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Culture Vulture Britain: Best Cultural Experiences

Britain punches way above its weight when it comes to culture, having produced a world-class list of playwrights, artists and musicians, from Shakespeare to Adele, Turner to Tracey Emin. We’ve compiled a list of the best festivals, galleries, museums, historic buildings and cultural centres so you know where to head, and when.

We’ve started this ebook with a month-by-month calendar of festivals and events. After this we’ve divided the country into eight different regions: London; Southern England; Central England; Northern England; Wales; Edinburgh; Glasgow and Southern Scotland; and Central and Northern Scotland. Then we’ve listed towns and cities within each region alphabetically.
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A YEAR OF FESTIVALS & EVENTS

January

[image: ] New Year’s Day Parade, London

A ray of light in the gloom, the New Year’s Day Parade (www.londonparade.co.uk) is one of the biggest events of its kind in the world, featuring marching bands, street performers, classic cars, floats and displays winding their way through the streets, watched by over half a million people.

[image: ] Burns Night

Suppers and poetry readings all over Scotland (and the world) celebrate the work of the Scottish bard on 25 January, his birthday, with haggis, whisky and poem recitals.

[image: ] Celtic Connections, Glasgow

Glasgow plays host to a celebration of Celtic music, dance and culture, with participants from all over the globe (www.celticconnections.com).

February


[image: ] Jorvik Viking Festival, York

Ancient Viking Jorvik becomes home once again to invaders and horned helmets galore, with the intriguing addition of longship races (www.jorvik-viking-centre.co.uk/viking-festival).

April

[image: ] Camden Crawl, London

Your chance to spot the next big thing in the music scene or witness a secret gig by an established act, with 40 of Camden’s venues given over to live music for two full days (www.thecamdencrawl.com).

[image: ] Beltane, Edinburgh

Thousands of revellers climb Edinburgh’s Calton Hill for this modern revival of a pagan fire festival marking the end of winter (www.beltane.org).

[image: ] Spirit of Speyside, Dufftown

Based in Dufftown, this is a Scottish festival of whisky, food and music, with five days of art, cooking, distillery tours and outdoor activities (www.spiritofspeyside.com).

[image: ] World Shakespeare Festival

Global event celebrating the world’s most famous playwright, with dozens of related performances and activities in the UK (www.worldshakespearefestival.org.uk).

May

[image: ] Brighton Festival

The lively three-week arts fest (www.brightonfestival.org) takes over the streets of buzzy south-coast resort Brighton – and alongside the mainstream performances there’s a festival fringe as well.

[image: ] Hay Festival, Hay-on-Wye

The ever-expanding ‘festival of the mind’ (www.hayfestival.com) brings an intellectual influx to book-town Hay-on-Wye.

[image: ] Glyndebourne, East Sussex

Open-air festival of world-class opera in the pastoral surroundings of Glyndebourne House in East Sussex (www.glyndebourne.com).

June

[image: ] Download Festival, Derbyshire


Expect ear-splitting feedback and fists thrust aloft at this heavy-metal fest in Donington Park, Derbyshire (www.downloadfestival.co.uk).

[image: ] Trooping the Colour, London

Military bands and bear-skinned grenadiers march down London’s Whitehall in this martial pageant (www.trooping-the-colour.co.uk) to mark the monarch’s birthday.

[image: ] Royal Ascot, Berkshire

It’s hard to tell which matters more, the fashion or the fillies, at this highlight of the horse-racing year in Berkshire (www.ascot.co.uk).

[image: ] Glastonbury Festival

Glastonbury (www.glastonburyfestivals.co.uk) is one of the country’s favourite pop and rock gatherings, invariably muddy and still a rite of passage for every self-respecting British teenager.

[image: ] Meltdown Festival, London

London’s Southbank Centre hands over the curatorial reigns to a legend of contemporary music (such as David Bowie, Morrissey or Patti Smith) to create a program of concerts, talks and films (meltdown.southbankcentre.co.uk).

[image: ] Pride, London

Highlight of the gay and lesbian calendar, a technicolour street parade heads through London’s West End.

[image: ] Glasgow Festivals

Scotland’s second city hosts a major celebration of music and arts (www.westendfestival.co.uk).

July

[image: ] T in the Park, Balado

World-class acts since 1994 ensure this major music festival (www.tinthepark.com) is Scotland’s answer to Glastonbury.

[image: ] Latitude Festival, Southwold

Latitude (www.latitudefestival.co.uk) is a small but fast-growing gathering near the seaside town of Southwold, with theatre, cabaret, art and literature, plus top names from the alternative music scene.

[image: ] International Musical Eisteddfod, Llangollen

A week-long festival of international folk music at Llangollen, with an eclectic fringe and big-name evening concerts (www.international-eisteddfod.co.uk).

[image: ] Womad, South Cotswolds


Roots and world music take centre stage at this festival (www.womad.org) in a country park in the south Cotswolds.

[image: ] Truck, Oxfordshire

Indie music festival in Oxfordshire, known for its eclectic acts (www.thisistruck.com).

August

[image: ] International Festival and Fringe, Edinburgh

Edinburgh’s most famous August happening is its International Festival and Fringe (www.edinburghfestivals.co.uk), but this month the city also has an event for anything you care to name – books, art, theatre, music, comedy, marching bands …
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Show girls marching and dancing to music at Notting Hill Carnival, London,

Simon Greenwood / Lonely Planet Images




[image: ] Notting Hill Carnival, London

Notting Hill Carnival (www.thenottinghillcarnival.com) is a multicultural Caribbean-style street carnival in the London district of Notting Hill. Steel drums, dancers, outrageous costumes.

[image: ] Reading Festival

Venerable rock and pop festival (www.readingfestival.com), always still a good bet for big-name bands.

[image: ] Leeds Festival

Reading’s northern sister. Leeds (www.leedsfestival.com) is the same weekend, same line-up, with bands shuttling between the two.

[image: ] National Eisteddfod of Wales

The National Eisteddford (www.eisteddfod.org.uk) is the largest celebration of native Welsh culture, steeped in history, pageantry and pomp; held at various venues around the country.

September

[image: ] Bestival, Isle of Wight

Quirky music festival (www.bestival.net) with a different fancy-dress theme every year, at Robin Hill Country Park on the Isle of Wight.

[image: ] Braemar Gathering

The biggest and most famous Highland Games in the Scottish calendar, the Braemar Gathering (www.braemargathering.org) is traditionally attended by members of the royal family. Highland dancing, caber-tossing and bagpipe-playing.


October

[image: ] Belfast Festival

Northern Ireland’s biggest cultural festival (www.belfastfestival.com) featuring music, art, comedy and theatre.

[image: ] Dylan Thomas Festival, Swansea

The Dylan Thomas Festival (www.dylanthomas.com) is a celebration of the Welsh laureate’s work with readings, events and talks in Swansea.




Top Events

Abergavenny Food Festival September

Edinburgh Festival August

Glastonbury Late June

Glyndebourne Late May–August

Notting Hill Carnival August




LONDON 2012 FESTIVAL

The four-year Cultural Olympiad, tied in to the London 2012 Olympics, culminates in a huge, nationwide festival from 21 June to 9 September 2012. Among the hundreds of events, from theatre performances and art exhibitions to film shows and comedy gigs, are plenty of family-friendly and free ones, all displaying Britain’s cultural prowess to a domestic and world audience. For further information see festival.london2012.com.



London

The UK’s capital is a world-class cultural centre, second to none for theatre, live music, art and other forms of entertainment of all kinds. From intimate gigs of up-coming bands to blockbuster exhibitions drawing in the crowds, you could spend a lifetime enjoying this city’s cultural offerings and still not have seen everything.

The West End & West London

British Library

(www.bl.uk; 96 Euston Rd NW1; [image: ] 9.30am-6pm Mon & Wed-Fri, 9.30am-8pm Tue, 9.30am-5pm Sat, 11am-5pm Sun; [image: ] King’s Cross St Pancras) You need to be a ‘reader’ (ie member) to use the vast collection of the library, but the Treasures gallery is open to everyone. Here you’ll find Shakespeare’s first folio, Leonardo da Vinci’s notebooks, the lyrics to ‘A Hard Day’s Night’ scribbled on the back of Julian Lennon’s birthday card, Oscar Wilde’s handwritten ‘Ballad Of Reading Gaol’, religious texts from around the world and, most importantly, the 4th-century Codex Sinaiticus (one of the earliest Bibles) and 1215 Magna Carta.

British Museum

(www.britishmuseum.org; Great Russell St WC1; [image: ] 10am-5.30pm Sat-Wed, to 8.30pm Thu & Fri; [image: ] Russell Sq) The country’s largest museum and one of the oldest and finest in the world, the BM boasts vast Egyptian, Etruscan, Greek, Roman, European and Middle Eastern galleries. Among the must-sees are the Rosetta Stone, the key to deciphering Egyptian hieroglyphics, discovered in 1799; the controversial Parthenon Sculptures, stripped from the walls of the Parthenon in Athens by Lord Elgin (the British ambassador to the Ottoman Empire), and which Greece wants returned; the stunning Oxus Treasure of 7th- to 4th-century-BC Persian gold; and the Anglo-Saxon Sutton Hoo burial relics. The Great Court was restored and augmented by Norman Foster in 2000 and now has a spectacular glass-and-steel roof, making it one of the most impressive architectural spaces in the capital. In the centre is the Reading Room, with its stunning blue-and-gold domed ceiling, where Karl Marx wrote the manifesto of the Communist Party. You’ll need multiple visits to savour even the highlights here; happily there are 15 half-hour free ‘eye opener’ tours between 11am and 3.45pm daily, focusing on different parts of the collection. Other tours include the 90-minute highlights tour at 10.30am, 1pm and 3pm daily (adult/child £8/5), and audioguides are available (£4.50).

Charles Dickens Museum

(www.dickensmuseum.com; 48 Doughty St WC1; adult/child £6/3; [image: ] 10am-5pm Mon-Sat, 11am-5pm Sun; [image: ] Russell Sq) Dickens’ sole surviving London residence is where his work really flourished – The Pickwick Papers, Nicholas Nickleby and Oliver Twist were all written here. The handsome four-storey house opened as a museum in 1925, and visitors can stroll through rooms choc-a-bloc with fascinating memorabilia.


