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THE BEAUTY OF THE 
COUNTRYSIDE

Open countryside without buildings is invariably 
beautiful to observe.  Once dwellings and other buildings 
are added they change the appearance.  When these are 
well designed they blend in well.  Many old buildings 
in the countryside make a positive contribution to the 
beauty of the rural landscape.  

In recent decades the contribution made by many 
new dwellings and other buildings has detracted from 
the countryside’s natural beauty.  When the aesthetic 
quality of the Co Monaghan countryside deteriorates 
it becomes less appealing as a place to visit.  Apart 
from having a negative impact on those locals who live 
and pass through the countryside regularly this has a 
negative effect on tourism.  Ultimately it is the local 
community that suffers most.

To ensure that the many areas of the county that retain 
their natural beauty are not damaged by inappropriate 
house designs it is important to ensure that new houses 
are well designed so they integrate well and make a 
positive contribution.

How can this be achieved?  Over the course of this 
chapter we will examine some of the key ingredients 
that can, if handled well, contribute to high quality 
design.

We have established that the following factors are 
crucial to achieving a well designed house that does not 
detract from the beauty of the countryside:

1. Siting
2. Shape
3. Size & scale
4. Simplicity
5. Height
6. Proportion
7. Materials and colour
8. Details

Additionally, this chapter will examine the issue of 
energy and sustainability in terms of how this impacts 
on dwelling design, as well as considering how best to 
handle sloping sites and the insertion of a new house 
into an existing group in the countryside.  
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SHAPE

The traditional shapes or forms that make up the dis-
tinctive rural domestic architecture of Co Monaghan 
are noteworthy for one outstanding quality – their 
simplicity. While there are many combinations and 
permutations the sketches opposite illustrate the main 
basic forms.

1  FARMHOUSE 
Long double pitched block with narrow gable ends

Two Storey

SIMPLICITY

The simplicity of these traditional house shapes is re-
inforced by the fact that the majority of roofs were 
unbroken by features such as dormers and rooflights. 
Where rooflights did occur they were usually very 
small, in the plane of the roof and there were usually 
only one or two of them. 

There were also very few elements, if any, projecting 
from the facades, apart from very simple often flat 
roofed porches. Simple and uninterrupted roofs and 
facades can help rural houses and groupings of farm 
outbuildings to blend into the landscape enormously. 

4.1 SHAPE

2  SMALL COUNTRY HOUSE

Outbuildings associated with 
the “Cube” house often have 
hipped roofs

Traditionally these 
houses were a combi-
nation of two double 
pitched roofs with a 
central valley

More often the two 
double pitched roofs 
had hips at the rear

3  AGRICULTURAL OUTBUILDINGS

Lean-to shed 
(against wall or gable end)

Linear steel framed shed with 
curved barrel vaulted roof

Linear steel framed shed 
with curved barrel vaulted 
roof with one or two lean-
tos added

SINGLE  STOREY STOREY AND A HALF TWO STOREY

SINGLE  STOREY
STOREY AND A 
HALF OR TWO 
STOREY

USUALLY
STOREY AND A 
HALF OR TWO 
STOREY

SINGLE  STOREY SINGLE  STOREY
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EXAMPLES OF INAPPROPRIATE 
HOUSES IN THE COUNTRYSIDE

The examples on these pages illustrate many commonly 
occurring elements in poorly designed houses in the 
countryside.  They are not definitive and many other 
combinations and permutations exist.  The best way to 
avoid the pitfalls listed below is to keep things as simple 
as possible. 

