history of st giles cathedral edinburgh

history of st giles cathedral edinburgh is a captivating narrative that traces the rich and diverse past of one
of Scotland's most iconic religious structures. Located on the Royal Mile in Edinburgh, St Giles' Cathedral
has been a focal point of religious and civic life for centuries. Its history reflects the broader historical trends
of Scotland, including the Reformation, the Scottish Enlightenment, and the evolution of architectural
styles. This article delves into the origins of the cathedral, its architectural developments, its role in Scottish

history, and its significance in contemporary society.

As we explore the history of St Giles' Cathedral, we will cover the following topics:

Origins of St Giles' Cathedral

Architectural Evolution

Historical Significance

St Giles' Cathedral Today

e Visiting St Giles' Cathedral

Origins of St Giles' Cathedral

The origins of St Giles' Cathedral can be traced back to the 12th century when it began as a small chapel
dedicated to St Giles, the patron saint of the disabled and lepers. The first recorded mention of the church
dates to 1124, when King David I of Scotland established it. Over the centuries, St Giles' Cathedral evolved
from a humble parish church into the central church of the Church of Scotland.

The early structure of St Giles was built in the Romanesque style, characterized by its rounded arches and
sturdy columns. Throughout the 13th century, the cathedral underwent significant expansions, which
included the addition of the transepts and an impressive tower. By the end of the 14th century, St Giles
had become an important place of worship, attracting worshippers not only from Edinburgh but also from

the surrounding regions.

The Role of the Church in Medieval Edinburgh

During the medieval period, St Giles' Cathedral played a vital role in the civic and spiritual life of

Edinburgh. The church not only served as a place of worship but also functioned as a center for community



gatherings, festivals, and judicial proceedings. The medieval church was a powerful institution, and its

influence extended into various aspects of daily life.

As the town of Edinburgh grew in importance, the cathedral's stature also increased. By the 15th century,
it was recognized as the principal church of Edinburgh, marking its significance in both religious and social
contexts. The church was central to the daily lives of the citizens and served as a sanctuary during times of

unrest and conflict.

Architectural Evolution

The architecture of St Giles' Cathedral is a testament to the various styles and influences that have shaped it
over the centuries. The cathedral features a mix of Gothic, Romanesque, and Victorian styles, making it a

unique architectural gem in Edinburgh.

Gothic Influence

The most significant architectural changes occurred during the 15th and 16th centuries when the cathedral
was remodeled in the Gothic style. The addition of the iconic crown steeple in the late 15th century is one
of the cathedral's most recognizable features. This distinctive tower, designed to resemble a crown, was

commissioned by the then-Archbishop of St Andrews, and it remains a symbol of the city.

The interior of the cathedral is equally impressive, with stunning stained glass windows, intricate carvings,
and beautiful stonework. The lavish decoration reflects the wealth and power of the church during this
period. The medieval stonework and the elaborate design of the choir stalls highlight the craftsmanship of

the time and the importance placed on ecclesiastical architecture.

Restoration and Victorian Additions

In the 19th century, St Giles' Cathedral underwent extensive restoration work under the guidance of
architect Sir Gilbert Scott. This restoration aimed to preserve the cathedral's historical features while
enhancing its beauty. Scott's work included the addition of new stained glass windows and the repair of the

stonework, ensuring that the cathedral remained a vibrant part of Edinburgh's architectural landscape.

The Victorian era also saw the introduction of new elements, such as the installation of the Thistle Chapel,
which was completed in 1911. This chapel, dedicated to the Order of the Thistle, features stunning carvings

and is a fine example of craftsmanship from that period.



Historical Significance

St Giles' Cathedral has played a significant role in the religious and political history of Scotland. Its history is

intertwined with major events that shaped the nation, especially during the Reformation.

The Scottish Reformation

In the 16th century, St Giles' Cathedral became a focal point for the Scottish Reformation. In 1560, following
the Protestant Reformation, the church was transformed from a Roman Catholic institution into a Protestant
one. The Reformation led to significant changes in worship practices, and St Giles became the center for the

newly established Presbyterian Church.

Prominent figures, such as John Knox, were associated with St Giles during this transformative period.
Knox, a leading figure in the Reformation, preached at St Giles and advocated for the establishment of a
reformed church in Scotland. The cathedral thus became a symbol of the Protestant movement and played

a critical role in shaping Scotland's religious landscape.

