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Scottish film locations – background information 
 

‘Landscape as Inspiration: Scottish Locations in Literary Work and Film’  
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"Chariots Of Fire" 1 
Looking over the West Sands, St. Andrews, Fife, as featured in the film 
"Chariots Of Fire" (1981). It is on the beach pictured here that the British 
Olympic Running team are seen training in preparation for the 1924 
Olympics in Paris. It is an example where the Scottish landscape is used to 
realise a place that is elsewhere- the scene is actually meant to be 
Broadstairs in Kent. 
 
"Chariots Of Fire" is the true story of two British track athletes competing 
in the 1924 Olympic Games. Eric Liddell is a devout Scottish missionary 
who runs for God whilst Harold Abrahams is a Jewish student who runs 
for fame and to escape prejudice for his religious beliefs. Extensive use of 
Scottish locations were used in the making of the film. 
 
The 1981 film, "Chariots of Fire" was directed by Hugh Hudson. It starred 
Ben Cross as Harold Abrahams and Ian Charleson as Eric Liddell. It was a 
critical and box office. The opening and closing scenes of the runners on 
the beach at St. Andrews have become an iconic movie moment, helped 
by the triumphal background music by Vangelis. 
©Neil Sinclair 
 

  

 

"Gregory's Girl" 
Looking over a football pitch to Abronhill High School, Cumbernauld, North 
Lanarkshire, as featured in the film, "Gregory's Girl" (1981). This film tells the 
story of gangling schoolboy, Gregory, who is just beginning to find out about 
girls. He becomes captivated by Dorothy who proves to be better at football than 
he is and has made the school team. Abronhill was the location for much of the 
filming. 
 
"Gregory's Girl" was a surprise box office success both here and in America. The 
film was also a critical success, winning a best screenplay award at the British 
Academy Awards. This is largely to do with the authenticity of the setting in a 
Scottish new town (Cumbernauld) and the universal story of young love which is 
depicted so delightfully. 
 
Bill Forsyth is a name synonymous with Scottish filmmaking and Scottish 
locations have featured heavily in most of his films. His first was "That Sinking 
Feeling" (1979) but perhaps his most famous is "Local Hero" (1983). A sequel to 
"Gregory's Girl" was filmed by Forsyth in 1998 and it again used locations 
around Abronhill and Cumbernauld as Gregory returns to school, this time as a 
teacher.   
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"Greyfriars Bobby" 1 
Looking over to the statue in Edinburgh of Greyfriars Bobby 
commemorating the story as told in the book, "Greyfriars Bobby". The 
book is based on the true story of the Skye terrier which for fourteen years 
after his master's death in 1858, kept watch over the grave in nearby 
Greyfriars Kirkyard. The dog was given a special license collar by then 
city provost so that he wasn't destroyed as a stray. 
 
The book, "Greyfriars Bobby" is a best selling children's novel by the 
American Eleanor Atkinson. It was published in 1912. It was on this that 
the Disney film, "Greyfriars Bobby" (1961) was based. The story of the 
dedicated doggy has touched the hearts of people the world over and this 
statue was erected by the people of Edinburgh in recognition of the dog's 
unfailing loyalty to his master. 
 
The true story and the novel have inspired two films, the first "Challenge 
to Lassie" (1949) featuring the famous Border Collie in the role of 
Greyfriars Bobby. It was a strictly Hollywood studio version of the story 
featuring painted backdrops of the city. The Disney version (1961) fared 
little better, although Edinburgh locations were used as was an actual Skye 
terrier. 
 
©Neil Sinclair 
 

  

 

"Harry Potter And The Chamber Of Secrets" 
Looking over to the Glenfinnan Viaduct, Highland, as featured in the film, 
"Harry Potter And The Chamber Of Secrets" (2002). The bridge features in the 
early sections of the film as Harry Potter and Ron Weasley try to catch up with 
the Hogwarts Express in a flying Ford Anglia car! As the steam train crosses the 
viaduct, the flying car spins around it. 
 
The Scottish landscape has featured in both of the Harry Potter films and is set to 
play a more dominant role in the third film, "Harry Potter and the Prisoner of 
Azkaban" due for release in the summer of 2004. Although Scotland is neither 
mentioned by place in the books or the films, it is clear that Edinburgh based 
writer, J. K. Rowling had the Scottish landscape in mind when creating her 
stories. 
 
Joanne Kathleen Rowling was born on the 31st July 1966 in Chipping Sodbury 
in England. In the mid 1990s she was living in Edinburgh as a single mother to 
daughter Jessica. She was unable to afford a typewriter let alone a computer and 
had to write the earliest drafts of Harry Potter long hand- she did this in a coffee 
shop to keep warm as she couldn't afford the heating in her flat. 
 