AVOID THE FOLLOWING

  Dominant roofs

  Complex roof shapes

  Complex house shapes

  Large scale 

  Awkward form

  Excessively small scale outshots/extensions relative to the main house form

  Varying lengths of roof planes

  Ridge lines that are excessively high relative to the eaves

  Excessively high eaves lines

  Raised verges – these do not integrate well viewed from afar

  Wide gables – these result in poor proportions

  Mix of gable widths

  Mix of roof pitches

  Half hipped gables
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AVOID THE FOLLOWING

  L shaped plan form

  Two storey projecting bay windows and porches

  Dormers at eaves or within the roof – these do not integrate 
well viewed from afar

  Too many dormers – these make a house look too fussy

  Mixture of dormers within roof and at eaves

  Triangular dormers with no cheeks

  Overhanging fascias and soffits on verges and eaves

  Decorative barge boards and fascias

  Extending main roof plane over bay windows

  Extending bay window roofs beyond plan line of bay

  Excessive mixture of bay windows and roof dormers

  Hipped roofed outshots rising from half hexagonal plan

  More than one or two rooflights

  Large rooflights

  Storey and a half house on a habitable semi-basement 
plinth

  Chimney breasts that project from gables

  Too many materials

  Synthetic materials (such as concrete brick/stone and 
PVCu)
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SIZE AND SCALE
 
Size and scale do not always mean the same thing. It is 
possible for something that is small in size to be small 
in scale but something that is large in size can also be 
small in scale.

SAME SIZE BUT ONE SMALLER 
SCALE THAN THE OTHER 

The floor area of houses A and B are both approximately 
2,000 sq ft and in this regard they are the same size. 
House B has a larger footprint than House A but is a 
smaller scale than House A.

This has been achieved by breaking down the overall 
linear shape of House A into three smaller shapes 
that together achieve the same floor area. By joining 
these three smaller shapes in a way that respects the 
traditions of Co Monaghan (ie by adding each new 
shape onto the gable of the previous house shape and 
also by stepping the floor levels down the hillside) - 
three things are achieved: 

1. House B has a smaller scale. This helps it to blend 
into the landscape. 

2. House B has a more harmonious relationship 
with the natural slope of the ground. 

3. House B strengthens a traditional pattern of rural 
domestic housing in Co Monaghan.

A

B

Many houses in the countryside can be seen from 
more than one direction depending on road networks, 
position of neighbouring houses, or when climbing 
a nearby hillside. It is important to ensure than their 
scale is controlled and kept relatively small so that 
they blend in from any viewpoint.

4.2 size & SCALE

Ground level coincides with internal floor level

Ground level coincides with internal floor level

FRANK O’MAHONY ARCHITECTS



64

LARGE SCALE, LARGE HOUSES 

Houses C and D (opposite) are both 6,000 square feet 
and are on a sloping site. 

Viewed from the road House C appears to be single 
storey but viewed from the rear it is a three storey 
house. It is large in scale on all sides except the “front” 
side. Almost half of the entire area of the house is 
accommodated in a semi basement that gets natural 
light from one side only. The rooms in the roof space 
are entirely lit by roof lights and have limited floor 
space within which to stand up fully. There are three 
gable projections on the road side and one on the rear 
side. Natural ground levels have been substantially 
changed to create a level platform at the rear. 

Attempts to make this very large house seem small 
in scale have not succeeded. It is not well integrated 
into the natural ground levels or the surrounding 
countryside and in addition many of its internal rooms 
have poor spatial quality and natural light. 

Although House D has a larger site footprint than 
House C its scale is considerably smaller. The shape 
of each block is simple. Roofs are also simple because 
there is plenty of scope for windows in walls and no 
need for dormers or rooflights. This also helps to save 
money by reducing (or even eliminating) complicated 
flashings and cutting roof timbers around dormers and 
rooflights.

x

C

Roadside of house
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SMALL SCALE, LARGE HOUSES

Large houses can: 

 be small scale when viewed from every angle 

 have sufficient level ground (even on sloping sites) 
to allow access and natural light into main rooms 
and bedrooms without spending a lot of money 
in constructing expensive platforms on top of 
existing contours

HOW TO MAKE LARGE HOUSES 
SMALL IN SCALE

The clues for how to achieve this lie in the traditional 
pattern of the small country house or ‘Glebe’. The main 
house (modest in size) was usually a very simple “cube” 
with a hipped roof flanked by long outbuildings forming 
one, two or three sides of a yard to the rear of the main 
house.

Historically these outbuildings usually housed farm 
machinery or horses but today there is no reason why a 
similar layout might not house secondary rooms such 
as garages, games rooms, dens for teenagers, studies, 
guest bedrooms, work spaces, storage etc.

