…the measure of any great civilisation is in its cities
and the measure of a city’s greatness is to be found in the
quality of its public spaces, its parks and squares.
John Ruskin

A Campaign For

L O N D O N S Q UA R E S

Foreword
By Keith Hill MP, Parliamentary Under Secretary of State, DETR, Minister for London

London is world famous for its squares. However, all too often they let us down
because of poor presentation and management. I have seen too many spoilt by decrepit
fencing, broken surfacing and ugly intrusions. I have seen too many surrounded by a
chaotic jumble of traffic islands, signs and rubbish bins. I have seen too many deep in
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the shade of unpruned trees.
Many of London’s squares fall short of the standards expected of a world class city.
What is more their rundown condition can demoralise local communities and act as a
barrier to regeneration.
As Minister for London, I am delighted to endorse London Squares as an appeal for
greater investment and enhancement. I believe that this campaign, which builds on
existing experience, can contribute significantly to the quality of our urban environment and also to our confidence in this great city as a place to live, work and visit.
While the importance of these issues has long been recognised, London Squares will
bring them to the attention of local authorities, local amenity societies and residents’
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Merrick Square, Southwark

groups, local businesses, trusts and private donors, and also to the new Mayor of
London. If the potential of London’s 600 or so squares is to be fully realised, then it is
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English Heritage is the government’s
principal statutory adviser on the
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protection of England’s historic
environment with special powers

London is a world city and a major tourist destination. In 1998 it attracted 25

in the capital.

million visitors, of whom 13.5 million came from overseas, generating a total expenditure of £8 billion. For London to maintain its pre-eminence, there must be greater

We promote urban quality and
1

investment in its public places. Various high profile projects have been undertaken

vitality through investment in historic
buildings and areas in economic and

Introduction

momentum to the renaissance of the capital.

social need. The aim of this document
is to raise awareness of the issues

The residential square is a uniquely English device, one that
has been admired since its inception in the mid 17th century and
is still one of the best loved features of the capital.

important part of our work on the

There are around 600 squares of all shapes and sizes in London, of which 461 enjoy
protection under the London Squares Preservation Act 1931. By contrast, Bristol has

As the advantages of inner-city living become more apparent, London squares offer

and is consistent with our policy of

twenty and Newcastle five. Although some are cherished and superbly maintained,

a fine example of how to combine high density urban residential development with a

reinforcing the townscape character

many suffer from lack of funds and especially from the loss of their original railings,

high quality environment to form the focus of sustainable neighbourhoods. Squares are

and distinctiveness of London as a

which were removed during World War II.

one of the many traditional devices used to create enjoyable green spaces that link

The primary objective of this campaign is to encourage all those responsible for the

Sussex Gardens Triangle
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Clutter in Bloomsbury Square
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Broken paving and poor surfaces

Square as nationally important exemplars of good practice.

regeneration of sustainable communities

world city. It also builds on the specific

1

Westminster; and Norland Square in Kensington. We also attach a high priority to reinstating the layout of the footways and carriageways in Bedford Square and Fitzroy

and enhancement. It forms an
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in Holborn; Park Square East and West and the gates to Regent’s Park; Sussex Gardens
in Bayswater; Chesham Place, Kensington Gardens Square and Hyde Park Gardens in

campaign for funding and stimulate
practical measures for their restoration

Particular priorities are Gordon Square and Woburn Square at the heart of the
University of London precinct in Bloomsbury; Mecklenburgh and Brunswick Squares

surrounding the present condition
of London squares in order to

to celebrate the Millennium, and the restoration of key squares would add further

around a magnificent tree
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communities through a network of socially interactive focal points.

Chain-link fencing erected following
the removal of railings sixty years ago

recommendations for London squares

management and maintenance of these spaces to bring forward positive measures for

In 1995 the London Historic Parks and Gardens Trust held a conference which

in English Heritage’s recent publication

their co-ordinated improvement, in particular for the reinstatement of the railings since

highlighted many issues facing London’s squares. It led to a pan-London bid for

Streets for All.

they are such a vital component of the public realm.

