
Design stories

The reordering of St.Martin’s involved careful restoration and  
revealed unexpected treasures by working back towards the original 
fabric that had been obscured by 20th century interventions.

The Place of Worship
St. Martin’s Church is the only surviving medieval building in Bilborough, built on 
high ground in the 14th century, in what was then a small rural village, and is now 
a built-up suburb of Nottingham. The church sits at the heart of the community, 
serving the outer city estates of Bilborough and Strelley. A Grade II* listed building, 
the church has been through various phases of restoration and adaptation over the 
past few centuries. The most significant of these was the addition of a large 
 modern extension in 1972 to accommodate a growing population, which saw one 
of the chancel walls demolished and the east window bricked up. 

The need for change
By the 2000s, the modern extension of the church had become the 
main space for worship and other activities, with the medieval tower 
and nave in need of urgent repairs. The Church community initiated 
a restoration project which quickly revealed hidden treasures and 
further opportunities to enhance the historic fabric of the building. 
Work took place in two phases between 2010 and 2015, with the 
support of the Heritage Lottery Fund, Historic England, SPAB and 
other organisations.

Key principles & vision
The initial drive for restoring and improving the building was to  
ensure urgent repairs could be completed to protect this historic 
place of worship and its 700-year role in the local community.  
 
As the work began, electricians rediscovered a mural on the east 
chancel wall which some local people remembered, but was thought 
to have been destroyed in the 1970s building project. The  
Annunciation mural by artist Evelyn Gibbs (1905-1991), an artist and 
teacher who founded the Midland Group of Artists, was deemed to 
be of significant heritage value and its discovery was a catalyst for a 
new phase of restoration which would restore the mural and open 
up the full length of the medieval church for use again. 

Guided by a vision of supporting relationships and helping people to 
connect and thrive, the project set out not just to enhance the  
building to provide for these aims, but to help people thrive through 
the process of building and repairing.
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Engaging the community 

A committed and passionate core group
The project was led by local resident, Hilary 
Wheat, whose sense of faith and community 
was a driving force in coordinating a core group 
of committed and passionate stakeholders. The 
group’s values were based around cooperation 
and respect for what each of them brought to the 
process. 

This sense of togetherness supported their wider 
engagement with their congregation and  
community and helped the group to navigate 
some of the unexpected challenges that emerged 
during the phases of work, such as a change in the 
funding landscape and the theft of lead from the 
building’s roof.

Ongoing communication with local people 
From the beginning, there was a commitment to 
regular and ongoing engagement with the local 
community to keep them informed of the progress 
of the project. 

During the second phase of restoration, the church 
ran hard hat tours, encouraging people to be 
involved in the process of change, to share 
memories and to offer information and education 
about the building, the mural and the process of 
restoration. 

Training opportunities for local people
The project created opportunities to support local 
employability through the design process. Four 
local people were taken on as heritage trainees in 
the second phase of work.  
 
Working under stonemason Phil Turton and with 
support from the Heritage Lottery Fund, the  
trainees learned a range of new specialist skills 
that have helped them to secure further work in 
the heritage sector.
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Key design features 
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Letting in the light
A major part of transforming the medieval church, 
was undoing some of the damage done by  
adaptations to the building in the 20th century. 
The east window in the chancel, which had been 
boarded up was revealed, and with nothing but 
fragments remaining of the glass, the decision was 
made to replace it with clear glass. 

The nave and chancel walls were redecorated with 
breathable white paints and plaster and sensitive 
lighting fixtures were installed to enhance the 
stonework and the key aesthetic features. A clear 
glass door was added to the south porch, the main 
entrance of the medieval church, bringing it back 
into use, letting light in and creating views to and 
from the churchyard outside.

Heating and flooring 
A key element of creating a flexible, welcoming 
space for a range of activities was the installation 
of a sustainable underfloor heating system which 
extends out to the re-opened entrance porch at 
the south west end of the church. The heating is 
generated from a renewable ground source  
heating system installed in the churchyard.

Through this process, a concrete floor installed in 
the 1970s was removed and a new stone floor laid 
over the heating pipes, creating a level, fully  
accessible space in the nave and chancel. The 
heating manifold is carefully concealed within the 
joinery of the pulpit.
 

The Annunciation mural  
The striking and colourful work of art from 1946 
was not only the catalyst for a more ambitious, 
long-term transformation of St. Martin’s, but 
together with the restoration of the east window 
and beautiful Victorian barrel vault, re-established 
the medieval chancel as the focus of worship. The 
mural depicts the moment where the angel  
Gabriel tells Mary that she will give birth to the 
son of God and is unusual for incorporating  
elements of the local landscape in the scene. 

The church was awarded the 2015 SPAB John 
Betjeman Award for its sensitive restoration of the 
mural. Interpretative materials are beautifully  
displayed within the church to convey the history, 
the artwork and the transformation of the church.
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Reflections from St. Martin’s Church Top tips
“Most importantly the project has changed how people ‘feel’ 
about the building. Before the restoration the feelings associated 
with the building were: shame (it was unwelcoming, dark, cold, 
unattractive) ; hopelessness (a burden) ; dislike (it was ugly, an 
eye-sore) ; disinterest (there was nothing there for them). 

Before the restoration it was the unsympathetic 1970s building 
which people focused on; it looked like a fortress and very little 
happened there other than Sunday worship. That building has not 
gone away, but the focus is now on the restored medieval church 
and people feel very differently, describing it as “welcoming, 
warm, friendly, beautiful.” 

Many more activities now take place at St Martin’s including 
Crafty Ladies, Baby and Toddlers, two history groups, a writers’ 
group, school visits and many faith activities. On deprived outer 
city estates, beauty that can lift the spirts and change lives, can be 
in short supply. St Martin’s provides some of that beauty, earning 
its keep, changing lives at the heart of the community.“

 
Learn more about St. Martin’s: 

www.stmartinshiddentreasures.org.uk

•	 Have a vision: what do you want 
your building to do? What message 
do you want your building to carry?

•	 Build relationships: good  
relationships are at the heart of 
transformation, engage people with 
your story

•	 Identify someone you trust to carry 
the vision for you, who can  
communicate it to others

•	 Have a core team with a range of 
skills who can carry the vision

•	 Seek help and advice from funders 
and professionals - that is what 
they’re there for - and don’t be 
afraid to admit ‘you don’t know’

•	 Use the building process to provide 
social change, e.g. offer training 
placements

•	 Bring the community in during 
the building process to help keep 
people informed, offer educational 
opportunities and allow people to 
share their stories

Empowering Design Practices is a five year collaborative action research project 
that explores how community-led design can help empower those who look after 
historic places of worship to create more open, vibrant and sustainable places 
that respect and enhance their heritage.  empoweringdesign.net

This is one of a series of stories written by Louise Dredge and Sophia de Sousa 
(The Glass-House Community Led Design) and Stephen Smith (Wright & Wright 
Architects) on behalf of the Empowering Design Practices project. 

Our thanks to St. Martin’s Church for their generosity in welcoming our team to 
their building to learn from their experience of undertaking a design project. 
 
© Empowering Design Practices
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