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1.1 What is a conservation area? 

The statutory definition of a conservation area, as 
defined in the primary legislation, the Planning 
(Listed Buildings and Conservation Areas) Act 1990 
is:  
 

Ȱ!Î ÁÒÅÁ ÏÆ ÓÐÅÃÉÁÌ ÁÒÃÈÉÔÅÃÔÕÒÁÌ 
or historic interest the character 
or appearance of which it is 
ÄÅÓÉÒÁÂÌÅ ÔÏ ÐÒÅÓÅÒÖÅ ÏÒ ÅÎÈÁÎÃÅȱ 
 
In determining the above there are no specific set 
criteria upon which an area is designated. But there 
are several key elements that are generally 
considered. This includes the topography and 
landscape, building ages and architectural styles, 
the materials used and detailing, street patterns 
and grain, land uses, the public realm, green 
spaces, boundary treatments, and views.  

The extent to which buildings and structures 
contribute generally derives from their frontages 
onto the street that is most experienced in the 
public domain. But in many places the sides and 
rears of buildings and streets can also be viewed, 
particularly in Durham City where many buildings 
and areas can be seen three dimensionally. This is 
due to how the buildings have developed in 
response to the landform and how the city has 
evolved over the centuries, spreading out in all 
directions from the peninsula. 

Spaces can contribute very positively, connecting 
buildings and places, dictating movement, and 
creating interactions. These range from key open 
historic civic spaces such as Durham Market Place, 
to the contemporary Millennium Square, intimate 
medieval streets, narrow historic vennels and green 
lanes, and the riverside footpaths.  

Green spaces are in abundance in Durham City, and 
they contribute significantly to its special character, 
distinctiveness, and sense of place. They vary 
greatly in type, use and extent, ranging from large 
areas of dense ancient woodland, local nature 
reserves, community allotment gardens, public 
parks, private front gardens in the streetscene, 
roadside verges, the riverbanks, and street trees. 

Such green assets and the wider surrounding 
landscape have high scenic and aesthetic qualities 
that enhance the setting of buildings, streets, 
spaces, and the city as a whole. All of the above, 
and the varying topography, create and provide 
different visual experiences, and ambiances, with 
notable historic landmarks featuring in a range of 
different views. 

Added to the above, the river is a wonderful blue 
asset, which has played a critical role in shaping the 
city and is a significant part of the character and 
experience of the city. The River Wear corridor is a 
ÓÐÅÃÉÁÌ ÁÎÄ ÕÎÉÑÕÅ ÐÁÒÔ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÒÅÇÉÏÎȭÓ ÎÁÔÕÒÁÌ 
environment and a significant natural component 
of the wider city that crosses and unites multiple 
conservation areas.  

It has high aesthetic, social, and recreational value 
and it provides an important wildlife corridor 
through the heart of the historic city. 

The designation of a conservation area under the 
Town and County Planning (Listed Buildings and 
Conservation Areas) Act 1990 
https://www.legislation.gov.uk/ukpga/1990/9/secti
on/69 gives the Local Planning Authority (LPA) 
certain statutory and general duties: 

¶ s69(1) requires the LPA to designate from 

time to time any areas which they consider 

to be of special architectural or historic 

interest as conservation areas, 

¶ s69(2) requires the LPA to review such 

designations from time to time. 

¶ s71(1) requires the LPA to formulate, 

prepare and publish proposals for the 

preservation and enhancement of its 

conservation areas from time to time. 

¶ s72(1) requires that when assessing 

applications for development in 

conservation areas, the LPA must pay 

special attention to the desirability of 

preserving or enhancing the character or 

appearance of the conservation areas.  

 

 

https://www.legislation.gov.uk/ukpga/1990/9/section/69
https://www.legislation.gov.uk/ukpga/1990/9/section/69
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1.2 What is the purpose of this 

appraisal? 

