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Leith Custom House

4“Leith’s town square for the twenty-first century”
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1. Existing entrance 
arrangements lack level 
access

2. Building at present, viewed 
from Commercial Street

3. Building at present, as 
viewed from The Shore.

4. New entrance from Custom 
Wharf and revitalised dockside

Leith Custom House Project Overview

> Purpose: Transform Leith Custom 
House into a groundbreaking museum 
and community space that tells the 
stories of Leith’s past and present.

> Vision: Create a welcoming, dynamic, 
and accessible new civic space for Leith 
that integrates heritage, community-
creative, and commercial opportunities.

Key Features

> Pioneering Museum Concept: 
Scotland’s first fully digital-led museum 
with video walls, screens, and projectors, 
managed by a local community trust to 
tell the stories that matter to Leith and 
its people. 

> Community-Creative Spaces: 
Nine spaces for local creatives, with a 
focus on digital-born art. These spaces 
will be offered at special rental rates, 
with creatives supporting the museum 
and community through public-facing 
workshops.
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2> Commercial Spaces: 
Includes a high-end restaurant, coffee 
shop, museum retail space, and smaller 
retail spaces for local artists and 
makers.

Historical Significance

> Built in 1812, Leith Custom House was 
the first purpose-built Customs House in 
Scotland. 

> Category A listed, its magnificent 
internal William Burn staircase will be 
newly revealed in the design by Richard 
Murphy Architects.

Funding Request

> Amount:  £500,000 in 2025.
> Purpose: To move the project to 
RIBA Stage 4, achieve Listed Building 
Consent, necessary planning approvals, 
design an energy-efficient heating 
system, and project development up to 
the capital delivery phase.
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Leith Custom House

A museum for Leith, rather than a museum of Leith.

Fulfilling the long-held desire for Custom House to provide a 
venue for telling Leith’s many stories from the past and today, 
Scottish Historic Buildings Trust and Richard Murphy Architects 
are delighted to present a fully developed concept for this 
iconic historic building.

5. Open House Festival, 
ARTitude Exhibition 2024

6. Proposed alterations to the 
main entrance
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5 Combining heritage, community-
creative and commercial spaces, our 
architectural concept is about access 
and integration. How can an imposing 
neo-classical building from Scotland’s 
colonial age, once used for the payment 
of import duties, feel fully part of Leith’s 
streetscape – welcoming, edgy, creative, 
and dynamic – meeting the needs of 
Leith’s diverse community in the twenty-
first century? 

We answer this by introducing flow and 
access into the building. Removing 
unnecessary steps and physical 
obstacles, increasing the number of 
entrances from all sides, crucially, 
creating a new intimate and vibrant 
public space along Custom Lane, linking 
the Water of Leith with Victoria Quay. 
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The Water of Leith

New entrance from 
Customs Wharf

New public space created along Custom Lane, 
connecting Victoria Quay with the shore

Reconfigured and newly accessible main 
entrance from Commercial Street

Enhanced visibility and openness 
throughout the Ground Floor

New entrance from 
Dock Place

7. Ground Floor Plan

A. Main Entrance from 
Commercial Street
B. Museum Cafe
C. Museum Shop
D. Custom Wharf Entrance
E. Temp. Exhibition Space
F. Dock Place Entrance
G. Retail/Cafe Units
H. Creative Community Spaces
I. Events Space
J. Cruiser Store
K. Custom Lane
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Leith Custom House

Our community engagement has shown 
us that Leith has a lot of stories it 
wishes to tell. Centuries of history full of 
innovation and drama on a global stage, 
but also generations of people’s stories, 
their struggles and successes, which 
form the threads of Leith’s proud and 
distinct civic identity as the capital’s port 
burgh. Indeed, Leith has always been 
the site of change, but recent years 
have transformed Leith. It now hosts 
one of the most densely populated 
neighbourhoods in Scotland. It is home 
to the highest number of “creative 
disrupters” in the UK, rapid gentrification 
and residential development. Yet still, 
pockets of economic deprivation 
endure. The resilient spirit and tradition 
of being a “Leither” persists too, yet 
thousands of newcomers are perhaps 
yet to fully grasp what a special 
community they have now joined. 

