ROTHESAY PAVILION
Argyle Street, Rothesay
“ a unique Clydeside version of the ‘machine’ age aesthetic”
(Simpson and Brown Architects)

A.

INTRODUCTION:

Situated at the NW end of Rothesay’s famous Victorian Esplanade and commanding an unsurpassed view of Rothesay Bay and eastward to the Cowal Peninsula and Clyde coast, Rothesay
Pavilion is a striking contribution to Rothesay’s townscape, particularly from the ferries.

Then

And now!

Its origin goes back to 1935 after the local council had bought the Argyle Street site and
announced a competition for the design of a new pavilion. The successful architect, J.A. Carrick
(J. & J.A. Carrick of Ayr), produced the winning submission out of 24 entries. One of the judges
was Thomas Tait, a leading exponent and leader of the new modern style in Scotland and Britain,
and designer of the Glasgow Empire Exhibition Tower. The Pavilion’s competition drawings survive in the National Monuments Record Of Scotland.

B.

DESIGN:

The competition brief specified that the Pavilion design was to improve and update facilities in
Rothesay, to host dances, functions and conferences, as well as to provide sports facilities for
both the summer and winter populations. The Judges’ Report highlights the following features of
Carrick’s proposal:
 The most satisfactory arrangement for dancing and games, without ruling out concert use.
 Wide views across the bay.
 Well laid out entrance and parking
 Consideration for further development
 The aesthetic treatment of modern functional design with solid stone walls
 Straightforward construction and an understanding of service requirements.
The design features a large main hall (clear span of 35m x 35m) with recessed dance floor
and proscenium stage, a drum-shaped café, balconies (including cantilevered sun terrace),
ancillary rooms, foyers, offices, and backstage accommodation.

The main hall arranged in banqueting format. Use of the removable curtains and canopy creates an intimacy for a mid-size event

1.
The Main Hall
The watchword of the main hall is flexibility. It can seat up to 1250 people (cinema-style), accommodate up to 850 people for a dance, accommodate up to 500 conference delegates at tables, or seat
up to 500 guests at a special function e.g. a wedding. The use of removable drapes and canopy, and
their substitution with netting, means that the main hall can be quickly converted into an all-year-round
indoor sporting facility. Popular sports include football, badminton (3 courts), bowls.

Main Hall arranged in conference-style layout

Main Hall arranged in sport (football) layout (curtain & canopy removed)

2. The Lesser Hall
The Lesser Hall (ground floor) has its own entrance and foyer and can therefore be used independently of the upper floors. It makes an ideal exhibition or gallery area, and can be used for large
meetings. It is used every August to mount the Bute Arts Club exhibition.

Lesser Hall from the side entrance and from the back entrance

3. The drum-shaped front extension

Ground floor interior - drum foyer

The strong drum-shaped front extension

Frank A Walker, ‘Buildings of Scotland’

First floor bow-fronted buffet / café set
out for a small meeting

Front entrance ground floor drum foyer

First floor Interior: view of the
bow-fronted buffet / café (c.1938)

View from the Café on the first floor

View from the open sun terrace on the second floor

4. The ground floor foyer

The foyer looking in from the front doors

From the Ground Floor up to staircase landing

5.

The Ticket Office

Staircase landing

Looking back towards the front entrance from the ticket office

From staircase landing up to 1st floor

Staircase up to the 1st floor

First Floor landing. Main Hall to the left, Café through the doors.

First Floor landing. Doors to Main Hall on the right.
Service area through the grey doors

6. First floor
QUOTE: “...Rothesay [Pavilion] is one of the few public buildings, and certainly one of the
few remaining, which adopted the international style; and it was also one, if not the first, to
be a fully fledged International Style Building, albeit one with a Scottish character.”
Simpson & Brown Architects

C.