By sinking the enclosing “outbuildings” down into a sloping site it is possible to have a rela-
tively level courtyard and access to all the “outbuildings” from within the courtyard. When 
viewed from outside the grouping the outbuildings appear to be low lying and hug the natural 
ground while the main house has considerable presence and is allowed to ‘reign supreme’.

This arrangement improves sheltered external spaces both within the courtyard itself and on 
the two sides of the main house. Shelter can be increased by extensive tree planting of native 
broadleaf trees (such as oak, beech and ash) around the perimeter of the outbuildings. This is 
also an essential last step to help blend a significant grouping of buildings into the surround-
ing countryside.

x

x

D



66

Increasingly larger and larger homes are being built in 
the Co Monaghan countryside. Often efforts to shoe-
horn very large floor areas such as 3,000 sq ft, 4,000 
sq ft or 5,000 sq ft into very compact storey and a half 
houses with dormer windows results in complex and 
awkwardly shaped houses. As houses increase in size 
dormers are also becoming much bigger and more nu-
merous. These can be visually obtrusive when viewed 
from a distance. Too often the overall result is a house 
that does not blend in. 

There is already a historical precedent for large rural 
houses and we can find lessons in these to guide an 
approach to designing large houses today so that they 
are a positive contribution to the natural beauty of the 
countryside. This does not mean that new houses have 
to mimic something from the 18th or 19th century. In 
skilled hands it is quite possible for these lessons to 
be translated into new houses that are contemporary 
without losing the simplicity and appropriate scale of 
their ancestors. 

The illustrations show two approaches to reworking a 
typical complex 4,000sq foot 21st Century House by 
breaking it down into simpler shapes and as result also 
reducing the scale. Further examples show how the 
same approaches can be adapted to suit other floor 
areas. 

Typical 2�st Century House  (4,000 sq ft excl. garage)

4,000 sq ft excl. garage 
Grouping on sloping site draws on the traditional pattern of a simple two storey farmhouse 
with adjoining simple linear single storey farm sheds and forecourt to front of house

4.3 SIMPLICITY

x
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2,000 sq ft L shaped house grouping + freestanding double garage with a lean-to shed

3,000 sq ft + double garage

2,700 sq ft house with a simple flat roofed porch. This allows the 
windows to run through uninterrupted on the first floor

4,000 sq ft This approach draws on the traditional pattern of 
small “cube” country house and enclosed sheltered, private 
courtyard to the rear. The grouping sinks into the sloping site.
  
 

5,000 sq ft on sloping site
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Part of the charm of traditional houses lies in their 
small size, distinctive shapes and their proportions. It 
can often be difficult to retain these characteristics 
when accommodating modern space standards and 
Building Regulations.

Roof pitches on traditional houses usually ranged from 
between 35o to 45 o. This last pitch often resulted from 
a previous thatched covering which was laid at this 
steeper pitch to help rainwater run off quickly.  Lean-
tos were usually at a shallower pitch. 

Single storey blocks allow great scope in higher floor 
to ceiling heights because the ceiling can follow the 
underside of the roof partially or fully. Where possible 
keep floor to ceiling heights to 2.4m on both floors. 

Today eaves heights are often kept very low by relying 
on dormer windows and rooflights to bring in natural 
light. But these make roofs look overly complex 
compared to the traditional.

Allowing ceilings to slope within rooms to a minimum 
height of 2.1m allows for windows in the walls rather 
than the roof.

4.4 HEIGHT

TRADITIONAL HOUSES - TYPICAL GABLE WIDTHS AND 
FLOOR HEIGHTS
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ACHIEVING AN  ACCEPTABLE MARRIAGE 
BETWEEN THE BEST OF THE OLD AND THE 
NEW 

Fixed panes of glass (provided safety glass is used) at 
low level allows for lower cills at first floor windows 
while still complying with the Building Regulations. This 
allows more light into first floor rooms.  Skill is required 
to refine the window proportions.

Keep the overall gable width as narrow as possible to 
minimise ridge heights.

