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“The role of culture in the city going forward 
is still pivotal, it’s still a pillar of the city’s 
recovery and potential ongoing success going 
forward, and not to lose sight of that role, given 
the obvious extreme pressures that lockdown 
has brought.” – City of Edinburgh Council, 
Cultural Strategy

Introduction 

“The changed sense of community that 
has kind of arisen over the last few months, I 
hope that really feeds in a lot more to kind of 
programming and particularly venues thinking 
about what they’re putting on and who it’s for.” 
– Noëlle Cobden, Edinburgh International Book 
Festival 

While internationally recognised for its public 
arts and cultural festivals, Edinburgh is also a 
fragmented city, home to many citizens who 
cannot afford tickets to its major events and who 
often feel cut off from the activities in the city 
centre. In 2018, The Culture and Communities 
Mapping Project set out to examine the 
relationships between the city’s cultural spaces 
and their local communities, with a particular 
focus on areas outside the centre. We saw first-
hand the essential role that some cultural spaces 
play in socially and financially disadvantaged 
neighbourhoods that aren’t fully integrated into 
the city centre’s cultural scene, places also where 
artists may have less capacity for networking or 
securing financial support.

We had planned to spend 2020 conducting more 
mapping workshops throughout the city to 
understand whether open spaces – those found in 
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community centres, churches or libraries – could 
expand the cultural scene that concentrates 
in the city centre. The pandemic halted these 
plans, and we switched instead to asking how 
Edinburgh’s cultural institutions have helped 
support local communities during this time. We 
conducted nine in-depth interviews with cultural 
institutions over Zoom during the months of June 
and July 2020, asking about the challenges they 
faced and the coping measures taken to continue 
work in unprecedented times.

We categorise the eight institutions we were able 
to reach into three different groups. The first 
group are community hubs – they include North 
Edinburgh Arts, WHALE Arts, and granton:hub. 
These organisations dedicate their efforts to 
supporting neighbourhoods through workshop-
based programmes and open, inclusive spaces. 
Communities that might not otherwise have 
access to cultural events in the city centre 
can take part in a range of cultural activities in 
these spaces. During lockdown, these centres 
became fundamental supports for residents 
whose everyday difficulties were suddenly 
compounded by loss of income or extreme 
isolation. The second group, artist-focused 
hubs and organisations, includes LeithLate, 
Summerhall and Creative Edinburgh. These 
institutions put their efforts into supporting 
artists – an increasingly precarious sector thanks 
to Edinburgh’s rising rents – through space 
provision, events, or funding opportunities. A 
third group, City of Edinburgh Council (we spoke 
to two of its representatives) and the Edinburgh 
International Book Festival, are more outward 
facing – in that their programmes include 
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activities that attract local and international 
audiences – but also directly support and work 
with many of the community-based and artist-
focused hubs we also spoke to. 

The next sections look at six themes that came 
out of the interviews: how these institutions 
supported local communities during the 
lockdown; the sudden need to rethink buildings 
and live events; funding and staffing challenges; 
renewed concerns for diversity, equity and 
inclusion; pivoting to digital outreach and 
programmes; and sustainability and climate 
change. 

Image credit: Chris Scott

Image credit: Clark James
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“The connections with many of our local 
agencies have strengthened during this period. 
There’s a couple of agencies that we’ve been 
working with incredibly closely that I don’t 
think we would have done before…” – Kate 
Wimpress, North Edinburgh Arts

Supporting local 
communities 
in and out of 
lockdown 
During lockdown, Edinburgh’s cultural hubs 
remained the beating pulse of their communities 
just as the city fell silent – they stepped in to 
offer vital emergency help, reached out to the 
most isolated residents through any means 
possible, and, in some cases, provided free food. 
A few of the organisations with artist studios and 
workspaces remained open, following Covid-19 
guidelines, to help support their tenants and 
keep staff in work. Some cultural institutions 
strengthened their ties to the communities at 
their doorstep. Generally, the people we spoke 
to sensed that, across the city, collaboration and 
support increased between artists, businesses, 
cultural spaces and local communities.

North Edinburgh Arts (NEA) and WHALE Arts 
turned into emergency response centres, quickly 
transforming to offer remote assistance through 
web platforms and deliveries of craft boxes, food 
and electronic tablets. Both centres gave out 
hundreds of free meals to residents in need while 
managing to keep some arts provision going. 