HERITAGE MERIT OF THE PAVILION

The heritage merit of the Pavilion has been described as follows:
ELEMENT

VALUE

GRADE

COMMENTS

The Pavilion
(building as a whole)

Aesthetic

Exceptional

Social

Exceptional

Exterior townscape

Aesthetic

Considerable

External landscaping

Aesthetic

Considerable

Historical

Minor

Exterior design & finishes

Aesthetic

Exceptional

Entrance areas & stair
hall

Aesthetic

Exceptional

Cloakrooms (as original)

Aesthetic

Considerable

Main Hall

Aesthetic

Exceptional

The Pavilion is an important and early
example of a public building in the
International Style.
The Pavilion plays an important role in
the cultural life of Rothesay, and its
visitors.
The Pavilion provides a strong end to
the Esplanade of Rothesay, easily
seen from the ferry on its approach to
town.
The landscape has been designed as
an extension of the building, and is a
relatively rare existing example of this.
Early acknowledgement of a requirement for parking provision into public
building design.
The design and choice of materials
were chosen expressly to create a
‘Modern’ building.
The design of circulation spaces
avoids separating the two public levels
of the building.
Unique design of semi-circular counter.
Original fabric and finishes generally
intact.
Location of major events and famous
performances.
Original design included scheme for
ventilation/air-conditioning and purpose built light fittings.

Some repair work presently being undertaken on
the front facade
Social

Considerable

Services

Aesthetic

Considerable

Materials & construction
techniques

Aesthetic

Considerable

Scientific

Considerable

Shows record of inter-war construction
materials and shows beginning of
mass-produced off-site materials

[NOTE: In contrast to the above positives, the consultants noted several features (alterations made
over the years) that are deemed ‘intrusive’ and which would need to be restored during any renovation work in order to reinstate the Pavilion to its original pristine glory.]
QUOTE: Carrick designed a pavilion that offered “…the Glasgow holidaymaker an experience at the forefront of style in Scotland”.
C. McKean, The Scottish Thirties (1987) p86

D.

ARCHIVE IMAGES OF THE PAVILION

The archive images of the Pavilion on the next page give a flavour of what the facility looked like in
its hay-day. They also give an idea of the ethos to which any restoration might aspire. Art Deco as
an architectural period or style has recently enjoyed something of a resurgence in interest, with Art
Deco themed exhibitions enjoying large attendances throughout Britain. With Rothesay Pavilion
being such a well thought of example of this period, its restoration would likely attract admirers of
this genre from throughout the country - students of art and architecture and among the general
public alike.
Given the undisputed heritage significance of the Pavilion, it is perhaps difficult to understand that

ARCHIVE IMAGES OF THE PAVILION (Cont.)

Exterior view shortly after completion

Ladies Cloakroom (now a meeting room)

Entrance foyer with Cloakrooms on the right and Ticket Office at the end

Staircase landing between ground and first floor

First floor foyer with staircase on right and Main Hall doors on the right

Main Hall set out for a special event

From the lounge / reception room through to the first-floor foyer

The bow-fronted buffet / café on the first floor c. 1938

the building was allowed, from the 50’s onwards, to deteriorate physically. But changed macroeconomic circumstances that affected Rothesay’s fortunes, especially changing holiday preferences with the advent of affordable air travel, certainly played a major role in declining revenues
available to maintain the physical integrity of the building.

Some illustrations of the declining state of the exterior physical fabric of the building

Damaged floor

Damaged state of the ceiling in the Main Hall

Damaged ceiling of entrance portico

E.

RECENT DEVELOPMENTS:



In November 2001 Argyll and Bute Council gave the go-ahead for the preparation of a development plan for the Pavilion. The Bute and Cowal Area Committee commissioned specialist
consultants, architects Simpson and Brown, to draw up plans for a programme of renovations
for this 1936-built, modernist-style, character building overlooking Rothesay’s Victorianconstructed esplanade, and for the maximisation of its use by the community.



The consultants reported in April 2003, providing inter alia a contextual background to the
commissioning of the building’s construction, a detailed description of the unique character of
the building, the significances of its various attributes, its value as a noteworthy heritage
resource, an audit of the present condition of the building, and a Conservation Policy and
Plan.



