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This advice note is aimed at assisting in maintaining and enhancing the architectural and historic 

character of Rothesay Conservation Area focusing on the Town Centre Character Area and is 

supported by the Argyll & Bute Council and Heritage Lottery Fund through the Rothesay 

Townscape Heritage Initiative (THI).  

 

Windows are an essential element in the external character, appearance and composition of 

traditional buildings.  They are arguably the single element which establishes the character of a 

building, and so, of a whole district.  When replaced unsympathetically the appearance of the 

building is damaged, and the unity that comes from the repetition of window patterns, particularly 

in tenements and terraced properties, is destroyed.  Cumulatively this leads to an erosion of the 

character of the street and over time the whole area.  

 

Many traditional windows in Rothesay’s Town Centre Character Area have been lost and 

replaced with inappropriate windows.  This note seeks to highlight the most important 

considerations for the preservation and enhancement of traditional timber sash and case 

windows.  It provides a brief background to the timber sliding sash and case window, illustrates 

the damage caused by loss and poor replacement, and provides advice on care of traditional 

windows and appropriate reinstatement.    

 

 

Good reasons not to replace original windows  
Original timber sash and case windows are extremely durable and can be easily maintained and 

successfully repaired.  Understandably in recent years concerns are been raised over the energy efficiency 

of traditional windows but this is often misguided.  Consider the following: 
 

1. Original timber is usually very high quality, low grown softwood, modern timber can rarely match this.  
There are many examples of windows over 200 years old, many modern windows may not last 20 years.   
 

2. Existing windows represent embodied energy in their manufacture. Retention and repair of existing 
windows is a sustainable solution.  Traditional glass is also a rare resource.  
 

3. Only 10% of heat loss from a building typically occurs through its windows (SCT) . 
 

4. The thermal effectiveness of a standard double glazed unit relies on the size of the air gap, with a gap of 
at least 20mm required which is not likely to meet traditional design requirements.  Slimmer double glazed 
units rely on introducing inert gas in the air gap to reduce its size.  For sound insulation to significantly 
improve the gap would need to be 100-150mm.  
 

5. Concealed draught-proofing systems can be integrated successfully into original windows, reducing air 
leakage from windows by up to 80% (HS, 2009).  
  

6. Secondary glazing, shutters, blinds and heavy curtains all reduce heat loss.   Secondary glazing can out 
perform double glazing thermally (HS, 2008) and will provide better sound insulation.  
 

7. It takes 8 times more energy to manufacture a PVC window than an equivalent timber frame.  Both 
production and disposal of any type of PVC creates toxic chemicals, and it is difficult to recycle (SCT). 
 

8. Repair is almost always cheaper.  It may take 60-100 years for double glazing to pay off in respect of 
energy savings (SCT).  
 
Remember: in Rothesay Conservation Area, Planning Permission is required for replacement of any window in 
both residential and commercial properties.  Listed buildings will require Listed Building Consent.  Contact 
the Planning Department for further information.   

 

Further reading  
There are a number of excellent free publications which provide more detail on the issues discussed.  
 

www.historic-scotland.gov.uk/freepublications or 0131 668 8600 

Historic Scotland (2007):  INFORM Maintaining sash and case windows  

Historic Scotland (Nov 2007):  INFORM Maintaining traditional plain glass and glazing 

Historic Scotland (Oct 2008): INFORM Energy efficiency in traditional homes  

Historic Scotland (Nov 2008): Technical Paper 1: Thermal performance of traditional windows  

Historic Scotland (Jan 2009): Sash and case windows, a short guide for homeowners  

www.scottishcivictrust.org.uk or 0141 221 1466 

Scottish Civic Trust (SCT 2009): Windows: a frame of mind, a guide to repair and replacement  

 

THI grant aid   
Grant aid for the repair of traditional windows is available in priority cases as part of the Rothesay THI.  In 

exceptional cases grant aid may be available for reinstatement of traditional windows where the originals 

have previously been lost and replaced with an inappropriate alternative.  All grant aided works must be 

carried out in accordance with the details and information presented in this advice note, which is provided 

for THI purposes only.  It is the responsibility of the applicant to assess the suitability of the enclosed 

specifications in relation to their own particular proposal, and make enquires to the Argyle & Bute Council 

regarding statutory consents (such as Planning Permission, Listed Building Consent, Building Warrant).  

If you wish to apply for grant assistance please contact the Rothesay THI Project Officer in the first 

instance, who will discuss your exact requirements and advise accordingly.    
 

