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WEST PENWITH 

Historic environment character  

The visual and physical attributes for this Community Network Area (CNA) have been 
broadly summarised within the Cornwall and isles of Scilly Landscape Character Study 
(CSLCS), incorporating the whole of CA01, most of CA02, CA03 and CA04, and a small 
part of CA06.  (See links at http://www.cornwall.gov.uk/default.aspx?page=19002 )   

Reference should be made to the relevant character area descriptions; a number of 
caveats must be added, however. 

1. While the CSLCS landscape subdivisions are a reasonable assessment of the 
varying HE characteristics of the CNA, it is crucial to recognise that the historic 
landscapes to the north and east of the area are shared with neighbouring 
CNAs. Management decisions within these zones cannot be made in isolation 
without considering, for instance, the integrity of the hugely significant ancient 
field systems around Zennor with those to the west of St Ives, or considering 
the wider setting, influence and context of a hillfort such as Trencrom and its 
relationship to the landscapes to west as well as east. 

2. This remotest end of Cornwall has had since prehistoric times some of its 
richest fishing grounds, richest agricultural lands, richest mining ground, 
important trade and service ports – it is not actually as remote in 
history/wealth/population in the Cornish, national and international context as 
its geographical position might suggest; this is an area of historic environments 
of the greatest sensitivity. 

3. The landscapes, despite their high scenic values, derive much of their 
significance from the historic and cultural attributes and associations.  

 The coastline: the southern coast is indented by relatively densely settled 
valleys, communities of fishermen and quarry workers and remnant potato 
and flower plots. The northern coast bears all along it the scars of centuries 
of industrial activity, interspersed with smaller, more remote fishing coves; 
the physical appearance of the coast is much altered by man's activities. 
Mount's Bay views are dominated not just by St Michael's Mount, but by the 
church towers of Penzance and the surrounding church-towns, by the 
almost continuous man-made interface of land and sea - sea defences, 
railway, piers and harbours. Coastal characterisation will be of great 
significance here, particularly in analysing the importance of views, vistas 
and intervisiblity of monuments and settlements. 

 The central uplands: despite their apparent wild and 'natural' appearance, 
these are man-made landscapes, full of remnant field systems, prehistoric 
settlements and monuments; even the unenclosed open moor only exists in 
its current form through millennia of grazing and management. It is 
interspersed all along with mining and quarrying remains; the settlements 
that exploited this upland are on the lower valleys and  slopes, this 
relationship is of great historic significance, reflected still by access ways 
and paths, but not revealed by a simple landscape description process. Part 
of the character of the area is defined by long views over the Bay, out to 
Scilly, along to Carn Brea/St Agnes etc., taking in cultural landmarks as well 
as natural. There is here a sense of ancient landscape, ancient peoples, and 
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views into the distant past. 

 The deep wooded valleys, such as those along the coasts and in the slopes 
behind Gulval and Ludgvan, are again only semi-natural; they have been 
exploited for centuries for tin streaming and mining (Cot, Kenidjack), for 
quarrying (Trevaylor Woods), for milling (Rose Valley/Portheras) and 
settlement. 

4. While the CSLCS gives a good overview of the character of these broad areas 
greater refinement from an HE point of view is required in dealing with site 
specific proposals and issues. Historic Landscape Characterisation (HLC) gives a 
much finer grain of understanding and a much more focused estimation of 
archaeological potential.  

 For instance, a distinction should be made between the western half of the 
coastal zone, a much more industrialised area, with villages, smallholdings, 
land intakes, mine remains more dominant, compared with the area around 
Zennor with its less altered ancient field patterns.  

 As another example, the more settled less marginal, ancient farmed 
landscapes around St Buryan and Gulval/Ludgvan and Perranuthnoe have a 
much greater time-depth and potential for both standing and buried 
archaeological significance; recent programmes such as the Lowland 
Cornwall study and National Mapping Programme (aerial photograph 
mapping) are radically altering preconceptions that prehistoric sites are 
concentrated on the upland areas. 