Courtauld Gallery

(www.courtauld.ac.uk; adult/child £5/free, admission free 10am-2pm Mon; [image: ] 10am-6pm; [image: ] Temple) Near the Strand entrance to grand Somerset House, the Courtauld Gallery displays a wealth of 14th- to 20th-century art, including a room of Rubens and works by Van Gogh, Renoir and Cézanne.

Handel House Museum

(www.handelhouse.org; 25 Brook St W1; adult/child £5/2; [image: ] 10am-6pm Tue, Wed, Fri & Sat, 10am-8pm Thu, noon-6pm Sun; [image: ] Bond St) George Frideric Handel’s home from 1723 until his death in 1759 is now a moderately interesting museum dedicated to his life. He wrote some of his greatest works here, including the Messiah, and music still fills the house during live recitals (see the website for details). From songs of praise to Purple Haze: Jimi Hendrix lived next door at number 23 many years (and genres) later.

Institute of Contemporary Arts

(www.ica.org.uk; The Mall SW1; [image: ] noon-7pm Wed & Fri-Sun, to 9pm Thu; [image: ] Charing Cross) A one-stop contemporary-art bonanza, the exciting program at the ICA includes film, photography, theatre, installations, talks, performance art, DJs, digital art and book readings. Stroll around the galleries, watch a film, browse the bookshop, then head to the bar for a beer.

National Gallery

(www.nationalgallery.org.uk; Trafalgar Sq WC2; [image: ] 10am-6pm Sat-Thu, to 9pm Fri; [image: ] Charing Cross) Gazing grandly over Trafalgar Sq through its Corinthian columns, the National Gallery is the nation’s most important repository of art. Four million visitors come annually to admire its 2300-plus Western European paintings, spanning the years 1250 to 1900. Highlights include Turner’s The Fighting Temeraire (voted Britain’s greatest painting), Botticelli’s Venus and Mars and Van Gogh’s Sunflowers. The medieval religious paintings in the Sainsbury Wing are fascinating, but for a short, sharp blast of brilliance, you can’t beat the truckloads of Monets, Manets, Cézannes and Renoirs in rooms 43 to 46. It’s all a bit overwhelming for one visit, but as admission’s free it’s possible to dip into it again and again. Themed audioguides are available (£3.50). If you prefer, you can devise and print off your own tour from the flashy computer screens of ArtStart, the gallery’s interactive multimedia system. Visit on Friday evenings for live music and free talks.


National Portrait Gallery

(www.npg.org.uk; St Martin’s PI WC2; [image: ] 10am-6pm Sat-Wed, to 9pm Thu & Fri; [image: ] Charing Cross) The fascinating National Portrait Gallery is like stepping into a picture book of English history or, if you’re feeling trashy, an OK magazine spread on history’s celebrities (‘what’s she wearing?’). Founded in 1856, the permanent collection (around 11,000 works) starts with the Tudors on the 2nd floor and descends to contemporary figures (from pop stars to scientists). An audiovisual guide (£3) will lead you through the gallery’s most famous pictures.

Ronnie Scott’s

(www.ronniescotts.co.uk; 47 Frith St W1; [image: ] Leicester Sq) London’s legendary jazz club has been pulling in the hep cats since 1959.


[image: ]

The Egyptian Sculpture gallery in the British Museum,

Feargus Cooney/ Lonely Planet Images




Royal Academy of Arts

(www.royalacademy.org.uk; Burlington House, Piccadilly W1; admission depending on exhibition £6-20; [image: ] 10am-6pm Sat-Thu, to 10pm Fri; [image: ] Green Park) The grandiose Royal Academy of Arts hosts high-profile exhibitions and a small display from its permanent collection. The crafty Academy has made it a condition of joining its exclusive club of 80 artists that new members donate one of their artworks. Past luminaries have included Constable, Gainsborough and Turner, while Sir Norman Foster, David Hockney and Tracey Emin are among the current crop.

Royal Albert Hall

(www.royalalberthall.com; Kensington Gore SW7; [image: ] South Kensington) A beautiful circular Victorian arena that hosts classical concerts and contemporary artists, but is best known as the venue for the annual classical music festival, the Proms.

Royal Opera House

(www.roh.org.uk; Bow St WC2; tickets £5-195; [image: ] Covent Garden) Covent Garden is synonymous with opera thanks to this world-famous venue, which is also the home of the Royal Ballet, Britain’s premier classical ballet company. Backstage tours take place on weekdays (£10, book ahead).


Tate Britain

(www.tate.org.uk; Millbank SW1; [image: ] 10am-5.40pm; [image: ] Pimlico) Running through British art from 1500 to the present, Tate Britain is crammed with heavyweights like Blake, Hogarth, Gainsborough, Whistler, Spencer and, especially, Turner, whose work dominates the Clore Gallery. His ‘interrupted visions’ – unfinished canvases of moody skies – wouldn’t look out of place in the contemporary section, alongside the work of David Hockney, Francis Bacon, Tracey Emin, Angela Bulloch and Damien Hirst. The always - controversial annual Turner Prize is exhibited in the gallery from October to January.

Victoria & Albert Museum

(www.vam.ac.uk; Cromwell Rd SW7; [image: ] 10am-5.45pm Sat-Thu, to 10pm Fri; [image: ] South Kensington) Spread over nearly 150 galleries, the V&A houses the world’s greatest collection of decorative arts, including ancient Chinese ceramics, modernist architectural drawings, Korean bronzes, Japanese swords, cartoons by Raphael, spellbinding Asian statues and Islamic carpets, Rodin sculptures, actual-size reproductions of famous European architecture and sculpture (including Michelangelo’s David), Elizabethan gowns, ancient jewellery, an all-wooden Frank Lloyd Wright study and a pair of Doc Martens. Yes, you’ll need to plan. To top it all off, it’s a fabulous building, with an attractive garden cafe as well as the original, lavishly decorated cafe.

Wallace Collection

(www.wallacecollection.org; Manchester Sq W1; [image: ] 10am-5pm: [image: ] Bond St) Housed in a beautiful, opulent, Italianate mansion, the Wallace Collection is a treasure trove of exquisite 18th-century French furniture, Sèvres porcelain, arms, armour and art by masters such as Rubens, Titian, Rembrandt and Gainsborough.

The City, North & East London

Barbican Centre

(www.barbican.org.uk; Silk St EC2; [image: ] Barbican) This hulking complex has a full program of film, music, theatre, art and dance including loads of concerts from the London Symphony Orchestra (www.lso.co.uk), which is based here.


Barfly

(www.barflyclub.com; 49 Chalk Farm Rd NW1; [image: ] Chalk Farm) Pleasantly grungy, and a good place to see the best new bands. The same crew run a couple of other joints around town.

Dr Johnson’s House

(www.drjohnsonshouse.org; 17 Gough Sq EC4; adult/child £4.50/1.50; [image: ] 11am-5pm Mon-Sat; [image: ] Chancery Lane) The Georgian house where Samuel Johnson and his assistants compiled the first English dictionary (between 1748 and 1759) is full of prints and portraits of friends and intimates, including the good doctor’s Jamaican servant to whom he bequeathed this grand residence.

Roundhouse

(www.roundhouse.org.uk; Chalk Farm Rd NW1; [image: ] Chalk Farm) Built in 1847 as a railway shed, Camden’s Roundhouse has been an iconic concert venue since the 1960s, hosting the likes of the Rolling Stones, Led Zeppelin and The Clash. It’s also used for theatre and comedy.

Sadler’s Wells

(www.sadlers-wells.com; Rosebery Ave EC1; tickets £10-49; [image: ] Angel) A glittering modern venue that was, in fact, first established in the 17th century, Sadler’s Wells has been given much credit for bringing modern dance to the mainstream.

White Cube

(www.whitecube.com; 48 Hoxton Sq N1; [image: ] 10am-6pm Tue-Sat; [image: ] Old St) Set in an industrial building with an impressive glazed-roof extension, White Cube has an interesting program of contemporary-art exhibitions, from sculptures to video, installations and painting.


THEATRE

London has the world’s best range of theatre, from big-name musicals to cutting-edge fringe plays. Below is a list of our favourite places to catch a performance.

West End


Donmar Warehouse (www.donmarwarehouse.com; 41 Earlham St WC2; [image: ] Covent Garden) A not-for-profit company that has forged itself a West End reputation.

National Theatre (www.nationaltheatre.org.uk; South Bank SE1; [image: ] Waterloo) Classics and new plays from some of the world’s best companies.

Old Vic (www.oldvictheatre.com; The Cut SE1; [image: ] Waterloo) Kevin Spacey continues his run as artistic director (and occasional performer).

Royal Court Theatre (www.royalcourttheatre.com; Sloane Sq SW1; [image: ] Sloane Sq) The patron of new British writing.

Off West End

Almeida (www.almeida.co.uk; Almeida St N1; [image: ] Highbury & Islington) New works and old classics, often with star leads.

Menier Chocolate Factory (www.menierchocolatefactory.com; 55 Southwark St SE1; [image: ] London Bridge) So successful that many of the shows at this small venue have gone on to major acclaim in the West End.

Young Vic (www.youngvic.org; 66 The Cut SE1; [image: ] Waterloo) Intimate space known for its challenging contemporary plays and reworked classics.



South London

BFI Southbank

(www.bfi.org.uk; Belvedere Rd SE1; tickets £9; [image: ] 11am-11pm; [image: ] Waterloo) A film-lover’s fantasy, it screens some 2000 flicks a year, ranging from classics to foreign art-house. There’s also the Mediatheque viewing stations, where you can explore the British Film Institute’s extensive archive of movies and watch whatever you like for free.

Hayward Gallery


(www.southbankcentre.co.uk; Belvedere Rd SE1; admission prices vary; [image: ] 10am-6pm Sat-Thu, to 10pm Fri; [image: ] Waterloo) Part of the Southbank Centre, the Hayward hosts a changing roster of contemporary art (video, installations, photography, collage, painting etc) in a 1960s Brutalist building.

O2

(www.theo2.co.uk; Peninsula Sq SE10; [image: ] North Greenwich) A 20,000-seat sports and entertainment arena, the O2 has hosted some massive concerts, including the one-off Led Zeppelin reunion and a 21-night purple reign by Prince; but alas not Michael Jackson’s sold-out 50-show run that was imminent at the time of his death. There are ferry services from central London on concert nights.

O2 Academy Brixton

(www.o2academybrixton.co.uk; 211 Stockwell Rd SW9; [image: ] Brixton) This Grade II–listed art deco venue is always winning awards for ‘best live venue’ (something to do with the artfully sloped floor, perhaps) and hosts big-name acts in a relatively intimate setting (5000 capacity).