Gables should be no wider than  7m (two storey) and 
6m (single storey) to avoid two negative effects:

 excessive ridge heights 

 losing pleasing proportions of vernacular gables

In example 3 although the ground floor to ceiling 
height has been increased to 2.7m (to improve the 
spatial quality of large rooms) and the first floor rooms 
are 2.4m high throughout the narrow gable width of 
5.7m means the ridge height increases by a mere 0.7m. 
Compare this to example 2 where the 6.5 wide gable 
results in an increased ridge height of 1.3 despite the 
fact that it has lower floor to ceiling heights on both 
floors.

TRADITIONAL HOUSES - TYPICAL GABLE WIDTHS AND 
FLOOR HEIGHTS

TRADITIONAL HOUSES GABLE WIDTHS COMBINED WITH MODERN FLOOR TO 
CEILING HEIGHTS

1

2

3
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“Proportion” is an extremely difficult notion to explain.  
Achieving a well-proportioned building is even more 
difficult.  Good proportion is about achieving visually 
pleasing relationships between the different parts of 
a building and the overall whole.  This applies to the 
overall shape as well as its constituent parts – roof, 
facades, chimneys, windows and doors etc.  The 
composition of these elements relative to each other 
is also critical to achieving overall success.

If the house is well proportioned the composition of 
window, door and chimney shapes within the overall 
house shape will look good.

KEY CONSIDERATIONS

  Is there a good visual relationship between the 
height and the width of a façade?  

  Is there a good visual relationship between the 
height of the roof compared to the height of the 
façade?

An architect will consider various things when working 
on proportion. To help explain these the following 
examples illustrate some typical steps that an architect 
might go through to refine the proportions of the front 
façade of the traditional hipped roof ‘Glebe’ or small 
country house. The sketches illustrated are simplified 
in terms of the work and judgement involved in arriving 

4.5 PROPORTION

at a well proportioned façade even for a simple form 
such as this. 

Ultimately achieving a successful outcome lies in the 
architect’s hands and depends very much on his or her 
innate skill and flair in this area.



 Pyramidal roof is aesthically poor  
 Too dominant and heavy
 Ridge is too high
 Overhanging eaves is visually crude

 Roof proportion is much better but overhanging 
eaves still makes roof look heavy

 Height of roof is greater than half the wall height
 Roof still looks heavy
 Wall is very long relative to the ground to 

 eaves height

 Ridge line much too high  
 Length of ridge too short
 Roof too dominant
 Overhanging eaves is visually crude

 Removing the overhanging eaves helps reduce 
height of roof and achieves a much better roof pro-
portion but the façade looks squat because it is too 
high compared to its length

 Roof and wall proportions good
 Eaves to ridge height is less than half the wall 

height

 

x x x

x x

1 2 3

4 5 6
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CHIMNEYS

Chimneys on this type of house usually straddled the 
ridge and were much taller than the average linear 
farmhouse. This extra height makes a significant 
difference to the overall proportion of the house. If 
these chimneys are too short they will make the house 
look squat. Chimneys that are too narrow or too tall 
can be visually displeasing. Either (or any of these) will 
have a negative impact on the overall proportions of 
this type of house.

Country houses of this type were usually finished 
as smooth or roughcast plaster, either painted or 
unpainted. A roof with no overhanging eaves or fascia 
boards suits this material finish but could look awkward 
on a similar house built in brick or fine ashlar stone. 
Traditionally small country houses of this type were 
not built in brick in Co. Monaghan.

The judgement of a highly skilled architect is crucial 
when making decisions about how to handle such 
details as the eaves. The overall appearance of the 
house will suffer if the wrong judgement is made. 

PORCHES

The next things to be considered are the porch (if there 
is one) and the height and position of chimneys. If the 
proportions for these are not pleasing they will detract 
from the overall look of the façade.

In this type of house the porch was usually a very 
simple box stuck onto the front wall. It usually had a 
flat roof because this allowed the first floor windows 
to run through uninterrupted.  Porches that are to big 
exert too much dominance on the facade. When they 
are too small they will be lost and lack presence. 