Lottery Funding, in which a number of projects were successfully supported but a

the appearance of Bloomsbury Square

great deal of work remains to be done. London Garden Squares Day was inaugurated

designed by Humphry Repton in 1807

Often poor image and neglect have caused a downward spiral of degradation and
vandalism, but other issues also need to be addressed. Underground car parks have

Vehicle access ramps and signs impair

in 1998 to focus attention on the squares and to offer access to some that are private.

brought vehicle ramps, air vents and inappropriate signs. Poor quality surfacing and the
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random introduction of more facilities have spoilt the character of many squares.
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Recycling bins clutter the pavement
around Queen Square
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Historical Evolution
The first London square was developed over three hundred years ago
and still survives as a vibrant part of the capital.

The first London square was Covent Garden Piazza completed in 1631. It was designed by Inigo Jones and was an entirely urban space with shops, coffee houses and
exclusive residences. Very soon, however, the rus in urbe concept beloved of the English
gave rise to a new model.
In the early 1660s the Earl of Southampton laid out a forecourt to his London
residence in Bloomsbury. It was a simple grass space crossed by paths and became
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known as ‘ The Square’. The land on the other three sides was leased as building plots
for houses of an appropriate size and character.

1

Bloomsbury Square was the precedent for many later developments. By the late
1

Covent Garden was the first London square. The idea of
a residential square is attributed to the 4th Earl of Bedford

18th century the square had been perfected, most notably in the form of Bedford

who in 1631 commissioned Inigo Jones to produce plans

Square built between 1775 and 1783. Landowners realised that a private yet commu-

for the square overlooked by St Paul’s church

nal central garden created a better living environment for residents and enhanced the
value of surrounding properties. As the metropolis expanded, the square became the
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St James’s Square was developed in 1665 by the Earl of

No indeed – we are not at all in a bad air. Our part

most popular feature of estate development, and one which made London unique

St Albans in the fields north of St James’s Palace. The north-

of London is so very superior to most others! You

among European cities. The serial construction of London’s terraced houses and

south axis is on the line of Sir Christopher Wren’s church,

must not confuse us with London in general, my dear

squares is one of England’s greatest contributions to the development of European

St James’s, Piccadilly. Today the square, open to the public, is

sir. The neighbourhood of Brunswick Square is very

town planning and urban form.

administered by the St James’s Square Trust, founded in 1726

different from almost all the rest. We are so very airy!

Even with the evolution of the villa in the 19th century, the concept of the square

I should be unwilling, I own, to live in any other part

remained popular, and it was widely used in the new suburbs as a profitable and

of the town; there is hardly any other that I could

elegant form of development.

be satisfied to have my children in: but we are so
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Cavendish Square was begun in around 1717 and featured
magnificent houses most of which have now gone. However

It is a measure of the outstanding cultural and environmental importance of the

the square itself established both the pattern of surrounding

remarkably airy.

squares that over 400 were protected by the London Squares Preservation Act as early

streets north of Oxford Street and a planned relationship

Jane Austen: Emma

as 1931, sixteen years before the first major Town and Country Planning Act. This

with Hanover Square. Unfortunately, most of the trees

Act ensured that privately owned open spaces could not be developed without special

within the square were removed to make way for an under-

permission. However, it did not save the squares from a devastating blow: the removal

ground car park in the 1960s

of their railings in 1941 to support the war effort.
During the war greater public access was much appreciated, so when peace was
1
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By the 1790s sixteen residential squares had been built west

restored many squares remained open. Some, like St James’s Square, remained in

of the city. The most typical, and complete, example of the

Begun in 1739, Berkeley Square was

private hands but could be enjoyed by all, while others were leased or given to local

period is Bedford Square of 1775 – 83. Each side was

never conceived as a unified architec-

authorities by landowners who could no longer afford their upkeep. Others have

designed by Thomas Leverton as a ‘palace front’, with the

tural composition but the 200-year-old

remained private, under the vigilant care of residents’ committees.

