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“The historic environment has been adapted over time to meet changing needs. Our view of what 
is important develops and changes. New buildings, sites and environments are created, and over 
time, become historic. The challenge for sustainable management of the historic environment and 
how it contributes to the vitality of modern life, is to identify its key characteristics and to establish 
the boundaries within which change can continue so that it enhances rather than diminishes 
historic character.”

A conservation statement describes the historical evolution and current nature and condition 
of a building, including analysis of the structural condition of the heritage asset - it defines 
and evaluates the heritage values attached to an asset in order to provide a statement of 
significance.
 
Modern conservation practice is guided by a growing list of charters and other documents - 
the Venice Charter (1964) notes “the unity of human values and...monuments as a common 
heritage” - the Burra Charter (1979) introduces the idea of cultural significance - the Nara 
Document on Authenticity (1994) stresses cultural heritage diversity - English Heritage’s 
Conservation Principles (2008), and BS7913:2013, the Guide to the conservation of historic 
buildings, make significance the basis of conservation work.
 
Conservation puts the assessment of significance at its heart. To this we need to add the 
principle of individuality, which recognises that every building is different and presents 
a unique set of problems. Context requires the setting of the building to be considered. 
This includes the physical and social or community settings. It also includes the different 
contributions made through periods of development. Conservation aims for sustainability, 
including finding new uses, because they will ensure future maintenance. The purpose of a 
conservation statement in the context of the planning application for 56 Barrack Street is to 
understand the heritage asset and provide a Statement of Significance.

“The remains of the past can act as a powerful catalyst and a stimulus to high quality new design 
and development, leading to successful regeneration and community building. We believe that 
the historic environment should be valued as an asset, rather than thought of as a barrier to 
development. It reinforces the identity of communities, and can add value, provided that value 
is recognised at the outset and it becomes an integral part of any development or regeneration 
project.”
  
Historic Environment Scotland Policy Statement (June 2016) - Section 1.4
 
Note: this statement is based upon readily available data combined with specifically gathered 
information and relates specifically to Historic Environment Scotland Policy Statement (June 
2016), which has replaced Scottish Historic Environment Policy (SHEP) 2011 for operational 
purposes. 

1.0 INTRODUCTION
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THE NARA DOCUMENT ON AUTHENTICITY (1994) 
 

PREAMBLE 
1. We, the experts assembled in Nara (Japan), wish to acknowledge the generous spirit 

and intellectual courage of the Japanese authorities in providing a timely forum in which we 
could challenge conventional thinking in the conservation field, and debate ways and means 
of broadening our horizons to bring greater respect for cultural and heritage diversity to 
conservation practice.  

2. We also wish to acknowledge the value of the framework for discussion provided by 
the World Heritage Committee's desire to apply the test of authenticity in ways which accord 
full respect to the social and cultural values of all societies, in examining the outstanding 
universal value of cultural properties proposed for the World Heritage List.  

3. The Nara Document on Authenticity is conceived in the spirit of the Charter of Venice, 
1964, and builds on it and extends it in response to the expanding scope of cultural heritage 
concerns and interests in our contemporary world.  

4. In a world that is increasingly subject to the forces of globalization and 
homogenization, and in a world in which the search for cultural identity is sometimes pursued 
through aggressive nationalism and the suppression of the cultures of minorities, the essential 
contribution made by the consideration of authenticity in conservation practice is to clarify 
and illuminate the collective memory of humanity.  

 

CULTURAL DIVERSITY AND HERITAGE DIVERSITY 
5. The diversity of cultures and heritage in our world is an irreplaceable source of 

spiritual and intellectual richness for all humankind. The protection and enhancement of 
cultural and heritage diversity in our world should be actively promoted as an essential aspect 
of human development.  

6. Cultural heritage diversity exists in time and space, and demands respect for other 
cultures and all aspects of their belief systems. In cases where cultural values appear to be in 
conflict, respect for cultural diversity demands acknowledgment of the legitimacy of the 
cultural values of all parties.  

7. All cultures and societies are rooted in the particular forms and means of tangible and 
intangible expression which constitute their heritage, and these should be respected.  

8. It is important to underline a fundamental principle of UNESCO, to the effect that the 
cultural heritage of each is the cultural heritage of all. Responsibility for cultural heritage and 
the management of it belongs, in the first place, to the cultural community that has generated 
it, and subsequently to that which cares for it. However, in addition to these responsibilities, 
adherence to the international charters and conventions developed for conservation of cultural 
heritage also obliges consideration of the principles and responsibilities flowing from them. 
Balancing their own requirements with those of other cultural communities is, for each 
community, highly desirable, provided achieving this balance does not undermine their 
fundamental cultural values.  

 

VALUES AND AUTHENTICITY 
9. Conservation of cultural heritage in all its forms and historical periods is rooted in the 

values attributed to the heritage. Our ability to understand these values depends, in part, on 
the degree to which information sources about these values may be understood as credible or 

 

 

INTERNATIONAL CHARTER FOR THE CONSERVATION 
AND RESTORATION OF MONUMENTS AND SITES 

(THE VENICE CHARTER 1964) 
 

IInd International Congress of Architects and Technicians of Historic 
Monuments, Venice, 1964. 

