
While successful regeneration projects can positively 
help to enhance historic buildings and the setting in 
which they sit, it is no secret that historic settings, in both 
a UK and global context, have on occasion been subject 
to unsympathetic modern developments; impacting the 
unique sense of place that historic buildings and their 
settings can create.

While successful regeneration projects can positively 
help to enhance historic buildings and the setting in 
which they sit, it is no secret that historic settings, in both 
a UK and global context, have on occasion been subject 
to unsympathetic modern developments; impacting the 
unique sense of place that historic buildings and their 
settings can create.

This blog will explore how modern 
development within an historic setting can 
respect and enhance the setting of such places, 
while at the same time enabling the 
development of much needed modern 
buildings and places. It also examines how 
modern additions in themselves can contribute 
to the future historic place setting, with regards 
to positive improvements to urban grain, 
materials and design. This blog is written using 
examples from the North East of England, 
albeit the rationale will be applicable across the 
UK and beyond.

General Background
In the UK there are legally binding measures in 
place which protect the historic environment 
from inappropriate and intrusive modern 
development. These include the Ancient 
Monuments & Archaeological Areas Act 1979, 
as well as the Planning (Listed Buildings and 
Conservation Areas) Act 1990. Alongside 
National Planning Policy Framework these 
tools are there to help Local Planning 
Authorities, Heritage Consultants, Designers 
and Developers meet the needs of modern 
development whilst ensuring the continued 
survival and conservation of the historic 
environment.

One issue that can come through when 
designing schemes, is the di�ering approaches 
to how new development is presented. While 
some feel modern development should look  
similar to and integrate fully within its historic 
setting, some would describe such integration 
as ‘pastiche’, preferring a more obviously 
modern construction notably di�erent from 
the existing urban grain, design and mass.
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Newcastle & Gateshead
Some of the more notable areas of Newcastle 
City Centre’s historic setting vary between the 
iconic neo-classical street scenes of Grey Street, 
Blackett Street and Grainger Street, to the 
timber-framed former Merchant Houses on the 
Quayside. Both areas have bene�tted from 
modern development, ensuring they remain a 
vibrant and attractive place to work, live and 
relax. While retaining a very traditional and 
historic look in the main, there are many 
instances where modern development has 
been incorporated seamlessly into the street 
scene, in both its quality and positive 
contribution to the character of the area 
[Photos 1, 2 & 7]. There are of course some 
cases where development is not so well placed 
within the historic context of the area [6]. 

The area of Grey’s Monument, in the heart of 
the City Centre, is surrounded by historic 
buildings with later additions integrated into 
the surrounding scene. The most recent 
addition to this streetscape is the new Eldon 
Square entrance, which features a glazed 
appearance with elements matching in colour 
and shape (but not material), to the buildings 
surrounding it [2]. This relatively recent 
addition clearly compliments the urban grain, 
while maintaining a modern appearance with 
which to appreciate the history of the buildings 
surrounding it, in a way that does not detract 
from the historic setting.

Newcastle’s Quayside presents a 
di�erent character to the city centre. 
Whilst the neo-classism of the 19th 
century buildings in both Eldon Square 
and the Quayside re�ect an a�uent 
period in Tyneside’s history, the earlier 
mercantile history is more visible in the 
Quayside, including some original 
timber-framed buildings and former 
warehouses. This more mixed character 
of the Quayside is well represented in 
‘the Side’ [3] and Sandhill, [4] two of 
Newcastle’s oldest streets.
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5 Newcastle Quayside

7 The Baltic Centre for 
Contemporary Art

6 Sandhill with Cale Cross 
in the background

Modern development within the Quayside in 
comparison to the City Centre, is more 
modest, taking on a subservient role within the 
setting of the area to not drown out the 
prevailing historic character.

Photo [5] looks from Sandhill towards the 
Tyne and represents the industrial expansion of 
the area during the 19th and 20th century, 
with the refacing of the Guildhall and the 
construction of the Tyne Bridge very apparent. 
Bar the single story modern extension to the 
restaurant ‘Aveika’, which sits in the shadow of 
the Tyne Bridge, there is little to detract 
attention from the heritage assets surrounding 
it; once again blending well into the historic 
grain of the area to a level that makes it almost 
unnoticeable given the monumental straight 
lines of the surrounding architecture.