NEA staff also consulted with their community 
members about the next phases out of lockdown, 
trying to understand the conditions that would 
make them feel comfortable and safe or prevent 
them from visiting the space. North Edinburgh 
Arts Director, Kate Wimpress, reflected that 
isolated and vulnerable residents, who may not 
have left their homes for months, could find 
getting back into public space challenging, adding 
to their sense of loneliness and despair, so “we 
knew it was important as a venue to be visible and 
open, even if we are only able to accommodate 
small numbers.” Freshstart, whose main focus 

is housing, and Spartans Community Football 
Club pooled resources with NEA to address the 
immediate crisis and collaborate on a longer-term 
vision for the future.

These community hubs felt that the practical 
adaptations they made during lockdown also 
helped them reach new audiences: through 
free food and meals at North Edinburgh Arts, 
granton:hub and WHALE Arts, for instance; and 
through art and craft packs, promoting local 
artists’ work and selling wildflower plants on a 
trust-based system of transactions at granton:hub. 
North Edinburgh Arts, WHALE Arts, and 
Broomhouse Centre found themselves working 
closely together during this time, meeting 
regularly online to share their experiences 
with community outreach and programming. 
Granton:hub has found that partnerships helped 
them tap into new resources, sometimes in 
return for using space at their historic Madelvic 
House. This has led to a partnership with the 

“I hope that this situation is just going to 
shine more of a spotlight on the work that 
community arts organisations do… Not to 
try and pigeonhole arts into a particular art 
form… but just the work that we do is about 
creativity and improving people’s lives through 
creativity” – Leah Black, WHALE Arts
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Edinburgh Remakery to deliver workshops on 
repairing, reusing and upcycling crafts, promoted 
to their different networks and audiences.

Artist-based hubs found opportunities to support 
Edinburgh’s creative workers during this difficult 
time. Summerhall helped its community of artists 
by keeping its doors open to its residents during 
lockdown while maintaining the building to the 
required health standards. Said Rowan Campbell, 
Summerhall’s General Manager, giving tenants 
their spaces while the rest of the city was closed 
has “been incredibly important to us.” This 
income from rent, along with a crowdfunding 
campaign, kept Summerhall afloat during 
lockdown. Over July and August, LeithLate also 
supported artists through its LeithLate Virtual 
Tours, a web map of murals and artist studios in 
the Leith neighborhood made in collaboration 
with the Culture and Communities Mapping 
Project. The tour commissioned 18 mural artists 
and studio artists to produce videos and audio 
material now displayed on the map.

The Council, for their part, found new 
opportunities for local engagement through 
the cultural spaces they run. A case in point is 
the Council’s Lauriston Castle venue, whose 
programmes are typically most popular with 
people coming from other parts of the city – 
Leith, Trinity, and more central neighbourhoods 
– than with their immediate neighbours in 
Davidson’s Mains, Cramond, Blackhall, Pilton and 
Muirhouse. The Council noted that “whereas a lot 
of [the local residents] before possibly wouldn’t 
have used Lauriston Castle, now they’re using 
language, language like ‘our local community 

heritage.’” 

Noëlle Cobden, Communities Programme 
Director at the Edinburgh International 
Book Festival, described a litany efforts with 
organisations in more deprived areas: members 
of staff delivered art packs offered by North 
Edinburgh Arts to residents in West Edinburgh, 
and gifted 70 books to WHALE’s Little Libraries 
project. Staff created and delivered 300 book 
and activity bags to children and young people in 
partnership with Royston Wardieburn Community 
Centre in Granton, while with Brunton Theatre, 
in Musselburgh, they facilitated an online 
workshop with The Warblers, a singing group of 
adults with chronic lung conditions who were all 
shielding. The Festival also continues to work, 
now remotely, on writing projects with First Step 
Family Centre in Musselburgh.

The lockdown is causing the Council and festivals 
to rethink Edinburgh’s city centre-focused 
programming. Physical distancing means that 
the concentration of festival and arts events in 
the city centre must change, and so must many 
public and creative spaces that see year-round 
use. Our Interview with the City of Edinburgh 
Council’s Cultural Strategy team supports the 
proposition that the city’s cultural events could 
become more geographically distributed, moving 
into neighbourhoods that have historically had 
less cultural infrastructure year-round: “it might 
actually end up that we have a much wider, more 
dispersed approach to some events, rather 
than having the same intensity of city centre 
offer,” they said, even while city centre venues 
continue to act as core infrastructure. Shifting 
infrastructural support to the peripheries would 
create a more equitable spread of resources, 
both cultural and economic, than the city has 
previously known. 