Adopted by ICOMOS in 1965. 

Imbued with a message from the past, the historic monuments of generations of people 
remain to the present day as living witnesses of their age-old traditions. People are 
becoming more and more conscious of the unity of human values and regard ancient 
monuments as a common heritage. The common responsibility to safeguard them for future 
generations is recognized. It is our duty to hand them on in the full richness of their 
authenticity. 

It is essential that the principles guiding the preservation and restoration of ancient 
buildings should be agreed and be laid down on an international basis, with each country 
being responsible for applying the plan within the framework of its own culture and 
traditions. 

By defining these basic principles for the first time, the Athens Charter of 1931 contributed 
towards the development of an extensive international movement which has assumed 
concrete form in national documents, in the work of ICOM and UNESCO and in the 
establishment by the latter of the International Centre for the Study of the Preservation and 
the Restoration of Cultural Property. Increasing awareness and critical study have been 
brought to bear on problems which have continually become more complex and varied; now 
the time has come to examine the Charter afresh in order to make a thorough study of the 
principles involved and to enlarge its scope in a new document. 

Accordingly, the IInd International Congress of Architects and Technicians of Historic 
Monuments, which met in Venice from May 25th to 31st 1964, approved the following text: 

 

DEFINITIONS 

Article 1.  

The concept of a historic monument embraces not only the single architectural work but 
also the urban or rural setting in which is found the evidence of a particular civilization, a 
significant development or a historic event. This applies not only to great works of art but 
also to more modest works of the past which have acquired cultural significance with the 
passing of time.  

Article 2.  

The conservation and restoration of monuments must have recourse to all the sciences and 
techniques which can contribute to the study and safeguarding of the architectural heritage.  

 

1.1 Introduction
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1.2 Location

1.0 INTRODUCTION

56 Barrack Street is within Dundee’s Central Conservation Area. The 
definition of a Conservation Area is contained within Section 61 of the 
Planning (Listed Buildings and Conservation Areas) (Scotland) Act 1997 
as “an area of special architectural or historic interest, the character or 
appearance of which it is desirable to preserve or enhance”.
 
The site is located to the immediate north of the recently redeveloped 
shopping centre, on an area of land which currently contains the empty 
category B listed building, 56 Barrack Street, an associated unlisted 
single-storey structure and associated hard standing. The site is 
bounded to the north by the car park for Dundee City Council Criminal 
Justice Service and to the west by an NCP car park, formerly Ward 
Mills; Overgate Shopping Centre is to the immediate south and to the 
west of the NCP car park is Dundee House, the headquarters of Dundee 
City Council; to the east of the site is the Howff, an historical burial 
ground established in the 16th century and remodelled by the Victorians, 
collectively protected as a category A listed building.
 
The Central Conservation Area Appraisal states “Dundee Central 
Conservation Area contains the historic heart of the city, with origins as a 
small fishing village on the banks of the River Tay, to the City as it stands 
today, all contributing to its unique character. The historic street pattern 
contributes greatly to the character and appearance of the character of 
the area providing extended views and vistas from within and outwith the 
conservation area.”
 
With direct reference to the area pertaining to this Conservation 
Statement, it states “Barrack Street presents an enclosed character 
overlooking the Howff. High buildings on both sides of Bank Street create 
a sense of enclosure; Barrack Street consists of a traditional setted street 
which narrows due to the shape of the Howff.”

Site location and Dundee Central Conservation Area

DUNDEE CENTRAL 
CONSERVATION AREA

CITY SQUARE

CAIRD HALL

TAY ROAD 
BRIDGE

SITE AT
56 BARRACK ST

THE HOWFF
CEMETERY

ABERTAY
UNIVERSITY

HIGH SCHOOL OF 
DUNDEE

DUNDEE
UNIVERSITY

DUNDEE 
RAILWAY
STATION

DUNDEE 
CITY COUNCIL

OFFICES

OVERGATE
SHOPPING

CENTRE

WELLGATE
SHOPPING
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“The conservation of the historic environment should be based upon 
sound knowledge and understanding of the particular site, building, 
monument or landscape, and of its wider context and be founded on full 
awareness and consideration of its cultural significance and all phases of 
its development”
 
Historic Environment Scotland Policy Statement (June 2016), Section 1.10, 
1.10a, 1.10b.
 
Around half of the listed buildings in Scotland are category B listed (of 
regional importance, or major examples of some particular period, style 
or building type), constituting in the region of 23, 500 buildings. The 
category listing is advisory and indicative of merit and carries no statutory 
weight.
 