At the heart of Leith Custom House 
is our new museum responding to 
the desire for a community heritage 
space. The question we have asked 
is: how can we provide a space which 
answers so many needs, with such an 
important mission to provide a venue 
to support social integration, solidarity 
and understanding across individuals, 
generations, and cultures? Our museum 
will therefore be largely a museum 
without objects.
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8. Open House Festival, 2024

9. Images from the 
project launch and public 
consultations

10. One of the Digital Museum 
Spaces on the 1st floor
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11. First Floor Plan

A. Museum Entrance
B. Museum Orientation Room
C. Galleries
D. Temporary Exhibition
E. Events/Meeting Room
F. Offices
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Leith Custom House
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12. Burn’s stair as existing

13. Newly revealed Burn 
staircase, with Museum Cafe
and entrance desk

14. Existing first floor landing
under Burn’s Cupola

15. Proposed first floor Digital 
Museum & Galleries
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A digital museum, using video walls, 
screens and projectors throughout eight 
dedicated exhibition spaces to tell the 
many stories of Leith and Leithers past 
and present. People, not objects, are 
at the heart of interpretation at Leith 
Custom House. 

Digital technology allows new ways to 
engage. Leith Custom House will lead 
the creation of a digital collection for 
Leith, drawing on existing institutional 
collections as well as artefacts “digitally 
donated” by the community.  Imagine even 
a situation where a grandmother finds in 
the cupboard an old photo album. Taking 
her grandchildren to the museum, the 
volunteers on duty scan in the images, the 
software enhances the quality, and within 
minutes one room within the museum 
would be their family photos displayed at 
1:1 scale (or larger) across the walls. An 

incredible experience. Putting the people 
of Leith and Edinburgh and visitors to the 
museum as the focus of the exhibition. 

Nine community-creative spaces will 
exist within Leith Custom House for the 
use of local creatives. A focus will be on 
digital-born art which can be exhibited in 
the museum: the first of its kind able to 
be dedicated this rapidly growing artistic 
practice. These spaces will be offered at 
a special rental rate with the agreement 
that creatives-in-residence will support 
the work of the museum and the wider 
community (e.g., through outreach 
workshops). We want visitors and locals 
to be able to see what is happening in 
these creative spaces, to be inspired by 
the “modern muses of Leith”. Access to 
these creative industries – the forefront of 
North Edinburgh’s economy – should be 
for everyone.

“Putting the people of Leith and 
Edinburgh and visitors to the museum 
as the focus of the exhibition”

16. One of the Digital Museum 
Spaces on the 1st floor

17. Images from the 
project launch and public 
consultations

18. Open House Festival, 2024
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Leith Custom House

Leith Custom House and Custom Lane 
will host a mix of commercial retail 
and catering, including a high-end 
restaurant, coffee shop and museum 
retail space, alongside smaller discrete 
retail spaces for the use of local crafters 
and makers. The Shore is already an 
important leisure area, with a bustling 
nightlife and music offer, benefitting 
from the nearby tram links. As Edinburgh 
seeks to benefit from these recent 
investments and deal creatively with 
the opportunities and challenges of 
tourism, Leith Custom House will not 
only complement one of Scotland’s 
best areas for enjoying culture, food and 
drink, but provide its flagship venue.

2019
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19. Cafe within the new 
Custom House foyer

20. Custom Lane at present, 
partially blocked by the 
building plant room

21. Aerial view of the 
revitalised Custom Lane
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“Leith Custom House will not only complement one 
of Scotland’s best areas for enjoying culture, food 
and drink, but provide its flagship venue”
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22. Evening view of Custom 
Lane



Leith Custom House

History
Leith Custom House is the first purpose-
built Customs House in Scotland. 
Originally built by Robert Reid in 1812, 
the building’s imposing Greek Revival 
portico surprisingly was not designed 
as the original entrance. Instead, visitors 
entered the Customs and Excise 
sections of the building separately, 
through the carriage arches at either 
end. Within a decade the building was 
remodelled internally by Sir William Burn 
as a single building, reflecting changes 
to the way that Customs and Excise 
departments were organised. Burn, 
arguably one of Scotland’s most 

important architects of the period, 
constructed a magnificent dual-flighted 
imperial staircase internally which 
this project will newly reveal as the 
centrepiece of the building. Following 
one-hundred and fifty years of use as 
the centre of business activity in the 
port of Leith – Scotland’s commercial 
gateway to the world – the building 
became a museum store for the national 
collections. In 2015, a local campaign 
led to the building being purchased 
by City of Edinburgh Council using 
Common Good funding to provide a 
museum for the benefit of Leith.
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23. Custom House Impression
c.1820 (as first built)

24. 1804 John Ainslie Map

25. 1813  William Bell Map

26. 1834 W.H. Lizars Map

27. 1931 J.G. Bartholomew
Map



Contact

Dr Sam Gallacher 
Director, Scottish Historic Buildings Trust, sam@shbt.org.uk
www.shbt.org.uk

Richard Murphy OBE 
Director, Richard Murphy Architects,
richard.murphy@richardmurphyarchitects.com
www.richardmurphyarchitects.com




