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1: BACKGROUND

1.1 ABOUT THE ROYAL SOCIETY OF 
ANTIQUARIES OF IRELAND 

The Royal Society of Antiquaries of Ireland 
(RSAI) was established in 1849 as the Kilkenny 
Archaeological Society. Its foundation was the 
initiative of a small group of Kilkenny men: 
Revd James Graves (1815-86) a Church of 
Ireland rector and an amateur antiquarian 
artist; his cousin, John G.A. Prim (1821-1875), 
editor of the Kilkenny Moderator, and collector 
with an interest in medieval antiquities; Robert 
Cane (1807-1858), later Lord Mayor of 
Kilkenny and an active Young Irelander; Philip 
More, a Catholic priest and friend of Prim’s, 
and Dean Vignoles (1793-1875), a Protestant 
clergyman of Clonmacnoise.

The initial aims of the Society were expanded 
to:

‘Preserve and examine all ancient 
monuments and memorials of the arts, 
manners and customs of the past, as 
connected with the antiquities, language, 
literature and history of Ireland’.

Its ethos was non-sectarian and non-political, 
and its modest membership subscription was 
intended to be socially inclusive. Expansion in 
the Society’s membership was rapid, and in 
1854 it was decided to change the Society’s 
name to reflect this, becoming the Kilkenny 
and South East of Ireland Archaeological 
Society. Further growth and name changes 
ensued – to the Historical and Archaeological 
Society of Ireland (1868-69), then the Royal 
Historical and Archaeological Society of 
Ireland, and finally, coinciding with the move 
of its headquarters to Dublin in 1890, the Royal 
Society of Antiquaries of Ireland.

Established in the days before monuments 
enjoyed statutory protection, from the outset 
the Society was actively engaged in the 
recording of sites and monuments and in the 
practical repair and conservation of historic 
buildings. Accurate drawings and sections of 
monuments were undertaken and surveys of 
local interest were published in the Society’s 
Journal. Works to consolidate endangered 
structures were funded through members’ 
subscriptions. Pioneering conservation works 
were carried out at Clonmacnoise, Co. Offaly, 
Jerpoint, Co. Kilkenny, St Francis Abbey, 
Kilkenny Monasterboice, Co. Louth and 
Glendalough, Co. Wicklow. When legislation 
was adopted to provide state care for 
monuments in the 1870s and 80s, it was the 
unobtrusive approach taken by the Society that 
formed the basis for best practice in state 
sponsored conservation projects both in Ireland 
and Britain.

At the second meeting of the Society it was 
decided to establish a museum. Members were 
encouraged to donate objects of historical 
importance both for their protection, and so 
they might viewed for comparison. So 
successful was the initiative that the museum 
was forced to move from its original location in 
the Tholsel in Kilkenny to larger premises at 
William Street, then Butler house, and finally 
Rothe house in Kilkenny. Between 1900 and 
1917 the majority of the items in the museum 
were deposited in the Dublin Museum of Art 
and Industry (now the National Museum), 
although some items remained at Rothe House, 
and the Society still retains a small number of 
objects of historical interest.

Following engagement in buildings 
conservation by the Board of Works, now 
National Monuments service, and collecting 
activities by the National Museum, the Society 
has ceased to involve itself in these activities. 
However, it continues many of the activities 
that were initiated over 160 years ago. These 

Conservation Plan Page 7 of 35



include regular lectures and excursions, the 
publication of its journal and the provision of a 
rich resource of research materials, both 
printed and manuscript, available to its 
members and external researchers in its library.

The strength of the library’s collections lies in 
unique material relating to Irish antiquities. 
Visual collections include original sketchbooks 
and watercolours compiled by George Victor 
du Noyer, William Wakeman, James Graves, 
Miller and Robertson and Brian Coughlan and 
photographs relating primarily to the period c. 
1850– c. 1950. The most significant 
photographic holdings are images of field 
monuments and architecture, but the collection 
also includes numerous portrait images and the 
John Cooke ‘Darkest Dublin Collection’ - 
images documenting the slums of Dublin in 
1913 and some of the original photographs 
taken by the Irish Georgian Society 1908-1913.

Many of these collections are now available to 
view digitally in the Library Reading Room and 
the Society has recently embarked on an 
ambitious project to make material available 
through the international web portal for 
cultural institutions – Europeana.