Shakespeare’s Globe

(www.shakespeares-globe.org; 21 New Globe Walk SE1; adult/child £11/7; [image: ] 10am-5pm; [image: ] London Bridge) Originally built in 1599, the Globe burnt down in 1613 and was immediately rebuilt. The Puritans, who regarded theatres as dreadful dens of iniquity, eventually closed it in 1642. Its present incarnation was the vision of American actor and director Sam Wanamaker, who sadly died before the opening night in 1997. Admission includes a guided tour of the open-roofed theatre and an extensive exhibition about Shakespeare and his times. From April to October plays are performed, and while Shakespeare and his contemporaries dominate, modern plays are also staged. As in Elizabethan times, ‘groundlings’ can watch proceedings for a modest price (£5; seats are £15 to £35). There’s no protection from the elements and you’ll have to stand, but it’s a memorable experience.

Southbank Centre

(www.southbankcentre.co.uk; Belvedere Rd; [image: ] Waterloo) Home to the London Philharmonic Orchestra (www.lpo.co.uk), Sinfonietta (www.londonsinfonietta.org.uk) and the Philharmonia Orchestra (www.philharmonia.co.uk), among others, this centre hosts classical, opera, jazz and choral music in three premier venues: the Royal Festival Hall, the smaller Queen Elizabeth Hall and the Purcell Room. Look out for free recitals in the foyer.

Tate Modern

(www.tate.org.uk; Queen’s Walk SE1; [image: ] 10am-6pm Sun-Thu, to 10pm Fri & Sat; [image: ] Southwark) Tate Modern really shouldn’t be missed. Focusing on modern art in all its wacky and wonderful permutations, it’s been extraordinarily successful in bringing challenging work to the masses, becoming one of London’s most popular attractions. Outstanding temporary exhibitions (on the 4th floor; prices vary) continue to spark excitement, as does the periodically changing large-scale installation in the vast Turbine Hall. The permanent collection includes works by the Mark Rothko, Pablo Picasso, Francis Bacon, Roy Lichtenstein, Andy Warhol and Tracey Emin. The multimedia guides (£3.50) are worthwhile for their descriptions of selected works, and there are free guided tours of the collection’s highlights (Level 3 at 11am and midday; Level 5 at 2pm and 3pm).

Southern England

Festivals, more festivals and then even more festivals dominate the cultural calendar of the south of England, including some of the world’s most famous. But there’s also more to the region in the form of wonderful theatres, fantastic galleries and unusual sporting events.

Bath

Bath Festivals

(www.bathfestivals.org.uk; 2 Church St; [image: ] 9.30am-5.30pm Mon-Sat) Bath has lots of festivals including one on literature (late Feb/early March), International Music (May–June) and a fringe festival (mid-May–June).

Jane Austen Centre


(www.janeausten.co.uk; 40 Gay St; adult/child £6.50/3.50; [image: ] 9.45am-5.30pm Apr-Sep, 11am-4.30pm Oct-Mar) Bath is known to many as a location in Jane Austen’s novels. Persuasion and Northanger Abbey were both largely set in the city; the writer visited it many times and lived here from 1801 to 1806. The author’s connections with the city are explored at the Jane Austen Centre, where displays also include period costume and contemporary prints of Bath.

Brighton

Brighton Festival

(www.brightonfestival.org) The UK’s second-biggest festival (Edinburgh’s is number one) takes place each May across a huge range of Brighton venues, bringing together an eclectic mix of performances, from live music and dance to theatre and comedy.

Brighton Museum & Art Gallery

(www.brighton-hove-rpml.org.uk/Museums; Royal Pavilion Gardens; [image: ] 10am-7pm Tue, to 5pm Wed-Sat, 2-5pm Sun) Set in the Royal Pavilion’s renovated stable block, this museum and art gallery has a glittering collection of 20th-century art and design, including a crimson Salvador Dalí sofa modelled on Mae West’s lips. There’s also an enthralling gallery of world art, an impressive collection of Egyptian artefacts and an ‘images of Brighton’ multimedia exhibit containing a series of oral histories and a model of the now defunct West Pier.

Bristol

Arnolfini

(www.arnolfini.org.uk; 16 Narrow Quay; [image: ] 10am-6pm Tue-Sun) The city’s avant-garde art gallery occupies a hulking redbrick warehouse by the river, and remains the top venue in town for modern art, as well as occasional exhibitions of dance, film and photography.

Bristol Shakespeare Festival

(www.bristolshakespeare.org.uk) Britain’s biggest outdoor festival devoted to the Bard, held between May and September.

City Museum & Art Gallery


(Queen’s Rd; [image: ] 10am-5pm) Housed in a stunning Edwardian baroque building, the City Museum & Art Gallery has an excellent collection of British and French art; galleries dedicated to ceramics and decorative arts; and archaeological, geological and natural-history wings.


BANKSY

Banksy has become world-famous for his stencil art graffiti, and though his true identity is a closely guarded secret, it’s rumoured he was born in 1974 in Yate (near Chipping Sodbury), 12 miles from Bristol, and cut his teeth in a city graffiti outfit. Headline-grabbing works include issuing spoof British £10 notes (with Princess Diana’s head on them instead of the Queen’s); replacing 500 copies of Paris Hilton’s debut album in record shops with remixes (featuring tracks titled ‘Why Am I Famous?’ and ‘What Have I Done?’); and covertly inserting his own version of a primitive cave painting (with a human hunter-gatherer pushing a shopping trolley) into the British Museum. A few of his works survive in Bristol’s city centre. Look out for his notorious love triangle (featuring an angry husband, a two-timing wife, and a naked man dangling from a window) at the bottom of Park St. Banksy’s ghostly take on Charion, the River Styx boatman, graces the side of the Thekla, and there’s a large mural called Mild Wild West featuring a Molotov-cocktail-wielding teddy bear on Cheltenham Rd, opposite the junction with Jamaica St. For more, check out www.banksy.co.uk.



Canterbury

Canterbury Festival

(www.canterburyfestival.co.uk) Myriad musicians, comedians, theatre groups and other artists from around the world come to the party for two weeks in mid-October.

Marlowe Theatre


(www.marlowetheatre.com; The Friars) Newly reopened theatre that’s fast becoming one of southern England’s leading arts centre. Shows are diverse – Christmas pantos, Handel’s Messiah and Bob the Builder have all been performed here.

Cheltenham

Holst Birthplace Museum

(www.holstmuseum.org.uk; 4 Clarence Rd; adult/child £4.50/4; [image: ] 10am-4pm Tue-Sat) The composer Gustav Holst was born in Cheltenham in 1874, and his childhood home has been turned into a museum celebrating his life and work. The rooms are laid out in typical period fashion and feature much Holst memorabilia, including the piano on which most of The Planets was composed. You can also visit the Victorian kitchen, which explains what life was like ‘below stairs’.


CHELTENHAM FESTIVALS & EVENTS

Cheltenham is renowned as a city of festivals (www.cheltenhamfestivals.com), and throughout the year you’ll find major events going on in the city.

Folk Festival A showcase of traditional and new-age folk talent in February.

Jazz Festival An imaginative program hailed as the UK’s finest jazz fest, held in late April.

Science Festival Exploring the delights and intrigues of the world of science in June.

Music Festival A celebration of traditional and contemporary sounds with a geographical theme, in July.

Literature Festival A 10-day celebration of writers and the written word in October.




Chichester

Chichester Festival Theatre

(www.cft.org.uk; Oakland’s Park) This somewhat Soviet-looking playhouse was built in 1962 and has a long and distinguished history. Sir Laurence Olivier was the theatre’s first director and Ingrid Bergman, Sir John Gielgud and Sir Anthony Hopkins are a few of the other famous names to have performed here. It’s one of the main venues for the annual Chichester Festivities festival (www.chifest.org.uk).

Pallant House Gallery

(www.pallant.org.uk; 9 North Pallant; adult/child £8.25/2.30; [image: ] 10am-5pm Tue-Sat, 12.30-5pm Sun) A Queen Anne mansion built by a local wine merchant, handsome Pallant House, along with a recently opened modern wing, hosts this superb gallery focusing on 20th-century, mostly British, art. Showstoppers such as Caulfield, Freud, Sutherland, Auerbach and Moore are interspersed with international names such as Filla, Le Corbusier and Kitaj. Most of these older works are in the mansion while the new wing is packed with pop art and temporary shows of modern and contemporary work.

Chipping Camden

Olimpick Games

(www.olimpickgames.co.uk) Annual ‘alternative’ Olympic games, held in the small Cotswolds town and celebrating its 400-year anniversary in 2012. Events include tug-of-war, morris dancing, piano smashing, dwile flonking (two teams dancing round each other while avoiding a beer-soaked cloth thrown in their direction) and the ever-popular shin kicking.

Glastonbury

Glastonbury Festival

(www.glastonburyfestivals.co.uk) Britain’s, if not the world’s, most famous annual musical festival takes place each June in Pilton, near Glastonbury. For 40 years the bands and crowds have been showing up and many a performer (Tom Jones, Jay-Z) has found a whole new fan base after appearing here. Such is the popularity of this extravaganza of music, dance, spirituality and general all-round weirdness that not even the habitual rain and ensuing thick mud puts people off.


Glyndebourne

In 1934 science teacher John Christie and his opera-singer wife decided to build a 1200-seat opera house in the middle of nowhere. It seemed a magnificent folly at the time. But now, Glyndebourne, 4 miles east of Lewes, is one of England’s best places to enjoy the arts, with a season that runs from late May to the end of August. Tickets can be like gold dust so book well ahead. And bring your glad rags: dress code is strictly black tie and evening dress.

Henley-on-Thames

Henley Festival

(www.henley-festival.co.uk) In the week following the regatta, the town continues its celebrations with the Henley Festival, a vibrant black-tie affair that features everything from big-name international stars to quirky, alternative acts – anything from opera to rock, jazz, comedy and swing. The main events take place on a floating stage on the Thames.

Henley Royal Regatta

(www.hrr.co.uk) The cream of English society descends on this small town each July for a celebration of boating, backslapping and the beau monde. The five-day regatta has grown into a major fixture in the social calendar of the upwardly mobile and is a massive corporate entertainment opportunity. These days, hanging out on the lawn swilling champagne and looking rich and beautiful is the main event, and although rowers of the highest calibre compete, most spectators appear to take little interest in what’s happening on the water.