The key objective of this character appraisal is to 
define the special interest of Durham City 
Peninsula and Riverbanks Conservation Area. It 
identifies and evaluates the contribution of the 
different elements and features that form the 
ÁÒÅÁȭÓ ÄÉÓÔÉÎÃÔÉÖÅÎess, sense of place, character and 
appearance that justify its designation. It then 
identifies any issues, problems, and potential 
threats the conservation area faces, and the 
opportunities, that help to inform the overarching 
realistic and deliverable management aims and 
actions set out in the management strategy. 
 
The appraisal will provide an important tool and 
ÅÖÉÄÅÎÃÅ ÂÁÓÅ ÔÏ ÉÎÆÏÒÍ ÔÈÅ ÁÒÅÁȭÓ ÏÎ-going 
management, to ensure its special architectural 
and historic interest is conserved and where 
possible enhanced moving forwards. It has been 
ÐÒÅÐÁÒÅÄ ÉÎ ÁÃÃÏÒÄÁÎÃÅ ×ÉÔÈ (ÉÓÔÏÒÉÃ %ÎÇÌÁÎÄȭÓ 
Advice Note 1, Conservation Area, Appraisal, 
Designation and Management, 2nd ed. (2019).  
 
The individual character appraisals form part 2 of 
the Durham City Conservation Area Management 
Plan (CAMP) process. Part 1 is the Durham City 
Strategic Context document, and part 3 the 
overarching Management Strategy. These 
documents should be read in combination.  
 
 

The purpose of the CAMP Strategic Context 
document is to: 

¶ Set out the approach to the protection of 

ǘƘŜ /ƛǘȅΩǎ ǎǇŜŎƛŀƭ ŀǊŎƘƛǘŜŎǘǳǊŀƭ ŀƴŘ ƘƛǎǘƻǊƛŎ 

interest and how this can deliver other 

positive outcomes. 

¶ Set out an overview of the city in terms of 

its special interest, history timeline, 

topography & landscape context. 

¶ Provide an understanding of the seven 

individual conservation areas, their 

interrelationships and how in combination 

they inform the overall heritage 

significance of Durham City. 

¶ Provide an understanding of the process 

and methodology that has been carried 

out. 

¶ Set out how the Durham City Conservation 

Area has evolved from its original 

designation in 1968 through to its 

subdivision to seven conservation areas. 

¶ Set out the justification for the designation 

of the seven new conservation areas. 

¶ Set out how the documents work  

¶ Sit alongside other strategies and plans 

that are in place and emerging. 

Fig 1 below. The Baileys, part of the medieval defensive complex on 

the peninsula. A distinctive historic street lined by houses adapted 

over the centuries with a strong Georgian character.  
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Together the conservation area character appraisal 
and CAMP overarching management strategy will: 

Á Help decision makers to be able to assess the 

impact of new development proposals and 

ÃÈÁÎÇÅ ÕÐÏÎ ÔÈÅ ÁÒÅÁȭÓ ÓÐÅÃÉÁÌ ÉÎÔÅÒÅÓÔȟ ÃÈÁÒÁÃÔÅÒ 

appearance and significance. 

Á 0ÒÏÖÉÄÅ Á ÄÅÔÁÉÌÅÄ ÕÎÄÅÒÓÔÁÎÄÉÎÇ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÁÒÅÁȭÓ 

special interest that can be used to inform future 

planning decisions. 

Á Identify positive features to be preserved, 

negative features to be improved and identify 

potential future risks to the areaȭs special interest 

and character. 

Á Offer solutions to the issues and potential risks 

through the management aims and actions. 

Á Identify positive opportunities for change and 

improvements. 

Á Support the delivery of good design and assist in 

the preparation and implementation of 

enhancement and regeneration opportunities 

when they arise. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig 2 below. The classic view from Milburngate Road Bridge, 

showing the association between Castle, Cathedral, River Wear, and 

riverbanks woodland; an exceptional sequential view demonstrating 

the world heritage sites (WHS) drama, beauty, and dominance over 

the city. 
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2. Overview 
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2.1 Location and description 

Durham City is one of the most historic cities in the 
UK founded in the 10th century with its core on the 
peninsula, crowned by the Castle and Cathedral, 
and bounded by the River Wear. It has always been, 
and continues to be, a place of change and growth. 
It is centrally located within County Durham and is 
well connected to many strategic road and rail 
routes, including the A1(M), and the east coast 
mainline. Within the city, radiating out from the 
peninsula is a network of streets, roads, and 
different routes spreading wider afield to connect 
the city with the surrounding villages. 

