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A project to refurbish 3 listed Georgian 
townhouses has provided an 
opportunity to rediscover important 
aspects of heritage fabric whilst 
transforming historic residential 
accommodation into a stimulating 
academic environment for research 
and teaching.

Nos. 36-38 Gordon Square are 
three linked townhouses at the end 
of a terrace within the Bloomsbury 
Conservation Area in the London 
Borough of Camden. They were built
between 1825 and 1831 by the 
renowned architect-builder, Thomas 
Cubitt, as part of the residential 
development of the Bedford Estate. 
Cubitt’s terraces in north Bloomsbury,
all constructed in a short time period, 
bear many stylistic similarities. Nos.36-
46 Gordon Square is typical of the 
type, being a four-storey red brick

terrace with wider projecting end bays 
and stucco detailing in the form of 
pilasters rising from a rusticated ground 
floor to a large modal entablature at 
second-floor ceiling height, and a 
further simple cornice above the third-
floor windows. For their connection 
with Cubitt, external intactness, and the 
high quality of design and construction, 
they were listed at Grade II in 1969.

The properties have largely retained 
their external appearance and many 
internal historic features including
staircases and decorative plasterwork, 
although the previous internal 
planning amendments have reduced 
the coherence of the original plan 
form. Overall, many elements of the 
original fabric are judged to be of 
high significance due to the building’s 
architectural quality and connection 
with Thomas Cubitt.

Location: London, UK
Scope: Heritage transformation
Brief: Refurbishment of 3 listed 
Georgian townhouses to provide 
teaching & meeting space for UCL

Floor area (GIA): 1430 sq m 
Sustainability: SKA Gold
Completion date: April 2020

Project Team
Client: UCL Estates Development
Architect: Nicholas Hare Architects
M&E Engineer: Fowler Martin
QS: Gardiner & Theobald
PM: Arcadis
Contractor: Overbury
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Together with the refurbishment, 
the inclusion of a carefully designed 
teaching and meeting space enhances 
the viability of the university’s 
occupation of these buildings, 
contributing to their continuing value
within Gordon Square and UCL’s 
Bloomsbury campus.

The high-level design strategy 
which informed the proposals was 
developed around three principles:

• Integrity of space; the removal 
of piecemeal alterations and 
reinstatement of the original 
spatial organisation of rooms and 
restoration of the fabric.

• Circulation; redefine the 
lateral circulation routes and 
improve orientation, optimising 
opportunities for openness, 
natural light and views out. 
Reinstate the missing front door 
and the quality of the original 
stairs.

• Section & storey heights; develop 
a pattern of occupation across 
the floors sympathetic to the 
relative importance of the original 
scale and height of the floors.

The buildings have a number of 
features that have been retained 
and refurbished. These include the 
principal staircases, cornices and 
other plasterwork. The utilitarian 
alterations over time have had a 
critical impact on the integrity and 
quality of the properties. The spatial 
integrity has been compromised and 
the sense of original rooms has been 
lost. Orientation, wayfinding and 
legibility is poor due to the confusing 
network of cross circulation routes. 
The later cross corridors are gloomy 
with poor natural light.



The University’s development of 36-
38 Gordon Square into a ‘Creative 
Hub’ has used this refurbishment to 
rationalise the spaces, using surviving
historic fabric to inform the internal 
reorganisation. Internal demolition 
work is largely confined to mid 
twentieth-century insertions which 
disrupt the historic plan form and 
rationalising and concealing services 
runs to introduce more discrete
servicing.

Externally, the primary alteration was 
the reinstatement of No.37’s front
door, the space of which was 
previously occupied by a window 
into a small office in the space of 
the house’s former entrance lobby. 
Other external alterations included 
the removal of security bars from the 
windows at lower ground and ground 
floors, landscaping the gardens to the 
rear (east) of the terrace, and a general 
refurbishment of the facades.

Specialist Input 
Structural Engineering: Conisbee
Planning Consultant: Deloitte
Fire Consultant: The Fire Surgery
Heritage Consultant: Alan Baxter

Some of the elements where internal 
rectification and restoration works 
have been undertaken include the 
principal rooms on the ground, first 
and second floors which carry ceiling 
plasterwork typical of the 1820s, 
particularly acanthus-leaf design 
cornices, original joinery including 
picture and dado rails and door 
cases, a late nineteenth century tiled 
floor, a typical late Victorian domestic 
feature, the original staircases with 
identical decorative iron balustrades 
and hardwood handrails to all three 
properties.

“Preserving and improving 
UCL’s heritage buildings for the 
future is an incredibly important 
part of the way that we look to 
develop UCL’s estate. We have 
been using our Soft Landings 
user-led design process for some 
time and it is a proven method for 
really delivering quality spaces 
that can deliver lasting results for 
our client teams. The Faculty are 
delighted with their new building 
and with the collaborative design 
process that we’ve shared. Often 
it is the little things that make a 
huge difference to our staff and the 
wider community – somewhere 
to store your cycling clothing, 
space for indoor plants, beautiful 
tiling. All this benefits from being 
designed in for everything to work 
in harmony.”  

Chris Shore - Director, 
Capital Projects, UCL Estates 
Development



“UCL’s decision to re-invigorate the buildings 
has resulted in a really satisfying project that re-
discovers and breathes new life into the historic 
fabric, demonstrating the value of the unique 
and inspiring academic environments that can 
result.”

James Eades - Partner, Nicholas Hare Architects


