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Mr Tim Asson Direct Dial: 01483 252078   
Asson Associates Ltd     
27 Harvey Road Our ref: PA00394228   
Guildford     
Surrey     
GU1 3LU 6 November 2015   
 
 
Dear Mr Asson 
 
Pre-application Advice 
 
CATHEDRAL CHURCH OF THE HOLY SPIRIT, STAG HILL, GUILDFORD 
 

Following our recent meeting I have now reviewed the updated layout, draft 
visualisations and draft copies of Parts 1 and 2 of the Viability Appraisal and can now 
provide further detailed pre-application advice.  

Historic England welcomes the amendments, and additional information thus far 
submitted and is pleased to continue a constructive dialogue to guide this scheme 
towards a high quality design solution, commensurate with the outstanding work of 
Maufe, whilst offering realistic and deliverable public benefits.  We wish to 
acknowledge up front our recognition that the long term future of the Cathedral is our 
priority here, but we also have a statutory role to ensure that new development 
minimises harm to the significance of heritage assets and wherever possible enhances 
these. 

We have concerns that strict adherence to your timetable for a formal planning 
application to Guildford Borough Council could jeopardise the achievement of a 
satisfactory outcome here, and think that there remain some issues that need to be 
addressed in advance of an application.  

Some of the contents of this letter are relevant to your development partner, Linden 
Homes, so I am copying it to them and their planning consultants. A copy also goes to 
Guildford BC and to the Cathedrals Fabric Commission.   

Contribution of Setting to Significance 
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At our last meeting, there was a lengthy discussion about Maufe’s concept for the 
wider landscape around Guildford Cathedral, and you subsequently sent me a short 
paper with your views.  I think it would be helpful if I begin by summarising again 
Historic England’s position on the contribution that setting makes to the significance of 
the Cathedral. 

I think we are in agreement that the setting of Guildford Cathedral does indeed make 
an important contribution to its significance. The question we debated was the extent 
to which Maufe conceived the Cathedral as an integral component of a much wider 
master plan.   

We remain convinced that irrespective of the ownership of land as it stood in the 
1930’s; both the competition plan (illustration C in your note) and a perspective 
drawing by Maufe (illustration B, 1932) are indicative of Maufe’s concept for a 
monumental building set atop a denuded landscape, with an austere approach to 
planting around the building.  We think it reasonable to assume Maufe considered the 
building’s wider landscape setting when designing such an important building, even if 
at the time, there was no guarantee the wider landscape would ever belong to the 
Diocese.  We also note that when Maufe later proposed a design for a Cathedral 
precinct, (illustration G 1954) he deliberately sought to emphasise the strong axial 
western approach to the Cathedral.  An absence of architectural features beyond the 
southern and western approaches should not be interpreted as an absence of intent if, 
as we think, Maufe consciously intended the Cathedral to sit atop a denuded 
landscape to emphasise its prominence.  

We may now never know Maufe’s full intentions and so we think the main issue is the 
way in which the setting of the Cathedral is appreciated today.  In long views, the 
Cathedral is visible from miles around and is experienced as a monumental building 
atop a lush verdant hilltop.  These long views provide us with the defining symbolic 
image of the town of Guildford, which has come to mean much to local people and 
hence contributes to the building’s communal value and therefore to its significance. 

The striking and highly unusual juxtaposition of a Cathedral on a verdant hilltop has a 
great deal of aesthetic value reflecting the modern situation of a Cathedral set apart 
from the town’s historic core.  Views of the Cathedral atop its green hill, largely 
unencumbered by other development accentuates its simple pared back modern 
gothic form and solid monumentality which we know were key aspects of Maufe’s 
architectural concept for the building.  The ability to appreciate this in long views 
therefore also makes an important contribution to its significance. 
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Next Steps 

Policy Context 

In our previous letter we accepted that development on the scale envisaged will 
inevitably be visible to some extent in long views towards the Cathedral.  In planning 
policy terms, there are three key NPPF historic environment policies to consider.  
These are: Para 129 about the need to minimise harm so as to avoid conflict between 
conservation of an asset and any aspect of a proposal; Para 132 which requires clear 
and convincing justification any for harm to the significance of heritage assets; and 
Para 134 which requires a balancing exercise between the harm to be caused by and 
the public benefits arising from a proposal. 

