
An unusual partnership between a church parochial council and a
community development trust is breathing new life into a neglected
Grade I-listed church in a deprived pocket of London’s Paddington. 
The parish of St Mary Magdalene was founded in 1865, in an impov-

erished�and overcrowded area contained by the Great Western Main-
line and the Regent’s Canal. The church was originally surrounded by
terraced houses, which were demolished as part of slum clearance
in 1957 and replaced with the Warwick and Brindley estates.

St Mary Magdalene was designed by George Edmund Street, and
completed in 1878, at around the same time as his Royal Courts
of Justice. The parish of St Mary Magdalene was founded as an
Anglo-Catholic mission by the Ecclesiological Society by Father
Richard Temple West, social reformer and curate of All Saints’, Mar-
garet Street, where Street was a church warden. 
While the exterior of the church is relatively plain, in red brick 

with stone dressing, and inspired by Street’s voyages around > 
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I must confess this fascinating and captivating book came as some-
thing of a surprise. Far from being a catalogue of buildings and mon-
uments, A Heritage in Stone is actually an engaging and thought-
provoking account of the author’s personal experiences in more than
30 years working for the National Trust for Scotland.
Whilst there is much technical detail on the magnificent proper-

ties of the National Trust in Aberdeenshire, Angus, Perthshire and
the Cairngorms, buildings are essentially about people, so here you
will also find many of the characters who’ve helped ensure these
properties are maintained for our benefit, and for the benefit of gen-
erations to come. 
Craftspeople, gardeners, foresters, managers, guides, surveyors,

architects, archaeologists, conservators, planners and more have
all contributed in a particular way to the work of conservation and
restoration on some of north east Scotland’s most historic buildings.
Twenty seven projects are highlighted, and each is attractively

and copiously illustrated, mainly with images from the archives of
the NTS, and often showing complex and innovative restoration work
under way. 
Stories of restoration of properties are interspersed with others

of the need to respond to particular problems: a flood at Haddo
House, a bulging tower at Fyvie Castle, or a fire at Castle Fraser.
We also learn about the international aspects of historic conserva-
tion, with accounts of the author's visits to Estonia in 1991, and
Australia in 2009. 
For anyone with an interest in Scotland’s historic architecture, or

conservation work in in general, this lavishly illustrated, erudite hard-

bound volume is a must. Perhaps more importantly it has a vivid
sub-script that addresses many of the deeper philosophic and polit-
ical challenges facing conservation work. 
Anyone working in this area is inevitably drawn into difficult 

debates about the interplay of history and architecture, and David-
son has particularly intriguing views on this. Given that the author
sees ‘heritage’ as neither history nor architecture, but rather ‘some-
thing immaterial such as a practise or custom that is passed down
from one generation to another’, the central question underpinning
this work is the management of heritage, and how conservators
layer that and shape a story for public consumption. 
A particular challenge for Davidson in his work in Scotland has

been the response to damage (often deliberate) and decay in build-
ings, which is as much a part of the story of a building as its con-
struction methods and materials. 
The answers haven’t always been easy, and clearly a lot of les-

sons were leant over 30 years engaging with some challenging and
unique buildings. The author admits that both he and the Trust 
made mistakes, but there were significant victories too.
For Davidson, heritage is a living and changing interpretation of

history, and he’s deeply concerned that those who present history
to the public don’t feel drawn – even with the best of intentions – to
an emasculated script, but rather that we confront the challenges
and uncomfortable realities that have shaped our built heritage 
and history. 

Ian Mitchell Davidson is a specialist in heritage conservation who
worked for the National Trust for Scotland for over three decades.
He is a Visiting Professor at Robert Gordon University, Aberdeen
and a Heritage Consultant. He is a well-known authority on building
conservation and has delivered lectures in the United States, Aus-
tralia, the then USSR, Estonia, Latvia and elsewhere around the
world. He lives in rural Aberdeenshire with his wife, Kim, and has
two adult children, Kate and Jamie.
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northern Europe, the interior of the church is highly decorated. Its
decorative scheme survives intact, and includes work by important 
artists and craftsmen, including a painted nave ceiling by Daniel 
Bell, sculpture by Thomas Earp and windows by Henry Holiday.
Careful restoration of the decorative scheme is underway. Clive-

den Conservation Workshop have been appointed as the conserva-
tion sub-contractor; their first task was to carry extensive cleaning
trials underway looking at different methodologies. The painted ceil-
ing has been the subject of particular interest, as the full scaffold-
ing allows it to be inspected at close quarters for the first time. The
painted heads of the saints have been revealed as marouflages,
canvas painted in the studio to allow more control and then fixed to
the boarded ceiling.
The extensive brick undercroft is also being restored. The under-

croft is a large vaulted space which is very dramatic with piers and
a buttressed retaining wall, but it currently has no services. The proj-
ect will introduce power, ventilation, heating and lighting into the
space so that it can be used for conferences, performances and
other events. Services will be run in a new floor trench; the existing
terracotta tiles have been lifted and set aside to re-lay over the trench
on completion.
Environmental monitoring is being carried out of the chapel of St

Sepulchre in the undercroft, a mortuary chapel for Father Temple
West designed by Ninian Comper in 1894. The wall paintings in the
chapel are very fragile and are being analysed.
A new building is being constructed alongside the church and will

provide a café and an education room as well as a lift, toilets and
essential services for the church, which has no running water and
no level access. The new building is being clad in glazed terracot-

ta that bring to visibility some of the decorative quality of the church
interior. The glazed terracotta is designed with a decorative frieze
based on the design of the tiled floor in the nave.
This project is the result of a long partnership between the church

and Paddington Development Trust to bring about more ambitious
and long-lasting change as a catalyst not just for the church build-
ing itself but for the local community. A key aspect of the project is
to bring widespread community benefit to an area which remains
deprived, and to transform an under-used and neglected building
into a thriving community asset, thereby securing the future not just
of the decaying church fabric but of its surroundings – the neigh-
bourhood and the community who live there.
The project is working closely with its neighbour, St Mary Mag-

dalene Primary School. Construction of the new building has 
involved underpinning parts of the church, school and the site 
retaining wall. 
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PROJECT TEAM: 
Architect and Lead Consultant: Dow Jones Architects
Conservation Architect: Caroe Architecture Ltd
Contractor: Lengard Ltd
Conservator: Cliveden Conservation Workshop

St Mary Magdalene, Rowington Close, Paddington, London W2 5TF

IMAGES: 
01Nave © Torsten Schlicht. 02St Sepulchre's Chapel © Torsten Schlicht.
03Undercroft © Torsten Schlicht. 04Undercroft partly cleaned. 05
Painted ceiling on site. 06 Painted ceiling before cleaning © Torsten
Schlicht. 07 Chancel alabaster and mosaic © Torsten Schlicht. 08
Detail of cleaning trials to ceiling.

IMAGES: 01 Fyvie Castle, Fyvie, Turriff, Aberdeenshire. 02Haddo House,
Methlick, Ellon, Aberdeenshire. 
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