©Chris Robson 
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"Highlander" 2 
Looking over to Eilean Donan Castle on Loch Duich, Highland, as 
featured in the film "Highlander" (1986). This was used as the Clan 
MacLeod's castle and features in several scenes in the film. "Highlander" 
tells the story of an immortal as he survives through the centuries to face a 
destiny of possible decapitation in present day New York. 
 
"Highlander", although cutting no sway with the critics was a fantastical 
visual tour de force and it spawned three sequels and a television series. 
The extent to which Scotland features in these varies from extensive to 
little and in some cases none. However they have stayed true to their 
"Scottish roots" and the influence of Scotland is apparent through them 
all. 
 
Eilean Donan Castle is actually the former Jacobite stronghold of the 
MaCraes (as opposed to the MacLeods of the film). It is located at the 
entrance to Loch Duich, Highland. It was destroyed in 1719 but restored 
in the 19th Century. It has featured in many films including, Loch Ness 
(1995) and was a base for Her Majesty's Secret Service in the James Bond 
film, "Goldeneye".  
 
©Neil Sinclair 
 

  

 

"Journey To The Centre Of The Earth" 
Old College, a building which is part of Edinburgh University, Edinburgh, as 
featured in the film, "Journey To The Centre Of The Earth" (1959). Old College 
features in scenes at the start and end of the film which is based on the novel of 
the same name by Jules Verne (published in 1864). It tells the story of an 
expedition to the centre of the earth through an extinct volcano. 
 
Extensive Edinburgh locations were used at the start and end of the film. 
Edinburgh University Old College on South Bridge was used as the place where 
the explorers set off on their expedition. Then on their triumphant return they 
stand above the quad which is full of excited well wishers (who were actually 
students many of whom should have been studying for their degree 
examinations!). 
 
The 1959 film, "Journey To The Centre Of The Earth" was directed by Henry 
Levin. It starred James Mason, Arlene Dahl and Pat Boone. It tells the story of 
the fantastical journey to the centre of the earth by a group of explorers who 
discover a tunnel in an extinct Icelandic volcano. Scenes involving a Scottish 
pipe band and a distracted James Mason were filmed on the Mound in 
Edinburgh. 
 
©Neil Sinclair 
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"Mission: Impossible" 
Looking along the railway line in Upper Nithsdale, Dumfries and 
Galloway, as featured in the film "Mission: Impossible" (1996). The 
railway line and the sur rounding countryside were used in the exciting 
climax to the film starring Tom Cruise. This is an example where the 
Scottish landscape is used to realise a place that is elsewhere- the train 
should actually be heading towards the Channel Tunnel in England. 
 
In the final scenes of "Mission: Impossible" the Eurostar train is seen 
hurtling through the countryside towards the Channel Tunnel. The 
sequence was actually filmed on the railway line pictured here. The lack 
of overhead power lines suited the filming better- the film sequence 
involves a man running along the top of a train as a helicopter tries to 
airlift him to safety. 
 
"Mission: Impossible" was directed by Brian de Palma and was one of the 
blockbusting films of 1996. It was based on the television series of the 
same name. The film starred Tom Cruise, Jon Voight and Emmanuelle 
Beart and featured locations throughout Europe. The Nithsdale 
countryside is clearly visible throughout the thrilling train sequence at the 
end of the movie. 
 
©Chris Robson 
 

  

 

"Shallow Grave" 1 
Looking along Great King Street, Edinburgh as featured in the film, "Shallow 
Grave" (1994). The scene setting opening moments of the film, "Shallow Grave" 
involves a speeded up montage of various streets of Edinburgh's New Town, 
including Great King Street (pictured here). The opening sequence is 
accompanied by the pumping techno soundtrack performed by Leftfield. 
 
The film tells of three flat mates living in a spacious Edinburgh New Town flat 
who rent a room to a man who subsequently dies in his sleep. After his death 
they discover a suitcase full of cash under his bed and decide to keep it for 
themselves and dispose of his body, rather than inform the police. The plot then 
follows the aftermath of this for each of the three flatmates, leading to a chaotic 
denouement. 
 
"Shallow Grave" was the first film by director Danny Boyle, writer John Hodge 
and producer Andrew MacDonald. They went on together to have further success 
with another Edinburgh based film, "Trainspotting" (1996). "Shallow Grave" was 
also the film that saw the first major cinematic role for Scottish actor Ewan 
McGregor who would continue to star in many more films. 
 
