 
crown steeples had also been planned at those 
churches (figs. 24 and 22). 

The number of crown steeples built or 
planned in Scotland has fostered a view that they 
are an essentially Scottish concept, and they cer-
tainly caught the imagination of Scottish patrons 
and master masons, being even repeated in post-
Reformation secular contexts, as at the Glasgow 
Tolbooth steeple of about 1626, and being taken up 
again by nineteenth- and early twentieth-century 
church architects who wished to give what they saw 
as an identifiably Scottish flavour to their work. Yet 
the earliest surviving example of the type likely 
to have been known to medieval Scottish patrons 
and masons is northern English, and in fact the 
idea of the crown steeple can only be understood 
as the culmination of a lengthy development of 
ideas across western Europe on the ways in which 
stone structures can be most daringly engineered, 
a development in which Scottish masons had 
previously played little part.

South of the Border many experiments had 
been made into ways in which the superstructures 
of towers might be elaborated with highly engi-
neered masonry. Shortly before 1400 at Patrington 
Church in the East Riding of Yorkshire, for 
example, spires were designed to emerge from 
octag onal cages, and were connected to pinnacles 

by flying buttresses in a way that foreshadowed 
some aspects of crown steeples. Comparable struc-
tural experiments were also made with the design 
of a small number of market crosses. At Chichester 
in Sussex, the cross of 1501 has a superstructure, in 
which flyers carry an octagonal lantern, in a very 
similar manner to the crown steeples, although 
there is still a solid vertical column to provide a 
comforting degree of support for the lantern. The 
earliest known buildings in England where any 
continuous vertical element immediately below 
the lantern was omitted were two parish churches: 
Newcastle St Nicholas of around the 1470s, and 
St Mary le Bow in London, which is said to have 
been complete by 1512. Only the first of those is 
perhaps likely to have been sufficiently accessible 
to Scottish patrons and masons to have acted as a 
model, however.

On present evidence, therefore, it appears 
inherently likely that the inspiration for the Scottish 
crown steeples is to be found in England. The two 
surviving Scottish crown steeples are almost cer-
tainly later than Newcastle’s, though their dates 
can only be estimated. That at Edinburgh St Giles 
is thought most likely to be of around 1500. In 
that case flyers rise steeply from the centre of each 
face as well as from the angles of the tower in a 
way that approached more closely than the crown 
steeples at Linlithgow and Aberdeen the spirit of 
the English models in making stone appear as 
light as could be achieved. The close concentra-
tion of supporting pinnacles around the edge of 
Edinburgh’s tower, which have diagonally-set sec-
ondary pinnacles rising from one of their off-sets, 
further emphasizes the overall sense of lightness 
and verticality. The Aberdeen crown steeple had 
been completed before 1522, when Hector Boece 
refers to the imperial diadem that capped it. As at 
Newcastle, St Mary le Bow and Linlithgow, it has 
four rather than eight flyers. It is perhaps a more 
earth-bound structure than those at Edinburgh or 
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Linlithgow, with the substantial pinnacles from 
which the flyers spring being treated rather like 
diagonally-set sections of wall, which slightly over-
sail the angles of the tower, though their sense of 
mass is mitigated by three offsets, and by the sub-
ordinate pinnacles that rise above the lowest stage 
of each. The flyers themselves have foliate cresting 
along their coping, with a small pinnacle at the 
mid-point of each. The drum of the supported lan-
tern is likely to have been modified to some extent 
in repairs of 1634, on the evidence of the Tuscan 
colonnettes at its corners, albeit Boece’s account 
makes clear that the imperial crown that caps it 
was the original intention.

Conclusion

In conclusion, while it would be idle to claim that 
Scotland’s church towers are of international signi-
ficance, viewed as a whole they are nevertheless 
of considerable interest for demonstrating how a 
relatively poor nation on the northern fringes of 
Europe sought to enhance the sense of presence of 
its churches by the towers with which so many of 
them were augmented. From the round towers of 
Irish type at Abernethy and Brechin, through the 
striking inventiveness of form and location seen in 
several towers of the Northern Isles, to the inven-
tively engineered delights of the crown steeples at 
Aberdeen and Edinburgh, its church towers clearly 
demonstrate that in a significant number of cases 
Scotland was open to ideas drawn from a wide 
range of sources. To the present writer, the resul-
tant architectural synthesis appears to be worthy 
of investigation, and he believes that his friend 
Malcolm Thurlby, to whom this essay is fondly 
offered, is of the same view. 
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