7

FLAT ROOFED PORCH
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WINDOWS AND DOORS

Next (and perhaps the most difficult thing of all) is 
to decide on the proportions and composition of the 
windows and doors.  Achieving good proportions in 
these elements is a task for your architect or agent.  
No one else can deliver well proportions.  When he or 
she is working on this aspect of the design they need 
to consider the following:

 Window and door shapes (height and width) 
should be appropriate for their function and be a 
visually pleasing grouping within the composition 
of the overall façade as well as visually pleasing in 
themselves.

 Each window or door should have be of a size that 
is visually pleasing relative to the surrounding solid 
masonry – not too big and not too small

 Framing divisions (mullions and transoms) should 
be carefully designed to achieve well-proportioned 
panes of glass.  When the subdivision of framing is 
aesthetically poor this can undermine an otherwise 
well proportioned building.  Avoid sandwiching 
mullions between panes of double glazing.

 Where different window shapes and frames occur 
make sure that these complement each other 
visually.
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The traditional valley gutter to the rear of ‘Glebe’ 
houses often caused construction defects.  This has 
been eliminated to avoid this by forming a flat roof 
over the central portion and allowing the ridge to run 
continuously around the roof. 

Flat roofs that are well detailed and finished in a high 
quality material (such as lead) are very durable and 
can look very well. This solution should not be at-
tempted with low quality materials such as mineral 
felt or butyl rubber. In this approach chimneys are best 
re-positioned at the edge of the flat roof (rather than 
straddling the pitched and flat roofs)

WINDOWS

In sketch 9 ground floor windows are a pleasing pro-
portion made up of a double square but the first floor 
windows are not so good and there are difficulties with 
the cill height required by the Building Regulations for 
escape windows. Window proportions are pleasing for 
both ground and first floor windows but the ratio of 
window to wall area is uncomfortable. These windows 
are too big for their façade.

8

x
WELL DETAILED BULL 
NOSED EDGE TO LEAD 
FINISHED FLAT ROOF

9
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In  sketch 11 ground and first floor windows are both well proportioned but they 
are quite small relative to the overall façade and make the house look “mean”. 
First floor escape windows demand side hung opening lights. This necessitates 
either window frame W or Y. Frame W looks incongruous against Frame X below 
while the proportions of glass panes in Frame Y and Z are slightly out of sync.

In sketch 12  a decision to try square proportioned windows on the first floor 
has helped solve the problem. This was combined with taller ground floor win-
dows that are one and a half times taller than they are wide.  This allows side 
hung casement windows on both floors with framing divisions that are similar 
on both floors. The 900mm cill height on the first floor complies with the Build-
ing Regulations for escape windows.  Although there is a lot of wall between 
the cill of the first floor windows and the head of the ground floor windows this 
looks fine. 

10 12

11

W

X

Y

Z
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BOUNDARY WALLS

 appropriate local natural rubble stone boundary wall
 short lengths of wall close to houses are acceptable in 

painted plaster with insitu concrete copings (avoid pre-
cast concrete copings).  Long stretches of these walls 
can be unsightly.

DOORS

 back doors were usually vertically boarded tongued and 
grooved painted timber

 front doors were sometimes the same as back doors or 
framed and quarter panelled in painted timber

CILLS

 traditionally cills were carved from natural stone (often 
sandstone).  They were relatively chunky in appearance 
and had a pencil round on the arrises (corners).

 over time they were often painted.
 avoid pre-cast concrete cills and thresholds.  
 insitu concrete is the preferable modern equivalent if 

the budget won’t stretch to sandstone.

OTHER ELEMENTS AND DETAILS
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CHIMNEYS

 chimneys are best centred on the ridge
 keep the outer line of the chimney stack flush with the 

gable
 the width is best between 450 – 600 mm wide
 the length of chimney stack should be noticeably 

longer than the width
 copings look best when they are quite deep eg �00 

– �50 mm.