©Neil Sinclair 
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"The 39 Steps" 1 
Looking over to the Forth Rail Bridge from South Queensferry, as 
featured in the film of the novel, "The 39 Steps" by John Buchan. The 
novel tells the story of Richard Hannay who is caught up in a heady web 
of intrigue after he finds a mysterious man murdered in his flat. Hannay 
becomes the chief suspect for the murder but he manages to escape to 
Scotland. 
 
There are three film versions of Buchan's novel, and in keeping with the 
locations of the book, the films are primarily based in Scotland. The 1935 
Alfred Hitchcock version is perhaps the most famous and features a 
thrilling sequence on the Forth Rail Bridge where Hannay is trapped on 
the Flying Scotsman train. He pulls the emergency cord as the train is 
crossing the bridge and is able to escape. 
 
John Buchan was born in Perth, Scotland in 1875. "The 39 Steps" was 
published in 1915 and was one of five novels to feature Richard Hannay. 
His books are typified by their romantic characters and the authentically 
rendered landscapes featured in the stories and that is often the Scottish 
landscape. For example, in "John Macnab" the story is based around 
poaching in the Highlands. 
 
©Neil Sinclair 
 

  

 

"The Prime Of Miss Jean Brodie" 2 
Looking over to Barnbougle Castle, West Lothian, as featured in the film, 
"The Prime Of Miss Jean Brodie" (1969). Several locations in and around 
Edinburgh, including Barnbougle Castle overlooking the Firth of Forth, 
were used in the filming of "The Prime Of Miss Jean Brodie". The film is 
based on the book of the same name which was set in Edinburgh. 
 
Barnbougle Castle, which is on the Dalmeny Estate in the environs of 
Edinburgh, is used in the film as the house of Mr. Lowther. He is a fellow 
school teacher of Miss Jean Brodie at the Marcia Blane School for Girls, 
as well as being her unsuccessful suitor. There are scenes filmed in the 
gardens here at Barnbougle of him hopelessly trying to woo Miss Jean 
Brodie. 
 
Muriel Spark was born Muriel Sarah Camberg in Edinburgh in 1918. She 
began writing seriously after the war under her married name, Muriel 
Spark, beginning with poetry and literary criticism. In 1947 she became 
editor of the Poetry Review and her first novel was published in 1957. 
"The Prime of Miss Jean Brodie", published in 1962 established her 
reputation. 
 
©Neil Sinclair 
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"The Wicker Man" 4 
The remains of The Wicker Man at Burrow Head, Dumfries and Galloway 
as featured in the film, "The Wicker Man" (1973). Pictured here are the 
actual stumps of the legs of the Wicker Man effigy that was burnt at the 
end of the film. There were in fact two Wicker Men built for the film, the 
other one was nearby and that was used for close ups. 
 
"The Wicker Man" (1973) tells the story of a policeman who receives an 
anonymous letter telling of the disappearance of a young girl on 
Summerisle. He discovers that the islanders practice pagan rituals with the 
possibility that these might include a Human Virgin Sacrifice. He believes 
that that will be the fate of the missing girl; little does he realise that he 
himself is the intended sacrifice. 
 
"The Wicker Man" (1973) was directed by Robin Hardy. It starred 
Edward Woodward as Neil Howie, the policeman sent to investigate, Britt 
Ekland is Willow, the flirtatious landlord's daughter and Christopher Lee 
is Lord Summerisle, the laird of the island and the man behind the pagan 
rituals that will ultimately be the death of the investigating policeman. 
 
©Neil Sinclair 
 

  

 

"Trainspotting" 3 
Looking up Calton Road, Edinburgh, as featured in the film, "Trainspotting" 
(1996). In the opening scenes of the film, three of the main characters of the film 
are seen shoplifting in Princes Street. They are caught in the act but manage to 
escape by running off. Renton, played by Ewan MacGregor, is seen running 
down Calton Road, pictured here. 
 
The film, "Trainspotting" (1996) is based on the book of the same name by 
Edinburgh born writer, Irvine Welsh. It was a very successful adaptation of a 
difficult book. The story follows the harrowing drug infused life of Mark Renton 
and his group of friends. It is set in Edinburgh during the 1980s and draws very 
heavily on the drug problems that the city was experiencing at that time. 
 
"Trainspotting" was directed by Danny Boyle. Irvine Welsh's book was adapted 
by the writer John Hodge and produced by Andrew MacDonald. The three had 
made their name in the film industry with their first film also set in Edinburgh, 
"Shallow Grave" (1994). This would see the beginning of the team's 
collaboration with the actor Ewan McGregor who was to star in their first three 
films. 
 
 
©Neil Sinclair 

  

 