WHALE Arts garden
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“I think the key to it is that it’s a resource 
for the people who live in the square mile 
around us, but also it’s about public space and 
exchange, and quality public space... And now 
this very thing is stripping out the opportunity 
for chance meetings because even of you see 
somebody, you’ve got to stay six feet away 
from them and that’s not where you build trust 
and all those kind of non-verbal clues and 
kind of getting to know you stuff is stripped 
away. So, I think that’s going to be a major 
challenge.” – Kate Wimpress, North Edinburgh 
Arts

“Nothing replaces live experiences” - City of 
Edinburgh Council, Cultural Strategy

Rethinking 
buildings and 
live events 

Reopening community hubs and cultural spaces 
means accommodating physical distancing 
measures and guidelines, but how effectively 
these spaces are able to adapt is a matter both of 
the architecture of these buildings – interior and 
exterior space – and audience perceptions. For 
some venues, physical distancing requirements 
make them almost completely inaccessible, 
which has both cultural and financial implications. 
The City of Edinburgh Council’s Scott and 
Nelson Monuments, for example, would normally 
generate revenue through ticket sales, but they 
remain shut as their staircases are less than one 
safe metre apart. The Council has also lost money 
with the closure of Usher Hall which, like most 
music venues, has still not opened its doors. How 
will cultural organisations stick to the guidelines 

while making their venues appealing, welcoming, 
comfortable and safe? And if buildings are open, 
will artists and audiences want to use these 
spaces? 

In some ways, the changes in how we experience 
the city – particularly as more people walk 
or cycle – could increase our serendipitous 
experience of cultural space. Granton:hub, which 
is hard to see by road and public transport, 
might benefit by more residents travelling on 
foot or by bike. But the closures of cultural 
spaces and social distancing measures also 
pose fundamental problems for a sector used 
to gathering audiences together. Pre-Covid 
financial and audience development strategies 
were based on the idea of encouraging as many 
people as possible to access creative activities 
at once – sometimes spontaneously. Throughout 
many interviews, participants stressed that such 
live experiences cannot be completely replaced. 
Said Wimpress about the centrality of North 
Edinburgh Arts’ public areas – their bright cafe, 
community rooms and outdoor garden, which 
offer communal space in a neighbourhood that 
glaringly lacks them: 

It’s a resource for the people who live in the square 
mile around us, but also it’s about public space and 
exchange, and quality public space. So I think that its 
key role over the last couple of years, I think, has been 
about that place where people can meet and exchange 
ideas in a variety of ways and find support and support 
each other and efficacy and kindness and all those kind 
of community bonds that you would want to see...The 
cafe and the garden have become really crucial to how 
it works and that sense of ownership by the people who 



10

come into the building. You know, it’s their building and 
it’s their space and it’s their resource. And if you know 
the area, it’s in a very poorly designed and underfunded 
or poorly funded urban environment that really is very 
poor quality, so it’s a bit of a counter to that. 

 For many cultural venues that took part in the 
research, opening the doors to their building 
introduced new challenges and risks to audiences 
and staffing. Summerhall, which has adhered to 
the strictest standards, is a case in point. Said 
Rowan Campbell, “I’m feeling a little bit adrift, 
as I’m sure everybody is, about how to interpret 
the guidance and the recommendations.” The 
building is a challenge – a base to many in the 
cultural sector, with an established connection 
to local audiences, but nonetheless sprawling 
and ramshackle. Well-trafficked in normal times, 
during Covid the space is difficult to regulate as 
it is “not specifically a music venue or specifically 
a theatre.” Opening the venue doesn’t guarantee 
that audiences and performers feel comfortable 
enough to visit enclosed spaces. Several 
participants felt that flexibility in how their spaces 
are used would be key to reaching audiences and 
reopening safely.

At the time of this research, cultural organisations 
and community hubs were just starting to 
consider how spontaneous exchanges might 
return in some way – embracing the sense 
that people want to be together. Morvern 
Cunningham, Founder and Trustee of LeithLate, 
told us, “that sort of spontaneity is much more 
threatened by the current circumstances... we’re 
less likely to come into contact with people that 
haven’t heard of us before... A lot of what we 
do is based on clusters of activity, movement, 
joining up spaces, moving from one space to 
another space, so general movement of people 
is going to be really difficult.” With less chance 

of live encounters, artists have had to improvise 
networking and getting their work in front of 
audiences. Said Margaret Findlay, the Council’s 
Learning and Programmes Manager,

 I’ve spent 25 years saying ‘No, we shouldn’t be doing 
things online. We should be getting people in front 
of paintings in the City Art Centre.’ We should be 
unlocking the stories of our buildings and objects and 
the Royal Mile and, and you can’t do… The best place 
to do that is actually in the venue. And being immersed 
in that history, and yeah, you can compensate for it on 
digital, but I just don’t think that there’s any comparison 
with being actually in the venue.  

