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Argyle Square - A guide to its conservation and enhancement

The purpose of this guide is to provide building owners, planners & enforcement officers with information that will help everyone make better decisions leading to an enhanced environment, less abortive work and higher capital values. The guide encapsulates existing policies and guidance, rather than updating them, and will highlight areas where immediate gains can be achieved for no, or very little, additional cost.

When considering building work, whether routine maintenance or alterations, reference to this guide will offer opportunities to ensure that improvements are in keeping with the historic character of the Square, and help to reinstate historic features where they have been lost or damaged in the past. This will help reinforce Argyle Square as an attractive destination for everyone, with a provenance and setting absent from new developments in the vicinity. Following this guide can make a worthwhile contribution to making Argyle Square the premier address in Kings Cross / St Pancras.
History

Argyle Square, one of London’s classic squares in the Georgian tradition, was built between 1840 - 1849, towards the end of the expansion of London that began in the late 17th century.  Its pleasant tree lined garden square surrounded by formal terraces of restrained and elegant architecture are typical of this period and is a modest example of the larger, grander squares in Bloomsbury.  The buildings have high quality detailing, including tall multi-paned timber sash windows, iron railings around basement lightwells, decorative balustrades to first floor balconies, and panelled timber doors, all of which contribute to the attractive historic appearance of the area.   

All of the terraced houses in the square are listed on the Government’s Statutory List of Buildings of Special Architectural or Historic Interest. This means that they are considered to be of national importance, and alterations to their interior or exterior will need permission (listed building consent) from the Council. Their list descriptions can be found on the Conservation and Listed Buildings pages of the Council’s website. 

The Square also falls within the Bloomsbury Conservation Area. This was designated in 1968 as an area of special architectural or historic interest, the character and appearance of which it is considered desirable to preserve or enhance.  The Conservation Area is represented by the Bloomsbury Conservation Area Advisory Committee (see end for contact details).   

The Friends of Argyle Square was founded in 2008, and seeks to ensure that the Square is adequately maintained and that repairs, alterations and improvements are made in keeping with the historic character of the Square and its environment. It has close links with both the Bloomsbury and Kings Cross Conservation Area Advisory Committees. 
GUIDANCE 

Maintenance

Regular maintenance is essential for avoiding costly repair works and is key to keeping a historic building in good working order. External paintwork on joinery, render or ironwork should be repainted every 5-7 years. Gutters should be checked and cleared at the end of autumn every year and plant growth in masonry or gutters removed promptly.  Any leaks should be investigated and fixed immediately to prevent damp causing bigger problems.   

Brickwork 

The existing brickwork is of great importance and forms the backdrop to the Square.  It has darkened over time due to environmental pollution, but several of the buildings have been cleaned, which has resulted in a varied appearance across the Square as a whole.  Harsh or abrasive cleaning can damage the face of the brickwork, leading to rain water penetration and decay over time.  Brickwork should only be lightly cleaned with water and a stiff bristle brush as necessary.  Historic brickwork should never be painted, or sealed with proprietary masonry sealant – this is unnecessary and can trap moisture inside the brickwork.   

Historic pointing will weather away over the years, and should be replaced periodically with lime rich mortar (an appropriate mix for general brickwork would be 1:2:8 cement: lime: sand).  Hard cement mortar should never be used as this will cause the brickwork to decay.  Old mortar should be raked out by hand – angle grinders should never be used on historic brickwork.  The joint should be fractionally recessed – never weatherstruck - and care should be taken to clean off any mortar that spreads onto the front face of the brickwork.  

New brickwork should match the colour and texture of the original brickwork, and careful attention should be paid to the colour, texture and profile of the pointing, so that it matches that on the historic brickwork. 

Permissions: Repointing of brickwork can have a very harmful effect on the appearance of the building if it is not done carefully, in an appropriate mix.  You are advised to check your proposed method and mix with the Council prior to carrying out re-pointing work and to get advice as to whether listed building consent will be required.  

Render  

The basement elevations are rendered.  As this was historically intended to look like stonework, it should never be painted bright white, but rather a soft white - cream colour,  such as 30YY 78/035 or BS 10B15, (for instance Dulux Heritage White or similar) with a matt finish.  Do try to match the colour closely to a neighourbouring house. The ground floor elevations of some houses have been rendered, but this is not encouraged as it breaks the consistency of appearance of the square as a whole. Such rendering should not be rusticated, although in some cases this has occurred. All window reveals should be rendered and decorated.

