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THE ADAM/CLERK CORRESPONDENCE  

The following reproductions represent all of the surviving correspondence in the Clerk of 

Penicuik Papers (GD18) between William Adam, architect, and the client, Sir John Clerk of 

Penicuik, mainly concerning Mavisbank. It presents a narrative conducted from January 

1723 (when it is already apparent that some earlier dialogue had taken place and initial 

ideas for the design were still very much fluid), and extends until settlement of the final bill 

in 1737 for the installation of the Principal Apartment marble chimneypieces produced in 

1732 and installed in 1735. 

It thus provides a unique insight into the architect/client relationship and how the dynamics 

between them are managed in relation to evolving matters of taste and pragmatic solutions 

to building, fitting out, and even treatment of the landscape setting.  It also provides the 

most eloquent and entertaining evidence for the genesis of the work overall.  The scope of 

this correspondence extends beyond Mavisbank itself, so that matters of other business in 

which Clerk was concerned also feature - such as coal, land improvement, and indeed 

Clerk’s role as a oracle on architectural matters between Adam and other clients such as the 

Marquess of Tweedale at Yester; and the marshalling of political influence for the 

promotion of Adam in public office.  With regard to the latter, there are letters to Clerk from 

the Earl of Hopetoun in a (failed) eleventh hour bid to have Adam appointed architect for 

public works under the Edinburgh Ale Act (a levy of 2d. per pint) of 1723; and Sir John 

Anstruther’s successful intervention in 1727 to have Adam made Clerk of the King’s Works. 

In his office as a Baron of the Court of Exchequer, Sir John Clerk too was able to favour 

Adam in civic projects such as the Bishop’s Palace in Glasgow in 1729, and finally, in the 

possible revival of a proposed Forth - Clyde Canal which is the subject of William Adam’s 

concluding letter in the sequence, written in strict confidence by his son John in October 

1741. 

Being self-explanatory, no catalogue of contents has been prefaced here to the 

correspondence. Some minor re-arragement has been made to the archival inventory 

numbering in the interests of preserving strict chronology. 
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