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“Old Town steps to reopen after 10 years,” BBC, February 6, 2014.   

 

 
 
A set of steps in Edinburgh's historic Old 
Town, which have been closed off from 
the public for 10 years, are to be repaired 
and revamped. 
 
The steps are to get new gates and an art 
installation by renowned Edinburgh artist 
Callum Innes. 
 
The High School Yards Steps were boarded 
up in 2003 as they had "become a focus for 
anti-social behaviour". 
 
The route will help access the new 
Edinburgh Centre for Carbon Innovation. 
 
There will be "significant conservation works" to the steps with the railings renewed and refurbished, and 
new wrought iron gates being installed to close off the steps at night. 
 
LED mesh screen 
 
An old police box will also be moved. 
 
As people climb the steps their movement will be captured by an infrared camera and their silhouette 
projected onto a large LED mesh screen. 
 
Mr Innes has also worked with youngsters from nearby Panmure St Ann's Centre, and in collaboration 
with artists Catherine Payton and Tom Nolan, to create short film clips of silhouetted movement, which 
will play on a loop when no one is using the steps. 
 
Callum Innes said: "I was initially approached by Malcolm Fraser to develop an installation that would 
reclaim the steps as a public space, addressing some of the issues that had led to its closure. 
 
"By placing an infrared camera half-way up the steps we make a hidden part of the steps visible, relaying 
live footage of silhouetted figures to be superimposed onto the changing colours of the screen. 
 
"The installation directly engages both the architecture of the steps and the public for whom they serve." 
 
Some of the funding is being provided by Edinburgh City Council from its neighbourhood environment 
projects budget. 
 
Jointly funded 
 
Lesley Hinds, Edinburgh City Council's transport and environment convener, said: "This work 
demonstrates what community-focused funding can achieve and, with the increase in student footfall and 
physical improvements, will create a much more welcoming and safe environment benefiting local people 
as well as visitors to this historic part of Edinburgh." 
 
Work is expected to start at the end of February, and will be completed in June. 
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The cost of the work is estimated at £177,856 and is jointly funded by Edinburgh World Heritage, the City 
of Edinburgh Council, and the University of Edinburgh. 
 
Adam Wilkinson, Edinburgh World Heritage director, said: "This fantastic project builds on the experience 
of other EWH-funded projects at Scotsman Steps and Regent Bridge, where a combination of heritage 
conservation newly commissioned artworks has transformed neglected public space into places of 
surprise and delight. 
 
"At High School Yard Steps we are going one step further, reopening a lost route through the Old Town, 
and helping lift the quality of life in the area." 
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Stott, Tim.  “Callum Innes: Unforeseen,” ArtReview, December 2012. 

 
 
 

 

Callum Innes 
Exposed Painting Dioxazine  
Violet, 2012, oil on linen,  
195 x 195 cm.  
Courtesy Kerlin Gallery, Dublin 
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Dunne, Aiden. "Etching colour into the darkness," The Irish Times, September 17, 2012. 
 

 
 

 
 

Scottish artist Callum Innes is part of the YBA 
generation but, unlike many of them, he is an 
abstract painter. He starts with a black canvas and 
takes the work on a journey into the light 
 
BORN IN EDINBURGH, in 1962, Callum Innes is 
notable as an artist for a number of reasons apart 
from the consistent rigour and quality of his work. 
One is that, although he is of the YBA generation 
and has achieved significant professional success, 
he is that relative rarity among them: an abstract 
painter. Another is that he is still based in 
Edinburgh, when a logical career trajectory would 
have seen him long settled in London, the art 
capital. 
 
Not that he is a fanatical Scottish separatist. On 
the contrary, his Edinburgh is the Edinburgh of the 
Scottish Enlightenment, when the city was at its 
most open, receptive and intellectually creative. 
And he is ruefully pragmatic: “I like the idea of 
talking about moving away, and then never 
actually moving.” 
 
The city works for him. “It’s that combination of 
identity and anonymity. And I travel a lot. At home 
I need space and quiet to get on with what I’m 
doing, and I have that.” 
 

Five years ago he moved into a new, much larger studio. “It’s funny how moving studio can produce changes in 
your work.” He began to produce watercolours, for one thing: “Simply because I can have a separate area where 
I can do watercolour without, you know, getting oily hands all over everything.” That’s been productive, leading to 
a rich body of work and a fruitful collaboration with writer Colm Tóibín, published in book form as Water|Colour. 
 
