HERITAGE STATEMENT

Highgate West Cemetery, Cuttings Catacombs  

In connection with proposed works to the Greatorex Mausoleum

Introduction

The Cuttings Catacombs date from circa 1850 and were an initial element in architect, Steven Geary’s layout of Highgate, West Cemetery. They are listed Grade II as a composition and their setting is graded I in the Register of Parks and Gardens.

The Cuttings had fallen into as state of severe dilapidation and were conserved in 2008 under direction of Robert George, the architect to this application. This project was largely funded by English Heritage who closely oversaw its strategy. This was to reinstate lost features as far as they could be determined to achieve a coherent whole. I.e. it was agreed that conservation strictly ‘as found’ would not be appropriate and lost detail be restored where the intention could be clearly ascertained.

This application is to reinstate lost gates to the Greatorex Mausoleum.

General description

The Cuttings form a curved terrace of fifteen vaults cut into the topography of the Cemetery, hence their title. The terrace has a pattern of alternating principal and secondary vaults. The reason for this became evident during the 2008 restoration, i.e. that the space of the secondary vaults was necessary to lift and set the massive roof slabs of the principals. 

The original construction, typical of speculative Victorian cemetery planning, would have been of basic shells; the major cost of finishing and presenting the individual vaults being left to their purchasers. Thus it was not the intention that they should present a uniform elevation. Particular examples of the freedom for C19 owners to model their individual vaults are at Vault 2, where a secondary vault has been completely re-modelled with a pitched stone slabbed roof and Vault 6, where a secondary vault has been embellished with a pedimented frontage. This freedom is reflected throughout the ‘set pieces’ of the Cemetery, for example in the Inner and Outer Circles of Lebanon.

The terrace now reflects the tastes of its long deceased owners and the depredations of its passage through time. No two vaults are identical and the homogeneity of the composition is breached by the loss of Vaults 8 and 10.

Design principles

Two forms of enclosure are used in the Cuttings terrace. Where the vaults have coffins on open shelves they have been fitted with iron doors, where the coffins are sealed within loculi the openings are fitted with gates so that inscription panels can be read from without.

The Greatorex interior is of the latter arrangement and it is clear that gates were once fitted as hinge sockets survive in its threshold. The closest example of a similar arrangement is the Hawes Mausoleum whose gates are too elaborate to be replicated. It was therefore decided in the 2008 restoration to leave the Greatorex door opening open.

Subsequently a pair of gates exactly matching the Hawes design have been discovered stored in the undercroft of the Julius Beer Mausoleum. It is most probable that these are the original Greatorex gates but even if not it is eminently appropriate that they be used in an appropriate setting.

The proposal is to restore the gates and fit to the Greatorex Mausoleum.
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