 The rich agricultural land around Gulval and Ludgvan has been intensively 
worked as market gardens/horticultural land for centuries, in large part 
driven by local demand from growing industrial population and by 
Penzance’s sea, and later rail links. This land forms part of the context of a 
much broader setting.  

5. Urban environments. This is an area of high quality urban environments - a 
uniquely dense agglomeration of post-medieval urban coastal settlement in the 
Cornish context. Mousehole, Newlyn, Penzance, Marazion, St Michaels' Mount 
are all urban in character (even if limited in scale), as is St Just, and, less so, 
Goldsithney, St Buryan, Madron and Perranuthnoe – unusually large nucleated 
villages in the Cornish context. Moreover, these are high quality townscapes - 
Penzance in particular has an elegance and urbanity, with historic facilities and 
functions normally found in much larger towns (port, rail, road, air, market, 
governance, education, tourism, art and culture), drawn here by its 'end of the 
line' character. The town is backed by a ring of villas and small country houses 
and ornamented landscapes which are a crucial part of its own character and its 
setting (registered gardens at Trengwainton), and which are reflected in the 
parks and gardens within the town (again including the only urban registered 
garden in Cornwall at Morrab Gardens). 

6. Transport and communication is a major theme with important HE assets, but 
also giving an underlying structure to the historic landscape – Marazion was the 
focus of very ancient pilgrimage routes leading to St Michael’s Mount; Penzance  
is the focus of strategic routes (sea, road and  rail), and also the hub of the 
local distribution network. St Buryan and St Just are also important route foci - 
particularly for the radiating networks of church paths and roads; Porthcurno is 
internationally significant because of its communications history. 
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Evidence base 

 Historic Industrial Settlement Surveys -St Just; Nancherrow-Tregeseal, 
Botallack-Truthwall, Carnyorth, Trewellard, Pendeen, Bojewyan. A link to these 
can be found at http://www.historic-cornwall.org.uk/  

 Conservation Area Appraisals/Statements – Marazion, Penzance, Newlyn. A link 
to these can be found at http://www.cornwall.gov.uk/default.aspx?page=17377 

 Conservation Area Appraisals/Statements (Draft) -St Just; Nancherrow-
Tregeseal, Botallack-Truthwall, Carnyorth, Trewellard, Pendeen, Bojewyan, 
Boscaswell). A link to these can be found at 
http://www.cornwall.gov.uk/default.aspx?page=17377 

 Extensive Urban Surveys - Penzance, Newlyn. A link to these can be found at 
http://www.historic-cornwall.org.uk/  

 Victoria County History studies - Newlyn, Mousehole 

 The ESA covering the Penwith Moors; this has been a relatively intensively 
studied area through archaeological survey, with ongoing projects such as 
Heathland project; lowland Cornwall HLC revision pilot study area 

 Historic Landscape Characterisation. See link at 
http://www.cornwall.gov.uk/default.aspx?page=22352  

 World Heritage Site Management Plan 2005-10. See link at  
http://www.cornish-mining.org.uk/pdf/downloads.htm 

 Mount's Bay coastal/historic wrecks studies. Contact The Cornwall & Scilly 
Historic Environment Record  

 AONB Management Plan See link at  http://www.cornwall-
aonb.gov.uk/management-plan/climate-change-and-energy.html 

 West Penwith Industrial Surveys eg. St Just, Geevor, Levant, Kenidjack. 
Contact The Cornwall & Scilly Historic Environment Record contains details of 
over 50,000 archaeological and historical sites, monuments, buildings, artefacts 
and landscapes. It can now be searched online via  the Heritage Gateway   
For further information see 
http://www.cornwall.gov.uk/default.aspx?page=8528 Many reports can be 
accessed as grey literature through the CC Intranet mapping pages and through 
the mapping link at http://www.historic-cornwall.org.uk/  

