
Potterrow:
Bayes Centre,
Informatics Forum and 
Dugald Stewart Building

A collaborative hub and 
innovation district at the heart 
of the University of Edinburgh’s 
central campus.

https://www.bennettsassociates.com/
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Potterrow Masterplan

A phased courtyard development on an 
important city centre site forming part of 
the central George Square campus for 
the University of Edinburgh.

As the major component of the University of 
Edinburgh’s new masterplan for the George Square and 
Bristo Square area, the Potterrow development replaces 
a windswept car park with a rich mix of buildings, 
courtyards and reinstated streetlines.

The brief for Potterrow was to design academic 
accommodation which could be constructed in phases, 
set within a central area masterplan commissioned by 
the University in the previous year. Phase one was for 
two principal users, the School of Informatics, and the 
School of Philosophy, Psychology and Language 
Sciences, with a University Visitor Centre and an 
exhibition space. Phase two brings together researchers, 
students and start-ups working in data technology, 
design informatics, mathematics and robotics. 

The masterplan approach made it clear that the 
University were thinking about the identity of a whole 
area of the city, not just a single site. They were also 
willing to address substantive issues such as building 
new roads and demolishing relatively modern buildings 
to improve the George Square area. Potterrow is the 
first manifestation of these aims. 

Street lines and scales of the complex surroundings are 
respected, learning from history by re-establishing the 
former diagonal street pattern in a different way. 
References to the types of spaces and textures in central 
Edinburgh such as pends, courtyards and contrasting 
materials are knitting in.

A range of objectives included design excellence, 
pursuit of BREEAM excellent rating and flexibility of 
present and future use. Alongside this was the creation 
of a student / pedestrian friendly precinct to encourage 
the area to become a central hub for the City’s annual 
festival. The buildings contain ‘atrium’ type spaces, 
providing a focal points and enabling interface between 
the university and the public.

Academic space is relatively uniform and adaptable to 
potential future uses. Much of the accommodation is 
cellular, so the floorplates have been laid out to ensure 
that circulation routes engage with a variety of viewing 
points, open-plan break out spaces and double-height 
volumes. From the inside, the buildings are rational and 
simple; from the outside they appear far more complex 
and responsive to their surroundings.
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Street lines and scales of the 
complex surroundings are 
respected.

A public pedestrian route passes 
through the courtyard on its 
way from Bristo Square to 
Potterrow, echoing the historic 
alignment of Bristo Street which 
was cleared for the aborted 
1960s plan by Basil Spence and 
Robert Matthew.

Entrance colonnades with oak 
linings to protected walls and 
soffits give coherence to the 
whole block.
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“The building has been hugely successful, 
both in fostering the interactions we 
envisaged, and in providing a working 
environment that has helped us attract 
several international stars.”
Jane Johnson
Director of Estate Development, University of Edinburgh

Bayes Centre

the social heart of the building, connecting open-plan 
workspaces, labs and meeting areas. A café and 
breakout terraces encourage interaction between 
disciplines, while a rooftop garden provides views 
across the city and Arthur’s Seat.

The building’s sandstone and polished concrete façades 
continue the material language of its neighbours, with a 
colonnaded entrance opening onto Potterrow and a 
courtyard café at its heart. At ground level, floor-to-
ceiling windows encourage public visibility directly 
into the labs. Here too, facilities and events rooms are 
available for the public and students of other disciplines 
while the ground floor café straddles the atrium and the 
courtyard, affording a centralised point for socialisation. 

Public routes across the site are retained and enhanced 
by new tree planting, creating a sense of permeability 
and welcome.

By concentrating previously dispersed departments in 
one place, the Bayes Centre fosters collaboration and 
innovation, establishing a new model for academic and 
industrial partnership within the University’s estate.

The Bayes Centre brings together expert thinkers from 
across the spectrum: PhD students, researchers and 
university staff working alongside tech-focused 
businesses, start-ups and ‘spin out’ initiatives. It offers 
world-class robotics labs, open-plan and flexible working 
office spaces based on the practice’s research into 
‘synergetic’ design, to boost research and collaboration. 

Alongside these sit more traditional lecture theatres, 
studios and workshop facilities. It completes the 
University of Edinburgh’s Potterrow development, 
alongside the Informatics Forum and Dugald Stewart 
Building, to form a cohesive urban block.

The University’s vision was to use data science and 
artificial intelligence to shape a better future. This 
demanded a very specific brief for intellectual 
interaction and the cross-fertilisation of ideas between 
employees and researchers who would traditionally 
operate discreetly from each other. 