EAVES, GUTTERS AND DOWNPIPES

The details of eaves, gutters, downpipes and verges at 
farmhouses and classical Glebe houses were simple and 
shared the following characteristics:

 half round gutter profile and circular section downpipes 
(cast iron or cast aluminium is preferred – avoid PVCu 
and extruded aluminium)

 L shaped rise and fall brackets to support gutters
 avoid timber or PVCu fascias/soffit boards – these cre-

ate crude eaves details

KEEP MODERN DETAILING SIMPLE

The simplicity that is evident in many old farmhouses can 
be given a contemporary expression in 2�st century dwell-
ings without loss of simplicity or resorting to pastiche.  
Consider:

 high specification painted timber windows
 painted metal cills
 self finish render in muted tones (greys, beige, fawn 

etc)
 half round cast aluminium gutters supported on brack-

et fixed to rafters eliminates the need for overhanging 
fascia boards and overhanging soffits

 plastering gables right up to underside of slates along 
verges – this looks simple and visually effective

 avoiding PVCu soffit, fascia and verge trims



78

4.5 energy/SUSTAINABILITY

There are a number of questions to be asked relative 
to sustainability and energy consumption when 
considering the preparation of a brief and the selection 
of a site. These issues need to be explored in even 
greater detail when developing a design concept 
and final design as there a range of steps that can be 
taken to maximise efficiency and minimise energy 
consumption through a considered approach to siting, 
orientation, design and layout.  The aim is to minimise 
consumption of energy and resources. 

A large house will require more energy to heat and cool 
it. But if the house is bigger than necessary then it takes 
a lot more energy to run it and make it comfortable. 
All of this increases the energy load both in terms 
of actual fuel consumption used by the household 
but also during fabrication and transportation of the 
materials used in the construction of the building and 
fittings be they toilets, concrete roof tiles, showers or 
solar panels. 

To live in a more sustainable way identify the minimum 
size of house that will meet living requirements and 
then design the house to minimise consumption of 
energy resources. Could a study or den be big enough 
to take a sofa bed and turn  into a spare bedroom when 
guests arrive? Is the extra en suite really essential? 

How do we reduce our consumption of energy and 
resources? 

 Reduce the house to the minimum size required to 
meet day to day needs 

 Make the shape of the house as compact as 
possible

  Insulate the enclosing envelope (walls, roof, floor 
and windows) to a high degree 

PASSIVE SOLAR HEATING 

The sun is free energy.  The effective capture of this 
inside the house  by making much greater use of 
passive solar design will reduce consumption of fossil 
fuels. This is the energy saving strategy that has most 
to offer under Irish climatic conditions. It depends, for 
its success, on the shape of the building, the materials 
it is made from, the size and position of windows – and 
especially the levels of insulation in the walls, floor, 
roof and windows. 

The Direct Gain system is the most effective passive 
solar method in Ireland’s climate.  In this approach solar 
gain is maximised by positioning the larger windows on 
the south and west sides of the house and deliberately 
making window openings as small as possible on the 
north side of the house.
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Sometime the shape of the site, its contours or other 
factors may mean that it is not always possible to 
orient the house so that all the most frequently used 
rooms eg kitchen/living/dining and family rooms are on 
the south side of the house. When this is the case move 
these rooms so that they have at least one external wall 
facing south and/or west. Ideally these rooms should 
have two external walls with a south and west aspect.

Position little used rooms such as bathrooms, utility 
rooms, stores or corridors on the north side of the 
house. These act as a buffer helping to reduce heat loss 
from the rooms used most often in daytime (kitchen, 
dining, living rooms).

Well insulated buildings with large areas of south or 
west facing glazing can be vulnerable to overheating 
in summer. In a passive solar building good window 
design, appropriate shading, natural cooling devices and 
sensible control systems will all be needed to maintain 
a comfortable balance.