Since our interview, and in light of continuing 
developments in programming during 
the pandemic, the Council’s Learning and 
Programmes team have conducted further 
trials of digital approaches and is continuing to 
experiment with online formats.

One innovation that could come from the 
lockdown is a more flexible approach to large 
performance spaces. Said Anna Gormezano 
Marks, Director of Community and Mentoring at 
Creative Edinburgh, 

fundamentally people within the creative industries can’t 
function without these venues. So again, it’s highlighting 
that infrastructure that is there, but is not formalised 
in a way. It’s about definitions of culture that will have 
been provided by participants, rather than something 
that’s been labelled by a particular infrastructure or 
government or other things...how do we incorporate 
some of these flexible spaces?

Spaces that are formally built to accommodate 
particular types of events, whether music or 
hospitality, could start catering to a greater 
variety of functions while still follow social 
distancing guidelines.
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“It’s an incredibly stressful time, very 
intense and extremely challenging, and highly 
emotional for a lot of people if they’re dealing 
with staff issues and losses potentially.” – City 
of Edinburgh Council, Cultural Strategy

New Funding 
and staffing 
challenges 

Cultural organisations are facing serious 
challenges, with their very survival in question 
if they collect little or no income throughout 
2020. The pandemic has shed light on how many 
organisations do not have built-in resilience or 
long-term contingency plans – without immediate 
revenue, they are struggling to cover staffing 
costs and programming activities, in some cases. 
Morvern Cunningham, from LeithLate, cites the 
financial challenges many cultural organisations 
face in normal times of running a “project-to 
-project loop”, with the constant churn of project 
conceptualisation, fundraising, implementation 
and evaluation, “and then by the time you’ve 
finished that you’ve got to start all over again.” 
This precarious cycle becomes even more stark 
during the pandemic. 

The pandemic also exposes a more fundamental 
lack of investment in arts and culture in the 
UK, said Anna Gormezano Marks of Creative 

Edinburgh. While the government released a £1.57 
billion stimulus package in July 2020, a lifeline 
of sorts, for arts and heritage organisations, 
Marks felt that the industry had to organise itself 
first to demand these funds, while ideally the 
government would prioritise arts and culture 
from the start: “You wonder if there was more 
investment in the first instance, how those people 
would be thriving in this current situation.” There 
is a concern, says Margaret Findlay, from the 
Council’s Learning and Programmes team, that 
arts and culture are too often among the most 
neglected public resources during periods of 
crisis: “I’m just really worried about, that people 
forget us.” 

Compounding the fiscal uncertainty is the 
emotional toll on staff. While venues such as 
granton:hub are already largely run by volunteers, 
other organisations keep year-round staff and 
have had to ask some to go on furlough for 
periods of time. Edinburgh International Book 
Festival furloughed all but three staff over 
lockdown, and Noëlle Cobden, their Communities 
Programme Director, worries that the current 
situation could entice some organisations to 
make drastic, possibly short-sighted staffing cuts.

Staffing needs for cultural spaces must also 
navigate new contingencies. As a private company 
limited by share, Summerhall’s access to funds 
can be trickier than third-sector organisations: 
“We’re commercial, but then the things that we 
do aren’t commercial enough.” To get through a 
difficult summer, the salaried staff collectively 
offered, and were prepared, to take a pay cut to 
pay zero hours contract colleagues, although the 

“We’ve had this strange turn of events 
where a global pandemic has actually reset 
things, realising that what normal was maybe 
not going in quite the right direction.” – 
Morvern Cunningham, LeithLate 
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furlough scheme meant that this was ultimately 
not required. Ninety per cent of Summerhall’s 
staff were furloughed while four continued 
to work from home. The situation raises hard 
questions: “do we need to keep all of our staff if 
that’s the case, if the next two years are already 
booked? Do we need three event managers? 
I’m not sure we do. Do we need a bar manager 
considering for our events when we’re not going 
to have any events for another five months? That’s 
the next awful question, if reopening means 
potentially the end of some people’s careers 
because reopening looks very different now.”