Moving around the Quayside, there are some 
examples of less sympathetic development that 
stands somewhat at odds from the existing 
historic character. A good example of this is the 
mass and design of the 1970s Cale Cross tower 
[6] which when seen from several di�erent 
viewpoints appears somewhat intrusive and 
incongruent against the existing grain and colour 
palate of the historic Quayside building,

Large, modern buildings can be better laced 
with inspiration from the existing historic setting. 
A better example, from the authors point of 
view, is the residential development in and 
around the area of the Baltic Flour Mill (now the 
Baltic Centre for Contemporary Art), along the 
Gateshead side of the river. This modern 
development [7] known as the Baltic Quay, is a 
good example of where modern design works 
have been consciously integrated into the 
historic setting, not to be subservient to what 
has gone before but to marry the historic with 
the contemporary. The development clearly 
uses similar colours in the design and detailing, 
while appearing obviously contemporary; overall 
the buildings assimilate well into the existing 
urban grain and historic setting.
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South Shields 365 was 
a phased approach 
that has already seen 
the construction of the 
Word (National Centre 
for the Written Word) in 
2016, along with the 
associated renovation 
and remodelling of the 
Market Place. 

Although the design of The Word is 
unmistakably modern [8 & 9], it compliments 
the Old Town Hall, which sits centrally within 
the Market Place, through its height, colour 
palette and facing elements. All of which help 
to maintain the overall open, horizontal plan 
and bright appearance of the buildings �anking 
the Market Place. 

This �rst phase aimed at transforming the area 
by positively contributing to the existing built 
form, enhancing the setting of surrounding 
heritage assets (including the Old Town Hall 
and St. Hilda’s Church), while also taking the 
area forward by helping to foster a renewed 
sense of place.

“

”

South Shields
A short journey east of the Newcastle and Gateshead area is the town of South Shields, a coastal 
town at the mouth of the River Tyne. In January 2013, South Tyneside Council outlined their 
plans to redevelop the South Shields centre, an ambitious plan to reinvigorate and bring extra 
vitality to the heart of the town. Their vision, dubbed ‘South Shields 365’ 
[http://southshields365progress.com/] focused on regenerating the Riverside, Town Centre, and 
Foreshore, working to create a seamless integration between the three separate zones, without 
compromising the existing historic character and function of these areas.
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The Word, National 
Centre for the 
Written Word

9
The Word, with Old 
Town Hall & 
Marketplace in 
Background
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While very modern in look, once again the 
height, grain and colour palate of the new 
structure has been used in a way to stand out 
positively, when viewed against the existing 
building stock, hopefully providing added 
stimulus to the development of the area and 
long term bene�t to the more historic 
buildings surrounding it.   

The third and upcoming phase of South 
Shields 365 will, in part, focus on the 
regeneration of King Street and Ocean Road, 
including a shop-front improvement scheme. 
There were a number of good examples 
demonstrating how such works have been 
employed in the earlier Newcastle and 
Gateshead sections of this report, and similar 
consideration will hopefully act as a spur to 
wider improvements along the general 
streetscene.

Despite having a number of impressive 
buildings, which are best gleaned when looking 
at the upper storeys of the buildings along the 
existing line of King street, there has been a 
gradual introduction of somewhat 
unsympathetic shop fronts and signage that 
detracts from the overal appearance, historic 
character and attractivness of the streetscene. 
[Photo 11] is a very good example of what 
is a visually striking and historic building along 
King Street, though one which features an 
incongruous shop front that does not best �t 

with the historic form or character. Through a 
more considered and consistent approach to 
how additions and change is managed along 
the streetscape as a whole, it may have been 
possible to �nd a better solution to the needs 
of the businesses and visual look of the town.  

The second phase of redevelopment works in South 
Shields, completed in 2019, focused on improving the 
transport infrastructure for the town, by creating a 
new Metro Station and Bus Interchange [10]. 
This involved the demolition of some of the old 
building stock, a number of which had long served the 
town. However, this targeted removal of select 
buildings that no longer served a bene�cial purpose, 
allowed for the provision of a new and attractive 
entrance into the town centre, enabling visitors to 
appreciate the best of what was retained, including a 
number of designated heritage assets in the surrounding 
area (many along the focal point of King Street).
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South Shields 
Transport Interchange 

11 An example of a poor 
shop-front, King Street
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There are, however, what the author feels to 
be better examples of designed frontages along 
King Street, including that of the NatWest 
Bank, which highlights the business name but is 
more understated and less intrusive on the 
historic character of the building as a whole. 

To conclude

This blog was created with the aim of 
exploring modern development within di�erent 
historic settings in the North East. 
By engaging with di�erent forms of modern 
development it is possible to better manage 
the impacts and opportunities that such works 
can have within a historic setting from the 
outset. 

By understanding and respecting the historic 
environment we are able to play a signi�cant 
role in urban regeneration of areas, creating a 
seamless integration of the modern and 
historic, forging long-term economic bene�ts 
whilst enhancing the unique sense of place that 
historic settings can provide.  
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An example of a 
sympathetic frontage
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