Isle of Wight

Isle of Wight Festival

(www.isleofwightfestival.com; Newport) This midsummer festival, with major headlining acts such as Bruce Springsteen and Coldplay, hopes to emulate the spirit of the legendary 1970 event when around 600,000 people watched Jimi Hendrix, The Who, Joni Mitchell and others peform. Bestival (www.bestival.net), in early to mid-September, revels in an eclectic, counter-culture feel, drawing the Pet Shop Boys, Scissor Sisters, Dizzee Rascal and more.


Margate

Turner Contemporary

(www.turnercontemporary.org; Rendezvous; Tue-Sun & bank holidays 10am-6pm) Margate put itself on the cultural map in 2011 with the opening of this new art space. The programme of exhibitions aims to show connections within art from 1750 to the present day and has included famous pieces like Rodin’s The Kiss.

Oxford

Modern Art Oxford

(www.modernartoxford.org.uk; 30 Pembroke St; [image: ] 10am-5pm Tue-Sat, noon-5pm Sun) Far removed from Oxford’s musty hallways of history, this is one of the best contemporary-art museums outside London, with heavyweight exhibitions, a wonderful gallery space and plenty of activities for children.

Oxford Playhouse

(www.oxfordplayhouse.com; Beaumont St) The city’s main stage for quality drama also hosts an impressive selection of touring theatre, music and dance, while the Burton Taylor Studio has quirky student productions.

Reading

Reading Festival

(www.readingfestival.com) One of the world’s oldest music festivals, Reading still pulls in the crowds and the big-name bands for its annual August Bank Holiday weekend of entertainment. Lesser-known musicians can get their big break, while headliners like Kings of Leon and Radiohead belt out their biggest hits. Acts whiz between here and Leeds, joint hosts of the festival.

Rochester

Dickens Festival

(www.dickens2012.org/rochester-dickens-festival) It’s only fitting that in the town where Dickens spent his early and later years they celebrate each year with a festival, and in June 2012, the bicentenary of his birth, it’s guaranteed to be bigger then ever, with street performance, music and drama, all with a Victorian flavour.


St Albans

St Albans Beer Festival

(www.hertsale.org.uk/beerfest) To pint-swilling connoisseurs, real ale is the only brew that matters. To celebrate its key role in national culture, Camra (the Campaign for Real Ale) hosts a four-day beer festival in St Albans at the end of September. Over 9000 people converge on the Alban Arena off St Peter’s St to sample and talk about the 350-odd real ales on tap and the 500 or so cask and bottled beers, ciders and perries. With food, music and good booze on offer, and tickets a mere £2 to £4, it’s a great excuse for a party.

St Ives

Barbara Hepworth Museum & Sculpture Garden

(www.tate.org.uk/stives; Barnoon Hill; adult/child £5.75/3.25; [image: ] 10am-5pm Mar-Oct, 10am-4pm Tue-Sun Nov-Feb) Barbara Hepworth (1903–75) was one of the leading abstract sculptors of the 20th century, and a key figure in the St Ives art scene; fittingly her former studio has been transformed into a moving archive and museum. The studio itself has remained almost untouched since her death in a fire, and the adjoining garden contains some of her most famous sculptures. A joint ticket for Tate St Ives can be purchased for adult/child £8.75/4.50. Hepworth’s work is scattered throughout St Ives; look for her sculptures outside the Guildhall and inside the 15th-century parish church of St Ia.

Tate St Ives

(www.tate.org.uk/stives; Porthmeor Beach; adult/child £5.75/3.25; [image: ] 10am-5pm Mar-Oct, 10am-4pm Tue-Sun Nov-Feb) The artwork almost takes second place to the surroundings at the stunning Tate St Ives, which hovers above Porthmeor Beach. Built in 1993, the gallery contains work by celebrated local artists, including Terry Frost, Patrick Heron and Barbara Hepworth, and hosts regular special exhibitions. On the top floor there’s a stylish cafe-bar with imaginative bistro food and some of the best sea views in St Ives. There are plenty more galleries around town; at the Sloop Craft Market you’ll find a treasure trove of tiny artists’ studios selling everything from handmade jewellery to driftwood furniture.
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MINACK THEATRE

In terms of theatrical settings, the Minack (www.minack.com) really has to take top billing. Carved directly into the crags overlooking Porthcurno Bay and the azure-blue Atlantic, this amazing clifftop amphitheatre was the lifelong passion of local lady Rowena Cade, who dreamt up the idea in the 1930s and oversaw the theatre until her death in 1983. It’s now a hugely popular place for alfresco theatre, with a 17-week season running from mid-May to mid-September: regulars bring wine, picnic supplies, wet-weather gear and – most importantly of all, considering the seats are carved out of granite – very comfy cushions.

The Minack is three miles from Land’s End and 9 miles from Penzance. Bus 1/1A from Penzance stops several times daily.



Salisbury

Salisbury Festival

(www.salisburyfestival.co.uk) A prestigious, eclectic event running from late May to early June, the Salisbury Festival encompasses classical, world and pop music, plus theatre, literature and art in venues across the city.

Central England

This region of Britain is not all about Shakespeare, but there’s no denying the impact and continuing appeal of the bard, and his hometown, Stratford-upon-Avon, has plenty to keep enthusiasts happy. Elsewhere, there are wonderful music festivals and reminders of England’s greatest painters.

Aldeburgh


Aldeburgh Festival

(www.aldeburgh.co.uk) Seaside Aldeburgh has a lively cultural scene, with its focal point being the annual arts and music festival held in June. Running for over 60 years, it was originally started by composer Benjamin Britten, who lived and worked here (he’s commemorated by Maggi Hambling’s wonderful Scallop sculpture on the seafront).

Birmingham

Artsfest

(www.artsfest.org.uk) The UK’s largest free arts festival features visual arts, dance and musical performances in venues across the city in September.

Birmingham Museum & Art Gallery

(www.bmag.org.uk; Chamberlain Sq; admission free; [image: ] 10am-5pm Mon-Thu & Sat, 10.30am-5pm Fri, 12.30-5pm Sun) Housed in the annexe at the back of Council House, this delightful gallery houses an impressive collection of ancient treasures and Victorian art, including an important collection of major Pre-Raphaelite works by Rossetti, Edward Burne-Jones and others. The museum’s latest arrival is part of the Staffordshire Hoard, a treasure trove of 7th-century Anglo-Saxon gold, unearthed in a field near Lichfield in 2009.

Jam House

(www.thejamhouse.com; 1 St Paul’s Sq; [image: ] noon-midnight Tue & Wed, noon-1am Thu, noon-2am Fri & Sat) Nasal-toned piano-meister Jools Holland was the brains behind this moody music venue in posh St Paul’s Sq. Acts range from jazz big bands to famous soul crooners.

Symphony Hall

(www.symphonyhall.co.uk; Broad St) To hear top talent from the world of classical music, head to the ultramodern Symphony Hall, the official home of the City of Birmingham Symphony Orchestra. Shows also take place in the handsome auditorium at the Town Hall.

Cambridge


Arts Theatre

(www.cambridgeartstheatre.com; 6 St Edward’s Passage) Cambridge’s biggest bona fide theatre puts on everything from pantomime to drama, fresh from London’s West End.

Cambridge Folk Festival

(www.cambridgefolkfestival.co.uk) Massively popular annual festival held in July offering an eclectic mix of acts – Joan Baez, Mumford & Sons, Chumbawamba –s under a very loosely defined ‘folk’ theme.

Corn Exchange

(www.cornex.co.uk; Wheeler St) The city’s main centre for arts and entertainment, attracting top names from the worlds of pop to rock to ballet.


DEDHAM VALE

Now known as Constable country (the painter was born in East Bergholt and found inspiration in the country lanes, springtime fields and babbling creeks round here), Dedham Vale centres on the picturesque villages of Dedham, East Bergholt and Flatford, and is a glorious area to explore on foot or by bike. There’s a tourist office (www.dedhamvalestourvalley.org; Flatford Lane, East Bergholt; [image: ] 10am-5pm Easter-Oct, 10.30am-4pm Sat & Sun Nov–mid-Mar) beside the vale’s top attraction, Flatford Mill, once owned by the artist’s family and now used as an education centre (no public access). Constable fans will recognise the picturesque red-brick mill immediately as it features in many of his paintings and remains as idyllic a setting today. Near the mill is thatched Bridge Cottage (www.nationaltrust.org.uk; Flatford Lane, East Bergholt; parking £2.70; [image: ] 10.30am-5.30pm May-Sep; admission free), which has an exhibition on the artist. The cottage has varied opening hours outside high season. Check the website for details.




Leicester

Leicester Caribbean Carnival

(www.leicestercarnival.com) In August the city hosts the biggest Caribbean celebration in the country after London’s Notting Hill Carnival, with lots of colourful costumes.

Leicester Comedy Festival

(www.comedy-festival.co.uk) Held in February, this is the country’s longest-running comedy festival, drawing big names as well as fresh talent.

Lichfield

Samuel Johnson Birthplace Museum

(www.samueljohnsonbirthplace.org.uk; Breadmarket St; [image: ] 10.30am-4.30pm Apr-Sep, 11am-3.30pm Oct-Mar) A short walk south of Erasmus Darwin House, this small but absorbing museum charts the life of the pioneering lexicographer Samuel Johnson, who moved to London from his native Lichfield and devoted nine years to producing the first dictionary of the English language.

Norwich

Sainsbury Centre for Visual Arts

(www.scva.org.uk; [image: ] 10am-5pm Tue-Sun) Housed in the first major building by Norman Foster, now the darling of Britain’s architectural set, the Sainsbury Centre, 2 miles west of the city centre, is the most important centre for the arts in East Anglia. Filled with an eclectic collection of works by Picasso, Moore, Degas and Bacon, displayed beside art from Africa, the Pacific and the Americas, it also houses changing exhibitions that cover everything from local heritage to international art movements. Even if you’re not an art buff, you’re almost guaranteed to find something of interest going on here.

Nottingham

Newstead Abbey


(www.newsteadabbey.org.uk; adult/child £8/3.50, gardens only £4/2.50; [image: ] house noon-5pm Fri-Mon Apr-Sep, garden 9am-dusk year-round) These evocative lakeside ruins, 12 miles north of Nottingham, are forever associated with the original tortured romantic, Lord Byron (1788–1824), who owned the house until 1817. Founded as an Augustinian priory in around 1170, the building was converted into a residence after the dissolution of the monasteries in 1539, and Byron’s old living quarters are full of suitably eccentric memorabilia.

