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Introduction  
 

Aberdeen, the ôGranite City õ, has a distinctive ôsense of placeõ at its core. The local granite industry 

has largely gone but by considering the historic use of materials and their properties it is possible to 

distil the essence of an Aberdeen look for our future buildings and place s.  

 

The Aberdeen Local Development Plan  2017 reiterates , at a local level, the importance of quality 

placemaking through the use of design -focused policies  which promote good design and guide 

decision making . All these policies emphasise that the careful selection of appropriate materials in 

new buildings is a key  factor  to achieving the qualities of successful place s.  

 

This advice provides a benchmark for  the  promot ion of high -quality external materials  which are 

appropriate to their context. The advice  encourages  and challenges  designers, developers and 

homeowners to consider and select external materials for new buildings and extensions that are 

visually appropriate, sustainable, long lasting , have low -maintenanc e requirements  and  that  respond 

to climate change . Materials should also be  grounded in the historic design features  and 

characteristics  of Aberdeenõs development in order to guide, create and rei nforce local 

distinctiveness through high quality development, rather than  produce  new places that look like 

anywhere else . 

 

This advice  illustrates a way of looking at our city with a design -led approach to material selection for 

the 21 st century based on an aesthetic understanding of the historic use of material, colour,  texture 

and detail to shape specifications today. It will be used in the assessment of planning  and listed 

building consent  applications with the aim of improving design quality and offering a consisten t 

approach to the way  in which  materials are considered and used across Aberdeen . 

 

Context is Crucial  
 

This advice  is not designed to be a prescriptive list or technical specification for materials  but has been prepared to encourage greater 

consideration of materials and their detaili ng to reinforce Aberdeenõs distinctive sense of place. Each development proposal  will be considered 

on its merits and the context of both the immediate and wider area are crucial when developing ideas about material choices, colour s and 

detailing. We  encou rage all development to consider:  

 

Do the proposed materials, their colour and detailing contribute to the immediate  

context and reinforce Aberdeenõs ôsense of placeõ? 

The Sir Duncan Rice Library  

Effective and contemporary use of 

large sheet glazing  with decorative 

effect  to create a distinctive, modern, 

landmark building.  

 

 

 

https://www.aberdeencity.gov.uk/sites/default/files/LDP_WS_20170328.pdf
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Preserving Aberdeenõs Sense of Place 
 

Many of Scotlandõs towns and cities have their own distinctive ôsense of placeõ 

derived principally from their architecture, with strong variations in local 

characteristics across the country due in no small part to the type  of local building 

materials his torically available  and how they were put together . In Scotland 

historically, local stone was the predominant material used for the external walls of 

buildings and whilst Glasgow and Edinburgh are built mainly from sandstone of 

varying shades of brown and red, the north -east of Scotlandõs geological base is 

granite.  

 

Aberdeenõs granite heritage is intrinsically linked to its cultural heritage known as 

ôThe Granite Cityõ or the ôSilver Cityõ ð granite gives our city its local identity and 

planning policies seek to protect our heritage.  

 

Today Aberdeenõs granite industry has gone, and whilst some local granite is  still available it is generally used for prestige urban realm projects. 

Nonethele ss whilst the look of new building s, and especially new housing, is remarkably unvaried across the country as a result of tested 

development formulas, careful consideration of the materials, colour and detail specified should allow new places to be creat ed  that are easily 

identifiable as belonging to, or respecting Aberdeenõs local context , and are suitably equipped to tackle predicted climate change, offe ring 

solutions that  are sustainable , energy /resource  efficie nt and aid carbon emission reduction.  

The elements of substance that give developments their visual characteristics and distinctiveness and can root their inhabitants in the area they 

live, creating a greater sense of individuality and belonging, often in subtle ways. The historical origins of mat erials, their colour, texture, 

practical and aesthetic relationships in Aberdeen should inform how materials should be used  today.  

In order to respect, complement and enhance the surrounding townscape and Aberdeenõs core local distinctiveness, new develop ment must 

select m aterials which will provide a successful design solution in the 21 st century  as a context response . This guidance has focused on analysing 

a selection of more traditional materials and their contribution to Aberdeenõs sense of place: g ranite , render , b rick, timber , g lass, metal  and 

roofin g  (including green and renewable technologies).  

It is understood however, that there are a wide range of materials available on the market  today  and this guidance does not preclude the use 

of a ny other material  where th is can be used to good effect. For example, t he use of different and contrasting materials  of m etal  cladding , 

glass and granite being used alongside historic buildings  works well  because context has been understood . However, the re are implications for 

sourcing non -local granite as this incurs a high carbon footprint therefore affecti ng  the sustainability credentials of the material. There are  also 

innovative examples such as green roofs/walls, unusual colours and texture s of claddi ng  which offer creative responses to design.   