Innes begins from a point at the very heart of the classical tradition of abstract painting, and he remains true to 
that tradition, especially its conjectural nature: the urge to continually explore and test what a painting is or might 
be. In this respect, he’s been called an “unpainter”, who takes what might normally be considered as a complete, 
finished work and meticulously unpicks it. He’s happy enough with the term, seeing it as a reasonable 
description of his working process. 
 
“The surface starts off as black,” he says. That is, he builds up a painting to a point of complete blackness. The 
uniform blackness can be seen as a kind of impassive, self-contained perfection. The iconic example is Russian 
artist Kasimir Malevich’s 1915 painting Black Square, which is exactly that. But then Innes starts to undo the 
surface before it is dry, etching into the layers of pigment with turpentine. 
 
Once he begins a painting, he is locked into its schedule. “In a sense I spend a lot of time waiting, waiting for 
each stage to reach the right level of dryness. Too soon and you lose everything, too late and you can’t do 
anything at all. I’ve learned how to judge it pretty accurately, that window of opportunity.” 
 
Take a look at his recent paintings in his exhibition Unforeseen at the Kerlin Gallery and you’ll see it’s never just 
a question of making something and then erasing it. He works precisely and in a structured way. 
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“A vertical division has been a constant for me. Everything follows that line.” The line typically bisects a canvas. 
On one side, a deep, resonant black, on the other an underlying layer of colour revealed as the black pigment is 
dissolved, or perhaps the faint residue of a colour scarcely visible in the gesso ground of the canvas. “It’s as if 
the turpentine bites the colour into the gesso,” he says, so its traces remain. 
 
No matter how precise Innes is, he’s working with a fluid solution and gravity, and the dividing line usually has a 
certain give, an uncertainty to it, as liquid washes repeatedly down along it. There are further variations in the 
way the paint dissolves around the edges of the canvas. It all produces a curiously charged quality in the spaces. 
“I can feel the spaces in the paintings change as I’m working. They can tighten or expand, as though the space 
is pressing against the edges or pulling away from them.” 
 
It’s as if the work is a living thing which, in a sense, it is, during its making. He continually has to catch and 
progress it as it forms. It may dissolve into an amorphous mess or, equally, if it dries out too much he loses it. 
The trick is to maintain an edgy vitality. He recoils from the idea of simply creating the illusion of an effect, of 
painting wet on dry. 
“Then it would become mannered, I’d hate it, it wouldn’t be alive any more.” It has to be a sequence of 
incremental, interlinked steps, each simultaneously fine-tuned and bold. And, as his show’s title suggests, 
always to some extent unforeseen. “I’m still surprised sometimes by what happens with colour. Once you start to 
dissolve something you’re never quite sure where you’re going to go.” 
 
Light, or relative luminosity, is also important for the way the paintings work. He became especially aware of this 
when he began watercolours. “It was like creating light. I’d use two complementary colours and dissolve one into 
another.” The results are like luminous clouds infused with hints of colour. 
 
Although they are starkly simple in appearance, Innes’s paintings demand a bit of space, and there are relatively 
few works in the gallery – just half a dozen in the main space upstairs. “It’s important to me that they work 
architecturally. I didn’t feel the need to fill the gallery with paintings.” 
 
They also benefit from a bit of time, just as they are partly about time, about catching and fixing a process while 
retaining a history of that process. Innes sees them as products of our time rather than autonomous aesthetic 
objects. They respond to their context. “There’s no way to avoid that. If you look at younger artists now, they’re 
doing great things. Artists make interesting work in interesting times.” 
 
Unforeseen is at the Kerlin Gallery, Dublin, until October 13th 
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Wright, Karen. “In the Studio: Callum Innes, artist,” The Independent, September 15, 2012. 
 

 
 

 
 

 
'I make a lot of paintings to take the work forward... to find the rightness' 
 
Callum Innes's Edinburgh studio, one of the most beautiful I have visited, was nearly razed. Until six years ago, Innes 
worked in a studio directly opposite, from which he watched as they prepared the building, formerly Drambuie's 
offices, for demolition. Finally, curiosity got the better of him. In its previous life, the building's glass roof had been 
obscured, the Drambuie staff having complained that it was too bright. Innes gutted the interior, flooding it with light. 
 
Innes is an Edinburgh native, and the studio, in a narrow lane in the centre of the city, is an oasis of calm. Downstairs 
are facilities for storage and preparation of canvases. Upstairs is a bright, airy, contemplative space. 
 