Statutory listings and significance are based upon three principles:
 
• age and rarity
  
• architectural and historic interest
  
• close historical association
  
To look at these in context, the following will first be explored:
  
• listed building designation
  
• other statutory listings
  
• historic development of the site and heritage asset
  
• wider cultural or social associations

See opposite for examples of other category B listed buildings in Dundee
 

2.2 Heritage asset and context: 56 Barrack Street

The understanding of the heritage asset and the provision of a statement 
of significance is driven by three elements:
  
• the heritage asset and its context
  
• an evaluation of the significance of the asset as a whole and of its 

elements

• identifying any conservation issues including potential conflicts and how 
significance is vulnerable to harm

The purpose of this structured approach is to provide a record of the 
way conclusions on significance and strategies have been reached and 
to provide a firm basis on which alternative solutions or approaches are 
being tested and particular proposals justified. 

2.0 HERITAGE ASSET AND CONTEXT

2.1 Assessing a heritage asset 

38 North Lindsay Street, 8-12 (Even No.s) South Ward Road, former Halley 
Brothers’ Works LB25489. Category B listed. © Googlemaps

Dundee Sheriff Court, 6 W Bell Street. Category B listed. © Googlemaps

7-25 (Odd No.s) Bank Street. Category B listed. © Googlemaps

4 Meadowside, former Head Post Office LB25336. Category B listed. 

150 Nethergate, St Andrew’s RC Church. Category B listed. 
© Googlemaps

24 Whitehall Crescent, Gilfillan Memorial Church. Category B listed. 
© Googlemaps
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The statutory listing description of the building notes the fact that the 
building is ‘plain’ and in the ‘Art-Deco style’, rather than being an example 
of Art-Deco itself. A standard steel frame and brick infill construction has 
been used in the building, with the most significant feature registering the 
period of its construction - the faience tiles. The building also has Crittall 
windows as these were used extensively in this period. Crittall windows 
were first produced in the 1880s and as such they are not understood to 
be specifically ‘Art-Deco’.
 
With regard to the notes, while the sign above the door reads “Willison 
House established 1880”, this is misleading: while Roberston’s 
Furnishings as a business did exist in 1880, it was not until 1928 
that  they occupied premises in this area. Messrs. John L Robertson’s 
first purchased the Willison U.F. Church in 1928 for conversion to shop 
premises, which were opened on the present site in June 1929. In the 
years which followed various extensions and alterations were made, with 
the principal extension to the corner of Willison Street carried out in 1936, 
which completed the building into the form recognised today.
 
McKean and Walker (1993), p58 state the following -
 
“Willison House, Willison Street, c.1934, Findlay Stewart & Robbie is a brash 
faience-faced furniture shop with art deco doorway: it must have looked much 
brighter in the days when the district was thriving.”
 
This comment was delivered in 1984 and reiterated in 1993 for the 
second edition, indicating that this was the opinion of Scotland’s great 
architectural critics 18 years prior to the building becoming empty in 
2011. Note also that a distinction is made that only the doorway is deemed 
Art Deco.
 
In summary, in relation to the Historic Environment Scotland listing, 56 
Barrack Street is not a rare or special example of an architectural style in 
a context bereft of that style, or a building with close historical association 
in any context other than local: although an established business in 
Dundee,  it is difficult to argue that as a company, Robertson’s was of 
regional significance. 

2.3 Listed Building Designation 2.4 Response to Historic Environment Scotland listing 
schedule for 56 Barrack Street (Willison House) 

2.0 HERITAGE ASSET AND CONTEXT
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2.5 Other statutory listings within Dundee Central Conservation Area

A. 2 WARD ROAD, BARRACK STREET MUSEUM 
(Ref:25610) 
This building is in the Dundee Council and the Dundee 
Burgh. It is a category B building and was listed on 
18/05/1987. James Thomson, 1909. 2-storey and 
basement, Edwardian Baroque style library/museum 
building. This building was originally the Ward Road 
Branch Public Library and Central Reading Rooms, 
paid for and opened by Andrew Carnegie. Presently 
(1994) houses the natural history collection of Dundee 
Museum.
 
B. 26-36 (EVEN NOS) NORTH LINDSAY STREET 
(Ref:25486)
This building is in the Dundee Council and the Dundee 
Burgh. It is a category B building and was listed on 
30/03/1995. Later 19th century. 4-storey, 10- bay 
tenemental building with shops to ground oor. Pinkish 
sandstone ashlar to front, rubble to side and rear, 
slate roof. “Important streetscape value with the 
adjoining former Halley Brothers’ works.” (HES listing, 
statement of special interest)
 
C. 38 NORTH LINDSAY STREET, 8-12 (EVEN NOS) 
SOUTH WARD ROAD, FORMER HALLEY BROTHERS’ 
WORKS (Ref:25489) 
This building is in the Dundee Council and the Dundee 
Burgh. It is a category B building and was listed on 
30/03/1995. H and F Thomson, 1909, extended to S in 
similar style 1914. 4-storey, 15-bay factory building 
with 5-bay return gable to South Ward Road. “This 
building presents an imposing façade to North Lindsay 
Street and with Nos 26-36 North Lindsay Street forms 
an important streetscape. Built for Halley Brothers 
Ltd, makers of hackle and card coverings for the jute 
trade.” (HES listing, statement of special interest)
 
D. 27, 29, 31 BANK STREET (Ref:24959) 
This building is in the Dundee Council and the Dundee 
Burgh. It is a category B building and was listed on 
30/03/1994. Dated 1868. Originally 3-storey, attic and 
basement, 9-bay, classically-detailed commercial 
building with shop fronts at angle.
 