central house stuccoed and pedimented, making it the first

plane trees are hugely important

square in London to achieve architectural uniformity
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Design for railings in Pelham Crescent
Kensington, by George Basevi, 1833
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Details of the railings, Pelham Crescent
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Pelham Crescent
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Existing plinth showing where the railings were

The Value of Squares
London’s squares offer major social, cultural, visual, environmental
and economic benefits for the city as a whole.

removed in 1941, Mecklenburgh Square

London has been described as a ‘city of garden squares ’, an indication of how impor7

Removal of the railings, Cleveland Row 1941
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Removal of the railings, Russell Square 1941

tant they are to London’s urban environment. In their complex manipulation of built
and landscaped form, uniformity and diversity, public and private territory, they have
shaped the city and continue to offer massive benefits.
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Addington Square, Southwark

have highly distinctive plans and are memorable for their landscape and architecture.
Diverse in shape and function, form and entry point, architecture and planting, they
act as punctuation points, breaking up the dense grain of the city and making it more
legible and human in scale.

Environmental
It is easy to regard a city as an artificial man-made environment and to forget that
wildlife and vegetation also has a place. In recent years, however, there has been a
greater appreciation of London’s wildlife. The squares offer a home to the trees, plants
and animals that link city dwellers to the natural world and the changing rhythm of the
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seasons, while also acting as ‘outdoor drawing rooms’ that provide a human scale and
dimension in an otherwise unremitting metropolis.

Social and cultural

As part of the natural environment, they add in a small but significant way to bio-

Squares have an important social role. In commercial areas, they provide an oasis

diversity. Although rarely large enough to provide a substantial habitat, many squares

where office workers can relax and talk. In residential areas, the squares, through their

are a sanctuary for wildlife and form links in the ecological chain between large parks,

local associations or garden committees, promote a community spirit that is often lack-

small open spaces and back gardens. With strong boundaries and better soils than the

ing in modern life. They also provide an opportunity for children to play safely without

streets, they allow trees to grow to their full maturity without disturbance from road-

excessive adult supervision and away from traffic. More active recreation is also impor-

works and resurfacing.
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tant and many contain tennis courts, bowling greens and playgrounds.
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Economic

As attractive green lungs the squares are suitable for concerts, plays, festivals and
1

exhibitions. London Garden Squares Day, which takes place annually on a Sunday in

Squares are vital to London’s economy. One of the main reasons visitors and busi-

Aussie Earl by Sophie Ryder. This temporary

June, has become a popular city-wide event with squares offering historical exhibitions,

nesses come to London is the quality of its historic buildings, parks and open spaces.

installation enlivened Hanover Square during

music, theatrical entertainments, crafts displays and refreshments.

Therefore, investment in improving London’s squares and open spaces is a direct in-

The conservation or enhancement of a square is a potential catalyst for the wider

vestment in the capital’s continuing economic prosperity and a key to sustaining its

Berkeley Square Gallery as part of Westminster

regeneration of an area by providing a focus around which a community can mobilise.

attraction as a world city. London’s image is highly marketable, but it has to be pre-

City Council’s Millennium Initiative, a

They are particularly important in deprived or rundown inner city areas, where they

sented as a complete package not as a series of unrelated incidents.

collaboration with the private sector to display

can provide an opportunity for social interaction between all parts of the community

a variety of works on a temporary basis for

and help address the problems of social exclusion. Both visually and socially, the

the enjoyment of the public

square contributes to the public realm and to the historical continuity of local neigh-

summer 1998. It was carried out by the

Well-managed squares enhance the working environment and encourage business.
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They also provide prestigious settings for offices and hotels.
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Horticultural excellence at Eccleston Square
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The holly blue butterfly is a resident of many

bourhoods and communities.
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Children’s play facilities at Coram’s Fields

Visual
3

Hoxton Square, Hackney. The square has been

Squares are a unique and essential part of London’s townscape. At their best they

a focus for urban regeneration in an area of

effect a seamless unification of architecture, street plan and open space. They are cru-

acute deprivation

cially important focal points in the public realm and, collectively, are an integral part of

London squares and lays its eggs on holly and ivy
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Squares provide nesting opportunities for shyer
birds such as the song thrush

the setting of thousands of listed buildings.
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London Garden Squares Day 1998,
Courtfield Gardens