Union Street & Castle Street ð Aberdeenõs Granite Mile 
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However, regardless of the material chosen, t here are several aspects involved in the selection and implementation of  a  material appropriate 

for its context  which are important . These include  more aesthetic qua lities of colour , texture , module size , detailing , jointing , finish, as well as  the 

evaluation of  contrast ing  or compliment ary  approach es to design , and , more practical  environmental and  technical considerations . The 

construction and detailing of materials will need to respond to predicted warmer wetter winters and hotter drier summers  and opportunities to 

enhance green infrastructure and energy efficien cy  must be taken into account. Materials sho uld also be informed by the building orientation 

and siting, t aking  consider ation of  aspect, exposure and solar gain.   

 

This advice  advocat es a more informed approach to the use of appropriate materials  and seeks to ensure that the external finishes of new 

buildings in Aberdeen have been cho sen carefully so they : 

 

¶ are appropriate for both their city -wide and localised (streetscape) contex t, 

¶ respect the cityõs heritage and contribute toward Aberdeenõs distinctive ôsense of place õ, and  

¶ take consideration of the  whole  life-cycle  and sustainability  of materials , including  sourcing  and energy efficiency  

¶ consider how the  chosen materials  respond to future climate  

 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Marischal Square  
 

The use of new buff/br own granite cladding 

panels on the recent Marsichal Square 

office development sympathetically reflects 

the colours seen in the walls of Provost 

Skeneõs House, one of Aberdeenõs oldest 

buildings  

 

 

 

Aberdeen Art Gallery  
 

The contemporary roof extension to  the Category ôAõ 

listed Aberdeen Art Gallery has been designed as an 

honest, clearly modern addition to the original building 

and its granite façade below. The use of pink/brown 

copper cladding serves as a good match for the pink 

Corrennie granite used in  the façade embellishments  

 

The Silver Fin 
 

The frontage faces onto Union Street, the 

use of light -grey granite cladding respects 

the streetõs granite heritage and colour, 

whilst the use of glazing in the taller 

element behind helps to reduce its massing  
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Granite  
  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 
Art Gallery ς Incorporates pink Corrennie granite detailing 

Granite Properties  
 

¶ Strength / durability  

¶ Low maintenance  

¶ Impermeable  

¶ The granite ôsparkleõ 

¶ Restrained detailing  
 

Historical con text  

Aberdeen , ôThe Silver Cityõ, is derived from 

the light grey colour of the local granite 

which dominates the cityõs buildings, 

because the mica in the granite sparkles in 

the sunshine . 

 

Aberdeenõs predominantly light-grey granite 

forms the basis of the core of the cityõs 

distinctive streetscape colour and 

character; for example, Aberdeenõs premier 

street Union Street is lined with solid grey 

granite buildings. In fact, north -east granite 

comes in many varieties of colour, ranging 

from light grey to earthy browns , blues,  pinks 

and reds . 

 

The walls of Aberdeenõs granite buildings 

can vary significantly in appearance 

depending on their age. The cityõs oldest 

remaining buildings are generally built with 

rubble walls  (of a more earthy colour 

palette) , with relatively unworked and 

gathered granite of varying shapes and  

sizes laid in non -uniform courses.  

 

As commercial quarrying and technological 

advances arrived in the 18 th and 19 th 

centuries, the size, shape and detailing of 

granite blockwork increased and improved.  

It was during this time that Aberdeen had  

an abundant local source of high -quality, 

granite  from Rubislaw and the nearby 

Kemnay , Dancing Cairns, Craigenlow and 

Corrennie  quarr ies.  

 

 

 

 

This resulted in a high proportion of 

Aberdeenõs inner city and city centre 

buildings being composed of local granite 

(although even then some was still imported 

into Aberdeen).  

 

Rubislaw quarry (now defunct) in the cityõs 

west end was at one time the largest man -

made hole in Europe and its granite, of the 

highest visual and structural qualities,  was 

used as far afield as Londonõs prestigious 

Waterloo Bridge  and the Houses of 

Parliament  terraces as well as the base of 

Australiaõs Sydney Harbour bridge. 

 

By the mid -to -late 20 th century, local granite 

quarries were exhausted and, combined 

with a n increase in the availability of 

cheaper, imported stone and the use of 

other building mat erials in recent decades , 

it has become  increasingly difficult and 

often cost -prohibitive to source new local 

granite.  