Nottingham Contemporary

(www.nottinghamcontemporary.org; Weekday Cross; [image: ] 10am-7pm Tue-Fri, 10am-6pm Sat, 11am-5pm Sun) Housed in an eye-catching building fronted with lace-patterned concrete, this sleek gallery lives up to its name, with lots of edgy, design-oriented exhibitions of paintings, prints, photography and sculpture.
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Stratford-upon-Avon

Holy Trinity Church

(www.stratford-upon-avon.org; Old Town; admission to church free, Shakespeare’s grave adult/child £1.50/50p; [image: ] 8.30am-6pm Mon-Sat, 12.30-5pm Sun Apr-Sep, reduced low-season hr) The final resting place of the bard is said to be the most visited parish church in England. Inside are handsome 16th- and 17th-century tombs (particularly in the Clopton Chapel), some fabulous carvings on the choir stalls and, of course, the grave of William Shakespeare, with its ominous epitaph: ‘cvrst be he yt moves my bones’.

Royal Shakespeare Company

(www.rsc.org.uk; tickets £8-38) Three grand stages in Stratford give visitors the chance to experience a live performance of the local lad’s work – the Royal Shakespeare Theatre and Swan Theatre on Waterside and the Courtyard Theatre on Southern Lane. There are often special deals for under-25-year-olds, students and seniors, and a few tickets are held back for sale on the day of the performance, but eager backpackers tend to snap these up fast. Wise theatregoers book well ahead.

The Shakespeare Houses


(www.shakespeare.org.uk; adult/child all five properties £19/12, three in-town houses £12.50/8; [image: ] 9am-5pm Apr-Oct, see website for low-season hr) Five of the most important buildings associated with Shakespeare contain museums that form the core of the visitor experience at Stratford, run by the Shakespeare Birthplace Trust.

Shakespeare’s Birthplace

(Henley St) Start your Shakespeare tour at the house where the world’s most famous playwright supposedly spent his childhood days (the jury is still out on whether this really was Shakespeare’s birthplace). Set behind a modern facade, the house contains restored Tudor rooms, live presentations from famous Shakespearean characters, and an engaging exhibition on Stratford’s favourite son.

Nash’s House & New Place

(cnr Chapel St & Chapel Lane) When Shakespeare retired, he swapped the bright lights of London for a comfortable town house at New Pl, where he died of unknown causes in April 1616. The house was demolished in 1759, but an attractive Elizabethan knot garden occupies part of the grounds. Displays in the adjacent Nash’s House, where Shakespeare’s granddaughter Elizabeth lived, describe the town’s history, and there’s a collection of 17th-century furniture and tapestries.

Hall’s Croft

(Old Town) Shakespeare’s daughter Susanna married respected doctor John Hall, and their fine Elizabethan town house is south of the centre on the way to Holy Trinity Church. Deviating from the main Shakespearean theme, the exhibition offers fascinating insights into medicine in the 16th century.

Anne Hathaway’s Cottage

(Cottage Lane, Shottery) Before marrying Shakespeare, Anne Hathaway lived in Shottery, a mile west of the centre, in this pretty thatched farmhouse. As well as period furniture, there’s an orchard and arboretum, with examples of all the trees mentioned in Shakespeare’s plays. A footpath (no bikes allowed) leads to Shottery from Evesham Pl.

Mary Arden’s Farm


(Station Rd, Wilmcote) If you fancy going back even further, you can visit the childhood home of Shakespeare’s mum at Wilmcote, 3 miles west of Stratford. Aimed firmly at families, the farm has exhibits tracing country life over the centuries, with nature trails, falconry displays and a collection of rare-breed farm animals.

Sudbury

Gainsborough’s House

(www.gainsborough.org; 46 Gainsborough St; adult/child £4.50/3.60; [image: ] 10am-5pm Mon-Sat) Sudbury is a bustling market town which draws visitors to the birthplace of painter Thomas Gainsborough and the largest collection of his work in the world. The 16th-century house and gardens feature a Georgian facade built by Gainsborough’s own father in the 18th century and a mulberry tree that features in some of his son’s paintings. Inside, look for his earliest known work, A Boy and a Girl in a Landscape, and the exquisite Lady Tracy, celebrated for its delicate portrayal of drapery.


GRANDADDY OF THE MODERN OLYMPICS

All eyes will be on London for the 2012 Olympics, but tiny Much Wenlock will be holding its own Olympic Games in July the same year – as it has every year since 1850. The idea was the brainchild of local doctor William Penny Brookes, who created a tournament for ‘every kind of man’, with running races, high and long jumps, tilting, hammer throwing and wheelbarrow races – plus glee singing, knitting and sewing so every kind of woman didn’t feel left out. The games soon piqued the interest of Baron Pierre Coubertin, who visited Much Wenlock in 1890 and consulted Brookes extensively before launching the modern Olympic Games in Athens in 1896. Unfortunately, Brookes was effectively airbrushed out of the Olympic story until 1994, when International Olympic Committee President Juan Antonio Samaranch visited Much Wenlock to pay his respects to ‘the founder of the Modern Olympic Games’. For more information see www.wenlock-olympian-society.org.uk.



Worcester

Elgar Birthplace Museum

(www.elgarmuseum.org; Lower Broadheath; adult/child £7/3; [image: ] 11am-5pm, closed late-Dec–Jan) England’s most popular classical composer is celebrated with appropriate pomp and circumstance in the humble cottage where he was born in 1857. Admission includes an audio tour with musical interludes so that you can appreciate what all the fuss is about.

Northern England

The regeneration of northern cities like Newcastle, Liverpool and Manchester has had a cultural impact that now matches the traditional draws of the Lake District and Haworth.


BAD-LUCK BRONTËS

The Reverend Patrick Brontë, his wife Maria and six children moved to Haworth Parsonage in 1820. Within four years Maria and the two eldest daughters had died from cancer and tuberculosis. The treble tragedy led the good reverend to keep his remaining family close to him, and for the next few years the children were home-schooled in a highly creative environment.

The three sisters, Charlotte, Emily and Anne, were soon setting the London literary world alight with the publication of three superb novels – Jane Eyre, Wuthering Heights and Agnes Grey – in one extraordinary year (1847), but the happiness was short-lived. Branwell, their brother, died of tuberculosis in 1848. Emily fell ill with the same disease soon after her brother’s funeral and died on 19 December. Anne, who had also been sick, was next; Charlotte took her to Scarborough for a sea cure, but she died on 28 May 1849.


The remaining family never recovered. Despite her growing fame, Charlotte struggled with depression and never quite adapted to her position in literary society. Despite her misgivings she eventually married, but died in the early stages of pregnancy on 31 March 1855. All things considered, it’s hardly surprising that poor old Patrick Brontë spent the remaining years of his life becoming increasingly insane.



Haworth

Brontë Parsonage Museum

(www.bronte.info; Church St; adult/child £6.50/3.50; [image: ] 10am-5.30pm Apr-Sep, 11am-5pm Oct-Mar) Set in a pretty garden overlooking the church and graveyard, the house where the Brontë family lived from 1820 till 1861 is now a museum. The rooms are meticulously furnished and decorated exactly as they were in the Brontë era, with many personal possessions on display. There’s also a neat and informative exhibition, which includes the fascinating miniature books the Brontës wrote as children.

Haworth Parish Church

(Church St; [image: ] 9am-5.30pm) Haworth Parish Church is a lovely old place of worship built in the late 19th century on the site of the older church that the Brontë sisters knew, which was demolished in 1879. In the surrounding churchyard, gravestones are covered in moss or thrust to one side by gnarled tree roots, giving the place a tremendous feeling of age.

Lake District

Brantwood

(www.brantwood.org.uk; near Coniston; adult/child £6.30/1.35, gardens only £4.50/1.35; [image: ] 11am-5.30pm mid-Mar–mid-Nov, to 4.30pm Wed-Sun mid-Nov–mid-Mar) John Ruskin (1819–1900), the Victorian polymath, philosopher and critic, was one of the great thinkers of 19th-century society, expounding views on everything from Venetian architecture to the finer points of traditional lace-making. In 1871 he purchased Brantwood and spent the next 20 years expanding the house and grounds, championing the value of traditional ‘Arts and Crafts’ over soulless factory-made materials.


Dove Cottage

(www.wordsworth.org.uk; Grasmere; adult/child £7.50/4.50; [image: ] 9.30am-5.30pm, last admission 4pm winter) Covered with climbing roses, honeysuckle and tiny latticed windows, the most famous of Wordsworth’s former homes contains some fascinating artefacts – fine portraits of the poet, a cabinet containing his spectacles, shaving case and razor, and a set of scales used by de Quincey to weigh out his opium. Next door is the Wordsworth Museum & Art Gallery, with a collection relating to the Romantic movement. It regularly hosts events and poetry readings.

Hill Top

(www.nationaltrust.org.uk; adult/child £6.50/3.10; [image: ] 10am-4.30pm mid-May–Aug, 10.30am-4.30pm mid-Mar–mid-May & Sep-Oct, 11.30am-3.30pm mid-Feb–mid-Mar) In the tiny village of Near Sawrey, 2 miles south of Hawkshead, this farmhouse is a must for Beatrix Potter buffs: it was the first house she lived in after moving to the Lake District, and it’s also where she wrote and illustrated many of her famous tales. Purchased in 1905 (largely on the proceeds of her first bestseller, The Tale of Peter Rabbit), Hill Top is crammed with decorative details that fans will recognise from the author’s illustrations.

Rydal Mount

(www.rydalmount.co.uk; near Ambleside; adult/child £6/2.50, gardens only adults £4; [image: ] 9.30am-5pm daily Mar-Oct, 11am-4pm Wed-Mon Nov & Feb) While most people flock to Dove Cottage in search of William Wordsworth, those in the know head for Rydal Mount, the Wordsworth family home from 1813 until his death in 1850, 1½ miles northwest of Ambleside. Still owned by the poet’s distant descendants, the house is a treasure trove of Wordsworth memorabilia. On the top floor is Wordsworth’s attic study, containing his encyclopedia and a sword belonging to his younger brother John, who was killed in a shipwreck in 1805.

