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CHESTER CULTURAL CENTRE CONSULTATION 

CHESTER ARCHAEOLOGICAL SOCIETY RESPONSE 

 

Summary 

 

 The range and depth of these comments are restricted by the superficial nature of the 

information available. 

 The Society continues to support the principle of the reuse of the former Odeon cinema  

and the Commerce House site as a cultural venue, although with reservations about 

the incorporation of the city library. The adjacent sites of 49 Northgate Street and 

Folliott House might be considered as locations for the Cheshire Record Office. 

 The development will occupy a site of the highest archaeological importance, where 

the maximum possible preservation in situ should be sought. 

 The design concept for the new building is acceptable but uninspired and is at risk of 

being crude by comparison with neighbouring Arts and Crafts and Victorian medieval 

revival buildings. Specifically the design of the fly-tower and the glass façade needs 

refining and the proposed roof-top bar needs to be completely rethought. 

 

Detailed comments 

 

1.0 Background 

1.1 These comments have been prepared in response to the public consultation event held 

at Chester Town Hall on 25 April 2014. Detailed information on the proposals was 

provided at that event, but unfortunately this information was not publicly accessible 

online at the time of writing, and in preparing this response reliance has had to be 

placed on the summary available at http://www.renewchester.co.uk/; this inhibits the 

range and depth of comment that can be made. A summary of the following comments 

has been submitted via the online feedback form, but as it is unclear by whom these 

comments will be considered, this fuller version is being submitted to the CWaC 

Historic Environment Champion, Design Champion and Chester City ward member to 

consider and forward as appropriate, and to the Manchester office of English Heritage. 

 

2.0 Site use 

2.1 The Chester Archaeological Society continues to support the principle of bringing the 

former Odeon building and the Commerce House site back into use as a theatre and 

small cinema. Nevertheless, to compete with venues such as Cheshire Oaks, Chester 

also needs a full-size cinema, and we still hope that one will be constructed as a part of 

the Northgate development. Further comments on these functions are beyond our 

expertise and our remit as a society. 
 

2.2 The proposal to incorporate the city’s library in the new cultural centre has hitherto 

been given less prominence than the theatre and cinema, and this has always been a 

matter of concern for us. We remain sceptical of the benefit to the public of moving the 

library from its present building. However, we understand that the public floor space of 

the new library will be equal to that of the existing; this is of some comfort, although we 

are concerned at the possible impact of reduced working space for staff and at the 

reduction in size of the reference library. We recognise the impact of the internet on the 

latter but are still concerned about the likelihood of ‘dumbing down’. We are also 

sceptical of the much-trumpeted level of synergy between the library and cinema; co-

location of the library and record office, as at the Hive at Worcester, would arguably 

have been more natural and would surely have done more to raise the city’s cultural 

and intellectual profile. Given that relocation of the Cheshire Record Office is currently 

http://www.renewchester.co.uk/
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being consulted on, have the 49 Northgate Street and Folliott House sites (which could 

possibly connect with the proposed new library) been considered for this function? 

 

3.0 Archaeology 

3.1 The site lies in Character Zone 2 as defined in the Chester Archaeological Database. 

Under ‘Key Considerations’ it states: ‘This zone is a key area within the Area of 

Archaeological Importance, and planning and development here should be approached 

with particular sensitivity to the high potential for significant archaeological remains of at 

least a national level’. This is a Primary Archaeological Character Zone, as defined in 

the Chester Archaeological Plan (page 15), and therefore Guidance Note 2 (page 16) 

applies to development here. Paragraph 33 states: ‘developments that are likely to 

have a significant adverse impact on heritage assets of national and regional 

significance and their settings will not be permitted unless that impact can be avoided 

and the archaeological remains are preserved in situ’.  

 

3.2 Specifically, the site overlies a number of Roman buildings of extremely unusual and 

poorly understood character (Dunn & Quinn, Chester theatre (Odeon site) 2012: 

archaeological desk-based assessment) and of arguably international importance. 

While previous excavations of these buildings remain unpublished (and are likely to 

remain so for the foreseeable future), it would be irresponsible to excavate and thus 

destroy what is left of them. 