Organisations we spoke to are confronting their 
financial difficulties with creativity and resilience. 
Said Marks of Creative Edinburgh, many people 
in the creative sector were already adept at 
navigating uncertainty and change, preparing 
them for times of crisis: “We’ve always been on 
our toes, and have to think alternatively; this 
has meant that we’ve coped with the situation 
actually very well as an industry.” Creative 
Edinburgh has offered constituents relief by 
foregoing membership fees and is continuing 
the first round of funding for their Connected 
Innovators scheme in partnership with Creative 

Informatics at the University of Edinburgh. The 
Council has helped the cultural organisations that 
receive grants through its Strategic Partnership 
programme by letting them repurpose the funds 
in light of Covid.

WHALE Arts is not one of the 28 cultural 
organisations in receipt of a grant from the CEC 
cultural fund, but, as one of the key cultural 
organisations in the city, it repurposed funds 
from a range of other funders, pivoting during the 
lockdown to deliver 150 hot meals every week to 
the homes of people in the community. Working 
with local partners on the digital project Wester 
Hailes Connects, WHALE Arts agreed with funder 
Power Up to repurpose a grant to purchase and 
donate 20 laptops to people who would otherwise 
have felt cut off. Said WHALE’s Director, Leah 
Black, “We’ve now managed to get a number of 
locals online who have never been online before 
in their homes. They’ve got data on the devices. 
For them this is actually a massive leap.” Black 
told us that, despite the direct benefits, most 
funders would not have agreed to fund the 
purchase of devices for this type of outreach in 
ordinary circumstances. 
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“You’ve got an unequal society, and you 
push a pandemic through it, it exacerbates 
the inequalities.” – Kate Wimpress, North 
Edinburgh Arts

anti-racism pledge2. Findlay also noted the 
work the National Trust is doing to foreground 
the role that slavery and imperialism played 
in the history of its regal homes, in the 
project Colonial Countryside, which consults 
young black and minority ethnic children to 
understand the best way to communicate the 
past to touring audiences – including stories of 
slave-owners’ illegitimate children who lived on 
the grounds, goods looted from the Empire, and 
furniture made with slave-labour3. 

In addition to the glaring racial disparities 
thrown into relief by the pandemic, 
communities classed as multiply deprived have 
also faced the very worst health effects and 
morbidity rates. North Edinburgh Arts, WHALE 
Arts and granton:hub, organisations engaging 
directly with deprived communities, have 
witnessed the brunt of these effects. North 
Edinburgh Arts’ Kate Wimpress told us that 
community members without access to the 
internet have been completely isolated: “for the 
first six weeks of [the lockdown] there was a real 
lack of visibility of any service actually on the 
street, for understandable reasons, but I think 
that then absolutely marginalised a set of people 
who are not in a place to engage digitally.” To 
help counter this North Edinburgh Arts made 
friendship phone calls to check in on its most 
isolated community members and see if they 
needed help, and set up a help desk in Macmillan 
Square to enhance visibility. 
2 https://www.edinburghmuseums.org.uk/about/anti-racism-

pledge

3 https://www.nationaltrust.org.uk/features/addressing-the-

histories-of-slavery-and-colonialism-at-the-national-trust

In part a reaction to political conversations 
around the Black Lives Matter movement, some 
in the sector are also taking this moment to 
reflect on diversity, equity and inclusion. The 
Council announced a Diversity and Inclusion fund 
in February of 2020 of £100,000 to be dispersed 
to Black, Asian and minority ethnic artists and 
Edinburgh-based organisations. The grants 
range from £5000-20,0001. Said Margaret Findlay, 
Learning and Programmes Manager, “It’s very 
easy to put out an open statement about ‘We 
support Black Lives Matter’, but then we say, 
well, actually, what are we going to do about 
this?”. Since our interviews in June, Museums & 
Galleries Edinburgh (the department of City of 
Edinburgh Council which operates its cultural 
venues) has revisited its initial statement in 
solidarity with Black Lives Matter, and committed 
to eight tangible priority actions in its developing 

1 https://www.edinburgh.gov.uk/news/article/12778/new-

diversity-inclusion-culture-fund-opens-in-the-capital

Equity, diversity and 
inclusion 

“I’m kind of hoping that [the lockdown] 
makes us more political.” – Kate Wimpress, 
North Edinburgh Arts