Solar panels and evacuated tube solar collectors (for 
heating) are most effective when they are placed at an 
angle of 45o and face due south. This can be difficult 
to achieve when other important factors call for an 
orientation and roof pitch that deviates from this. In 
addition sunlight reflecting off a roof that is peppered 
with solar panels will stand out visually making it 
difficult to blend into the surrounding countryside. 
Consideration should be given to locating such 
elements on the ground at the appropriate angle and 
orientation. 
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Narrow plan house with long south facing facade Three storey house with long axis at  a right angle to
contours

Modestly sized two storey house with long axis at  a 
right angle to contours

Long house parallel to contours resulting in unsightly 
excavation

ORIENTATION 

There can often be a conflict between achieving an 
orientation for the house that suits the landscape 
setting and one that is best for passive solar gain. 

For instance a narrow plan house that has one 
long façade facing due south will be very good for 
maximising solar gain into the rooms on this side of 
the house provided there is a buffer of less important 
rooms on the north side. But on a south facing steeply 
sloping site placing a very long narrow house parallel 
to the contours could result in a large amount of 
unsightly excavation. It could mean that such a 
house would be poorly integrated into its landscape 
setting. 

Very long narrow houses on sloping sites can often be 
better integrated visually when the long axis of the 
house is at right angles to the contours and the house 
is allowed to step down the site. Where this is the case 
a balance must be struck between an appropriate 
form, well positioned in a particular landscape and 
optimising passive solar gain.

x
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Even when the topography of the landscape favours a 
narrow house positioned at right angles to the contours 
and results in a very short gable façade facing south the 
Direct Gain method of passive solar gain can still be 
used to considerable effect. Essentially the principles 
described above still apply even though it is not possible 
to give all the most used rooms a south facing external 
wall. 

Position the most used rooms to take advantage of 
whatever south facing wall frontage you have. An 
open plan kitchen/dining/living area can be arranged 
to have windows on south, west and east facades thus 
benefiting from solar gain throughout the day.

A separate living room is likely to be used most in the 
early evening. If this is the case then it is best to position 
this room so that it benefits from solar gain when it is 
being used. Often a west facing position is best for this 
room. 

Secondary rooms such as stores, utility rooms, 
bathrooms, corridors etc can be positioned on the 
north and perhaps the east side of the house to act as 
a heat loss buffer.

Conservatories or sunspaces can add to the passive 
solar gain provided they are positioned on the south 
or southwest sides of the house. A conservatory on 
the north side of a house will be less attractive to use 
because it won’t have good solar gain.

Position most used rooms to benefit from south facing  walls

Position living rooms/bedrooms rooms to benefit from early evening sun
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4.7 sloping SITES

Sloping sites present particular design challenges and 
require a sensitive approach to siting and building 
design.

  Work with the natural undulations of the site as 
much as possible to limit excavation and under 
building

  If the house is sited parallel to the contours keep 
it as narrow as possible to minimise large scale 
excavation or extensive cut and fill. 

  Site the house so that it is well down the hillside 

  Do not allow the roof to break the skyline when 
the house and site are viewed from a long distance 
away or from any approach roads. 

  Where possible allow the natural ground levels to 
wrap around the house 

  Very large houses (greater than 2000 square feet) 
should be broken down into smaller blocks 

  Low lying sites or hollows can present drainage 
and flooding problems 

  Avoid sloping sites that face north 
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HOW DOES THIS EXAMPLE BLEND IN? 

  Its scale has been made smaller by subdividing 
the accommodation into one simple central block 
with the rest of the living space accommodated in 
adjoining linear buildings deliberately grouped to 
create a courtyard. 

  Sinking the grouping into a shallow excavation 
in the hillside a sheltered, enclosed and private 
courtyard is created that can hide clothes lines, 
trampolines etc, bins etc. 

  Allowing the natural ground levels to wrap around 
the perimeter buildings makes the groupying seem 
to hug the landscape.

  Planting of indigenous broadleaf trees along the 
boundaries is an essential ingredient in enhancing 
the harmonisation with the countryside.

A large 6,000 sqft house
that blends in well
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Badly sited 6,000 square foot houseBACK AND FRONT 

In the countryside it is often possible to see a house 
from a variety of vantage points and the urban notion 
of a house having a front and back side is often 
irrelevant.
 