World of Beatrix Potter


(www.hop-skip-jump.com; Windermere; adult/child £6.75/3.50; [image: ] 10am-5.30pm Apr-Sep, 10am-4.30pm Oct-Mar) This decidedly odd theme attraction brings to life scenes from Beatrix Potter’s books (including Peter Rabbit’s garden and Mr McGregor’s greenhouse) using a combination of life-size models and themed rooms.

Leeds

Grand Theatre & Opera House

(www.leedsgrandtheatre.com; 46 New Briggate) Hosts musicals, plays and opera, including performances by the acclaimed Opera North (www.operanorth.co.uk).

Henry Moore Institute

(www.henry-moore-fdn.co.uk; The Headrow; [image: ] 10am-5.30pm Thu-Mon, 10am-9pm Wed) Housed in a converted Victorian warehouse in the city centre, this gallery showcases the work of 20th-century sculptors, but not, despite the name, anything by Henry Moore (1898–1986), who graduated from the Leeds School of Art. To see works by Moore, head to the Yorkshire Sculpture Park.

Leeds Art Gallery

(www.leeds.gov.uk/artgallery; The Headrow; [image: ] 10am-5pm Mon, Tue & Thu-Sat, noon-5pm Wed, 1-5pm Sun) The municipal gallery is packed with 19th- and 20th-century British heavyweights – Turner, Constable, Stanley Spencer, Wyndham Lewis et al – along with contemporary pieces by more recent arrivals such as Antony Gormley, sculptor of the Angel of the North.

Leeds Festival

The August Bank Holiday (the weekend preceding the last Monday in August) sees 50,000-plus music fans converge on Bramham Park, 10 miles outside the city centre, for this mammoth festival, sharing the acts with Reading.

Yorkshire Sculpture Park

(www.ysp.co.uk; Bretton, near Wakefield; admission free, parking £4; [image: ] 10am-6pm Apr-Sep, to 5pm Oct-Mar) One of England’s most impressive collections of sculpture is scattered across the formidable 18th-century estate of Bretton Park, 12 miles south of Leeds. The work of dozens of sculptors, both national and international, can be found here, but the main focus is on local kids Barbara Hepworth (1903–75) and Henry Moore (1898–1986).

Liverpool

Beatles Story

(www.beatlesstory.com; Albert Dock; adult/child £12.95/6.50; [image: ] 9am-7pm, last admission 5pm) Liverpool’s most popular museum won’t illuminate any dark, juicy corners in the turbulent history of the world’s most famous foursome – there’s ne’er a mention of internal discord, drugs or Yoko Ono – but there’s plenty of genuine memorabilia to keep a Beatles fan happy.

St George’s Hall

(www.stgeorgesliverpool.co.uk; William Brown St; [image: ] 10am-5pm Tue-Sat, 1-5pm Sun) Arguably Liverpool’s most impressive building is the Grade I–listed St George’s Hall, a magnificent example of neoclassical architecture that is as imposing today as it was when it was completed in 1854. Curiously, it was built as law courts and a concert hall – presumably a judge could pass sentence and then relax to a string quartet. Today it serves as an all-purpose cultural and civic centre, hosting concerts, corporate gigs and a host of other civic get-togethers; it is also the focal point of any city-wide celebration.

Tate Liverpool

(www.tate.org.uk/liverpool; Albert Dock; special exhibitions adult/child from £5/4; [image: ] 10am-5.50pm) Touted as the home of modern art in the north, this gallery features a substantial checklist of 20th-century artists across its four floors, as well as touring exhibitions from the mother ship on London’s Bankside.

Walker Art Gallery

(www.liverpoolmuseums.org.uk/walker; William Brown St; [image: ] 10am-5pm) Touted as the ‘National Gallery of the North’, Liverpool’s foremost gallery houses an outstanding collection of art from the 14th to the 21st centuries. Its strong suits are Pre-Raphaelite art, modern British art and sculpture – not to mention the rotating exhibits of contemporary expression.


Manchester

Bridgewater Hall

(www.bridgewater-hall.co.uk; Lower Mosley St) The world-renowned Hallé Orchestra has its home at this enormous and impressive concert hall, which hosts up to 250 concerts and events a year. It has a widespread program that includes opera, folk music, children’s shows, comedy and contemporary music.

FutureEverything

(www.futureeverything.org) Superb music and media arts festival that takes place in various venues over a week in mid-May.

Lowry

(www.thelowry.com; Pier 8, Salford Quays; [image: ] 11am-8pm Tue-Fri, 10am-8pm Sat, 11am-6pm Sun & Mon) The Lowry is the Salford Quays’ most notable success, home to more than 300 paintings and drawings by northern England’s favourite artist, LS Lowry (1887–1976). Born in nearby Stretford, he became famous for his humanistic depictions of industrial landscapes and northern towns.

Manchester Art Gallery

(www.manchestergalleries.org; Mosley St; [image: ] 10am-5pm Tue-Sun) A superb collection of British art and a hefty number of European masters are on display at the city’s top gallery. The older wing, designed by Charles Barry (of Houses of Parliament fame) in 1834, has an impressive collection that includes 37 Turner watercolours, as well as the country’s best collection of Pre-Raphaelite art. The newer gallery features a permanent collection of 20th-century British art starring Lucien Freud, Francis Bacon, Stanley Spencer, Henry Moore and David Hockney.

Manchester Pride

(www.manchesterpride.com) One of Britain’s biggest celebrations of gay, bisexual and transgender life, held in late August.

National Football Museum

(www.nationalfootballmuseum.com; Urbis, Cathedral Gardens, Corporation St) Newly opened museum dedicated to the world’s most popular sport in the city that’s home to two great English football teams. Exhibits include a shirt worn during the world’s first international match in 1872; the 1966 World Cup Final ball, and Maradona’s shirt from the 1986 ‘Hand of God’ quarter-final match between England and Argentina.

Newcastle

36 Lime Street

(www.36limestreet.co.uk; Ouseburn Warehouse, 36 Lime St) The artistic, independent spirit of Newcastle’s Ouseburn area is particularly well represented in this artists’ cooperative, the largest of its kind in the northeast, featuring an interesting mix of artists, performers, designers and musicians. As it’s a working studio you can’t just wander in, but there are regular exhibitions and open days.

BALTIC Centre for Contemporary Art

(www.balticmill.com; Gateshead Quays; [image: ] 10am-6pm Wed-Mon, from 10.30am Tue) Once a grain store overlooking the Tyne on the Gateshead side, BALTIC is now an art gallery to rival London’s Tate Modern. Unlike the Tate, there are no permanent exhibitions here, but the constantly rotating shows feature the work and installations of some of contemporary art’s biggest show-stoppers.

Biscuit Factory

(www.thebiscuitfactory.com; 16 Stoddart St; [image: ] 11am-5pm Sun & Mon, 10am-6pm Tue-Sat, to 8pm Thu) The country’s biggest art shop, where you can peruse and buy work by artists from near and far in a variety of mediums, including painting, sculpture, glassware and furniture, much of which has a northeast theme.

Laing Art Gallery

(www.twmuseums.org.uk; New Bridge St; [image: ] 10am-5pm Mon-Sat, 2-5pm Sun) The exceptional collection at the Laing includes works by Gainsborough, Gauguin and Henry Moore, and an important collection of paintings by Northumberland-born artist John Martin (1789–1854). Free guided tours run Saturdays at 11am.

Sage Gateshead


(www.thesagegateshead.org; Gateshead Quays) Few contemporary pieces of architecture will stand the test of time, but Norman Foster’s magnificent chrome-and-glass horizontal bottle might just be one that does. Most come to gape and wander, some to hear live music, from folk to classical orchestras, or engage in educational or research activities. It is the home of the Northern Sinfonia and Folkworks.


[image: ]

Millennium Bridge, designed by Wilkinson Eyre, links Newcastle with Gateshead over the Tyne. Foster & Partners’ Sage Centre and the Tyne Bridge, designed by Mott, Hay & Anderson, are in the background.

John Freeman / Lonely Planet Images



Seven Stories – the Centre for Children’s Books

(www.sevenstories.org.uk; 30 Lime St; adult/child £6/5; [image: ] 10am-5pm Mon-Sat, to 4pm Sun) A very hands-on museum dedicated to the wondrous world of children’s literature. Across the seven floors you’ll find original manuscripts, a growing collection of artwork from the 1930s onwards, and a constantly changing program of exhibitions, activities and events designed to encourage the AA Milnes of the new millennium.

Theatre Royal

(www.theatreroyal.co.uk; 100 Grey St) The winter home of the Royal Shakespeare Company is full of Victorian splendour and has an excellent program of drama.

Richmond

Georgian Theatre Royal

(www.georgiantheatreroyal.co.uk; Victoria Rd; tours per person £3.50; [image: ] tours hourly 10am-4pm Mon-Sat mid-Feb–mid-Dec) Built in 1788, this is the most complete Georgian playhouse in Britain. Tours include a look at the country’s oldest surviving stage scenery, painted between 1818 and 1836; or book to see a show and experience the full spectacle of a performance.

York

Jorvik Viking Festival

(www.vikingjorvik.com) For a week in mid-February, York is invaded by Vikings once again as part of this festival, which features battle re-enactments, themed walks, markets and other bits of Viking-themed fun.

York City Art Gallery


(www.yorkartgallery.org.uk; Exhibition Sq; [image: ] 10am-5pm) Includes works by Reynolds, Nash, Boudin, LS Lowry and controversial York artist William Etty, who, back in the 1820s, was the first major British artist to specialise in nude painting.

York Food Festival

(www.yorkfoodfestival.com) Ten-day celebration of all that’s good to eat and drink in Yorkshire – food stalls, markets, tastings, beer tent, cookery demonstrations.

Wales

Wales has plenty of options for appreciating its unique history and proud cultural heritage, including world-famous festivals like the Eisteddfod and lesser-known but attention-grabbing events like bog snorkelling.

Aberystwyth

National Library of Wales

(www.llgc.org.uk; admission free; [image: ] 9.30am-5pm Mon-Sat) Sitting proudly on a hilltop half a mile east of town, the National Library is a cultural powerhouse, holding millions of books in many languages. The Hengwrt Room is where they display all of the really important stuff, such as the 12th-century Black Book of Carmarthen (the oldest existing Welsh text) and the 13th-century Tintern Abbey Bible. Other galleries display an ever-stimulating set of changing exhibitions.