“We have to reach out to more ethnic 
communities and make sure that our 
collections represent all communities in 
Edinburgh.” –– Margaret Findlay, City of 
Edinburgh Coucil, Learning and Programmes

https://www.edinburghmuseums.org.uk/about/anti-racism-pledge
https://www.edinburghmuseums.org.uk/about/anti-racism-pledge
https://www.nationaltrust.org.uk/features/addressing-the-histories-of-slavery-and-colonialism-at-the-national-trust
https://www.nationaltrust.org.uk/features/addressing-the-histories-of-slavery-and-colonialism-at-the-national-trust
 https://www.edinburgh.gov.uk/news/article/12778/new-diversity-inclusion-culture-fund-opens-in-the-capital
 https://www.edinburgh.gov.uk/news/article/12778/new-diversity-inclusion-culture-fund-opens-in-the-capital
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As mentioned, throughout our research, we have 
heard evidence that the cultural offerings of 
the city centre do not reach certain residents, 
including many served by the community hubs we 
spoke to.4  Margaret Findlay, of City of Edinburgh 
Council, offered some examples of how the 
Council is addressing this phenomenon; it ran 
a project inviting six schools to 35 full-day artist 
workshops at the City Art Centre, where they 
painted and engaged with the Victoria Crowe 
exhibition. The Council paid all the transport 
costs by private bus to bring different classes 
of children, mostly from Pilton. Many had never 
been into the city centre before, much less the 
City Art Centre, and had also never been in an art 
gallery before. To develop this project further, 
Museums & Galleries Edinburgh have secured 
funding for a three-year Schools Engagement post 
– starting in late 2020; they’ll work with schools 
and communities across Edinburgh to engage 
young people with their collections.

4 DesireLines: A Call to Action From Edinburgh’s Cultural 

Community. https://cultureedinburgh.com/sites/default/

files/2019-01/DesireLines_booklet_SCREEN.pdf

Bringing residents from outside the city centre 
in is only one part of the equation. Said Noëlle 
Cobden of the Edinburgh International Book 
Festival, “we’re all, or can be, guilty in the cultural 
sector of thinking about people being hard 
to reach. And actually, I think we’ve started to 
flip that a lot and think about us being hard to 
access.” This perspective on community arts 
programming is powerful: rather than attempting 
to ‘convert’ audiences from community arts 
activities into audiences for the annual festival, 
the Book Festival noted their focus on telling the 
stories of communities, for these communities. 
Wimpress, director of North Edinburgh Arts, 
also believes the city should take this moment 
to rethink how its major cultural institutions 
engage with these communities – for instance, it 
could channel funds straight to neighbourhoods 
to commission festival events, rather than fund 
festivals reaching out to those places, in effect 
empowering communities as active participants 
in the city’s cultural life.

Digital adaptations, 
strategies and 
programmes

Facebook is a really interesting document 
about how we’ve adapted and moved through 
this, and I think there’s really very useful 
lessons to be learned from that. I suppose I 
am slightly, again one of my concerns is that 
everybody’s transmitting at the minute and 
that there’s not enough place for reflection 
and absorbing, so I wouldn’t want to go 
totally down that road. I don’t want to stay 
in the state we are now in six months’ time, 
but definitely some of it, kind of a digital 
online record of what’s happening.” – Kate 
Wimpress, North Edinburgh Arts

Most everyone we spoke to experimented with 
digital adaptations in response to Covid-19, 
delivering events and workshops over services 
such as Zoom and Facebook Live. WHALE Arts 
developed blended activities, where the provision 
of physical activities – such as art and wellbeing 
packs, funded by the Scottish Government – are 
supported by digital sessions. The community 
hubs we interviewed know their audiences well 
and were able to identify quickly where digital 
programming would be effective and where it 
would not work. Said Kate Wimpress of NEA,

DesireLines: A Call to Action From Edinburgh’s Cultural Community. https://cultureedinburgh.com/sites/default/files/2019-01/DesireLines_booklet_SCREEN.pdf
DesireLines: A Call to Action From Edinburgh’s Cultural Community. https://cultureedinburgh.com/sites/default/files/2019-01/DesireLines_booklet_SCREEN.pdf
DesireLines: A Call to Action From Edinburgh’s Cultural Community. https://cultureedinburgh.com/sites/default/files/2019-01/DesireLines_booklet_SCREEN.pdf
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 “I think NEA has got a mixed digital economy in place 
at the moment, so we have had some podcasts in 
terms of how to make and craft, and we’ve had some 
zoom groupings with regular participants particularly 
around quilting and yoga, they seem to have gone really 
well, but we’ve coupled that with getting physical packs 
to out to people. These have included all the materials 
linked to the online workshops, or bespoke kits on 
request, or packs shared on behalf of partners like 
National Galleries Scotland and Edinburgh Art Festival. 
Over 300 creative packs went out to people across 
North Edinburgh, and the live Facebook and zoom 
groups work really well, particularly whenever people 
have already been established in that group and met 
face to face previously.”