E. 66 BARRACK STREET AND RETURN ELEVATION TO 
SOUTH WARD ROAD, FRIARFIELD HOUSE (Ref:24941) 
This building is in the Dundee Council and the Dundee 
Burgh. It is a category B building and was listed 
on 18/05/1987. James McLaren and George Shaw 
Aitken, 1873, completed 1875. 3-storey and basement 
Renaissance office on corner site, rusticated base, 

channelled ashlar ground. Listing excludes 1-storey 
Warehouse at rear. Now Tayside Regional Council 
Social Work Department. Built as the offices of Don, 
Brothers Buist and Co, Ward Mills and at that date 
the nest mill offices in the city. The building was well 
planned, with the ground floor, reserved for mill 
management and the male and female dining rooms, 
separated from the main public stair to the 1st floor 
commercial offices.
 
F. THE HOWFF (Ref:25312) 
The Howff is in the Dundee Council and the Dundee 
Burgh. It is designated as category A and was listed on 
12/07/1963. The burial ground was established 1564; 
blind arcading 1601; wall and railings to Meadowside 
David Neave 1828, gateway to Barrack Street James 
Black, 1833. High rubble and ashlar sandstone wall 
to E at Barrack Street, blind arcade (perhaps once 
open) with sculpted capitals and memorials facing 
burial ground, roofed burial enclosure to S; piered 
roundheaded gateway with sarcophagus caps and 
large achievement of arms at parapet, iron gates; 
2 capped rusticated gatepiers with iron gates. Low 
saddleback-coped ashlar wall to Meadowside curving 
to Barrack Street, single and paired gates and tall iron 
railings. S and E boundaries formed by rear elevations 
of Bank and Reform Streets respectively. Funerary 
monuments from 16th- 19th centuries.“The burial 
ground was formerly part of the lands of the Greyfriars 
granted by Mary Queen of Scots to the burgh of Dundee 
in 1564. The name Howff (meeting place) derives from 
the fact that the Dundee Incorporated Trades met 
here until 1776. The collection of funerary monuments 
is claimed to be second only to those at Greyfriars 
Churchyard, Edinburgh.” (HES listing, statement of 
special interest)
 
G. 4 MEADOWSIDE, FORMER HEAD POST OFFICE 
(Ref:25336)
This building is in the Dundee Council and the Dundee 
Burgh. It is a category B listed building designated 
ON06/01/1981. Walter Wood Robertson, 1898; addition 
at Elucid Street earlier 20th Century. 3-storey and attic, 
French Renaissance-detailed Head Post Of ce on large 
gusset site. Grey/cream sandstone ashlar, banded to 
ground floor, steeply- pitched slate roof. Consoled and 
dentilled balustraded parapet with urn-finialled dies, 
aediculaed Royal arms with winged animal volutes to 
Meadowside elevation.                  

2.0 HERITAGE ASSET AND CONTEXT

E

A

B

F

C

D

G

A. 2 Ward Road, © Googlemaps B. C. 26-38 North Lindsay Street © Googlemaps D. 27, 29, 31 Bank Street © Googlemaps

E. 64, 66 Barrack Street © Googlemaps F. The Howff Graveyard G. 4 Meadowside, former GPO.

SITE AT
56 BARRACK ST

B LISTEDA LISTED
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A

B

C

D

UNLISTED ART DECO STYLEB LISTED

2.6 Other Art Deco architectural examples

56 Barrack Street, Willison House, is one of a handful of buildings in  the 
Art Deco Style within Dundee city centre. While not all are statutorily 
listed, it is useful to understand the building within the context of the era 
in which it was built.
 
A. 45 MURRAYGATE (Ref:25362) Category B listed 
This building is in the Dundee Council and the Dundee Burgh. Listed 
category B in 1995, Art Deco department store designed by James Munro 
and Sons of Glasgow, built in 1936. 3-storey, 5-bay, with recessed plate 
glass shopfronts with polished surrounds, painted render to upper floors, 
concealed roof. Presently occupied by Marks and Spencers. 45 Murraygate 
is a ne, well-presented and maintained Art Deco facade.
 
B. 43,45 NORTH LINDSAY STREET (Ref:25483) Category B listed 
This building is in the Dundee Council and the Dundee Burgh. It 
is a category B building and was listed on 30/03/1995. Gordon and 
Scrymgeour, 1932. 2-storey and attic (3-storey to rear) Art Deco style 
warehouse. Reinforced concrete frame with cast stone, brick and cast- 
iron panel front, steel-frame border-glazed windows, upper part pivoting. 
“Enterprise House, formerly John Menzies’ stationery warehouse.” 
Presently occupied by Autism Scotland. 43, 45 North Lindsay Street is one 
example of 1930s light industrial architecture which proliferated Britain in 
this era. Few Art Deco details remain.
 