For further information please contact:  

Lorna Pearce, THI Project Officer  

01700 501 374 or 07901 102 817 

Lorna.Pearce@argyll-bute.gov.uk  
 
This Advice Note has been prepared for and on behalf of the Rothesay THI by S. Linskaill ARIAS (© Linskaill).  It contains the views expressed by the THI and its professional 

advisors and may not necessarily be those of all Council Officers or Committees.  Buildings included for illustrative purposes only; inclusion does not indicate eligibility for grant aid 
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Why are traditional windows special?  
Used for over 300 years, the timber sliding sash and 

case window is an acknowledged traditional feature of 

Scotland’s buildings.  Set well back from the face of 

the building, the window is both protected from the 

weather whilst introducing depth to the elevation.  The 

window is formed by two glazed sashes held within a 

window case.  The special operation of the window 

involves pulleys and weights which balance the 

sashes and allow them to slide past each other to 

open the window.  Traditional timber sash and case 

windows are extremely durable and can be easily 

maintained and successfully repaired.  

 

A little history 
Before the introduction of sash and case windows in 

the late 17th century, commonly buildings had few 

very small, and often unglazed, windows for light and 

ventilation.   From the 18th century the sash and case 

window became the popular choice as Scottish towns 

and rural areas were improved.  

 

Window design was closely related to the 

development of glass production.  Early windows had 

astragals (glazing bars) which divided the sashes into smaller panes to accommodate the small size of 

crown glass.  Six panes in each sash was the most common window pattern until larger plate glass was 

developed in the mid 19th century.  Traditional glass has a slightly wavy surface and glint, the quality of 

which enlivens both windows and façades.  Horns (projections below the bottom rail of the upper sash) 

were introduced as a construction modification when the new larger sheets of glass put strain on the timber 

sash joints.  First used around the 1830s, horns were also popular at the turn of the 20th century.   

 

Rothesay’s historic buildings span from its 13th century castle into the 20th century.  Window styles 

developed over time and original windows in the town centre can provide clues to the date of the building.   

 

1. 6-over-6 panes typical of Georgian design and until the first decades of the 19th century: Argyle Street. 
2. Horizontal ‘Lying panes’ fashionable in the early 19th century but rare in the Town Centre: Argyle St/Chapelhill Rd. 
3. Later 19th windows, larger with single panes commonly to each sash and horns projecting from the upper sash. 
The sashes may be equal in size or with a smaller upper sash: former Royal Hotel, Albert Place. 
4. Small panes were reintroduced at the turn of the 20th century influenced by the Art & Crafts revival: Church Hall, 
Dean Hood Place.  Often a single pane picture window was used with a 6 pane sash above (tenement on cover).  
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Repair and maintain original windows  
Like all aspects of your building, windows require to be maintained to keep them in good repair, in 

Rothesay’s marine environment this is particularly important.  A well maintained timber sash and case 

window can remain in use well over a hundred years.    Frequent cleaning of windows and glass will keep 

them looking good, operating well and will highlight maintenance early.  The condition of glazing putty and 

sand mastic around the window should also be checked.  The lower sash of the window can be fitted with a 

simplex hinge which allows this sash to open into the room for safe cleaning, the upper sash can then be 

pulled down for cleaning.  Timber windows should always be painted in a good quality external gloss.  

Maintaining the paint in good condition is crucial to prevent exposure of the timber which can lead to rot.   
 

When timber repair is required this is often localised, commonly to cills and the lower part of the bottom 

sash.  Rotten timber should be cut out and replaced in good quality timber in profiles to match the original 

window detailing, taking particular care with astragals and meeting rails.  Draught-proofing can also be 

incorporated into original windows to significantly reduce air leakage.    
 

What is inappropriate replacement? 
Any window which is not traditional in its design, materials and opening method is considered inappropriate 

to a historic building including:  

Designs which do not replicate the original window proportion, number of panes, profile of details and 

sliding operation with pulleys and weights (e.g. bottom right). 
 

Modern materials such as uPVC or aluminium which are not in keeping with the age, style and character of 

most historic buildings and rarely produce authentic details (e.g. right hand window, top right). 
 

Poorly fitted windows which change the relationship of the original window frame to its structural opening 

(e.g. centre and lower windows, left).  
 

Small changes to traditional buildings such as these have a detrimental effect on the individual property 
and on the conservation area, and are especially damaging when in properties of multiple ownership.  
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