 

 
 

tǊƻǾƻǎǘ {ƪŜƴŜΩǎ IƻǳǎŜ ς Built of granite-rubble in the 17th 

ŎŜƴǘǳǊȅ ƛǘ ƛǎ ƻƴŜ ƻŦ !ōŜǊŘŜŜƴΩǎ ƻƭŘŜǎǘ ǊŜƳŀƛƴƛƴƎ ōǳƛƭŘƛƴƎǎ 

Marischal College ς The early 20th century front elevation 

uses the finest Kemnay ashlar-cut blockwork and detailing 
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Contemporary use of granite  

Granite is synonymous with Aberdeenõs 

heritage and townscape character . Itõs 

existing granite stock and heritage should 

be retained wherever possible , in order to 

preserve and continue Aberdeenõs distinct 

sense of place.  

 

However, d ue to technological advances 

and changes in construction, stone is no 

longer a key load -bearing component of 

walls. Instead, its modern -day use in new 

buildings is predomina ntly restricted to its 

aesthetic and weather -resistant properties.  

 

Whilst granite could be seen as an obvious 

material choice for new buildings in the 

city, it is important to note that the use of 

new granite, especially imported foreign 

stone, could act ually dilute, rather than 

reinforce, the cityõs granite heritage. 

Instead, alternative materials can often be 

a more appropriate choice to help 

preserve and enhance the status and 

setting of the cityõs existing, locally 

quarried granite.  

 

Depending on the context of the site, the 

use of new granite may  be appropriate, 

provided the type of granite used is 

sympathetic to the surrounding 

streetscape and the cityõs granite 

heritage. Where modern granite cladding 

is considered appropriate on new buildings 

in historic settings, the panels should be 

coloured, sized and coursed to reflect the 

detailing of surrounding buildings.  

 

 

 

 

Detailing and Colour  

In instances where new granite is 

acceptable, c are needs to  be taken to 

ensure that it would be a good match to 

the existing stonework in every aspect 

including: colour, size, finish, coursing  and  

detailing. Where extensions or new buildings 

are proposed, it will often be preferable to 

use a different material in o rder to provide a 

distinct contrast to the original granite and 

to create clear visual separation between 

old and new. Graniteõs strong, durable 

properties make it much harder to work 

than softer building stones such as 

sandstone. As a result, Aberdeenõs granite 

buildings do not tend to incorporate much 

architectural embellishment such as 

intricate carvings. The main exception to this 

is Marischal Collegeõs faade which was 

fashioned by machine.  

 

In the general absence of decorative 

carvings, Aberdeenõs more prominent 

historic buildings tend to incorporate 

architectural interest and status in their 

façades through the use of granite blocks of 

varying finishes (i.e. smooth, tooled, rough -

faced), different colours (as at the Art 

Gallery) or sizes (Aberdeen Bo nd), or where 

detail exists that it is refined, strong and un -

fussy. Typically the façade detailing will 

differ from that of the rear and side 

elevations which are of lesser importance, 

with those elevations often finished with 

rubbled granite with more ex pensive, 

uniform ashlar blockwork on the façades.  

 

 

 

 

 

Modern granite cladding  ð Depending on the 

context, the use of granite cladding panels in 

new buildings can work well, as at the GDF 

Suez building on North Esplanade West.  

Imported granite cladding panels have been 

used on new buildings in Aberdeen such as 

Marischal Square .  
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Technical considerations  

 

Retention & re -use of existing granite  

¶ Existing local granite contributes to Aberdeenõs identity and distinctive sense 

of place. Wherever possible, all existing granite should be retained.  

¶ Where new developments require granite to be taken down, as much of the 

downtakings as possible should be re -used in the new development.  

¶ The retention and re -use of existing granite is  also more sustainable than the 

introduction of new materials, particularly imported stone.  

¶ Granite has poor heat retention properties; redevelopment opportunities of 

existing granite buildings can explore energy efficient solutions.  

 

New granite blockwork  

¶ Where new granite blockwork is proposed, care must be taken to ensure that 

the colour, module size and detailing are appropriate and sympathetic for 

their context, especially where it would sit alongside existing granite.  

¶ Blockwork sizes should generally be approximately 300mm in height, with 

lengths between 400mm and 800mm, giving the blocks a horizontal, 

rectangular proportion.  

 

Granite cladding  

¶ Modern granite cladding panels can be used to good effect, particularly in 

new tall or large buildings, where traditional blockwork walls would not be 

feasible.  

¶ As with blockwork however, care must be taken to ensure that the module 

sizes reflect those of traditional granite blockwork, and take cognisance of 

the surrounding context, which will giv e clues as to appropriate colours and 

details.  

 

Alternatives to granite  

¶ The use of new granite; particularly imported granite, can dilute the cityõs 

existing local granite heritage and the graniteõs embodied craftsmanship. 

¶ As a result, the use of contrasti ng materials other than granite will often be 

more suitable in preserving the cityõs sense of place and will be promoted 

ahead of the use of imported granite.  

 

 
 