C. 32 MURRAYGATE (Unlisted) 
Former Burton’s store. 1923, to the design of Harry Wilson in the in-house 
distinctive Art Deco style. 3-storey, 5-bay to upper storeys, larger bays 1, 
3 and 5, with tripartite windows. Metal framed windows recessed through 
two storeys behind pilasters and with cast metal panels between. Faience 
tiles clad facade with detailed cornice. Presently occupied by Deichmann. 
32 Murraygate has a dilapidated facade, illustrating similar structural 
problems with the faience tiling as 56 Barrack Street. It is however, by a 
fine architect in the house style.
 
D. 60 MURRAYGATE (Unlisted) 
Former Woolworths building. Faience tiled facade (now painted) 3-storey, 
5-bay, with deep parapet (central bay projects higher than flanks). Narrow 
windows, tripartite structure with faience clad mullions. Geometric 
detailing above second storey windows and conical embellishments to top 
of parapet. Presently occupied by Tesco Metro. 60 Murraygate is a fine Art 
Deco facade, though the faience tiling has recently been painted. 

2.0 HERITAGE ASSET AND CONTEXT

A. 45 Murraygate

D. 60 Murraygate

B. 43, 45 North Lindsay Street, © Googlemaps

C. 32 Murraygate

SITE AT
56 BARRACK ST
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2.7 Development of 56 Barrack Street

2.0 HERITAGE ASSET AND CONTEXT

Willison United Free Church, built in 1814 and 
significantly altered by 1868, sat in the centre of 
Barrack Street, opposite the Howff, a burial ground 
dating from the16th century and remodelled by  the 
Victorians (images 1 - 4). The church itself is described 
by K. Nichols as “sited at the southwest edge of Barrack 
Street, a two-storey construction with ashlar dressings 
had a residential building to its left (image 4) and Ward 
Mills behind. The main gable for the aisle faced the 
Howff’s west wall. Although there were no buttresses 
or pilasters on the gable wall, crocketed pinnacles were 
inserted on the corner points ... The transept window was 
a rounded arch design. The finial appears to have been a 
stone celtic cross and there were two vents on the roof 
line. The roof tiles appear to have been slate and the 
walls were constructed in regular courses of stone.” 

In May 1928, Willison United Free Church was sold to 
John L Robertson, a Dundee based furniture retailer 
established elsewhere in 1880. By December that year, 
proposals had been lodged by the Dundee architect 
Nelson T Stewart for a “Proposed Shop Premises”, 
a simple proposal to convert the church into usable 
commercial space, removing the existing gallery and 
columns layout and adding shop display windows to 
front of church, while retaining the large transept 
window (image 5). It is considered that the sensitivities 
surrounding removing a church in the late 1920s 
encouraged conversion as opposed to demolition. 
Robertson pressed the conversion on and the Provost 
of Dundee opened the premises in June 1929.
 
Almost immediately plans were afoot for expansion – 
while the jute industry declined, marmalade and DC 
Thompson thrived; the council also began to build 
council houses at this time. Entwined in this industry 
and new housing came a positive commercial outlook 
for the business. Robertson lodged a fresh application 
in May 1933 using the same architect, which they 
subsequently added to in September 1934 (proposed 
show-windows and treatment of south corridor) and 
finally May 1936, whereby the adjacent commercial and 
residential properties were proposed to be removed 
and an extension to the corner of Willison street 
introduced, cladding part of the building in faience 
tiles. This new building subsumed the church though 
retained much of its structure (images 6 - 8); the 
building was solely in use as a retail shop until 2011, 
when Robertson’s went into administration. It has 
remained empty since.

1. View to former Willison Street Church and Ward Mills.
(Image sourced SCRAN)

2. Former Willison Street U.F. Church.
(Image source SCRAN)

3. View from the Howff towards Willison Street church 
with Ward Mills behind; 17th May 1904
(Wilson Photographic Collection, Dundee Central Library)

4. The Howff, 17th June 1908.
(Wilson Photographic Collection, Dundee Central Library)

5. First submission of plans for the conversion of the 
Willison Street Church, dated December 1928.
(Drawings from in Dundee City Archives)

6. Subsequent plans for conversion, dated May 1933.
(Drawings from in Dundee City Archives)

7. Design by Nelson T Stewart, showing the
subsuming of Willison Street Church, dated May 1933. 
(Drawings from in Dundee City Archives)

8. Barrack Street Elevation in its final stage of 
conversion, in the same form as recognised today. 
(Drawings from in Dundee City Archives)

9. View along Barrack Street 10 June 1935, prior to the 
extension to Willison Street. The majority of buildings 
except Willison House have been subsequently 
demolished.
(Photograph by J Raffan, sourced DC Thomson) 

11. View looking down Barrack Street taken from the 
present location of the Overgate Shopping Centre. 
(Image sourced from DC Thomson)

12. Aerial view of Barrack Street and Willison Streets, 
August 1964. Note the scale of Ward Mills, now the NCP 
carpark.
(Image sourced from DC Thomson)

10. View over the present BT telephone exchange under 
construction with the grandly scaled Ward Mills and 
Willison House behind.
(Image sourced from DC Thomson)
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‘A HISTORY OF GOOD SERVICE TO THE CITY’ ICONIC DUNDEE STORE 
ROBERTSON’S CLOSING AFTER 130 YEARS. 
October 21st 2011 The Courier.