While developing its online festival, the Edinburgh 
International Book Festival staff were encouraged 
to think about hybrid models and how they 
could use digital tools and approaches beyond 
marketing and communications. With proof 
of concept now in place for the Book Festival, 
digital content could, in the future, become part 
of major events, not just promotional tools or 
a record of what happened. Said Communities 
Programme Director Noëlle Cobden, “In the past 
digital tended to be after the fact, a sort of record 
of a separate experience, some live experience. 
Whereas this time it’s the experience.” Digital 
capture also creates an archive of events. 
Wimpress told us, “looking back to that kind of 
event thing, it came, it went, and unless somebody 
had written down or taken a photograph of it, it 
was essentially gone. Whereas now I’m thinking, 
yes, we’ve archived it.” Creative Edinburgh also 
noted that digital programming can offer room to 
experiment with different formats, collect data to 
help you understand your audience, and support 
artists who would previously have worked on live 
events. 

Said Morvern Cunningham about the LeithLate 
Virtual Tours, “the open studios and the mural 
tours are very much in line with what we do, it 
fits with our ethos... it’s promoting culture and 
creativity in Leith, and it feels well thought out 
and meaningful. I think it’s so easy to be knee-
jerky and stick stuff online but if it’s not well 
thought out or meaningful then why are you 
doing it in the first place?” For organisations 
not in a position to deliver digital programming, 

Summerhall cited two alternative strategies it 
used: a crowdfunded fundraising campaign and 
content to champion the work of their tenants 
through the hashtag ‘#SummerhallAdapts’. 
Said Rowan Campbell, “Because we don’t have 
anything that we can talk about as Summerhall, 
what we can do is we can show all of our artists, 
residents and companies, show how they’re 
adapting and what they’re doing... they’re all going 
through this time in a different way and changing 
their practices, so we’re able to showcase that. It’s 
given us something to talk about every day, which 
I think has been crucial.” 

For many participants, digital programming will 
never offer a substitute for live, face-to-face 
experiences. The ‘knee-jerk’ reaction to posting 
digital content, as Cunningham described, is 
linked to a sense of saturation of cultural content 
now online, to the point where community 
participants and wider audiences might be put 
off from accessing digital content completely. 
Said Wimpress from NEA, “One of my concerns is 
that everybody’s transmitting at the minute and 
that there’s not enough place for reflection and 
absorbing, so I wouldn’t want to go totally down 
that road. I don’t want to stay in the state we are 
now in six months’ time.” Many participants felt it 
was also OK to be quiet.

This online ‘pivot’ also made creative 
organisations think about issues of digital 
access and exclusion. Margaret Findlay, from 
City of Edinburgh Council, advocates a blended 
approach to accessing culture, saying: “everybody 
learns in different ways and everybody prefers to 
get information in different ways. And if we only 
go down the digital route we’re going to alienate 
whole audiences.” Older people are more likely 
to need support with digital literacy, and some 
families may unable to provide digital access to 
devices or to an Internet connection at home. 
Wimpress told us, 

“there is fairly high usage and ownership of 
smartphones across our area, but smartphones are 
not great for some of that artwork; they’re too small, 
screens are too small, text is too small.. And then 
you’ve got to think about access to hardware, laptops, 
tablets and WiFi...And also age, quite a number of our 
participants are over 60 or 70, and you’ve got all that 
potential for a digital divide exacerbated.” 
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Sustainability and 
climate change

Organisations, particularly festivals, were 
already in the process of addressing their carbon 
footprint before the pandemic hit. Festivals 
Edinburgh, the umbrella organisation for 
Edinburgh’s major festivals, had asked all festival 
organisations to commit to being carbon neutral 
by 2030 – a pledge that requires confronting the 
fact that, for many festivals – the International 
Festival, the International Book festival, and the 
Tattoo, among others – have historically invited 
artists to fly in from locales around the world (and 
just last year, in 2019, 25,000 artists arrived from 
70 different countries to take part in festivities).1 