The Durham City Peninsula and Riverbanks 
Conservation Area lies at the historic heart of the 
ancient city. It is focused upon the historic Castle 
complex that comprises an inner bailey, Castle 
keep and motte, and an outer bailey today marked 
by the streets named North and South Bailey which 
surrounds the Cathedral precinct including the 
Cathedral church, The College and Palace Green. 
Most of the historic Castle outer defensive walls 
survive, though only one gateway, the Watergate 
remains.  

Beyond this area are the commercial streets of 
Saddler Street, Silver Street, and Elvet Bridge, 
leading into the Market Place. Outside the built 
form the River Wear, its riverbanks and river valley 
sub-divides the historic core, continuing upstream 
to Finchale Priory and downstream to Shincliffe 
Village. 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Image © Graeme Hall, used with permission. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig 3 above. A splendid drone view from the west looking over the 

peninsula, the Cathedral shown in its broad townscape and 

landscape setting. Above right, the prebendal houses at The College, 

and the cobbled Bow Lane linking the peninsula to Elvet. 
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Map 1 Location plans 
A location plan of Durham City highlighted in the wider 

county context (below) and an aerial map showing the 

Durham City Peninsula and Riverbanks Conservation 

Area in the city centre settlement context. 
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2.2 The conservation area boundary 

Boundary description  

The conservation area boundary in the north 
follows the route of Leazes Road passing the 
entrance to the Market Place and around the 
north side of Milburngate Bridge. From here it 
turns southwards following the route of 
Framwellgate Waterside, under Framwellgate 
Bridge then rising up the riverbank to the ridge of 
the inner gorge.  

It then follows the rear plots of the buildings lining 
the east side of South Street down to Pimlico. 
From this point the boundary turns west for a 
short distance up to Quarryheads Lane following 
the street down to Prebends Bridge Cottage.  

The boundary continues around the edge of Elvet 
Banks with a deviation skirting around the playing 
fields at Palmers Close. It follows the riverbanks 
up to and around Dunelm House onto New Elvet 
where it follows the street north over New Elvet 
Bridge back to Leazes Road. 

An important part of the appraisal process is to 
provide an understanding as to how the boundary 
to the conservation area has been drawn, what is 
included and what has been excluded, and why 
certain physical features have been used to define 
it. The following provides a list of the key points 
that have informed the Durham City Peninsula 
Conservation Area boundary: 

Á Focused on the ancient core that the 

community of St Cuthbert settled on in 

the 10th century, and from which the city 

grew up.  

Á Area comprises of the surviving town plan 

identifiable on historic maps dating back 

to the 1600s and forming the heart of the 

Ȱ"ÉÓÈÏÐÓ "ÏÒÏÕÇÈȱȢ  

Á The boundary is naturally defined by the 

River Wear gorge that separates the 

peninsula from other parts of the city 

capturing all the mature woodland on 

both sides of the riverbanks. 

Á The triangular plot of land between 

Pimlico and Quarryheads Lane is included 

as it is visually part of the riverbanks 

setting area and conjecturally represents a 

remnant of how approaches to the 

Cathedral may have once looked. 

Á The boundary is drawn to capture the 

Chorister School playing field on the west 

side of the Church Street Head/Stockton 

Road junction as it retains its historic open 

character, important view of the 

Cathedral, and remains in Cathedral 

ownership providing a legible connection. 

 

Á The east boundary extends outwards to 

capture Durham University Elvet 

Riverside. The buildings were intentionally 

designed to face the river with a strong 

presence in the river corridor, turning their 

backs to New Elvet. 

Á Dunelm House is included as it has an 

integral architectural designed 

relationship to the river and Kingsgate 

Bridge. 