The library also contains the manuscript 
research notes of a number of noted Irish 
antiquaries including Francis Erlington Ball, 
Lord Walter FitzGerald, J.J. Buckley, Oliver 
Davis, Harold Leask, P.J. Lynch, Liam Price and 
Helen M. Roe. Documentation relating to the 
Association for the Preservation of Memorials 
of the Dead in Ireland includes original 
nineteenth-century rubbings of, mainly 
medieval, gravestones.

The Society currently has about 500 active 
members, comprising a mixture of amateurs 
and professionals who all share an interest in 
Ireland’s past. Membership is open to all, and 
together with the annually published Journal of 
the Royal Society of Antiquaries of Ireland, 
members receive two newsletters and 
fortnightly e-bulletins keeping them up-to-date 
with relevant events around the country. 
Members are also free to use the Library, attend 
lectures and excursions.

1.2 AIM AND OBJECTIVES

The Society moved to its present location at 
number 63 Merrion Square in 1917. The house 
had been formerly occupied by the same family 
(the Sankeys) for almost a century, and as a 
result had been little altered since its 
construction in 1790-93. It now represents the 
best-preserved example of a Georgian 
townhouse and its curtilage in Dublin. With the 
exception of the basement, the interior retains 
period fireplaces, original plasterwork and 
joinery and even some 18th century labels from 
the wine cellar. Outside it has the only example 
of a fully restored Dublin townhouse garden – 
replete with edible fruit and herbs. The mews 
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building, which formerly housed the coachman 
and horses, is now leased to the Irish Landmark 
Trust. The first floor apartments are let as self-
catering holiday accommodation, while 
beneath, the stalls provide a place of rest for 
the horses of mounted Gardai while on duty in 
the city.

The RSAI is a registered charity (Charity no. 
CHY818). All staffing and running costs for the 
house are covered by membership fees, rent, 
philanthropic donations and benefactions and 
specific purpose grants. Rental income is 
essential and the RSAI is fortunate to have the 
Discovery Programme as a compatible 
principal tenant. 

Where possible, the RSAI has always attempted 
to open the house to interested parties and has 
been an active participant in initiatives such as 
Heritage Week, Culture Night and Open 
House. These occasions have always been met 
with great enthusiasm by the public, in 
particular because, in spite of the fame of 
Dublin’s ‘Georgian Squares’, access to houses 
with original interiors and gardens is generally 
restricted.

In recent years RSAI membership subscriptions 
have started to decline. In order to maintain its 
collections and important historic property into 
the future, the Society recognises the need to 
develop and diversify. It is anticipated that this 
can be achieved in a sustainable way by 
opening the house to a broader range of 
activities, in accordance with the Society’s 
founding principles of preservation and 
promotion of interest in the past. While 
maintenance of the fabric of the House has 
been ongoing over the last century, it is also 
recognised that practical and legal issues, such 
as energy saving initiatives and universal access 
need to be addressed so that the House can be 
run as responsibly, efficiently and inclusively as 
possible. Together with these potentially 

significant interventions, if the House is to be 
made more widely accessible, it is also in need 
of a sympathetic cosmetic upgrade. 

The aim of this conservation report is to inform 
the responsible and sustainable management 
and development of no. 63 Merrion Square 
over the coming years. The RSAI is wholly 
committed to the preservation of this important 
example of Dublin townhouse architecture and 
the collections that it holds. However, it 
recognises the need for the House to be fit for 
purpose: to continue to serve the membership 
of the Society, to continue to provide rental 
income, and ideally to be made more 
accessible to interested members of the general 
public, whether through regular guided tours or 
one off events as a specialist conference 
facility/ venue.
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1.3 PROJECT TEAM & STAKEHOLDERS

The consultants appointed to prepare the 
Conservation Report are Margaret Quinlan 
Architects (MQA) with the David Kelly 
Partnership, Chartered Engineers (DKP). The 
consultants worked in conjunction with 
architectural historian and President of the RSAI 
Dr Rachel Moss. 

Consultation with the stakeholders is part of the 
process. These include the Officers and Council 
members representing the members of the 
Society and the Discovery Programme who 
currently occupy the top two floors in addition 
to Dublin City Council Conservation 
Department.