Permissions:  New render on previously bare brickwork will need listed building consent. 
Windows 

Original windows should always be retained, they were made of high quality softwood and will have an indefinite lifespan if kept properly painted and maintained.  Areas of decay can be cut out and new timber pieced in and draughtproofing can be added.  

Where windows need replacing, single glazed vertically sliding sash windows with a glazing pattern which matches the original windows must be used, as illustrated in the attached drawing from The Survey of London.  This shows curved glazing bars on the ground floor with 6 over 6 panes on the 1st, 2nd  and 3rd floors. It is a common error to think that the ground floor windows with round heads had rectilinear fenestration, as many of these windows now do, probably because they are cheaper to fabricate. This is a false economy, and the correct fenestration with round heads should be used wherever possible. A modern version of crown glass is recommended, which will replicate the slight distortions of historic glass.  
Where there are no internal timber shutters in place, secondary glazing can be used to provide additional thermal and sound insulation and can be fixed to the window reveal.   

Decoration of joinery should be consistent around the square. The colour originally used was ‘broken’ or off-white and modern paint tones such as BS 00 E 55 (Standard White) or RAL 9016 ‘traffic white’  would be acceptable.  Brilliant white should never be used, nor should a stained, unpainted finish.   

Doors 

Origjnal front doors, their pilaster jambs on either side and the decorative fanlight above should always be retained and restored. Where new front doors are being proposed, they should be solid timber two or four panelled doors, and many original examples survive eg at nos. 8, 13, 27, 28, 30, 33, 34, 38, 40, 41, 42, 43, 44, 45, 46, 63 & 64. Door handles seem to have been black porcelain, that are still available cheaply, with brass letterplates. Where greater visibility is required for operational purposes a glazed inner door in the entrance hall can be added, and the external door kept open. 

The general rule for external doors is that they may be painted in any colour as long as it is dark, for instance dark green, blue, brown, red, or black.   Brighter, lighter colours were rarely used in the Georgian period for external joinery and are inappropriate in Argyle Square, as is a stained, unpainted finish.    

Permissions: Repainting window joinery in off white and doors in the dark colours stated above will not need planning permission or listed building consent.  Addition of an internal lobby and door will need listed building consent.  New doors and windows will need listed building consent, and will also need planning permission, if they are of different materials to the original.   
Railings and balustrades

Most properties in the Square retain their original iron railings around the front lightwell area, and decorative balustrades to small balconies at first floor. They are mostly painted black.  Each side of the square has its own design of balustrade, and drawings of these are reproduced in The Survey of London vol XXIV – Kings Cross Neighbourhood. 

The railings around the gardens were painted in Invisible Green which is a historically accurate colour for ironwork of this period.   When repainting your railings we would encourage you to use Invisible Green so that the authentic historic appearance can be reinstated over time. 

Permission: No listed building consent will be required for re-painting railings in Invisible Green.  

Lighting

Lighting has a big impact on the Square at night, and it can either enhance or detract. Exterior lighting should be subtle, and warm white / tungsten colour only. It should not aim to floodlight or colour wash large areas of the elevation, but should light the entrance area only. In particular new coloured light sources should not be used at all.

Permission:  New external lighting will need planning permission and listed building consent.  

Signage

Signage should be located at ground floor level, close to the entrance door to which it relates. Its size, materials and design should be sympathetic to the historic character of the building.  Externally illuminated signs should be unobtrusively sized and sited, with spotlights and trough lights fixed and sized as discreetly as possible. 

Internally illuminated box signs are discouraged. Generally, the internal illumination of individual letters, rather than the whole sign, will be more appropriate. 

Signage should be limited to what is really necessary to identify the building, and proliferation of signs should be avoided.

Permission:  New signage will require listed building consent and advertisement consent.   

Services

Rainwater pipes and gutters were originally designed to run unobtrusively behind parapet walls with down pipes located externally at the back of the building.  No new pipes or ducts may be located on front elevations, or side elevations where these front the public realm.  All new rainwater goods should be of black painted metal. 