Á The Prince Bishops Place Centre is 

inseparable from the area owing to its 

position within the townscape, having 

been grafted into the medieval streets 

and with a strong visual presence facing 

the river. 
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The conclusion is that the conservation area 
boundary is logically informed representing a 
distinctive geological formation, an exceptionally 
significant built environment, and invaluable 
historical landscape. It includes Durham Castle 
and Cathedral World Heritage Site, which is 
globally significant for its innovative Romanesque 
architecture, with the iconic Cathedral and 
associated Castle set within their conserved 
medieval bailey and defensive wall complex. This 
ÃÏÍÂÉÎÅÄ ×ÉÔÈ ÔÈÅ ȰÒÏÍÁÎÔÉÃȱ ÌÁÎÄÓÃÁÐÅ ÓÅÔÔÉÎÇ 
creates a unique townscape and unforgettable 
visual drama and experience. The area merits 
designation and deserves careful management to 
preserve or enhance its special interest and 
character.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig 4 below. General views along the river corridor from Kingsgate 

Bridge, and below from Prebends Bridge, the river separates 

different parts of the city and provides a unique contrasting natural 

historic environment to the urban. 
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Map 2 Conservation area boundary  
A detailed map of the conservation area boundary 

(red) with the main streets identified.  

 

1.Market Place 

2.Silver Street 

3.Saddler Street 

4.Owengate 

5.Palace Green 

6.North and South Bailey 

7.The College 

8.New Elvet Riverside 

9.Choristor School playing fields 

10.Quarryheads Lane 
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Map 3 Conservation area boundary  

(aerial map)  
The aerial map shows the boundary in detail and the 

distinction between the urban and natural 

environments with the surrounding city faded out to 

give greater clarity. 
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Map 4 Durham Castle  and Cathedral  

World Heritage Site.  
The map shows the boundary of the world heritage 

site that is located within the conservation area.  

 

A major component of the conservation area is 
Durham Castle and Cathedral World Heritage Site. 
World Heritage sites are cultural and/or natural 
ÓÉÔÅÓ ÃÏÎÓÉÄÅÒÅÄ ÔÏ ÂÅ ÏÆ Ȱoutstanding universal 
valueȟȱ which have been inscribed on the World 
Heritage List by UNESCO. These places or 
buildings are thought to have special importance 
for everyone and represent unique, the most 
significant or best, examples of world culture or 
natural heritage.  

World Heritage status is the highest accolade of 
heritage significance, with Durham Castle and 
Cathedral inscribed on the list in 1986.The sites 
Outstanding Universal Value (OUV) and further 
information can be found at Durham Castle and 
Cathedral - UNESCO World Heritage Centre 

The dual world heritage site and conservation area 
designation ÔÅÓÔÉÆÉÅÓ ÔÏ ÔÈÅ ÁÒÅÁȭÓ ÈÉÓÔÏÒÉÃ ÁÎÄ 
architectural importance, and the surrounding 
townscape, landscape and riverscape are 
fundamental to the perception and understanding 
ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÁÒÅÁȭÓ ÃÕÌÔÕÒÁÌ ÈÉÓÔÏÒÙȢ 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

https://whc.unesco.org/en/list/370/
https://whc.unesco.org/en/list/370/
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2.3 Summary of special interest 
 
Architectural interest 

o The exceptional architecture of the 

Cathedral and Castle demonstrating 

architectural innovation and expressing 

Norman power, and the spiritual and 

secular powers of the medieval Prince 

Bishops. 

o The exceptional significance of the 

Romanesque and early Gothic medieval 

architecture with iconic buildings set 

within the surviving remains of their early 

medieval Bailey and defensive wall. 

o The exceptional architectural significance 

of the Claustral and The College Buildings 

representing one of the most complete 

collections of monastic buildings in 

England to have survived from the 

medieval period.  

o The high significance of the buildings 

around Palace Green displaying important 

architectural references of the time 

relating to their original use. 