From the combination of the above policies what is required is a demonstration that 
harm has been minimised, including by any further design changes, and then a 
weighing of any residual harm against the public benefits of the proposal. The strong 
heritage benefit of helping to secure a sustainable future for the heritage asset that is 
the Cathedral is a major part of the public benefits and we can advise you and the 
local authority about this.  It is however Guildford BC who must ultimately decide a 
planning application paying particular attention to NPPF 134 and all public benefits, 
including any not related to heritage. Our comments below are designed to help you to 
understand what we think you now need to do to help us and Guildford BC to 
determine whether a justification for the development has been demonstrated. 

Options Appraisal and Viability 

For a project such as this, we would normally expect an early action to have been an 
options appraisal to explore all possible permutations for development and the relative 
strengths and weaknesses of these.  If such an exercise is summarised in an existing 
document we have not yet seen this and that would now be helpful. Given the stage 
we are now at we think these issues are best further explored as part of the work by 
Guildford BC’s advisors on the viability assessment you have submitted.  We think this 
should specifically consider whether a higher value, lower density scheme is 
deliverable here, as this might provide the same heritage gains to the Cathedral in 
terms of an endowment, but in a less harmful way. As highlighted in a previous letter 
we also need to see demonstrated how the amount of the endowment has been 
arrived at and whether it is deliverable through an appropriate quantum of 
development for this site.   
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Once harm arising from the favoured solution has been minimised through its design, 
the above exercise would help demonstrate whether any residual harm to the 
Cathedral is both justified, and unavoidable as required by the NPPF.  It will assist in 
decisions about the weight to be attached to the heritage and other public benefits 
against the more harmful impacts that will inevitably arise.  This is a complicated issue 
as the gain is an endowment that whilst it would not fully address all of the physical 
conservation needs of the Cathedral would provide the financial stability that the 
Cathedral would not otherwise have.   We will only be able to reach a conclusion on 
this, after Guildford BC’s consultant has reviewed the viability appraisal.   

Layout, Design and Landscape 

You will appreciate that it is difficult for us to provide a final view about the current 
scheme in advance of the above exercise being completed.  However we do have a 
number of comments about design, which we think might help to address some of our 
outstanding concerns. 

Our comments are based on the latest revision of the emerging master plan and the 
draft verified views set out in document, Visually Verified Montages (25th September 
2015).  These are helpful, but we think one key view is missing.  Jellicoe designed a 
rooftop garden above what is now House of Fraser on the High Street with viewing 
platforms intended to provide views across Guildford.  This garden is a grade II 
registered historic park and garden with views from it a key part of its significance. It 
was designed by a contemporary of Maufe and with the explicit intention of acting as a 
viewing platform. We think it important that the impact of development is also 
assessed from here.    

We have also identified two key views (Views 3 and 7) that make an important 
contribution to an understanding of the significance of the Cathedral in its setting and 
these views need to be considered when assessing the impact of development. The 
verified views to date have only been presented to us in draft form and are not 
rendered, nor is proposed planting depicted.  Nonetheless they do provide a good 
indication of massing and we can thus provide some initial feedback. We hope to 
receive the fully rendered views soon. 

We remain very concerned about the impact of the easternmost clergy housing in 
View 7.  In this view, clergy housing directly south of the Cathedral will seriously 
reduce a sense that the Cathedral rises up above an undeveloped lush verdant hill 
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and the ridgeline of the houses appear very close to it, causing an uncomfortable 
juxtaposition in this view.  It is the two eastern clergy houses which are most 
problematic.  

From View 3, housing at the highest point of the land east of the Cathedral remains, 
despite the reduction in scale, problematic.  It is the apparent proximity in this view, to 
the Cathedral itself with only a narrow band of green to separate it from the Cathedral 
which harms an appreciation of the way in which the monumentality of the building is 
experienced atop a lush verdant hill. 