Key to this is the connecting of the existing buildings 
on the campus through a series of interlocking links 
across multiple levels. Inside, a five-storey atrium forms 
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An impressive five-storey top-lit atrium 
with helical white steel stairs and a main 
stair flying across at high level. 

Cellular offices, open-plan working areas, 
meeting rooms, coffee areas and break out 
spaces support the 600-660 people working 
here. At ground and first floor levels are 
large state of the art Robotics labs showcasing 
the University’s groundbreaking work.
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A multiplicity of formal and informal 
spaces allow individuals and groups to 
work in different ways which suit their 
mood and requirements.

Informatics Forum and Dugald Stewart Building

pattern to allow high levels of daylight and regular 
opening windows. The flat slab concrete structure is 
exposed to achieve thermal mass and a deep raised floor 
allows fresh-air supply from below. Externally, pre-cast 
panels were chosen for speed of erection and quality.  
Natural stone facing is used for the civic outward facing 
elevations with courtyard elevations in quartz-
aggregate white polished concrete, providing a tone 
more suited to external spaces in a northern climate. 

A fundamental requirement was to promote academic 
interaction. Experience shows that the best research 
benefits from the stimulus of colleagues and exposure 
to different approaches and disciplines. At the same 
time staff need to carry out concentrated quiet 
individual study when they wish. 

The building was rated BREEAM excellent with a score 
of 72 points. It was the first building in Scotland to 
monitor BREEAM during construction.

The University’s School of Informatics is one of the 
world’s leading centres for research in informatics, 
cognitive and computing sciences, and artificial 
intelligence. Housing the school’s 500+ researchers 
under one roof, it is designed to provide new 
opportunities for interdisciplinary interaction, 
innovation and engagement to flourish. Informatics 
occupies the majority of the building. 

Much of the remaining space is a home for the School 
of Philosophy, Psychology and Language Sciences 
(PPLS), the Dugald Stewart Building, providing a wide 
range of academic offices and undergraduate teaching 
spaces. The scheme also includes the Inspace gallery 
and the University’s visitor centre at street level.

Two primary volumes are planned round an atrium, 
facing each other across a shared courtyard, with their 
form allowing an overlap on the street edges and 
undulation in height from three floors to eight.  

To ensure future flexibility, the accommodation is 
relatively uniform in width, with cellular rooms on 
either side of a central corridor and a fenestration 
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The design promotes informal interaction 
by having a wide variety of break-out spaces 
ranging from the largest focus, the Forum, 
to the smallest, the coffee points, offering 
varying degrees of comfort and intimacy. 

Lifts, stairs and corridors are all configured 
to enhance opportunities for accidental 
meeting. Staircases, sometimes projecting 
into the atrium, emphasise vertical 
movement and create dynamic connections 
between floors.

Unexpected Vistas
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East Elevation (Potterrow)

C R I C H T O N  S T R E E T I N F O R M A T I C S  F O R U M

The Potterrow Development
Section S-N
1: 500 @ A3 

North-South Section

Bayes Centre

The Potterrow Development
East Elevation
1: 500 @ A3 

B A Y E S  C E N T R E M A R S H A L L  S T R E E T
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The Potterrow Development
Third Floor Plan
1: 500 @ A3 
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Project Team

Architect Bennetts Associates
Project Manager Faithful+Gould
Structural Engineer Buro Happold
Services Engineer Buro Happold
Quantity Surveyor Turner & Townsend
Landscape Architect Ironside Farrar
Main Contractor McLaughlin & Harvey

Image Credits
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Awards: Informatics Forum and Dugald Stewart Building

2010 Civic Trust Award

2009 Scottish Design Award, Public Building category

2009 Scottish Design Award, Chairman’s Award for 
Architecture

2009 BCO Award, National Corporate Workplace

2009 RICS Award, Project of the Year

2009 RICS Award, Sustainability category

2009 RIBA Award

2008 RIAS Andrew Doolan Prize, Best Building in 
Scotland

Third Floor Plan

Ground Floor Plan

C H A R L E S  S T R E E T

Awards: Bayes Centre

2021 RIBA National Award

2021 RIAS Award

2019 Edinburgh Architectural Association Awards, 
Large Project Award, Winner

2019 Scottish Design Awards, Architecture: Education 
Building or Project, Highly Commended

2019 Scottish Property Awards, Judges Award of 
Excellence

Project Team

Architect Bennetts Associates
Structural Engineer Buro Happold
Services Engineer Buro Happold
Quantity Surveyor Turner & Townsend
Landscape Architect Ironside Farrar
Design & Build Contractor Balfour BeattyP O T T E R R O W

C
R

I
C

H
T

O
N

 
S

T



London
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London EC1V 7NL 
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