The pandemic, with its grounding of international 

1 https://www.scotsman.com/whats-on/arts-and-

entertainment/edinburghs-festivals-pledge-drive-down-

carbon-footprint-when-they-return-shutdown-2954904

“In terms of the climate change agenda, life 
has to change.” – Noëlle Cobden, Edinburgh 
International Book Festival

“It often feels that when something is alive 
and vibrant, it’s not going to last very long, 
it feels like a lot of our cultural spaces have 
either a visible or invisible timer on them.” – 
Morvern Cunningham, LeithLate

flights for artists and social distancing 
requirements, has made imagining a new reality 
somewhat easier. As reported in the Scotsman, 
Festivals are creating a “carbon reduction route 
map” that imagines cultural vibrancy without 
“intense global mobility” that we’ve come to 
expect as a matter of course.2  While the festivals 
will confront a range of hardships in next year’s 
season – dropping ticket sales, a possible loss of 
income through sponsors –  we can also imagine 
a different set of events, with local and regional 
talent playing more of a role and programmes 
engaging local communities through a year-round 
sustainable model.

The pandemic offers another opportunity: 
for Edinburgh to take a less market-driven 
approach towards its own cultural talent. As Anna 
Gormezano Marks from Creative Edinburgh 
told us, “there is a fundamental fragility to the 
industry.” In contrast to Edinburgh’s past, when 
a greater variety of spaces flourished for local 
music and live gigs, today there are fewer venues 
for accommodating large audiences. LeithLate’s 
Morvern Cunningham, in an article ‘You’ll Have 
Had Your City?’ recently published in The Skinny, 
ticks off a list of losses – The Venue, Studio 24, 
The Bowery, The Roxy Art House, the Citrus Club, 
Electric Circus, the former Bongo Club & Studios 

2 Ibid.

WHALE Arts, as mentioned, was able to tackle 
digital exclusion directly by handing out digital 
devices to their community, providing Internet 
access and opportunities for online connection, 
in some cases for the first time.

In the future, digital programming and events 
could offer new opportunities for remote access 

to Edinburgh’s cultural programming and creative 
events, dispersing Edinburgh’s audiences while 
making programming more sustainable. There is 
still a danger, however, that the audiences that 
find online participation more challenging will be 
less able to participate in cultural life if issues of 
digital literacy and access go unaddressed.

https://www.scotsman.com/whats-on/arts-and-entertainment/edinburghs-festivals-pledge-drive-down-carbon-footprint-when-they-return-shutdown-2954904
https://www.scotsman.com/whats-on/arts-and-entertainment/edinburghs-festivals-pledge-drive-down-carbon-footprint-when-they-return-shutdown-2954904
https://www.scotsman.com/whats-on/arts-and-entertainment/edinburghs-festivals-pledge-drive-down-carbon-footprint-when-they-return-shutdown-2954904
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Final Notes 

The cultural institutions we spoke to stepped in 
to help communities in extremely resourceful 
ways – their responses, captured in these 
interviews as lockdown was beginning to ease 
into the summer months, offer evidence of the 
fundamental importance of the cultural sector to 
Edinburgh’s communities in times of crisis, and 
the importance of flexible cultural spaces as the 
city moves forward through the pandemic. 

Audiences will respond differently to cultural 
events in and out of lockdown, with physical 
distancing regulations changing expectations 
and preferences more generally. Audiences 
and programmers’ behaviours and options to 
deliver cultural content are shifting all at once – 
with these changes, we have an opportunity to 
rethink cultural programming across the city, to 
focus on empowering the cultural hubs that have 
played such a critical role in a time of crisis, and 
to rebalance the power of cultural programming 
in Edinburgh in more equitable and sustainable 
ways.
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on New Street and Café Graffiti – that the city has 
sustained over the past decades, whether from 
noise complaints or commercial and student flat 
development.3  Said Cunningham in our interview, 
“It feels like every August space is a premium; that 
every inch of the city centre has been reimagined 
as a cultural space, but that open-mindedness 
becomes very closed outside of August and even 

3 https://www.theskinny.co.uk/art/features/building-edinburgh-

back-better-in-a-post-pandemic-world

in December.” Many of our interviewees felt that 
Edinburgh must do more to provide free space 
to grassroots and emerging artists in the city 
and rely much less on commercial, capitalist-
driven markets, including Airbnb and the tourism 
industry, and more on public funds to make the 
sector sustainable.

https://www.theskinny.co.uk/art/features/building-edinburgh-back-better-in-a-post-pandemic-world
https://www.theskinny.co.uk/art/features/building-edinburgh-back-better-in-a-post-pandemic-world