Innes was a finalist for the 1995 Turner Prize and won the 2002 Jerwood Painting Prize. His work now shows in 
prestigious galleries around the world and he spends much of his time away. He "fantasises", he says, about leaving 
Edinburgh: "but I travel a lot and when I get here there is a sense of anonymity to go along with the work." 
 
Recently he was commissioned to produce a work for the Edinburgh Arts Festival. "I was asked to do a sculpture 
near Regent Bridge, but you can't make a sculpture there. It is such a beautiful bridge. I didn't want to vandalise it or 
touch it and the wonderful thing about lights is that they can be turned off at any moment." The result, a painting in 
light, emphasises the structure of the bridge, and lights up what was previously a dark passageway. 
 
At first glance, Innes's paintings appear deceptively simple. He started as a figurative painter, and recalls travelling to 
London on the "slow" bus and seeing the work of Barnett Newman at the Tate. His work "only slowly evolved to 
abstraction." He edits his work rigorously: "To take the work forward you have to make a lot of paintings, to find the 
rightness." 
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In the inner sanctum where he does his "messy painting" the floor and walls are protected with paper – changed, he 
says, every week. More unusual are the two protruding side flaps of paper that form almost a proscenium arch. This, 
he tells me, is where the paint from his sideways gestures is caught so it does not splash on neighbouring works. I 
ask why he covers his floor and he explains that as he mixes his paint with turps, the floor would get overly oily and 
he might well fall. 
 
Once he destroyed 30 paintings to make 50 book covers. "Most of them should have been destroyed, but some…" he 
pauses. "I can only release something I can believe in." 
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Princenthal, Nancy.  “Callum Innes – Sean Kelly.”  Art in America, June/July 2010. 
 

 

 CALLUM INNES 

NEW YORK Painting—unlike, say, sculpting—can 
reliably be called an additive process. And abstract 
paintings composed of paired monochrome fields donʼt 
generally invite the kind of reading we associate with 
text. These are two assumptions trounced in the new 
work of Callum Innes, a Scottish painter with a 20-year 
commitment to deceptively reductive abstraction. Split 
not-quite-squares, the paintings on canvas (all 2009) in 
“At One Remove” were each produced by applying 
sizing (rabbit-skin glue) to canvas, then several layers 
of gesso, then two adjacent rectangles of solid-color 
paint, one of which is thoroughly wiped off with 
turpentine; then two more rectangles of color are 
applied, and the other side is wiped. Each belabored 
but resolutely serene final image is divided vertically by 
a dark line, a residue of the four applications of paint; 
some evidence of the process can also be found on the 
edges of the canvas where it wraps around aluminum 
stretchers. 
As Rauschenberg indelibly demonstrated, erasure is 
hard. No amount of turpentine can eliminate the 
stubborn ghosts of pigment or stains of medium that 
remain when all evidence of brushwork is gone. 
Pillowed by shadows of paint at their edges, the not-

quite-pristine areas of wiped canvas, some bright, some smoky, are foils for the rich, glossy rectangles of paint 
with which theyʼre paired. Smooth, broad swipes of the brush leave faint tracks that catch light, slightly. A few 
painted fields are brightly colored—alone in a small introductory room was a roughly 2-foot-square example whose 
size and blazing red right side suggest a semaphore flag. Another, much larger work (76¾ by 75 inches) opposes 
canary yellow on the left with a white that looks much-laundered and is bordered with a pollenlike dusting. But 
several works feature shades of black or dark gray, and a particularly strong trio of Rymanesque canvases, hung 
on gray walls, sport heavy topcoats of gleaming white. 

All these paintings, not Innesʼs first to rely on subtraction, suggest objects and their shadows—or recollections, or 
ghosts. Or, images and their exegeses. Even more, the new paintings evoke the divided field of a perceptual 
experiment in which one image is directed to the brainʼs right hemisphere (where, in simplified terms, visual 
processing takes place), and the other to the left (seat of language). You feel your mindʼs gears grinding. Most 
provokingly, Innesʼs new work creates a subtly disorienting physical experience, as of balancing on one leg for a 
while, then teetering when youʼve got two feet on the ground. 

There were also tall oil paintings on paper shown in a third room (all 803⁄4 by 393⁄8 inches, 2008-09), Japanese-y 
images in which controlled drips of turpentine course like rain though dark fields of muted color. Theyʼre lovely, but 
nowhere near as rigorous, or as satisfying, as the quasi-sculptural, crypto-graphic, not quite monochrome 
paintings on canvas. 

Photo: Callum Innes: Untitled No. 125, 2009, oil on canvas, 763⁄4 by 75 inches; at Sean Kelly. 
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