A 130-year-old furniture store in central `Dundee is to close with the loss 
of 16 jobs

Robertson’s House Furnishers had traded from Willison House in Barrack 
Street for decades until economic pressures forced the business into 
liquidation this week. The move brings the curtain down on a firm that 
is familiar to generations of Dundonians and which managed to trade its 
way through both world wars and through the various economic highs and 
lows. 

The store — headed by managing director Brian Cram, the great-
grandson of founder John L. Robertson — catered for the higher quality 
end of the market and was a constant among Dundee’s ever-changing 
retail landscape. 

The company started as a second-hand operation, but the business grew 
and Robertson’s eventually stocked a wide range of interior furnishings, 
mainly from premium manufacturers. 

The firm was known for its high levels of service and its traditional values 
and it tended to shun marketing and promotional gimmicks as part of a 
longer-term strategy that allowed it to build up a loyal customer base. 

Unfortunately, the sharp economic contraction in recent years, coupled 
with intense competition in the furnishings market, conspired against the 
store and it has been forced to cease trading. 

The Courier found the building locked up on Thursday, but joint liquidators 
Ken Pattullo and Paul Dounis of Begbies Traynor said the shop would 
reopen in the next week to allow the stock to be sold off.

Mr Pattullo said: “The demise of a once thriving family firm is sad, and 
particularly when it involves the loss of this many jobs. However, the business 
is simply not able to trade profitably, and will have to close once we have sold 
the remaining stock in a clearance sale.” 

Begbies Traynor senior manager Neil Dempsey said: ‘’We have informed 
staff of the situation, and we are opening as usual for the next week at least 
while we trade the remaining stock at much reduced prices in order to 
recover funds for the creditors. 

“There are hundreds of items to be sold and we have decided to sell the items 
to the public, and we expect in the current economy there will be significant 
demand for the type of traditional furniture that will be discounted.”

2.8 Extract from the Courier

2.0 HERITAGE ASSET AND CONTEXT

Dundee’s Depute Lord Provost, Councillor Ian Borthwick, described the 
loss as a severe blow. 

He said: “It is a great pity that a business with such a good reputation over 
such a long period — a history of good service to the city and the people of 
Dundee — should be going out of business. 

“The merchandise at all times was of the highest standard, as was the service 
by all of the staff. 

“It is very sad that the staff — many of whom were long-serving — should 
be losing their jobs. I hope that they will be able to secure new employment. 
Their record in the past at Robertson’s speaks for itself.”

Alan Mitchell, chief executive of the Dundee and Angus Chamber of 
Commerce, said the loss of any firm was sad but he said the success 
of Robertson’s over so many years should act as an inspiration to other 
aspiring businesses.

https://www.thecourier.co.uk/news/local/dundee/108483/a-history-of-good-service-to-the-city-icon-
ic-dundee-store-robertsons-closing-after-130-years/

2.9 Conclusion to Section 2.0

Conclusion to Section 2.0 Heritage Asset and Context

The current building at 56 Barrack Street is a Category B Listed structure 
and has been vacant since 2011. In relation to the statutory listing by HES 
the structure is not lauded as a rare or special example of an architectural 
style in a context bereft of that period, or a building with close historical 
association of any significance beyond a local context



11

3.0 Statement of Significance

3.0 STATEMENT OF SIGNIFICANCE

3.1 Principles

In considering the level of relative significance to be attributed to the 
current building at 56 Barrack Street a number of different aspects are 
taken into consideration including cultural, historical association and 
architectural interest. 

The significance of a heritage asset is based upon three principles. 
Statutory listings and, in turn, significance are based upon three 
principles:

• age and rarity
• architectural and historic interest
• cultural significance

3.2 Age and Rarity

The current building was developed over a period of around seven years 
from 1928. Encased within the structure are remnants of the earlier 
Willison Street Church which occupied the site from circa 1868. These 
remnants, in their much reduced state, are of no intrinsic significance 
or value (see Structural or Technological innovation section, below). The 
building, in its current form, can therefore be described as being post- 
1914 and not of any significant age.

The existing townscape within Dundee (refer to Section 1, 2.6) hosts a 
number of Art Deco-style shop structures, some of which are also listed. 
The majority of these same-period buildings are located within the 
Murraygate to the east of the site, with the small department store 
(currently Marks & Spencer) at 45 Murraygate Category B listed. A further 
example is the former John Menzies warehouse at 43-45 North Lindsay 
Street.

3.3 Architectural or Historic interest

Architectural or historic significance is assessed under a range of broad 
headings: Setting; Structural or Technological Innovation; Plan Form; 
Interior.