 West Penwith National Trust Surveys: many NT properties have received 
detailed archaeological and landscape surveys 

 West Penwith Scheduled monument management Surveys: many designated 
sites have been survey as part of an ongoing programme of management 
works. Contact The Cornwall & Scilly Historic Environment Record  Many reports 
can be accessed as grey literature through the CC Intranet mapping pages and 
through the mapping link at http://www.historic-cornwall.org.uk/  

 HEATH Project: Goon, hal, cliff and croft: the archaeology and landscape history 
of west Cornwall’s rough ground by Peter Dudley & Managing the historic 
environment on west Cornwall’s rough ground. by Graeme Kirkham 
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Gaps in Evidence 

Generally the southern half of the area is very understudied - especially compared to 
the moorland and industrial zones, or the ancient farming landscapes between Zennor 
and St Ives; this increases the importance of considering Historic Landscape 
Characterisation (HLC) revisions which give a better understanding of historic 
landscape and archaeological potential in these more complex, conservative farmland 
areas. 

Threats 

 Coastal erosion affecting the rail infrastructure and built environment in the 
managed retreat area, and also threat to quays etc. especially Penzance 
harbour and promenade; Lamorna quay. St Michael's Mount has already seen 
work to future-proof quays representing a major intervention in historic fabric. 

 Development around Penzance – infilling outlying areas, and creeping into 
adjoining villages (Gulval especially) and also potential loss of ornamented 
landscapes associated with the villas and houses around Penzance. 

 Ending of ESA on moorland areas - lack of planned management potentially 
major threat to historic landscapes and assets. 

 Economy: 

• Large arts base in Penwith economy, dependent on picturesque qualities, 
but also associative qualities, e.g. Newlyn and Lamorna – excessive 
development could affect this as well as tourism.  

• Tourism associated with arts/history/walking/coast/the wooded valleys etc. 
as much as simple landscape or seaside attractions - adds a year-round 
element to the attractions of the area. This is also a land of saints, of 
pilgrimage, churches, chapels, early Christian, prehistoric and pagan holy 
sites. This is not a major beach resort area, although this is clearly 
important in some individual locations (Porthcurno, Sennen,  less so Long 
Rock/Marazion), but even here the fishing village character of Sennen, or 
the historic qualities of Marazion and St Michael’s Mount are as big a draw - 
and absolutely so in Mousehole. Not understanding, or not exploiting, the 
significance of the historic and cultural environment in this area could be of 
critical significance; the inappropriate scale and nature of Land’s End 
complex is a pointer to how damaging this could be. 

• While Newlyn remains a key fishing port and Penzance a major commercial 
port and market centre, both have highly attractive and individual historic 
characters; economic regeneration could be in conflict with historic 
environment in these towns. 

 There is an unusually large potential for  transfer  of Cornwall Council assets 
affecting important historic sites, especially in Penzance 

Major Buildings at Risk  

 Lamorna quay 

 Publicly owned buildings in Penzance (St John's Hall with Geological Museum, 
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Jubilee Pool, St Claire, Promenade, Registry Office, Library). 

 Churches and chapels (urban and rural -Newlyn Trinity; St Paul's Penzance, 
Richmond Chapel Penzance) 

Current Projects 

 West Penwith Monograph (National Trust, English Heritage funded) – a project 
bringing the results of 30 years of archaeological fieldwork to publication. 

 Discovering the Extraordinary World Heritage Project 

Proposed projects depending on resources 

 West Penwith HLF landscape grant scheme 

 History and survival of quarries and quarrying in area 

 Communications history (sea, road, rail, air) 

 Maritime history – ports and harbours 

 Maritime Coastal Zone work - wrecks, trade, infrastructure, palaeo-
environmental remains, submerged forests - all need expanded evidence base. 

 Garden/ornamental landscape studies & management plans 

 Council owned highway heritage assets 

 Cornish Character project to look at heritage assets and local distinctiveness 

  