 

3.3 We are informed that the architects have held detailed discussions with successive 

CWaC planning archaeologists about the impact of the groundworks on buried remains; 

it is vital that these continue as the design of the new building is refined. 

 

3.4 There is now ample national guidance on foundation design to minimise its impact (eg 

Piling and Archaeology: An English Heritage Guidance Note (2007), passim), and this 

should be made use of. Maximum use should be made of existing cellarage and 

disturbance, and foundations should be designed in the light of adequate knowledge 

about the precise position, level and degree of survival of remains. Allowance should 

be made for inevitable machine ‘churn’ during construction and for the insertion of 

under-floor services. 

 

4.0 Design 

4.1 We understand that the current iteration of the design allows more of the Art Deco 

interior of the Odeon to be preserved. This is obviously in principle desirable, but 

without more detailed information readily to hand we cannot comment further. 
 

4.2 In view of the inevitable size and prominence of the building, consideration should be 

given to its appearance not just at close quarters but from more distant viewpoints, eg 

from the Inner Ring Road directly west of the site, from the f lyover and from St Martin’s 

Gate. 

 

4.3 The design concept of a brick flytower and auditorium enveloped by lightweight glass 

circulation spaces seems to be reasonable in principle, although without more 

refinement it will look uninspired and perhaps even crude. We should like to make a 

few specific comments: 

 

4.3.1 The appearance of the northern part of the city centre has suffered considerably in 

recent years through the construction of monolithic buildings such as the Northgate 

Travelodge and the Delamere Street Health Centre. These buildings show no respect 

http://www.cheshirearchaeology.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/HCH16742.pdf
http://www.cheshirearchaeology.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/Chester_Archaeological_Plan.pdf
http://chestertheatre-gov-uk.temp.connectedcheshire.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2012/08/Theatre-site-archaeology-dba-report-Final.pdf
http://chestertheatre-gov-uk.temp.connectedcheshire.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2012/08/Theatre-site-archaeology-dba-report-Final.pdf
http://www.english-heritage.org.uk/publications/piling-and-archaeology/pilingforwebtagged.pdf
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for the scale and delicacy of their surroundings and, we are sure, will be added to the 

list of ‘key detractors’ in years to come. The size and massing of the theatre/ 

cinema/library complex is to a large extent unavoidable, but its design should be 

considered not just in relation to the existing Odeon building but to the Arts and Crafts 

and Victorian medieval revival buildings along Hunter Street and at the north end of 

Town Hall Square, which are classed as ‘Buildings of Townscape Merit’ (Chester City 

Centre and Approaches Characterisation Study, pages 93–4). 

 

4.3.2 Although it will be rather lower than Commerce House, the fly-tower in particular will be 

a prominent feature of Chester’s skyline and should be designed with appropriate 

sensitivity. The brickwork of the existing Odeon building exhibits a considerable amount 

of detailing, and the new build should echo this in a full-blooded way. 

 

4.3.3 A section of the ground floor facing what is proposed as the new Market Square is 

shown as constructed of plain, unrelieved brickwork. As it stands, this will look mean 

and uninspired. 

 

4.3.4 The proportions, materials and detailing of the glass facades will need to be carefully 

thought through to look other than banal. 

 

4.3.5 We are particularly concerned about the design of the rooftop bar, which has the 

appearance of one rectangular box sitting on top of another. This echoes the crude 

designs of Northgate Travelodge and Delamere Street Health Centre referred to above. 

A considerably more sophisticated form is needed to ensure that this element of the 

building respects and integrates with its very varied surroundings. 

 

 
Dr P Carrington FSA 
 
On behalf of 
Chester Archaeological Society www.chesterarchaeolsoc.org.uk 

 
10 May 2014 

 
  
 

 

 

 

http://www.cheshirewestandchester.gov.uk/residents/planning_and_building_control/spatial_planning/emerging_local_plan/background_documents/chester_characterisation_study.aspx
http://www.cheshirewestandchester.gov.uk/residents/planning_and_building_control/spatial_planning/emerging_local_plan/background_documents/chester_characterisation_study.aspx
http://www.chesterarchaeolsoc.org.uk/