Civic and National Significance

Throughout its history, St Giles' Cathedral has also served as a site for significant civic events. The church
has hosted royal ceremonies, including the baptism of Scottish monarchs, and has been a venue for
important public addresses and gatherings. Its location on the Royal Mile makes it a prominent landmark in

Edinburgh, representing both the city and the nation.

St Giles' Cathedral Today

Today, St Giles' Cathedral stands as a functioning church while also serving as a major tourist attraction. Its
stunning architecture, historical significance, and vibrant community make it a must-visit destination in

Edinburgh.

Community and Worship

St Giles' Cathedral continues to be a place of worship for local congregations. The church holds regular
services, special events, and community activities that engage both locals and visitors. The community

aspect of the cathedral is vital, as it provides a space for reflection, fellowship, and spiritual growth.

Tours and Visitor Experience

Visitors to St Giles' Cathedral can explore its rich history through guided tours. These tours highlight the

architectural features, historical events, and spiritual significance of the cathedral. Guests can also admire the



beautiful stained glass windows, the Thistle Chapel, and the various memorials that commemorate

Scotland's history.

The cathedral also hosts concerts and cultural events, further enriching the community and cultural life of

Edinburgh. Its role as a center for the arts complements its historical and spiritual significance.

Visiting St Giles' Cathedral

For those wishing to visit St Giles' Cathedral, it is conveniently located in the heart of Edinburgh on the
Royal Mile. Visitors can expect to find a welcoming environment, with staff available to provide

information and answer questions about the cathedral's history and features.

Practical Information

When planning a visit, the following information can be helpful:

e Opening Hours: St Giles' Cathedral is generally open to visitors throughout the week, with specific

hours for services and tours.

¢ Admission: While entry to the cathedral is typically free, donations are welcomed to help with its

maintenance and preservation.

e Accessibility: The cathedral is accessible to individuals with mobility challenges, with facilities in

place to ensure a comfortable visit.

e Events: Check the cathedral's schedule for any special events, concerts, or seasonal services that may

be of interest.

In summary, the history of St Giles' Cathedral is a rich tapestry woven through centuries of religious,
cultural, and social evolution. From its humble origins to its current status as a vital part of Edinburgh's

heritage, St Giles continues to inspire visitors and locals alike.

Q What is the historical significance of St Giles' Cathedral in Edinburgh?

A: St Giles' Cathedral is significant as the principal church of the Church of Scotland and a central site
during the Scottish Reformation. It has played an essential role in the civic and religious life of Edinburgh

for centuries.



Q Who was John Knox, and what was his connection to St Giles'
Cathedral?

A: John Knox was a leading figure in the Scottish Reformation and a co-founder of the Presbyterian
Church. He preached at St Giles' Cathedral and was instrumental in transforming it into a Protestant place

of worship in the 16th century.

Q What architectural styles can be seen in St Giles' Cathedral?

A: St Giles' Cathedral features a mix of architectural styles, including Romanesque, Gothic, and Victorian

elements, reflecting its long history and various renovations over the centuries.

Q: Can visitors attend services at St Giles' Cathedral?

A: Yes, St Giles' Cathedral holds regular worship services that are open to all. Visitors are welcome to join

the congregation for these services.

Q: What are some notable features of St Giles' Cathedral?

A: Notable features of St Giles' Cathedral include the iconic crown steeple, beautiful stained glass windows,

the Thistle Chapel, and intricate stone carvings throughout the interior.

Q: How can 1 visit St Giles' Cathedral?

A: St Giles' Cathedral is located on the Royal Mile in Edinburgh and is open to visitors throughout the
week. Entry is typically free, though donations are appreciated.

Q What role does St Giles' Cathedral play in the community today?

A: Today, St Giles' Cathedral serves as a place of worship, a venue for community events, and a cultural

center that hosts concerts and activities, engaging both locals and tourists.

Q: Is there a fee to enter St Giles' Cathedral?

A: Entry to St Giles' Cathedral is generally free, but donations are welcomed to support the cathedral's

maintenance and preservation efforts.



Q What historical events have taken place at St Giles' Cathedral?

A: St Giles' Cathedral has hosted significant events, including royal ceremonies, public addresses, and

important gatherings throughout its history, marking its importance in Scottish culture and history.
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