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Rosemary Gallagher 
Here’s to St James, the new Edinburgh retail festival

R
arely has the launch of a
shopping centre caused such a
stir. When the long-awaited St
James Quarter in the east end
of Edinburgh opened to
shoppers last Thursday, the
excitement was palpable. The
normally reserved citizens of

the Scottish capital were beating a path 
to the massive development on the site 
of the old St James Centre. 

But the St James Quarter seems keen
to be as far removed as possible from just
being a shopping centre. Covering 
1.7 million square feet, it is being billed as 
a “retail-led, lifestyle district”. When 
fully open it will have tourist 
accommodation including Scotland’s 
first W hotel — with a ribbon design that 
dominates the skyline and has generated 
a mixed reception — luxury flats, nine 
event spaces and a cinema. 

It’s all certainly quite a contrast to the
St James Centre, built in the 1960s and 

seen as a bit of an eyesore before closing 
in 2016 to be demolished and make way 
for something much more 21st century.

St James Quarter has been under 
construction for five years, and when I 
went along for a pre-opening tour last 
Wednesday hard hats and the sound of 
hammering were still very much in 
evidence as final preparations were 
being made. 

Many global brands have been enticed
to Scotland for the first time, including 
the women’s fashion retailer & Other 
Stories — popular with the Duchess of 
Cambridge. But against a backdrop of 
Covid-19 and the relentless move from 
bricks and mortar to online shopping, 
can St James Quarter keep the customers 
coming back after the initial hype? 
Alternatively, could it help Edinburgh to 
topple Glasgow as the perceived 
shopping capital of Scotland?

Martin Perry, director of development
for St James Quarter, told me that what 

It’s pleasing to 
see a touch of 
Glasgow-style 
bling in the city

makes it stand out from the competition 
is its “experiential” and “integrated” 
approach. For example, he said it will be 
culturally integrated with Edinburgh by 
embracing arts and entertainment, 
including running its own festivals.

While there are fears that St James 
Quarter will draw people away from 
other parts of Edinburgh, including the 
already struggling Princes Street, some 

James Quarter is a response to Glasgow’s 
Buchanan Galleries. While the new 
centre may experience a “honeymoon 
effect”, he sees having two strong cities 
as a good thing for everyone.

Personally, I am pleased to see that 
Edinburgh is adopting a touch of 
Glasgow-style retail bling — and 
hopefully there will be enough shoppers 
and visitors to go around as we emerge 
from the pandemic.

Something to smile about
Our arts and entertainment providers 
are happy to see Scotland continuing to 
ease Covid-19 restrictions, although at a 
slower pace than they would have liked. 
On Tuesday, Nicola Sturgeon confirmed 
that Scotland was on course for the 
lifting of restrictions on August 9, or 
“Freedom Day”.

And from July 19 the two-metre social
distancing rule inside venues — which 
has made it unfeasible for many theatres 
and comedy clubs to reopen — is set to 
be cut to one metre. 

Mike Jones, boss of The Stand comedy
club, said: “We’ve been waiting for that 
announcement for a long while. On the 
face of it, it’s really good news.”

He told me why it has been impossible
for him to reopen The Stand’s Scottish 
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venues. Under the two-metre rule, only 
16 people could have been 
accommodated in the 160-capacity 
Edinburgh club, which wouldn’t cover 

the costs of putting on a show. From July 
19, he will hope to be able to welcome 60 
customers to that venue and between 90 
to 100 to the Glasgow club, which 
normally holds 200 people.

It will still be a struggle financially, 
once staff and comedians are paid, and 
The Stand won’t be able to live up to its 
old strapline of “live comedy seven 
nights a week” from the outset. He 
expects the first shows to be on July 23, a 
Friday, and the doors to be open for just 
two or three nights a week — to begin 
with, at least. But, on a positive note, he 
is optimistic that big names such as 
Kevin Bridges — many of these 
performers have missed the buzz of live 
audiences — will be keen to go on stage.

It might be a while until belly laughs
return for the people running our arts 
and entertainment venues, but we’re at 
least now heading in the right direction.

Michael Glackin is away

believe this is just part of the natural 
evolution of any city.

Leigh Sparks, deputy principal and 
professor of retail studies at Stirling 
University, said Princes Street has never 
just been about shopping and will 
remain iconic for other features, such as 
the views of the castle and its gardens.

In the west of Scotland, retailers will
be watching developments with interest, 
and perhaps some trepidation. But my 
home city is well-used to reinventing 
itself. And Sparks said that, in a way, St 