Just as the Thames and the Royal Parks stamp their form on the urban landscape of
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the capital, so the squares create their own distinctive patterns. Individually, they often

Tower Hamlets
4
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Office workers relax at Trinity Gardens,
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Successful Restoration

The aim of any restoration project must be to re-integrate the squares with the wider
urban fabric. This requires an approach, in which every element of the square is given
due consideration. Normally this will involve:
●

partnership between residents, freeholders, the local authority and other key players

●

integrated townscape management. This requires an holistic vision for the future

improvement and maintenance of all aspects of the square, embracing the buildings,
the footways, the carriageways and the gardens into a seamless whole
1
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●

a dynamic and imaginative approach to fundraising. This should be based on short,
4

medium and long term objectives in order to build up funds and resources over time

Reversing Decline

●

The condition of London’s squares varies widely. Some are well kept, well presented

●

a key organisation or individual charged with co-ordinating and driving forward an

agreed programme, in liaison with the local authority and other potential partners
and faithful to their origins. However, there are too many where the loss of railings,

professional advice to ensure that best practice is employed along with the best

technical and design solutions.

changes in surfaces and layout, underground disturbance, traffic intrusion, signs and
inadequate maintenance have had a very damaging effect, generating a downward
spiral of decline.
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Railings: often missing railings have been replaced
with chainlink fencing on concrete posts. These
1

boundaries are ugly and sever the connection
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Grosvenor Square Gardens before and

1

between the park and the surrounding architec-

after replacement of the railings which

ture. They trap litter and leaves and convey

were removed in 1941. The scheme

a defensive rather than an inviting environment

includes public access to the square
and new entry points

2

Traffic layouts: these often disregard the wider
4

environmental setting with unsightly pedestrian

Cleaver Square in Lambeth has recently
been restored with funding from the

guardrails, intrusive traffic islands, ugly signs, noise,
2

Heritage Lottery Fund

dust and atmospheric pollution. Highway works
do not have to be discordant and obtrusive
5
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Chester Square is a fine example of
where careful tree management and

Surfaces: all too often these have been disturbed
3

or badly laid, obliterating the original patterns,

good horticultural practice have

proportions and materials that link them to the

complemented the buildings designed
by Thomas Cubitt in 1835

surrounding architecture
4
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Our Campaign

English Heritage is determined to drive forward a co-ordinated programme of enhancement for London’s squares and to improve public access to them. Working in
partnership with the Mayor, the London boroughs, local amenity societies, frontagers,
estates, companies, trusts and private donors, we will:
●

set up an appeal for London squares to attract funding from private sponsors, com-

panies and other sources for appropriate high-priority projects
●

contribute up to £200,000 over the next three years to pump-prime appropriate

projects to reinstate railings to the original patterns in prominent London squares,
subject to partnership match-funding from other sources and the provision of appropriate public access
●

work with the New Opportunities Fund and the Heritage Lottery Fund to direct

resources towards high-priority projects, wherever possible
●

work closely with freehold estates, local authorities, frontagers and residents’ associ-

ations by providing free professional and technical assistance to facilitate appropriate
1

partnership projects and enhance public access and enjoyment
●

continue to update our Register of Parks and Gardens of Special Historic Interest to

ensure that proper recognition is given to all London’s squares and open spaces
●

continue to support London Garden Squares Day as a focus for the promotion of

London squares.
English Heritage invites you to join us in this very special campaign. If you are
interested in sponsoring restoration and repair works, or simply want to know more
about the campaign and its objectives, please telephone Drew Bennellick, our
Landscape Architect, on 020 7973 3488. Alternatively, write to Philip Davies, Director,
London Region at English Heritage, 23 Savile Row, London W1X 1AB, email
london.squares@english-heritage.org.uk, or visit www.english-heritage.org.uk
2

1

Bolton Gardens showing recently
reinstated railings
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…the measure of any great civilisation is in its cities
and the measure of a city’s greatness is to be found in the
quality of its public spaces, its parks and squares.
John Ruskin
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