Project Team

• Rachel Moss, RSAI

• Niamh McCabe, RSAI

• Margaret Quinlan, MQA

• Patrick Quinlan, MQA

• David Kelly, DKP

• John Kelly, DKP

Stakeholders

• Council and Members of the Royal Society of 
Antiquaries of Ireland

• Discovery Programme: Principal Tenant

• Dublin City Council

• The Heritage Council

1.4 STATUTORY PROTECTION

The existing statutory policy framework for the 
protection of the architectural heritage is 
provided by:

• National Monuments Acts, 1930 and as 
subsequently amended

• Record of Monuments and Places (replacing 
Sites and Monuments Record)

• Planning and Development Act, 2000

• Heritage Act, 1995

• Architectural Heritage (National Inventory) 
and Historic Monuments (Miscellaneous 
Provisions) Act, 1999

Existing statutory protection extended to the 
monument, site and setting is as follows:

No. 63 Merrion Square is included on the 
Recorded of Protected Structures in the Dublin 
City Development Plan 2011-2017, reference 
number RPS 5161. The National Inventory of 
Architectural Heritage has not yet been 
completed for Dublin City.

Merrion Square and the surrounding South 
Georgian Quarter are included the City 
Development Plan as a ‘Conservation Area.’

(Note: As distinct from an ‘Architectural 
Conservation Area, the designation 
‘Conservation Area’ does not exist in national 
legislation but has been used by Dublin City 
over successive development plans to protect 
the special character of areas of architectural 
significance, and is supported by a range of 
policies to this end.)
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Fig. 2.1: The houses around Merrion Square 
were typically erected singly or in pairs, not as 
complete terraces



2: DESCRIPTION AND 
CONDITION

2.1 HISTORY OF HOUSE 

Society House was built as part of the 
development of Merrion Square by the 
Fitzwilliam estate in the early 1790s. In 1787, 
the long, narrow plot on which the house 
stands, together with that of the neighbouring 
property, were leased to the successful Dublin 
businessman and property developer, Joseph 
Sandwith. The lease was for ‘150 years at a 
yearly rent of one peppercorn for the first 3 
years and £9 for the residue’. By signing the 
lease, Sandwith also agreed that, within five 
years of signing it, he would build a 

‘good and substantial dwelling house with 
lime and stones, or with bricks and lime and 
stones, or with bricks and lime, well roofed 
and covered with slates, not less than 30 ft. 
in the front and 3 stories and a half high 
above the cellars at least, and shall make an 
area of 8 ft. wide at the front of the said 
house and lay flags before the house for a 
foot passage in like manner as the same is 
now done before the houses in Merrion 
Street and shall pave the whole street before 
the front of the said house...’ 

Archaeological and historical information 
suggest that the house was not completed until 
1793, a few years after most of the 
neighbouring properties on this side of Merrion 
Square were finished. 

In 1791, hoping to ensure the building’s 
completion, Sandwith sub-let the house to 
William Shannon, who duly finished and fitted 
it out. Documents among the Brian Bolger 
Papers record that in 1793-4 Andrew Callnan, 
an associate of famed stuccodore Michael 
Stapleton, executed plasterwork for a Mr 
Shannon ‘at his house in Merrion Square’. 

Plasterwork designs in the first floor front room 
and stair hall of no. 63 Merrion Square bear a 
close resemblance to Stapleton’s designs at nos 
42 and 45 Mountjoy Square respectively.

Within three years of taking on the project, 
Shannon was declared bankrupt and 
relinquished the lease, which was reassigned to 
a William Cope, who shortly thereafter put the 
house up for auction. In 1795 the house was 
leased to Humphrey Minchin, a prosperous 
linen draper whose occupation of the house 
lasted only two years. The next tenant was 
Ponsonby Tottenham, who took over the house 
in 1797. Tottenham, who was a member of the 
prominent Wexford family, and was at various 
times an MP for many Wexford boroughs, 
including Bannow, Clonmines, New Ross and 
Wexford town. He was widowed in 1806 and 
remarried the following year. It is likely this 
remarriage to Caroline Neville of Brighton was 
the reason for his relinquishment of the lease to 
the Hon. Luke Fox in 1808 as Tottenham 
appears to have moved permanently to England 
at this juncture. Fox, a justice of the Court of 
Common Pleas, was also a representative for 
Clonmines and a connection of Tottenham’s by 
marriage. His family lived in the house for over 
a decade. 

