Porthmeor Beach 1936 - courtesy of St Ives Archive
(William Thomas)

The Architects’ challenge

To preserve, renovate and restore these invaluable historical buildings
Porthmeor Studios and Cellars were once part of a series of similar buildings that
ran the entire length of Porthmeor beach. Gradually, as tourism replaced more
traditional industries in St Ives, these were replaced with holiday flats, until only
Porthmeor Studios were left, becoming more shabby and run down with each
passing year, but retaining a poignant beauty. They loomed like a stranded whale
between their glossier neighbours.
In the building, the tenants were still hard at work. The fishermen were there the
longest. When Smeaton built a wall in the eighteenth century to control the
movement of sand across the isthmus, it was not long before fishermen built the
pilchard cellars, cooperages, and later net lofts against the wall. It was in the
1880’s that Whistler came to St Ives and remarked on the remarkable light, and
within ten years all of the studios at Porthmeor had either been converted from
net lofts or built as new studios. Since then, fishermen and painters have worked
continuously and in reasonable harmony in the building. The number of
Porthmeor painters who have made significant contributions to the history of
painting in Britain and internationally is remarkable.

Porthmeor Beach before refurbishment
(Paul Massey)

The building was saved from the fate of the other studios by the Borlase Smart
Trust, which was formed with the purpose of buying the studios when they were
sold by Moffat Lindner in 1949. The Arts Council gave them the money to make
the purchase possible.
But a building like this - a timber framed building sitting at the edge of the Atlantic,
and rocked by every gale, kept getting shabbier and shabbier. The roof had
perished in a number of places, and water was literally pouring through parts of
the building. One of the studio windows blew the entire length of the studio in a
gale. The rents were not providing enough money to do the necessary repairs.
This project, funded from several sources, has been the answer.
The challenge was to: repair the building and improve its constructional integrity;
provide access for all (including those in wheelchairs) to as many studios as
possible; and add more studios to create a viable income without increasing
individual rents unreasonably.

Internal courtyard before, looking towards Porthmeor Beach
(Eric Berry)
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Porthmeor Beach elevation before
(Rolfe Kentish)

Studio 2 before
(Eric Berry)

Cellar 1 before
(Eric Berry)

The fishermens’ cellars

A step back in time to the history of the St Ives fishing industry
When the project began, the fishermen in the cellars were justifiably anxious
about plans for that part of the building. A visit to the cellars was a breathtaking
step into the history of St Ives, long before painters and tourists made it theirs; an
Alladin’s cave of fishing gear, nets and pilchard tanks, floating on banked up dunes
of beach sand that formed the floor. The pilchards had long gone, but fishermen
were still there - using the space to set and make nets. They were gradually
reassured that no one wanted to displace them.
The cellars were, of course, of great interest to the Historic Building advisors, and
inevitably the site of some archaeological research. The long Smeaton wall forms
the north wall of the cellars, and inside the wall, excavation revealed the cobbled
floor that told of the earliest cellars built against the wall. Overhead, the larger
scale structure built in the 19th century to carry the building above is a collage of
structural elements - a miraculous sixteen meter long square beam that might
have been from a mine pump, and mine drains used as columns and mixed with
timber columns with the bark still on. The last thing anyone wanted was to lose
the magic of this place. So the work was as limited as possible:

Cellar 1 with original cobbled floor exposed
(Graham Gaunt Photowork)

Cellar 1 with new lime concrete floor
(Paul Massey)
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A degree of fire separation had to be created between the cellars and the floors
above. We found a brownish board that was suitable, and the builder cut it in
between all of the floor joists, leaving the view of the structure very little changed.
We had to take building services for the studios through the cellars at ceiling
level. As far as possible, these have been gathered together and held on
perforated metal trays - clearly new, but not out of place in the semi industrial
collage of building elements.
New electrics and lights helped the work place, and to provide a working floor, we
poured a weak mixture of lime concrete using sand from the adjacent beach. The
cobbles are preserved and can be revealed at any time by removing the weak
concrete. The pilchard tanks remain.
One of the cellars is actually at a higher floor level, and therefore accessible from
the street and the lowest level of the new lift. This has allowed it to be accessible
to the public, and it has been enhanced with an installation by the artist Mark
Dion. It presents an engaging grouping of the tools of both fishing and painting.