As part of any exercise to further minimise harm, S.28 of Historic England’s Good 
Planning Practice Note 3, The Setting of Heritage Assets provides a clear framework 
to possibly now follow.  These include: 

· Relocation of a development or its elements; 

· Changes to design; 

· Creation of effective long-term visual or acoustic screening; 

· Management measure secured by planning conditions or legal agreements; 

· Good design. 

We think you should continue to explore ways of further minimising the visual impact 
of housing east and south of the Cathedral and we have some suggestions to make. 

We think an overall aim must be to retain a sufficiently large green belt between new 
housing and how the Cathedral is experienced in key long views.  To reduce further 
the overall level of harm might housing directly east of the Cathedral (previously 
houses 4.6) be moved eastwards to reduce their visual impact?  Alternatively reducing 
the overall numbers by omitting development in this part of the site altogether, might 
also achieve a similar outcome.  We are aware such action would impact on viability 
and that it will be appropriate to understand if further changes can be made without so 
compromising the endowment as to no longer deliver what is a key benefit. 
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We were pleased to see the revised drawings show some amendments to the clergy 
housing south of the Cathedral.  However, we remain convinced that housing should 
not encroach at all on land directly south of the Cathedral itself.  Unless this part of the 
design is addressed we are unlikely to be able to give a planning application our 
unqualified support. Again we understand the implications of further changes for 
viability, and we would be pleased to work with you to identify how this might be 
addressed.   

Amending the layout along the lines we now suggest would reduce the harm 
associated with the current proposals in the longer views.  In nearer views, securing a 
quality of design and execution befitting of this fine building is also important.  Striving 
for good design is a policy objective of the NPPF (paras. 60, 63).  Good design is 
dependent amongst other things on a thorough understanding of context, a strong 
concept and high quality detailing and materials.  We think the site is deserving of a 
bespoke solution that will complement the Cathedral.  If high quality design is secured, 
we think it less likely that landscaping will be needed to ‘conceal’ new development as 
it will speak for itself as a quality new intervention in the historic context.  The 
development also offers opportunities to better reveal the significance of Maufe’s 
original landscaping proposals by reinstating the lost avenue of trees south of the 
Cathedral and addressing the current poor quality steps.  We suggest that fully 
rendered visualisations to depict planting at 5 and 10 year intervals should be part of a 
planning application. 

Conclusions 

Historic England understands the very real financial vulnerabilities of Guildford 
Cathedral and we acknowledge that development of Stag Hill will help to address this 
and provide a degree of certainty about the future maintenance of the building.  We 
must however balance this benefit alongside the conservation needs of the Cathedral 
including consideration of its setting, as required by the NPPF.  We hope that this 
advice provides you and the design team with advice as to how a justification for a 
development might be made and how further amendments might mitigate the harm to 
a point at which we can offer our unqualified support to the scheme. 

We would be very happy to continue to meet with you and your partners to discuss 
any aspect of this advice.  Otherwise, I look forward to receiving fully rendered 
visualisations and revised drawings and to continuing this constructive pre-application 
dialogue. 
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Yours sincerely 

 
Alice Brockway 
Assistant Inspector of Historic Buildings and Areas 
E-mail: alice.brockway@HistoricEngland.org.uk 
 
cc: Zac Ellwood, Guildford BC, Hannah Carrington, Guildford BC, Marianna 
Beadsworth, Guildford BC, Michael Ricketts, Guildford BC, Kevin Mackenzie, Linden 
Homes, John Foddy, Ian Fenn JTP Architects, Laura Stafford, JTP Architects, Anne 
Locke, CFCE, Becky Clark, CFCE 
 
 
CATHEDRAL CHURCH OF THE HOLY SPIRIT, STAG HILL, GUILDFORD 
Pre-application Advice 
 
Information Provided 
Verified Visual Montages, 25th September 2015, Maufe - The Setting of Guildford 
Cathedral 
 
 