In 1822 the lease was taken over by the Rev. 
Thomas Brownrigg, Chancellor of Christ 
Church Cathedral. When Brownrigg died in 
1826, his family relinquished the lease, which 
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in 1827 was taken over by another Wexford 
man, Lt. Col. Richard Jones Sankey. Various 
members of the Sankey family lived in the 
house throughout the remainder of the 
nineteenth century up until 1917, although the 
house was rented out in the later decades of the 
century to a number of tenants, including the 
family of Charlotte Payne-Townshend, later wife 
of George Bernard Shaw. 

In 1917, the Royal Society of Antiquaries of 
Ireland bought the remainder of the lease of the 
house from the Pembroke Estate for £500, a 
considerable drop in price from the £3,500 that 
Ponsonby Tottenham paid in 1797, and 
probably reflecting the fact that the 150 year 
lease had only 19 years left to run. Finally, the 
RSAI bought the house outright from the 
Pembroke Estate and converted the upper 
stories of the house into flats (later office 
accommodation with one flat attached). 

Occupants of the upper storey flat included 
Stephen McKenna (1917-1921), leader writer 
for the Freeman’s Journal, and translator of The 
Six Enneads of Plotinus, who described it as ‘a 
lovely flat, quite howlingly swell...in the heart 
of the little city’; Major T.W. Kirkwood 
(1921-1923) ; James F. Carroll, coal merchant 
of Pearse St.; Senator Samuel Lombard Brown 
K.C. (1931-1939) Regius Professor of Laws, 
T.C.D. and founder of Dollymount bird 
sanctuary; and the Mitchell family, whose 
better-known members include Prof. Frank 
(G.F.) Mitchell, geographer and founder 
member of An Taisce and Helen Lillias 
Mitchell, artist and founder of the Irish 
Weavers’ and Spinners’ Guild. The flat was 
occupied until 1990. At that point the two 
upper storeys were converted into office space 
and accommodation, initially occupied by the 
National Trust Archive, then the Traditional 
Music Archive, and latterly by the Discovery 
Programme.

Also in the 1990s, thanks to a benefaction from 
Helen M. Roe, the basement of the building, 
which had provided accommodation for the 
caretaker and her husband, was converted into 
a lecture theatre seating over 100 patrons, 
enhancing the potential of the premises for 
public lectures and events. Works also included 
installation of a kitchen and wcs, with only the 
original wine cellars retained in their original 
state. The first and second floor returns were 
converted into the caretakers’ flat, and it 
remained as such until 2010, when this space 
too was converted into archival storage and 
office space.   

Aside from the residents of the House, it has 
important associations with some of the key 
figures in 20th-century Ireland through their 
membership of the Society. Purchase of the 
House was instigated during the Presidency of 
Count G.N. Plunkett (1913-1916), then 
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Director of the National Museum of Ireland 
and father of the 1916 rebel Joseph Mary 
Plunkett. Subsequent presidents, whose portrait 
photographs are all in the collections of the 
RSAI, include such notable historians and 
archaeologists as Thomas Johnson Westropp 
(1917-1920), R.A.S Macalistair (1924-1928), 
Eoin MacNeill (1937-40), Harold G. Leask 
(1941-44), Seán P. Ó Ríordáin (1953-56) and 
A.T. Lucas (1969-72).

2.2 DESCRIPTION OF HOUSE 

63 Merrion Square is a three bay, four storey 
over basement terraced house of brick 
construction. The rear elevation features a two-
bay shallow bow rising through all storeys. The 
roof of the principal block is disposed as three 
separate structures with internal lead lined 
valleys behind brick parapets. A basement area 
is found to front and rear of the building. To the 
rear stands a five bay return of several phases of 
construction, primarily of two storeys over 
basement but rising to three storeys where 
abutting the principal block, partially slated 
and partially flat-roofed.

The principal entrance is at hall level, accessed 
from Merrion Square south via four granite 
steps. Internally, the ground floor is laid out as 
an outer and inner (stair) hall and two 
interconnecting reception rooms, each of 
which contains decorative cornices and freizes 
in relief. High quality decorative neo-classical 
plasterwork is found on field of the ceiling of 
the entrance hall and in the niche above the 
connecting door between reception rooms.  