 

 

 

 

o The high architectural quality and 

diversity within the Market Place, Silver 

Street, Elvet Bridge and Saddler Street 

with buildings of different periods, 

character and uses combining to generate 

high-quality historic streetscapes with a 

strong historic identity 

o The very high number of listed buildings, 

non-designated heritage assets and 

landmarks. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig 5 above. The Chorister School a medieval prebendal         

house of high significance. 

Historic interest 
o The areaȭs ancient origins and significance 

as the starting point for the city, and its 

subsequent historic evolution. 

o The exceptional interest of the surviving 

medieval town plan, with a high level of 

intactness, authenticity, and integrity. 

o The historic interest and intangible link of 

the pilgrim routes to the character and 

relationship to the surrounding historic 

fabric. 

o The significant archaeological value and 

potential with a wealth of archaeological 

remains adding to the understanding of 

the history of the place. 

o The exceptional interest deriving from the 

continuation of historic uses.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

      Fig 6 above. The oak coffin made for St Cuthbert in 698. 
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Topography and setting 
o The uniqueness of the peninsula and river, 

a picturesque natural landscape feature 

through the heart of the city. 

o The importance of the topography being 

the reason for the original establishment 

and growth of the city and used to 

dramatically emphasise the power, status, 

and drama of the Cathedral and Castle. 

o The river and gorge forming a natural 

barrier separating the peninsula and 

surrounding city with the higher encircling 

slopes and ridges, providing containment. 

o The varied topography influencing the 

built form and character for example by 

creating intimate streets, staggered and 

stepped roofscapes, and steep vennels. 

o The inseparable historic and visual 

relationship and setting contribution to 

the other city conservation areas. 

 

 

 

 

      Fig 7 above. The river looping around the peninsula providing 

a scenic natural setting to the Castle and Cathedral. 

Green and blue infrastructure assets 
o The abundance and variation in the green 

spaces that have significant historic 

interest, community, social and 

recreational value, and high visual 

amenity value. 

o The riverbanks forming a distinctive 

historic environment in its own right, in 

part derived from its relationship with 

urban development above.  

o The historic and evidential values of the 

riverbanks as a designed landscape 

shaped by different landowners over the 

centuries. 

o The high visual amenity values of the 

green spaces in terms of enhancing the 

setting of the buildings, in particular the 

ÒÉÖÅÒÂÁÎËÓ ÁÎÄ ÔÈÅ ÎÏÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ ȰÒÏÍÁÎÔÉÃȱ 

beauty.  

o The significance of Palace Green, its visual 

function as a piece of landscape design 

uniting the Castle and Cathedral. 

o The high significance of the river and 

riverbanks in terms of its natural habitat, 

flora and fauna, biodiversity, recreational 

value, and its built development including 

the Castle walls, bridges, and mills. 

Views 
o The wide variation and high quality of 

views and the changing visual experiences 

they provide. Including designed views 

such as those from Prebends Bridge that 

have become a symbol of Durham. 

o The dynamic visual relationship between 

the WHS and the surrounding townscape 

and peopleȭs experience of this. 

o The visual quality, drama, and different 

experience of the WHS during the day and 

night. 

o The exceptional value of the world 

renowned views of the WHS, inspiring 

painters, poets, and artists over the 

centuries.  

o 6ÉÅ× ÏÆ ÔÈÅ 7(3 ÐÒÏÖÉÄÉÎÇ ÔÈÅ ÃÉÔÙȭÓ 

identity and peopleȭs image of the place. 

 

 

 

 

 

      Fig 8 above. The view north across Palace Green towards the 

Castle from in front of the Cathedral. 
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Public realm 
o The surviving medieval framework of 

streets, different spaces, vennels, terraced 

walks, and routes.  

o The traditional floorscape enhancing the 

setting of the historic buildings and 

adding to the character and appearance of 

the historic streets and spaces. 

o The historic boundary treatments that 

reinforce the linear nature and enclosed 

intimate character as well as defining 

building plots.  

o The exceptional value of the market 

square, the centre of city life since 

medieval times, which continues today. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

      Fig 9 above. The narrow historic vennal at Saddlerõs Yard. 