Since the report was published, the issue of the Pavilion, with its continuing physical deterioration and the desperate need to progress its restoration, has been an on-going item of discussion in the Bute Beyond 2000 Steering Group. [Bute Beyond 2000 is the Isle of Bute’s
principal multi-agency partnership comprising Argyll and Bute Council, VisitScotland, Bute
Business Resources Ltd., Bute Community Council, Bute Enterprises Ltd., Bute Estate, Bute
Marketing and Tourism Ltd., Caledonian
MacBrayne, FyneHomes Housing Association,
Historic Scotland, Strathclyde Police, and Mount
Stuart Trust; and its priority is

the promotion of

regeneration on the island].



At the Group’s meeting in October 2004 it was
resolved that, because of the Pavilion’s
indisputable heritage value, everything possible
should be done to facilitate its restoration.
One suggestion was that the predicament of the
Pavilion would attract greater attention, and
would probably have improved chances of
securing funding, were the building to be upgraded
to
a Category “A” listed building.


A motivation was formulated and sent to Historic
Scotland in December 2004, and in the middle of 2005 we were advised that Historic Scotland had
agreed to upgrade the Pavilion’s listing status from
Category “B” to Category “A”.


There seems to be unanimity that Rothesay Pavilion, given its uniqueness in the Scottish context,
and possibly eclipsed only the De La Warr Pavilion at Bexhill-on-Sea (Sussex) in the UK context,
has all the necessary credentials for being identified as a priority rescue and restoration initiative.
Certainly the work undertaken by the consultants reinforces this view. Their exhaustive research
and detailed report also lays the foundation for the next stage in the Pavilion’s development. And
the present bid for the funding of a Project Planning Grant through the Heritage Lottery Fund is the
first but important step in the process of hopefully securing the £4.5 million needed to bring the Pavilion back to its former glory.



In the meantime, some palliative repair work has been undertaken. Some cleaning of stonework
has been done, painting of window metalwork, and repair to the frontage signage (see opposite).



NOTE: At the time of writing major refurbishment of the Pavilion Is already underway thanks to a
multi-million Pound multi-agency paqrtnership with the Lottery Fund contributing the major share.

F.

CONSTRUCTION OF ROTHESAY PAVILION

After amended drawings were approved by the Council in which a budget of £30 000 was specified),
the preferred contractor came back with a figure of £38 744 (which the Council reluctantly
approved). Due to a number of other unforeseen problems the eventual cost of the building are
reported to have escalated from £45 000 to £60 000, and cost pressures found expression in lowerthan-preferred specifications for many internal finishes.

In terms of construction material, the building is a reinforced concrete-framed structure with steel
columns supporting cantilevers, cast stone cladding (tooled surface similar to the traditional way of
finishing real stone), and crittal-type metal frame windows.

G.

FINAL COMMENTS:

1.

Rothesay Pavilion is crying out for a comprehensive programme of restoration. The building is
ailing. Its condition cannot be treated indefinitely with ad hoc injections of money, or the occasional
application of sticking plaster. If the structure is to survive in the longer term, notice has to be taken
of the physicians’ (consultants’) report, if this unique facility is to be put on the road to lasting
recovery, and helped back to full health and its former pristine glory. Ignoring its predicament surely
cannot be considered an option.

2.

In highlighting the Pavilion’s architectural/heritage merit, sight should never be lost of its immeasur
able social value. It has been used by generations of locals and by tourists as a popular and
memorable venue for holiday and entertainment events, and as such it is regarded with great
affection not just by the local, but also the wider, population. Over its whole lifetime it provided no
greater social value than during the dark and gloomy days of World War 2. Plays were frequently
put on by local players and recruits for navy vessels anchored in Rothesay Bay. And virtually every
Saturday night this building resounded to a thousand+ pairs of feet - locals and troops finding

some relief from the stresses and strains of wartime living.

Concert organized by HMS Cyclops & HMS Titania (the former home-based in Rothesay Bay for the
duration of the war as the depot ship for the 7th Submarine Flotilla) held in the Pavilion 1942

Glenn Miller-style Big Band Dance in the Main Hall during Bute’s 60th V-Day Anniversary Commemorations in June 2005
with the legendary Harry Margolis - symbolically re-enacting the regular dances held over weekends throughout the war years. Bute’s
commemoration events were part-funded by a £16,700 grant from the Heritage Lottery Fund’s “Home front Recall” initiative.