Vents from kitchens and bathrooms will not be permitted on the front elevation of buildings, and so these rooms should be located towards the rear of the building.   

Mechanical air conditioning has implications internally and externally on the special historic character of the houses.  Houses of this era are naturally well ventilated, and can be kept cool in warm weather due to their solid masonry walls, use of shutters to keep out the sun, and ample ventilation and through flow of air. Air conditioning can have a harmful effect on the fabric and appearance of the building, as well as noise nuisance to neighbouring residential buildings, and harmful effects on the environment. It may not therefore be granted permission. 
No new mechanical plant should be located in the open front lightwell, on roofs or elsewhere that it may be visible from the public realm. 

CCTV cameras should be modest and sensitively located, aligning with another feature where possible.

Permissions:  any new pipes, vents, servicing including air conditioning, and CCTV on a building will need listed building consent and, in some cases, planning permission.     
Satellite dishes 

Satellite dishes should be located as unobtrusively as possible, so as to minimise their effect on the external appearance of the building and on the amenity of the area. They should also be removed as soon as they are no longer needed.
Permissions:  Satellite dishes will need listed building consent and planning permission.  
Design Advice

For further advice on design of new proposals, or whether a proposal needs planning permission or listed building consent, please contact the Advice and Consultation team of Camden’s Planning and Regeneration Service on 020 7974 4000 or via the Council’s website (see details below).  Further details of historic paint colours, joinery details and advice can be obtained from the Friends of Argyle Square. Contact details are at the bottom of this leaflet.  

Planning Applications 

Application forms for planning, advertisement and listed building consent can be downloaded from the Planning applications pages of the Council’s website, along with guidance notes on what to submit with an application.  Alternatively an application can be made directly through the Planning Portal.  

We encourage you to discuss your proposal with the Planning Service prior to putting in an application.  You can seek advice on planning and conservation matters by contacting the Advice and Consultation Team, contact details below. 
Consultation 

Site notices will be erected on a nearby lamppost or railing for all listed building consent applications.  Letters will also be sent to other addresses in the same building.    

If you wish to be consulted on applications for works within the Square, you may sign up for an online e-mail alert.  Please see the Email Alerts and Subscriptions page of the Council’s website.  

The Bloomsbury Conservation Area Advisory Committee (BCAAC) will be consulted on all applications which affect the character or appearance of the Conservation Area. The Friends of Argyle Square has a representative on the BCAAC.  

English Heritage may also be consulted on some proposals for works to listed buildings, depending on the nature of the works.  

Enforcement

Most types of building works, changes of use, and lighting and advertisements need planning approval from the Council.  If the necessary approvals are not obtained and any development is undertaken, this is called a breach of planning regulations and the Council can take action.  It is a criminal offence to carry out works to a listed building which have not been granted the necessary consent by the Council.    

Camden’s Planning Enforcement team investigate all complaints of unauthorised works, but give the highest priority to unauthorised works to listed buildings and to works in Conservation Areas. Following investigation of an alleged breach of planning regulations, the Council will inform the owner of the nature of the breach, and set out what needs to be done to put matters right. Legal action may be taken if this is not complied with. Further information is available on the planning enforcement pages of the Council’s website.     
Contacts
www.Camden.gov.uk 
Advice and Consultation team:  Please call Contact Camden on 020 7974 4444 and request a call back from the Advice and Consultation team.  Alternatively e-mail env.devcon@camden.gov.uk or visit the pre-application advice pages on the Council’s website. 

Planning Enforcement team: Please use online form for reporting unauthorised works on the planning enforcement pages of Camden’s website, or call Contact Camden on 020 7974 4444 and request the planning enforcement team in emergencies.   
Also available on the website: 
· Bloomsbury Conservation Area Appraisal and Management Strategy

· Camden’s Local Development Framework, including  Camden Planning Guidance,  Development Policies and Core Strategy.  

· Camden Building Control 
Friends of Argyle Square Info@FriendsofArgyleSquare.org.uk
Bloomsbury CAAC 

www.Planning Portal.gov.uk

www.English-Heritage.org.uk
The Georgian Group  - 6 Fitzroy Square, London W1T 5 DX. Tel: 020 7387 1720. www.georgiangroup.org.uk
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