Cellar 4 now, looking at ‘The Maritime Artist’ by Mark Dion
(Adrian Lau)

Cellar 1 with new services tray for the
studios at ceiling level, new fire separating
ceilings and electrical services
(Paul Massey)

Studio 2 before
(Eric Berry)

The artists’ studios

Buildings which capture St Ives’ unique quality of light
It is, of course, the studios that give the building its unique architectural character.
Seen from the beach, the scale of the windows and skylights, embedded in a
tumbling mountain of slate planes, makes it clear that this is a very different animal
from the domestic buildings on either side. The large expanses of glass identify
this as a building type devised to achieve good natural light, and the quality of that
light, gathered and reflected from the Atlantic Ocean to the northwest, has
attracted some of the best painters of their generations, even after the arrival of
electric light.
The studios are not identical. Most of the largest studios are long and thin in plan,
with the light coming from the narrow end towards the beach. But one of the
best known studios (Studio 5) which was rented for long periods of time by Ben
Nicholson and then by Patrick Heron, has no view of the beach. Its light comes
from an enormous skylight that spreads light evenly over the floor surface and all
of the walls.

Studio 5 before
(Eric Berry)

New sheep’s wool insulation added between
wall studs, with fire proof lining
(Graham Gaunt Photowork)
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Some of the studio construction was carried out in very early concrete, but most
of the building is timber frame. The damage caused by water, where roof
coverings have perished, suggested that a good deal of building fabric might have
to be replaced, and our first task was to undertake a building survey, drawing
every wall elevation at 1:25 scale and recording the materials and dimensions, and
the points of greatest damage. We were then able to work out a strategy for
repair and replacement that would do the least damage to the character of the
building and the patina of long use that its current tenants loved.
Doing nothing was not an option.
We had to provide some measure of acoustic separation between units, and fire
separation as well. But wherever possible, we did such work from the exterior; all
of the slate had perished, and we could therefore work from the outside,
providing insulation and vapour control without touching the old ceiling and wall
linings. Where they had to be disturbed, they were numbered, stored and reerected in their original positions.

Work in progress on Studio 1 roof
(Long & Kentish)

Reclaimed boarding, marked and sorted for
re-use
(Graham Gaunt Photowork)

Retained window frames set aside prior to
re-use
(Graham Gaunt Photowork)

Aerial view of the Porthmeor Studios & Cellars with Tate St Ives
to the right, and Porthminster beach at the top left (Alban Roinard)

The achievement

Maintaining a way of life for fishermen and artists
Much was saved, but much is new. Most obvious is the two entirely new studios one at the east end of the building, and one as a third dormer (where previously
there had been two) at the western end. The conversations around historic
preservation were interesting. A new intervention in a Grade II* Listed building
would usually be resisted and would normally be carried out in an architectural
language very different from the original. But here it was agreed that what was to
be preserved was a way of life, and the continuation of the simple vernacular
construction of the original would be most appropriate. New studios were also
created by subdividing some of the longest of the original studios, making small,
more domestic scaled work places at the street front.
Our first task in the existing studios was to repair the fabric of the building and
ensure its constructional integrity. Not all of the tenants, however, wanted to
occupy an environment full of the wavy lines of old boarding. Having repaired the
original fabric, therefore, we added a layer of smooth white wall where that was
required, leaving only a glimpse of the original wall material top and bottom.

Studio 4 after
(Paul Massey)

The old Belfast sinks were retained. Wood burning stoves (which had been
removed some years before in response to a request from the insurers) were
installed in each studio. Background heating in the form of radiators or
convectors (not on painting walls) were installed to simply keep the background
temperature to about 10 degrees and avoid condensation. Tracks were installed
to give each painter the flexibility to use the type of lighting required.
The studios are all quite individual. It was interesting during the phased
construction period to see what happened as painters played musical chairs with
the available studio space. They found themselves creating different work in
response to the different work places. The character of these rooms seems to
play their own role in the character of the work produced. Certainly, a
remarkable number of works of art have been made here over the years, and the
atmosphere always suggests that serious work is going on.
We have pulled this building apart and put it together again. When people say that
they can’t see that we have done anything, we are happy. The aim was to keep this
remarkable building full of painters and fishermen for a long time to come.
Text by M. J. Long

Studio 7 with new wood burning stove and retained Belfast sink
(Paul Massey)
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Studio 3 before (left) and after (right)
(Adrian Lau)

Studio 4 after
(Paul Massey)

