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Cardross Seminary: Modernity, decay & ruin.
St Peter’s College, Cardross – the main Catholic seminary for the training of priests in the west of Scotland in the 1960s and 70s – was a bold work of late-modernist architecture set in a secluded wooded landscape. Designed in 1959 by Gillespie Kidd & Coia (the foremost postwar church designers in Scotland), the award-winning seminary was opened in 1966, but was closed in 1980 after only 14 years in use.  Following numerous failed attempts to find a new use, and despite the formation of the St Peter’s Building Preservation Trust in 2004, it stands 29 years later, a vandalised, gutted ruin. Two-thirds of its lifespan has been spent derelict. 

This paper examines the two distinct histories of Cardross Seminary: its design and reception ‘in use’ (1953-80), and its era of physical decline and monumentalistaion (1980s to the present day). This is a narrative that uncovers the paradoxical nature of St Peter’s design, abandonment, physical decline, and restoration campaign. A multi-layered dual narrative that initially reflects its postwar architectural context of the late 50s and 60s, but by the 1990s harks-back to the anti-modern campaigns to save Victorian architectural ‘gems’ in the face of postwar reconstruction.  At the heart of this narrative is the paradox of increased architectural, academic and state interest in the seminary, on the one hand, whilst on the other, the gutted ruin itself. The question of the success or failure of the original complex, now firmly accepted as a piece of modern heritage, fortuitously loses its relevance.