Builth Wells (Llanfair-Ym-Muallt)

Royal Welsh Agricultural Show

(www.rwas.co.uk) Builth Wells fills to bursting at the beginning of July, when 230,000 people descend for this show (founded 1904), which involves everything from livestock judging to lumberjack competitions.

Cardiff

Cardiff Festival


(www.cardiff-festival.com) Running from July to early September, this festival includes the Welsh Proms, Big Weekend, Cardiff Comedy Festival, a Grand Medieval Melee and lots more.

Doctor Who Up Close

(www.doctorwhoexhibitions.com; Red Dragon Centre; adult/child £6.50/5; [image: ] 10am-6.30pm) Cardiff city locations have featured in many episodes of the reinvented classic TV series Doctor Who and the spin-off series Torchwood. Capitalising on Timelord tourism, this permanent exhibition has props and costumes from both shows displayed alongside video clips from the episodes they feature in. It’s great fun – especially when you come face to face with full-size Daleks in full ‘ex-ter-min-ate’ mode.

National Museum Cardiff

(www.museumwales.ac.uk; Gorsedd Gardens Rd; [image: ] 10am-5pm Tue-Sun) The art gallery section of this huge museum houses an excellent collection, including many impressionist and postimpressionist pieces. Treasures include works by Monet, Renoir, Matisse and Van Gogh, along with modern luminaries Francis Bacon and David Hockney. Welsh artists such as Richard Wilson, Thomas Jones, David Jones, Gwen John and Augustus John are well represented.

Crickhowell (Crughywel)

Green Man Festival

(www.greenman.net; Glanusk Park; adult/child £120/50) Staged in late August, 2 miles west of Crickhowell, Green Man is a summer music festival with a strong green ethos. Despite its relatively small size (around 10,000 people), it consistently attracts the current ‘it’ bands of the alternative music firmament – acts like Animal Collective, Joanna Newsom, Flaming Lips and Wilco, and legends such as Jarvis Cocker and Robert Plant. Unsurprisingly, it sells out early.



LLANWRTYD WELL’S WACKY EVENTS

While mulling over how to encourage tourism in the small town of Llanwrtyd Wells, some citizens started an inspired roll call of unconventionality. There’s something on each month (see www.green-events.co.uk for more details), but these are the wackiest.

Man vs Horse Marathon (mid-Jun) The event that kicked all the craziness off, it’s been held every year since 1980 and has resulted in some tense finishes. Two-legged runners have won only twice, the first in 2004.

Saturnalia Beer Festival & Mountain Bike Chariot Racing (mid-Jan) Roman-themed festival including a ‘best-dressed Roman’ competition, the devouring of stuffed bulls’ testicles and the chariot race.

Real Ale Wobble & Ramble (Nov) In conjunction with the Mid-Wales Beer Festival, cyclists and walkers follow waymarked routes (10, 15 or 25 miles, or 35 miles for the wobblers), supping real ales at the ‘pintstops’ along the way.

Mari Llwyd (New Year’s Eve) A revival of the ancient practice of parading a horse’s skull from house to house while reciting Welsh poetry.

World Bog-Snorkelling Championships (Aug bank holiday) The most famous event of all. Competitors are allowed wetsuits, snorkels and flippers to traverse a trench cut out of a peat bog, using no recognisable swimming stroke and surfacing only to navigate. Spin-off events include Mountain Bike Bog Snorkelling (‘like trying to ride through treacle’) and the Bog-Snorkelling Triathlon, both held in July.




[image: ]

Booksellers, Hay-on-Wye,
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Hay-On-Wye (Y Gelli Gandryll)

Hay Festival

(www.hayfestival.com) The 10-day Hay Festival in late May has become Britain’s leading festival of literature and the arts – a kind of bookworm’s Glastonbury or, according to Bill Clinton, ‘the Woodstock of the mind’. Like those legendary music festivals, it pulls more than its fair share of internationally famous guest stars. As well as readings, workshops, book signings, concerts and club nights, there’s also a very successful children’s festival called Hay Fever.

Laugharne (Talacharn)

Dylan Thomas Boathouse

(www.dylanthomasboathouse.com; Dylan’s Walk; adult/child £3.50/1.75; [image: ] 10am-5.30pm May-Oct, 10.30am-3.30pm Nov-Apr) Dylan Thomas lived here from 1949 to 1953 with his wife Caitlin and their three children. The parlour has been restored to its 1950s appearance, with the desk that once belonged to Thomas’ schoolmaster father and recordings of the poet reading his own works. Upstairs are photographs, manuscripts, a short video about his life, and his death mask, which once belonged to Richard Burton. Just along the lane is the old shed where Thomas did most of his writing, while St Martin’s Church, on the northern edge of the town, has his and his wife’s graves.

Llandudno

Mostyn Gallery

(www.mostyn.org; 12 Vaughan St; [image: ] 10am-5pm Mon-Sat) This gallery is North Wales’ premier arts space. Call in to explore the shop or grab a coffee upstairs at Café Lux, even if you’re not a fan of modern art.

Llangollen

International Musical Eisteddfod

(www.international-eisteddfod.co.uk) Established after WWII to promote international harmony, this festival takes place in early July, and attracts participants from more than 40 countries, transforming tiny Llangollen into a global village. In addition to daily folk music and dancing competitions, gala concerts feature international stars. It was nominated for the Nobel Peace Prize in 2004.



ESSENTIAL EISTEDDFOD

The National Eisteddfod (www.eisteddfod.org.uk), pronounced ey-steth-vot, a celebration of Welsh culture, is Europe’s largest festival of competitive music-making and poetry. Descended from ancient Bardic tournaments, it is conducted in Welsh, but the festival welcomes all entrants and visitors. Many people come in search of Welsh ancestry, while musical fringe events featuring local bands lend a slight Glastonbury-style atmosphere. It’s generally held in early August, and the venue swings annually between north and south Wales. Urdd Eisteddfod (www.urdd.org) is a separate young people’s festival – urdd (pronounced irth) is Welsh for ‘youth’ – held every May at changing venues. The format resembles its bigger brother, although any self-respecting teenager prefers to hang out on the fringe at the main event.



Llyn Peninsula

Welsh Language & Heritage Centre

(www.nantgwrtheyrn.org; call ahead for opening hours) The abandoned village of Nant Gwrtheyrn was given a new lease of life in 1978 when it was bought and restored as the home of this residential training centre. There’s a small but compelling exhibition on the history of the Welsh language, but the main focus is offering Welsh language and literature courses to suit all levels of ability (from £280 for three days including full board).

Machynlleth

MOMA Wales

(www.momawales.org.uk; Penrallt St; [image: ] 10am-4pm Mon-Sat) Housed partly in a neoclassical chapel (1880), the Museum of Modern Art exhibits work by contemporary Welsh artists as well as an annual international competition (mid-July to early September).

Swansea

Dylan Thomas Centre


(www.swansea.gov.uk/dtc; Somerset Pl; [image: ] 10am-4.30pm) Housed in Swansea’s former Guildhall, this centre contains an absorbing exhibition on the locally born poet’s life and work. Aside from the collection of memorabilia, what really brings his work to life is a series of recordings, including the booming baritone of Richard Burton performing Under Milk Wood and Thomas himself reading Do Not Go Gentle into That Good Night, the celebrated paean to his dying father.

Edinburgh

With its world-famous festivals and plenty of museums and galleries, Edinburgh should be on any culture vulture’s itinerary.


FESTIVAL CITY

August in Edinburgh sees a frenzy of festivals, with half a dozen world-class events running at the same time.

Edinburgh Festival Fringe

When the first Edinburgh Festival was held in 1947, there were eight theatre companies who didn’t make it onto the main program. Undeterred, they grouped together and held their own mini-festival, on the fringe, and an Edinburgh institution was born. Today the Edinburgh Festival Fringe (www.edfringe.com; Edinburgh Festival Fringe Office, 180 High St) is the biggest festival of the performing arts anywhere in the world. The Fringe take place over 3½ weeks in August, the last two weeks overlapping with the first two of the Edinburgh International Festival.

Edinburgh International Festival

First held in 1947, the Edinburgh International Festival (www.eif.co.uk) is festooned with superlatives – the oldest, the biggest, the most famous, the best in the world. The original was a modest affair, but today hundreds of the world’s top musicians and performers congregate in Edinburgh for three weeks of diverse and inspirational music, opera, theatre and dance. The festival takes place over the three weeks ending on the first Saturday in September; the program is usually available from April. Tickets for popular events – especially music and opera – sell out quickly, so it’s best to book as far in advance as possible. You can buy tickets in person at the Hub, or by phone or internet.


[image: ]

Military Tattoo performed in Edinburgh Castle,
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Edinburgh Military Tattoo

The month kicks off with the Edinburgh Military Tattoo (www.edintattoo.co.uk; Tattoo Office, 32 Market St), a spectacular display of military marching bands, massed pipes and drums, acrobats, cheerleaders and motorcycle display teams, all played out in front of the magnificent backdrop of the floodlit castle. The Tattoo takes place over the first three weeks of August (from a Friday to a Saturday); there’s one show at 9pm Monday to Friday and two (at 7.30pm and 10.30pm) on Saturday, but no performance on Sunday.

Edinburgh International Book Festival

Held in a little village of marquees in the middle of Charlotte Sq, the Edinburgh International Book Festival (www.edbookfest.co.uk) is a fun fortnight of talks, readings, debates, lectures, book signings and meet-the-author events, with a cafe and tented bookshop thrown in. The festival lasts for two weeks in August (usually the first two weeks of the Edinburgh International Festival).



National Gallery of Scotland

(www.nationalgalleries.org; The Mound; fee for special exhibitions; [image: ] 10am-5pm daily, to 7pm Thu) The gallery houses an important collection of European art from the Renaissance to post-Impressionism, with works by Verrocchio (Leonardo da Vinci’s teacher), Tintoretto, Titian, Holbein, Rubens, Van Dyck, Vermeer, El Greco, Poussin, Rembrandt, Gainsborough, Turner, Constable, Monet, Pissarro, Gauguin and Cézanne. Each year in January the gallery exhibits its collection of Turner watercolours, bequeathed by Henry Vaughan in 1900. Room X is graced by Antonio Canova’s white marble sculpture, The Three Graces; it is owned jointly with London’s Victoria & Albert Museum.