Setting
The current building at 56 Barrack Street occupies the corner of Barrack 
and Willison Streets. This part of Dundee, whilst historic in age, evolved 
in an unplanned manner and does not constitute or provide a set-piece or 
pre-planned piece of townscape.
  
The building is situated adjacent to the Howff burial ground that is 
Category A Listed. It is noted within the Dundee Central Conservation 
Area Appraisal that the built form along Barrack Street provides a sense 
of enclosure to the Howff. However in its present state of dereliction 
the building is detrimental to its setting. The current building, whilst 

visually accessible from within the Howff, also made nor makes any 
accommodation to the Howff through form, design or setting.
 
The current building therefore has no overall significance within its local 
setting.

Structural or Technological Innovation
As described within the Structural Engineer’s report, the current structure 
of the building as stands was accumulated through repurpose, conversion, 
demolition and new-build to form the assemblage we see today. The initial 
repurposing of the Willison Street Church in 1928 included modifications 
to the interior as well as the addition of a contemporary shopfront to 
Barrack Street. The full conversion of the church structure occurred 
circa 1934. Substantial demolition of the remaining church interior and 
roof permitted the insertion of new floors with walls sprung to four 
storeys from the retained lower perimeter remnants of the church. The 
initial faience-clad facade to the north end of the site also appeared. The 
new-build extension to the corner of Barrack and Willison Streets was 
constructed circa 1936.
 
The actual structure, its design or material use is rudimentary and of no 
innovative or specific value beyond its own evolution. There is no clear 
definition or expressed conceptual presentation of the accumulated 
structure nor any inherent quality in materials use.

Plan Form 
The unplanned and accumulative nature of the current structure is of 
no wider significance beyond its own evolution. The plan form is of no 
definitive rationale or of any particular clarity. The sequence of rooms and 
internal arrangement are of no particular quality or significance.
 
The outer external line of the building with its chamfer to the corner of 
Barrack and Willison Streets facilitates the turn within the urban context 
and acts as a positive reinforcement to its immediate context.

Interior
The interior of the current building results more from the accumulated 
nature of the structure overall rather than from any definitive design 
intention. The sequence of spaces, their nature and their lighting is of no 
significance. Internal linings and any residual fixtures or fittings are also 
of no particular interest being as they are not definitely particular to the 
period.

Exterior
The building is expressive of its utilitarian character clad to the main 
Barrack Street and Willison Street elevations in faience tiles (refer to 
Section 1, 4.3). The facade is pared-back, with simple Art Deco style 
detailing to the chamfered corner. 

3.4 Cultural significance
 
The current building at 56 Barrack Street was constructed as a furniture 
shop in two stages between 1934 and 1936. It remained in use as originally 
intended up until 2011 when the furniture company went out of business. 
Throughout this period the site was in continual private commercial use 
with no intrinsic, contextual or associative cultural significance. 

3.5 Conclusion to Section 3.0

Conclusion to Section 3.0 Statement of Significance

In relation to the three principles under which a heritage asset’s 
significance is assessed the current building at 56 Barrack Street does not 
emerge as sufficiently significant under any of the categories. The current 
building is not of a significant age nor of specific local significance nor of 
any intrinsic contextual or associative cultural significance.
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4.0 VULNERABILITY OF SIGNIFICANCE

4.1 56 Barrack Street - Identifying any conservation 
issues including potential conflicts and how significance 
is vulnerable to harm

All heritage assets are vulnerable to harm to some degree. In the case of 
56 Barrack Street the loss of any significance is primarily a direct result of 
the building not now being used for its original intended use.
 
The building was designed as a furniture shop, with floor construction and 
associated loading capabilities related to this use.
 
In tandem with a specific designed-for use the condition of the building is 
also detrimental to any significance, particularly the deterioration within 
the facades. Inappropriate maintenance to the facades, irrespective of 
whether the building retained its original use, has been harmful to the 
sustained deterioration of the faience tiling. This neglect was apparent 
long before Robertson’s closure in 2011: no management plan appeared 
to be in place to maintain or protect the building despite it’s listing in 1994.
 
The hybrid nature of its form and structure reflects the evolution of the 
building over the course of a number of alterations to accommodate the 
changing needs of its original users. As a result, the structure is not 
considered robust. In an endeavour to fully understand the structural 
condition of 56 Barrack Street, a report was commissioned by the only 
Conservation Accredited Registered Engineers in Scotland, Steve Wood 
of David Narro Associates. This concluded that the building is not easily 
adaptable to serve a change in use that would impose higher loading than 
the lightweight domestic furniture display for which it was intended.

4.2 HES Response 4.3 Conservation Accredited Structural Engineer’s Report 
- introduction and summary

Historic Environment Scotland have responded to Dundee City Council to 
a request for comment on the PAN proposal, “formation of hotel, student 
accommodation and licensed restaurant unit all with associated facilities and 
ancillary works to include infrastructure, landscaping etc at 56 Barrack Street, 
Dundee.”