The principal staircase is of timber construction 
with wrought iron balustrades, and ascends 
from hall level to the second floor with a 
shallow barrel vaulted neo-classical ceiling 
over. Descending four steps from the stair hall 
gives access to the rear return containing a hall 
and two rooms in use for storage. 

The first floor return presents as a dramatic 
architectural sequence, with a barrel-vaulted 
space giving onto an arcaded space, square in 
plan, top lit by a large oculus, all finished with 
ornate plasterwork. Two modest rooms beyond 
are in use as offices.

The first floor / piano nobile is laid out as two 
very large interconnecting reception rooms. 
Both rooms have ornate Victorian white marble 
fireplaces, decorative cornices with plain 
freizes which show traces former decorative 
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paintwork, and fine neo-classical plasterwork 
across the field of both  ceilings. 

Two toilets are located in a small projecting 
extension at second floor return, beyond the 
former round-headed stair window. 

The second floor is laid out as three rooms with 
an internal hallway giving onto a staircase to 
the attic storey. These more modest rooms 
feature simple run-in-situ cornices and plain 
marble fireplaces. The deadload from the 
staircase and partition to internal hallway are 
borne by the floor joists as there are no 
corresponding walls on the first floor below. 

The attic storey repeats the layout of three 
rooms around an internal hallway, with a store 
room, bathroom and kitchenette over the space 
occupied by the principal stair hall on the 
lower floors.

The roof over the principal block of the house 
is divided into three sections. The largest 
section covers the northern half of the house 
and is hipped at the western end. A smaller 
section, hipped at both ends, covers the stair 
hall. The third section is hipped to the north 
with a copper covered bow section to the 
south. The return partially hipped and partially 
flat roofed.

2.3 CONDITION ASSESSMENT   

Upon initial appraisal of the building, the 
following key areas of concern were noted:

Structural Issues

Structural cracking is noted to the important 
ceilings of the first floor reception rooms, 
caused by the intensive structural loading on 
the two upper storeys.  These joists carry dead 
load from the structure, floor and ceiling 
finishes, as well as internal partitions and 
staircase at second floor level. The additional 
live load arising from office furniture, file 
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storage, bookcases, etc, is contributing to the 
bending stress in the joists. 

Opening up was carried out five locations at 
second and third floors to determine their 
structural capacity relative to the office 
occupancy on those floors and the resultant risk 
to the decorative plasterwork of the ceilings of 
the two principal first floor rooms.  The depth 
and spacing of joists and their deflection at 
mid-span was recorded, as well as other factors 
influencing their bearing capacity including 
services penetrations. A summary of the 
findings follows - the structural engineer’s full 
report has been included as an appendix to this 
report (see Appendix V).

The structural timber is likely to be structural 
grade Baltic Whitewood or Redwood of typical 
dimensions of 245-250mm by 50-60mm, 
spaced at 280 - 330mm and spanning up to 
6m. Measured deflection at mid-span is 

approximately 25mm.  The deflection in the 
floors is almost certainly due to the inadequate 
span to depth ratio of the joists together with 
the permanent load of the structure and 
ceilings, and the loading from furniture and 
storage. The joists are stressed to their structural 
working limit at all times and, therefore, the 
deflection will continue to increase with time. 
The load imposed by internal partitions which 
sit on the floors increase permanent stress in 
the adjoining joists by more than 50% creating 
more significant deflections from bending and 
also from crushing of the fibres at the bearing 
ends. 

Cracking is noted to the chimney breasts, 
which is most likely the result of sulphate 
attack. Some of the bigger cracks may have 
originated from thermal effects, possibly even 
chimney fires, as staining on the plasterwork 
seems to indicate that some of the cracks go 
straight through to the flues.
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A vertical crack behind the shutters of the 
eastern third floor window to the rear bow 
(room 3.03) may be due to differential thermal 
movement caused by the shape of the bow and 
may have resulted in the separation of the outer 
and inner faces. Render to the soffit of window 
reveals externally has recently failed, which 
may simply be caused by defective plaster or 
substrate, or may be indicative of more serious 
movement between two leaves of brickwork.

Cracking is noted to the vaulted ceiling at the 
first half-landing leading to the return, and in 
the partitions of the two toilets at the second 
half landing. This cracking may be historic, 
resulting from differential settlement when the 
original single storey link to the return was 
extended vertically, exacerbated by weak 
masonry bonding to the rear of the main house.