Other 
o  The different ambiances of the place from 

the vibrant and bustling Market Place to 

the tranquillity of the riverbanks, and the 

quiet academic air of the Bailey and The 

College. 

o Durham as a place of pilgrimage since 

medieval times and continuing today. 

o The significant intangible value in terms of 

ÐÅÏÐÌÅȭÓ ÍÅÍÏÒÉÅÓ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÐÌÁÃÅȟ ÔÈÅ 

Cathedral being a spiritual, gathering, and 

social place, place of learning and 

worship, and invaluable community 

resource, with which people have a strong 

connection. 

o The cultural significance of the place 

expressed and experienced through 

regular events and services. 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig 10 above. The nave of the Cathedral where most of the 

services are held and a place to reflect on faith and history. 
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2.4 Topography and setting 

The unique topography (the physical form, 
features, and appearance of land surfaces for 
example rivers, valleys, hills) of Durham City is one 
if its most significant features that has shaped its 
plan and built form and is a defining characteristic 
of its special interest.  

Durham City lies within the broad valley of the 
Wear Lowlands which lies between the low 
escarpment of the East Durham Limestone 
Plateau and the higher ridges and valleys of the 
West Durham Coalfield. In the floor of this gently 
undulating lowland vale the River Wear carves an 
incised meandering course, in places lying deep 
within narrow gorges cutting down through the 
underlying sandstones and shales, in others 
wandering across open floodplains flanked by 
steep wooded bluffs.  

The topography has had a profound influence on 
the evolution of the city and the way that it is 
experienced today. The historic core of the city is 
focussed on a deeply incised gorge forming a tight 
bend in the river which provided a strong 
defensive site and an arresting setting for the 
Norman Castle and Cathedral (and earlier Saxon 
fortifications). The medieval city lay on the 
peninsula behind its defensive walls, spreading 
out across the neck of the peninsula in the north 
and onto the opposing riverbanks from 
Framwellgate and Elvet bridges and up the ridge 
to the north-east towards Gilesgate. 

The river sub-divides the city and there is a 
complex of ridge lines and hills that encircle and 
further separate the urban form. These are 
7ÈÉÎÎÅÙ (ÉÌÌȟ -ÏÕÎÔ *ÏÙȟ "ÕÃËȭÓ (ÉÌÌȟ %ÌÖÅÔ (ÉÌÌȟ 
Windmill Hill, Observatory Hill, Red Hills, Western 
Hill, Windy Hill, and Beacon Hill. They combine 
with features such as woodlands of Flass Vale and 
Wharton Park, parkland at the College of St Hild 
and Bede, the southern campus, the canopies of 
street and garden trees, to provide a scenic green 
Ȱ×ÁÌÌȱ ÂÁÃËÄÒÏÐ ÔÈÁÔ ÐÒÏÖides visual containment 
to the urban area. 

The higher ground provides significant views 
across the city where the Cathedral rises 
gloriously into the skyline, with the Castle 
displaying Norman strength, the surrounding 
townscape subordinate to their dominance.  

In views from lower ground within the city the 
wider landscape setting is rarely visible, and the 
immediate backdrop glimpsed above and 
between buildings is formed by the closer high 
ground which creates an intimacy of scale and a 
sense of enclosure. 

The setting of the conservation area is highly 
varied. It can generally be described as comprising 
the surrounding historic townscape and landscape 
that extends outwardly to the surrounding hills 
and ridges that contain the historic core of the 
city. It is dense urban of changing character, that 
then transitions to a semi-rural character then 
open countryside beyond the city limits.  

This creates a range of different approaches, 
many historic, that provide different experiences 
of both historic and modern character.  

More intimately are the closely associated 
medieval streets and the romantic setting to the 
Cathedral and Castle provided by the 
undeveloped stretch of river, steep forbidding 
wooded riverbanks, the surviving stretches of the 
Castle walls, Prebends Bridge, and the view it 
provides.  