Site houses in the countryside so that they blend in 
on all sides. This also means taking care to locate oil 
tanks, clothes lines, barbeques, trampolines, bins 
storage, car parking etc so that they do not detract 
from an otherwise well sited and well designed house. 
Consideration should be given to dropping soil vent 
pipes and foul waste drainage pipes internally. 

The 6,000 sq. foot house illustrated on right has been 
sited and designed without concern for its impact 
from the “back”. What appears to be a single storey 
house from the front sits on a large flat roofed base 
that provides almost half the floor area. The so-called 
“single storey” house is disconnected from the natural 
ground levels and the relationship between the main 
kitchen/living/dining rooms and the garden spaces is 
remote. 

Outside patio areas are disconnected from gardens 
and lack shelter and privacy on the “front” side of 
the house and have a poor orientation on the “back” 
terrace. The overall shape and massing of the house 
viewed from the back is bulky. 

x

 This approach tries to make large houses seem small 
in a way that fails to integrate into the landscape. This 
6,000 sq foot house has been designed to look as if 
it is single storey when viewed from the road but is 
effectively 3 storey from the other side. 

 



85

AVOID: 

Slicing off the top of the hill and using fill to achieve a level platform 

Positioning houses (especially large ones) on the tops of hills is to be avoided at all costs.Re-
member that very large bulky houses cast deeper shadows on the surrounding garden areas 
making it harder to find sunny places to sit outside and also taking longer for new gardens to 
mature. 

AVOID:  

Locating house half way up a hillside and then relying on extensive cut and fill to form 
level site

AVOID: 

Filling in hollows on the site to make it level
Siting the house on the top of a hill

x

x

x
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4.8 houses adjacent to other DWELLINGS

When considering how best to site an additional 
dwelling with other houses in the countryside there are 
lessons to be learnt from existing historic traditional 
groupings of farmhouses and other buildings. These 
include: 

  Farm clusters with a farmhouse fronting onto a 
farm lane with adjacent farm outbuildings

  medium-small sized country houses with enclosing 
stable blocks and farm barns

  small ad hoc groupings of individual farmhouses 
each side of a lane rising up a drumlin 

  small farmhouses along a winding farm lane. 

To achieve successful groupings that blend into the 
landscape several key factors should be present: 
1.  The group should have an overall visual unity 

2.  Houses should have relatively simple and be 
comprised of similar shapes 

3.  Houses should be small scale 

4.  The scale of houses should be similar relative to 
each other 

5.  Use  of features typical of suburban housing 
(dormer windows, bay windows, porticos, 
pediments) should be eliminated

6.  A limited range of  materials and colours should be 
used on all houses that form part of the grouping
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7.  Materials should be characteristic of rural Co 
Monaghan 

8.  Create or utilise an existing country laneway as an 
access road (ideally this should be remote from 
the County Road)

9.  Eliminate urban and suburban type access roads/
landscape treatments such as:

  houses grouped around car turning circles or 
 hammer heads 
  concrete kerbs 
  tarmac 
  blockwork walls 
  timber fences 
  pre-cast concrete fencing 
  ornate gates, fountains etc, urban lamp standards

10.  Maximise rural landscape treatment such as:

  grass verges 
  indigenous deciduous hedges – hawthorn, 

blackthorn etc interplanted with native deciduous 
trees (ash, alder, birch, beech oak etc) 

  gravelled access laneways, turning areas 
  natural local stone paving (where budgets permit) 
  car turning areas and visitor parking spaces should 

be tucked away and well integrated into the overall 
development
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MAINTAIN ISOLATION OF GROUPINGS

Groupings also depend for their success on being rel-
atively isolated from any other groups of houses and 
one-off houses. A second or third grouping in the next 
field or two or three large single houses close by will 
significantly detract from a successful grouping.

Further development in close proximity to a group of 
buildings may detract from the visual presence of the 
group.

x
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CONTEMPORARY APPROACHES

It is possible to rework the key ingredients of traditional groupings in an innovative way to  
insert a new contemporary house into these groupings in a way that respects the tradtional 
but also expresses and meets the needs of the 21st century.  Such schemes will be encour-
aged provided they achieve a harmonious relationship with the surrounding countryside. 
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