“The move away from total demolition to incorporation of the paired-back Art 
Deco façades into the mixed-use development is a positive move. However, the 
proposals will still represent a significant intervention into the listed building and 
we had hoped that more of the existing structure could be retained. However, the 
majority of the architectural interest of 56 Barrack Street is in the façades and we 
welcome the commitment to repairing the faience. A high quality restoration of 
the façades will help maintain the more significant qualities of the listed building.
 
We are conscious that your Council will need to consider how a future application 
will be handled, i.e. if you consider the proposals as alteration, or if one of the 
demolition tests in the Historic Environment Scotland Policy Statement will 
need to be met ? We are happy to provide further guidance on the handling of 
an application if required. In either case, in terms of supporting information, we 
would expect the detailed rational behind the scheme to be outlined and for it to 
be clearly explained why this is the most appropriate approach, compared to one 
that retains more of the structure of the listed building.

In looking at the new-built elements, we have stated that we are unlikely to have 
any concerns with a substantial new building adjacent (and linked) to the listed 
building. We can confirm from the visualisation now produced this remains the 
case ”

Managing Change in the Historic Environment, Demolition 2010, 2.1 states 
that; 

“Demolition is defined as ‘the total or substantial demolition of a building’. This 
definition can include the demolition of a building behind a retained facade but 
does not include the demolition of part of a building, e.g. an extension or a shop-
front.”

This document assumes that the consideration will be that the façade 
retention at 56 Barrack Street will be deemed as demolition – if it is found by 
Dundee City Council to be ‘an alteration’ then the work here remains a set of 
strategic arguments for any façade retention proposal.

At present, 56 Barrack Street is not in a position to contribute positively to the 
sense of place whilst vacant and in a state of decay. The Structural Engineer’s 
report discusses that without intervention to strengthen the timber joists, 
steel beams, floors, and possibly foundation, the building could not easily 
accommodate a change in use. The existing building is not robust as a result 
of the hybrid nature of the structure and its development over a number of 
years with the conversion of another building. It is advised that in its present 
condition, it could only maintain lightweight use and that this use would 
require robust management.
 
“From the preliminary work carried out to date the following conclusions can be 
drawn:

The building is in a reasonable condition structurally. A refurbishment of the 
building is unlikely to require significant or extensive structural repair.

The building is not robust. This lack of robustness will need to be addressed if 
a change of use is to be considered. It would be sensible to address this lack of 
robustness even if the use were to remain the same.

The floors of the building do not have a high load-carrying capacity. This limited 
capacity will restrict the uses to which the building can be put if significant and 
extensive structural intervention is to be avoided. Rigorous management of the 
building will be necessary if restricted use is adopted, meaning that multiple 
ownership is unlikely to be viable.”

Please refer to the Structural Engineer’s Report in full, in particular section 
5.3 regarding Façade Retention.
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The building is clad to the main Barrack Street and Willison Street 
elevations in faience tiles, with the exception of the far right-hand bay to 
Barrack Street, which is harled. The tiles present a shift in colour from 
grey in the older section which subsumed the church, to a pale pink tone 
upon the later 1930s extension.
 
Please refer also to the Structural Engineer’s report, Sections 4.4 
Annotated Photographs, and 5.1 On the structural repair of the building, for a 
technical statement regarding the condition of the faience tiling.
 
To Willison Street, the tiles on the window cills are in many cases in 
disrepair, owing most probably to increased exposure of the cills to 
water, and from the distortion and movement of the Crittall Windows (see 
Specialist Report on Windows in Section 4.4). Other cracks are visible in 
tiles which without maintenance and repair will with time be exposed to 
further water penetration and may cause the tiles to spall. Water ingress 
corroded the ferrous ties attaching the tiles to the facade.
 
The chamfered corner to Willison and Barrack Streets is in the poorest 
condition. It is evident that many tiles to the top pediment and to the 
outer edges (the most exposed) have been lost and poorly patched 
with concrete. This is not an effective long-term repair; owing to the 
impervious nature of the concrete, water movement will force the 
concrete repair from the facade.
 
The tiles to Barrack Street facing the Howff are generally in a poorer 
condition than those to Willison Street. Numerous tiles are cracked, again 
with most significant damage around the windows. Those which have 
already failed have also been patched with concrete and plant growth 
around some windows has aggravated the problem. 

Conclusion
It is clear that the faience cladding is in a state of disrepair and has been 
the subject to previous inappropriate and detrimental maintenance. 
Overall neglect is apparent. Short-term, poor repairs have been carried 
out where tiles have been lost, diminishing the look of the building. 
Without significant work to remove, replace, repair, seal, repoint and clean 
the tiles as appropriate deterioration will accelerate.

4.4 Faience tiled facades 

4.0 VULNERABILITY OF SIGNIFICANCE

Chamfered corner to Willison and Barrack Streets

32 Murraygate, unlisted, faience cladding not as exposed as 56 Barrack Street and 
showing fewer signs of deterioration

60 Murraygate, unlisted Art Deco style, faience tiles now paintedBarrack Street facade

Willison Street facade
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