The wider setting to the area can be generally 
regarded as the more distant high ground with a 
succession of slopes, ridges and hills that provide 
either Cathedral views or are important in the 
backdrop. Some wider routes and approaches are 
pilgrim routes for example Silent Bank near 
Cassop, with the central tower visible 5 miles 
away, with others more conjectural. These 
provide different and evolving experiences as the 
historic city core, Cathedral and Castle move in 
and out of view with some dramatic reveals giving 
a sudden sense of arrival. They are also important 
in marking the presence of the city in its very 
broad townscape and landscape surroundings.  

Overall, tÙÐÉÃÁÌÌÙȟ $ÕÒÈÁÍȭÓ ÔÏÐÏÇÒÁÐÈÙ ÈÁÓ ÂÅÅÎ 
described as being Ȱbowl likeȱ surrounding the 
historic city core with an inner and outer bowl. 
The reality is that it is more fragmented with 
valley and countryside  intrusions that enhance its 
character.  
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The wider setting of the city, and the conservation 
area, is provided in the west by the distant high 
ground of Brandon Hill, Findon Hill and Charlaw 
Fell. These are on the edge of the west Durham 
Coalfield, a broad landscape separated by river 
valleys with a strong west-east grain defined by 
valleys, woodland, and pasture land, heavily 
influenced by coal mining.  

In the east and south the steep limestone 
escarpment forms an undulating skyline. The 
nearest spurs of Pittington Hill, Sherburn Hill, Old 
Cassop and Cassop Vale are often notable 
features in the backdrop of Cathedral views across 
different parts of the city. Penshaw Hill is a distant 
landmark in the north. The limestone plateau is 
characterised by an open agricultural landscape 
with medieval settlements, historic farmsteads, 
and field patterns.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

Fig 11 below. A digital terrain map showing the varied topography 

of the cityõs outer setting with the landscape geology types and 

main surrounding hills identified, with the conservation area 

highlighted in red. 
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Fig 12 right. A digital terrain maps showing the varied topography 

of the cityõs more immediate setting with the main ridges (dashed) 

and hills identified and the conservation area highlighted in red. 

Within the city centre the encircling ridges of high 
ground form a more immediate and intimate 
backdrop to the historic core. The peninsula and 
the Market Place sit lower than the ridges to the 
east, south and west creating a strong sense of 
enclosure. This arc of high ground includes the 
notable hills of 7ÈÉÎÎÅÙ (ÉÌÌȟ -ÏÕÎÔ *ÏÙȟ "ÕÃËȭÓ 
Hill, Elvet Hill, Windmill Hill, Observatory Hill, Red 
Hills, Western Hill, Windy Hill, and Beacon Hill. 
These provide varied landscapes and vantage 
points from which to view the city and its historic 
landmarks, and a green backdrop in parts of high 
aesthetic value. Below views from Whinney Hill, 

Observatory Hill, Windmill Hill, and Wharton Park. 
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The drone view perfectly captures the 

unique topography, romantic, and broader 

background landscape forming the setting 

to the peninsula. The landform rising 

outwardly up to the tree covered encircling 

ridges and hills. 

Image, ©Graeme Hall, used with permission. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Durham City 
Draft Conservation Area Management Plan 2026 

 

20 
 

A major attribute of the conservation areaȭs 
special interest is the role it plays as an essential 
component of the still legible medieval town plan. 
The peninsula and riverbanks conservation area 
can be regarded as having greater significance 
than the other Durham City conservation areas. A 
settlement is known to have existed at Durham by 
the 10th century, with archaeological evidence of 
even earlier occupation of both Elvet and the 
peninsula. The peninsula was chosen as the final 
resting place for the community of monks 
ÃÁÒÒÙÉÎÇ 3Ô #ÕÔÈÂÅÒÔȭÓ ÃÏÆÆÉÎ ÉÎ ίίΫ Ï×ÉÎÇ ÔÏ ÂÅÉÎÇ 
a naturally defensible site. Later, the Castle and 
the Cathedral were constructed by the Normans 
in the late 11th / early 12th century and the city 
grew up beyond the defensive Castle walls 
between, along, and at the edges of key routes.  