National Museum of Scotland

(www.nms.ac.uk; Chambers St; fee for special exhibitions; [image: ] 10am-5pm) Broad, elegant Chambers St is dominated by the long facade of the National Museum of Scotland. Its extensive collections are spread between two buildings, one modern, one Victorian. The five floors trace the history of Scotland from geological beginnings to the 1990s, with many imaginative and stimulating exhibits. Highlights include the Monymusk Reliquary, a tiny silver casket dating from AD 750, which is said to have been carried into battle with Robert the Bruce at Bannockburn in 1314, and some of the Lewis chessmen, a set of charming 12th-century chess pieces made from walrus ivory. Don’t forget to take the lift to the roof terrace for a fantastic view of the castle.

Scottish National Gallery of Modern Art

(www.nationalgalleries.org; 75 Belford Rd; fee for special exhibitions; [image: ] 10am-5pm) This collection concentrates on 20th-century art, with various European movements represented by the likes of Matisse, Picasso, Kirchner, Magritte, Miró, Mondrian and Giacometti. There’s an excellent cafe downstairs, and the surrounding park features sculptures by Henry Moore, Rachel Whiteread and Barbara Hepworth among others, as well as a ‘landform artwork’ by Charles Jencks.

Scottish National Portrait Gallery

(www.nationalgalleries.org; 1 Queen St; [image: ] 10am-5pm daily, to 7pm Thu) Just north of St Andrew Square at the junction with Queen St is the Venetian Gothic palace of the Scottish National Portrait Gallery. Its galleries illustrate Scottish history through portraits and sculptures of famous Scottish personalities, from Robert Burns and Bonnie Prince Charlie to Sean Connery and Billy Connolly. Opening hours are extended during the Edinburgh Festival.

Glasgow & Southern Scotland

It’s the fantastic art collection and connections with Scotland’s best-loved poet that are the cultural draws of this part of the UK.

Alloway

Robert Burns Birthplace Musuem

(www.nts.org.uk; adult/child £8/5; [image: ] 10am-5pm Oct-Mar, 10am-5.30pm Apr-Sep) The brand-new Robert Burns Birthplace Musuem displays a solid collection of Burnsiana, including manuscripts and possessions of the poet like the pistols he packed in order to carry out his daily work – as a taxman. A Burns jukebox allows you to select readings of your favourite Burns verses. The admission ticket (valid for three days) also covers the atmospheric Burns Cottage, by the main road from Ayr. Born in the little box bed in this cramped thatched dwelling, the poet spent the first seven years of his life here. Near the Birthplace Museum are the ruins of Alloway Auld Kirk, the setting for part of Tam o’Shanter. Burns’ father, William Burnes (his son dropped the ‘e’ from his name), is buried in the kirkyard; read the poem on the back of the gravestone.

Culzean Castle

The Scottish National Trust’s flagship property, magnificent Culzean (www.culzeanexperience.org; adult/child/family £13/9/32, park only adult/child £8.50/5.50; [image: ] castle 10.30am-5pm Apr-Oct, park 9.30am-sunset year round) is one of the most impressive of Scotland’s great stately homes. Designed by Robert Adam, who was encouraged to exercise his romantic genius in its design, this 18th-century mansion is perched dramatically on the edge of the cliffs. The entrance is a converted viaduct, and on approach Culzean (kull-ane) appears like a mirage, floating into view. Inside, look out for the meticulous attention to detail characteristic of Adams’ work – elegant classical embellishments with which he decorated his ceilings and fireplaces.

Dumfries

Robert Burns Birthplace Museum

(www.dumgal.gov.uk/museums; Burns St; [image: ] 10am-5pm Mon-Sat & 2-5pm Sun Apr-Sep, 10am-1pm & 2-5pm Tue-Sat Oct-Mar) This is a place of pilgrimage for Burns enthusiasts. It’s here that the poet spent the last years of his life, and there are some of his possessions in glass cases, as well as manuscripts and, entertainingly, letters; make sure you have a read.

Robert Burns Centre

(www.dumgal.gov.uk/museums; Mill Rd; audiovisual presentation £2; [image: ] 10am-5pm Mon-Sat & 2-5pm Sun Apr-Sep, 10am-1pm & 2-5pm Tue-Sat Oct-Mar) A worthwhile Burns exhibition in an old mill on the banks of the River Nith. It tells the story of the poet and Dumfries in the 1790s. The optional audiovisual presentations give more background on Dumfries, and explain the exhibition’s contents. You’ll find Robert Burns’ mausoleum in the graveyard at St Michael’s Kirk; there’s a grisly account of his reburial on the information panel. At the top of High St is a statue of the bard; take a close look at the sheepdog at his feet.

Glasgow

Barrowland

(www.glasgow-barrowland.com; 244 Gallowgate) This exceptional old dancehall is now a major music venue on the Glasgow scene, attracting some big-name acts to the city.

Burrell Collection

(www.glasgowmuseums.com; Pollok Country Park; [image: ] 10am-5pm Mon-Thu & Sat, 11am-5pm Fri & Sun) This idiosyncratic collection of treasure includes everything from Chinese porcelain and medieval furniture to paintings by Renoir and Cézanne. It’s not so big as to be overwhelming, and the stamp of the collector, wealthy industrialist Sir William Burrell, lends an intriguing coherence. Within the spectacular interior, carved-stone Romanesque doorways are incorporated into the structure so you actually walk through them. Floor-to-ceiling windows admit a flood of light, and enable the surrounding landscape outside to enhance the effect of the exhibits. It feels like you’re wandering in a huge tranquil greenhouse.

Glasgow School of Art

(www.gsa.ac.uk/tours; 167 Renfrew St; adult/child £8.75/7; [image: ] 9.30am-6.30pm Apr-Sep, 10am-5pm Oct-Mar) Mackintosh’s greatest building, the Glasgow School of Art, still fulfils its original function, so just follow the steady stream of eclectically dressed students up the hill to find it. It’s hard not to be impressed by the thoroughness of the design; the architect’s pencil seems to have shaped everything inside and outside the building. Excellent hour-long guided tours are run by architecture students – they’re worth booking by phone at busy times.

Gallery of Modern Art

(www.glasgowmuseums.com; Royal Exchange Sq; [image: ] 10am-5pm Mon-Wed & Sat, to 8pm Thu, 11am-5pm Fri & Sun) Scotland’s most popular contemporary art gallery features modern works from artists worldwide in a graceful neoclassical building. The original interior is used to make a daring, inventive art display. Social issues are a focal point of the museum, but it’s not all heavy going: there’s a big effort made to keep the kids entertained.

Hunterian Art Gallery

(www.hunterian.gla.ac.uk; 82 Hillhead St; [image: ] 9.30am-5pm Mon-Sat) The bold tones of the Scottish Colourists (Samuel Peploe, Francis Cadell, JD Fergusson) are well represented in this gallery, which also forms part of Hunter’s bequest to the university. There are also Sir William MacTaggart’s impressionistic Scottish landscapes and a gem by Thomas Millie Dow. There’s a special collection of James McNeill Whistler’s limpid prints, drawings and paintings. Upstairs, in a section devoted to late-19th-century Scottish art, you can see works by several of the Glasgow Boys.

Kelvingrove Art Gallery & Museum

(www.glasgowmuseums.com; Argyle St; [image: ] 10am-5pm Mon-Thu & Sat, 11am-5pm Fri & Sun) In a magnificent stone building, this grand Victorian cathedral of culture has a bewildering variety of exhibits from fine art and stuffed animal, to Micronesian shark-tooth swords and Spitfire planes. There’s an excellent room of Scottish art, and a room of fine French Impressionist works, alongside quality Renaissance paintings from Italy and Flanders. Salvador Dalí’s superb Christ of St John of the Cross is also here.

Melrose

Abbotsford

(www.scottsabbotsford.co.uk; adult/child £7/3.50; [image: ] 9.30am-5pm Mon-Sat, 11am-4pm Sun late Mar–Oct, 9.30am-5pm Sun Jun-Sep) Fans of Sir Walter Scott should visit his former residence, Abbotsford, 2 miles west of Melrose. The inspiration he drew from the surrounding ‘wild’ countryside influenced many of his most famous works. A collection of Scott memorabilia is on display, including many personal possessions.

Dryburgh Abbey

(www.historic-scotland.gov.uk; adult/child £4.70/2.80; [image: ] 9.30am-5.30pm Apr-Sep, 9.30am-4.30pm Oct-Mar) Five miles south of Melrose, this is the most beautiful, complete Border abbey, conjuring up images of 12th-century monastic life more successfully than its counterparts in nearby towns. Dating from about 1150, it belonged to the Premonstratensians, a religious order founded in France. The pink-hued stone ruins were chosen as the burial place for Sir Walter Scott.

Central & Northern Scotland

Ancient civilisations and traditional Highland life, whether in the form of annual games or in museums looking back at the customs and heritage of the local people, are the cultural highlights of a trip to Scotland’s most untouched area.

Arbroath

St Vigeans Museum

(St Vigeans Lane; adult/child £3.70/2.20; [image: ] 10am-5pm Tue-Thu, Sat & Sun Apr-Oct, 11am-1pm Tue-Thu, Sat & Sun Nov-Mar) About a mile north of Arbroath’s town centre, this cottage museum houses a superb collection of Pictish and medieval sculptured stones. The museum’s masterpiece is the Drosten Stone, beautifully carved with animal figures and hunting scenes on one side, and an interlaced Celtic cross on the other (look for the devil perched in the top left corner).

Braemar

Braemar Gathering

(www.braemargathering.org) The biggest and most famous Highland Games are traditionally attended by enthusiastic crowds and members of the royal family when they take place. Dancing, bagpipe-playing and tossing the caber are some of the activities.

Newtonmore

Highland Folk Museum

(www.highlandfolk.museum; Kingussie Rd, Newtonmore; [image: ] 10.30am-5.30pm Apr-Aug, 11am-4.30pm Sep & Oct) The open-air Highland Folk Museum comprises a collection of historical buildings and relics revealing many aspects of Highland culture and lifestyle. The museum is laid out like a farming township and has a community of traditional thatch-roofed cottages, a sawmill, a schoolhouse, a shepherd’s bothy and a rural post office. Actors in period costume give demonstrations of woodcarving, spinning and peat-fire baking.

Orkney

Pier Arts Centre

(www.pierartscentre.com; 30 Victoria St, Stromness; [image: ] 10.30am-5pm Mon-Sat) Resplendently redesigned, this place has rejuvenated the Orkney modern art scene with its sleek lines and upbeat attitude. It’s worth a look as much for the architecture as its high-quality collection of 20th-century British art and changing exhibitions.
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