Positioning Windows

Where a house’s windows are placed is often the number one

influence over whether the whole building looks well designed.
Clive Fewins explains how to get this vital detail right

f there is one thing that can immediately let

down a new self-build it is the look of the

windows. Ask any self-builder what they

would have done differently from the de-

sign point of view six months after they
have moved in, and a very large number will
immediately say: “the windows”.

They are critical to the design — and the
most difficult factor to get right. What is more,
many architects will say that it is not until you
stand back and look at the finished job that
you will be absolutely —and finally - sure that
the windows are ‘right’ for the building.

Even more infuriatingly, it does not need the
trained eve of an architect or a designer to take

a quick look at the fagade of a new house — of

whatever style — and spot that the windows
look out of place. Ask any architect and he or
she will say the key to this is balance and pro-
portion. Another word architects like to use is
‘disposition’— making sure window openings
are correctly lined up and that the relationship
of solids to voids is neither too wide nor too
narrow. So whether you are building a sharp,
crisp modern ‘box’ with plain, unadorned
window openings punched into it, or a house
in classical style with a delicately proportioned
facade, it is vital to pay the utmost attention to
the window openings. If you get them wrong
it can ruin the look of the entire project.
Here are a few more pointers to help the
would-be self-builder in either contemporary
or traditional style when considering the tricky
subject of window openings and surrounds.

Contemporary Style

Window openings that are simple rectangular
holes punched in a wall with no surrounds can
be very effective. But in order to be ‘right they
must have conviction, and there is just as
much design skill needed as in a reproduction
Classical building,. It is all to do with scale, pro-
portion and detailing, and just because your
house is built in a contemporary style, it does
not mean that the proportions of the windows
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Which one looks right? Well, to most eyes, the
top one locks ‘genuinely’ Georgian while the
bottom one, built on a developer housing estate,
gets it all wrong. It's not just the choice of win-
dows, or the peculiar variety in surrounds and
cills, but rather more simply the number of win-
dows, their sizes, and positioning — all things
the top house gets absolutely right
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The front elevation of this Georgian home
is drawn based on the proportions of the
Golden Ratio, which determines its width,
height, window positions and sizes, and
the relative size of the roof pitch. An ogee
curve — the quintessential Classical pat-
tern and a derivative of the Golden Ratio -
is overlaid
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to the fagade as a whole do not have to be
architecturally correct.

With contemporary house design there is a
great emphasis on the asymmetrical, but even
if you have contrasting vertical and horizontal
openings in the same facade there has to be
some sort of balance. Most experienced archi-
tects will use the so-called ‘Golden Ratio’ (see

floor and there is constant pressure from plan-
ners to keep roof heights down. One way
round this is to use horizontal rather than ver-
tical sliding sashes. They can be useful to over-
come the ‘squashed’ look because although the
openings and frames are horizontal, the pro-
portions of the sashes are vertical and can be

the same as those on other storeys.

“Try to keep the openings and the panes in... the same ratio. If you

get that right, the facade should automatically look good”

previous page) as part of their design armoury
if they want to be sure it is aesthetically pleasing.

You should be especially careful if you are
planning window openings with lintels that do
not line up. If they do not relate to the floors
inside the building, the openings can look as
if they have been ‘thrown on), rather than care-
fully designed into the facade.

Period Style

The window proportions can be extremely dif-
ficult to get right on a modern house repro-
ducing Classical style. It is vital to make sure
they do not appear ‘short and wide’ as opposed
to ‘tall and thin’ There is great pressure on ar-
chitects and designers to do this nowadays be-
cause the Building Regulations demand that
windows must be at least 800mm up from the
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A good rule of thumb in a house with small-
pane sash windows is to try to keep the open-
ings and the panes in approximately the same
ratio. If you get that right, the faade should
automatically look good.

If you are building in Georgian style, re-
member that the sliding sash window frames
would have been flush with the outer wall in the
carly Georgian period and rebated within the
wall and therefore set back after 1774, when
new fire legislation demanded this. In many
cases, window frames set flush with the wall in
houses rendered on the outside built to repli-
cate timber framed 17th and early 18th century
styles will have decorative mouldings around
them to cover the joint with the render.

As ever with house design, getting these
details right pays off in the overall effect. &

It's not just period-style housing
that relies on window positioning
for a successful design; Far LeFT:
this American-style house in
Sussex executes dormer win-
ddWs to perfection; ABOVE: this
Modernist-inspired home in Not-
tinghamshire gets the balance
between render and glass just
right. At the other end of the
scale, LEFT, these developer
houses show how to get it wrong

Getting the
Surrounds Right

The window surround in a classical
house varies enormously according
to the style. If you are building in
stone it is very common to pick out
the windows in ashlar, or if the walls
are rendered, with a finer contrasting
render, with a stone surround to fin-
ish it off. In this case, the effect of
light and shade on the front fagade
will be much improved if you bring
out the stone surround 20 or 30mm
beyond the render. The image above
is a pretty good example of how to
get it rig