The seven Durham City Conservation Areas 
surrounding the peninsula and riverbanks on all 
sides provide its immediate setting, and in 
succession form a major part of the setting to 
Durham Castle and Cathedral World Heritage Site. 
They therefore contribute to its Outstanding 
Universal Value that elevates their collective 
significance. This is demonstrated by the map on 
the following page. 

This is evidenced and can be understood by the  
ÃÉÔÙȭÓ ÈÉÓÔÏÒÙȟ ÅÖÏÌÕÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÂÕÉÌÔ ÅÎÖÉÒÏÎÍÅÎÔȟ 
the framework of the different approaches along 
the principal historic streets and other historic 
routes, and the different visual connections and 
experiences provided moving from place to place.  

The setting provides areas of different urban and 
landscape character, with significant kinetic and 
sequential views of the historic core many focused 
on the Castle and Cathedral, which are of high 
quality and value. This includes sequential 
glimpses moving through narrow winding and 
hilly streets as the Cathedral and Castle move in 
and out of view before dramatic revealing views. 
There are places within the conservation areas 
where the Cathedral can be seen from elevated 
vantage points where it dominates the skyline and 
subordinate townscape set in landscape 
surrounds. Many views are significant in giving a 
ÓÅÎÓÅ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÃÉÔÙȭÓ ÓÅÐÁÒÁÔÉÏÎ ÂÙ ÔÈÅ ÒÉÖÅÒ ÁÎÄ ÏÆ 
the Castle and Cathedralȭs elevation above the 
surrounding city, ensuring the legibility of its 
medieval form and dominance. 
 
There are many distinctive changes in character 
moving between the conservation areas that 
enhance the experience of the peninsula and 
riverbanks and are important to its character and 
setting. For example, moving along the riverside 
within both Framwellgate and Gilesgate 
Conservation Areas towards the peninsula the 
experience is one of 20th and 21st century urban 
townscape with adjacent and background historic 
built development, the Cathedral towers seen in 
the river corridor view towering above the tree 
canopy and fragmented townscape, its 
dominance and drama increasing with movement 
south.  

From Wharton Park in Framwellgate Conservation 
Area there are fine expansive views over the 
Crossgate area that provide a wide panoramic 
view of the Cathedral and Castle. Such views 
contrast with the distinctly different visual 
experience from places such as Old Durham, 
which offers a splendid revealing view of the 
Cathedral and Castle in broader landscape 
perspective. 

In wider terms, important elements of setting 
primarily derive from the historic approaches for 
example from through Frankland Park providing 
rural panoramas with the city in the backdrop and 
experiences of the Cathedral tower.  

Of significance is the Cathedralȭs impact as a 
landmark in the wider landscape of the city that 
not only conveys its high status, architectural 
marvel, but also in the way it was designed to 
summon its pilgrims towards the city and the 
shrine of St Cuthbert. The image of the Cathedral 
as a far reaching object in the landscape still 
remains.  

Some places have important historic connections 
that while not obvious still have value to setting 
that goes beyond visual receptors. For example, 
the intangible historic links between the Cathedral 
priory estate to places such as the monksȭ retreat 
at Beaurepaire, Sherburn Hospital first established 
by the priory in medieval times, and Finchale 
Priory that was an outpost of the Cathedral. 
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Map 5 Setting  
  
The map shows the 7 Durham City  

Conservation Areas in combination  

and the inner setting of Durham  

Castle and Cathedral World Heritage  

Site, demonstrating the intrinsic  

relationship.  

 

It should be noted that the  

World Heritage Site inner setting  

boundary is not tightly delineated but is 

more òzoneó like where the topography,  

tree coverage, buildings heights, road  

and street patterns determine the Castle  

and Cathedralõs visibility.  

 

The map on the following page shows 

Peninsula and Riverbanks Conservation  

Area picked out to give more clarity to its  

relationship with the other conservation 

areas. 
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