Decorative plasterwork

The foregoing structural loadings, inadequate 
span-to-depth ratio and excessive deflection 
have endangered the important decorative 
ceilings of the principal reception rooms at first 
floor level including extensive cracking and 
possibly localised detachment.  The two most 
common causes of detachment of lath and 
plaster ceilings are excessive deflection and 
vibration. In this case, excessive deflection is 

almost certainly the main culprit as borne out 
by the cracking pattern on the ceiling. The lack 
of stiffness, however, also contributes to 
increased vibration. Areas of plasterwork may 
have broken from the laths and are at risk of 
failure.

An area of significant cracking and distortion is 
noted to the south-west corner of the barrel 
vaulted ceiling over the main stair hall at 
second floor level (room 2.04). Based upon an 
inspection through a restricted access point, it 
is inferred that the ceiling was intended to be 
self-supporting as a vault with additional 
longitudinal timbers acting as stiffeners, a 
situation which is fairly typical of vaulted 
ceilings of that period. The visible joists appear 
quite firm and while staining from previous 
water leaks is evident, there is no sign of rot as 
previously suspected. It is reasonable to 
conclude that the decorative plasterwork of the 
ceiling is now detached and will have to be re-
fixed from below.

An area of ceiling over the first floor landing 
was recently repaired using a gypsum based 
plaster. Damp staining is noted to the ceiling of 
the NW corner of the second floor landing and 
SW corner of the adjacent room.

Basement
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The entrance to the basement theatre beneath 
the steps to the hall door is very damp, with 
water damage to timber and plaster finishes. 
Entrance steps are often difficult to weather 
effectively, but in this instance the issue 
appears to be limited to the north-east corner of 
the entrance porch. Externally, it is noted that 
some of the steps are laid in a manner which 
causes water to flow back towards rather than 
away from the bedding joint, while an open 
joint between granite blocks of the parapet wall 
and  inadequate lead flashing beneath the 
parapet may also be contributory factors. The 
entrance porch with its constrained draught 
lobby, low levels of lighting and damage 
caused by dampness all undermine the first 
impression of visitors using this entrance to the 
building.

Envelope

The principal (north) facade of the building is 
generally in good condition. Historic character 
is preserved to a large degree by the retention 
of original brickwork, pointing, timber sliding 
sash windows including some early glass, 
decorative doorcase and fanlight, wrought iron 
railings, granite wall and steps. 

The rear (south) facade is generally in good 
condition but with areas of cement pointing. A 
lower quality brick is used in than to the 
principal facade, and replacement machine-
made brick has been used to repair flat arches 
to window heads. The eastern window in the 
bow at second floor level shows signs of 
distortion, which may correspond to the 
vertical crack behind the window shutter of the 
third floor window above. Several windows 
individually require repairs to frames, sashes, 
renewal of putty and general repairs and 
maintenance. 

The brickwork of the annexe is in variable 
condition, especially to the south gable where 
past alterations and poorly executed pointing 
have significantly damaged the brickwork. 

The roof of the house has been generally well 
maintained and is performing well. Minor 
localised repairs are required and a 
maintenance regime should be established to 
ensure that any potential issues are addressed 
in good time before manifesting as water-
damage within the structure.

Sustainability

As a protected structure, the building is exempt 
from the requirement for a BER or DEC 
Certificate.  The thermal performance and 
energy efficiency of the building is therefore 
not quantified but is likely to be quite poor. 
Few measures have been introduced over the 
years to minimise energy consumption. The 
level of insulation in the roofspace is not 
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known. New generation light fittings will use 
far less power.

This results in high running costs and 
unsatisfactory levels of thermal comfort, 
resulting in the use of electric plug-in heaters to 
supplement central heating system. The aim 
will be to reduce running costs for the RSAI 
and its tenants while increasing comfort levels 
by adopting simple measures which are 
appropriate within the context of the historic 
building.

Services

Mechanical and electrical services, in common 
with many such buildings, have evolved on an 
ad-hoc basis. The installation of electrical, 
telecommunication and other services over the 
years has affected the historic character of the 
building, including damage to decorative 
plasterwork by the penetration of electrical 
trunking. The electrical installation should be 
tested by a RECI-licensed tester.

The first floor rooms may require re-wiring, and 
replacement of unsuitable fluorescent light 
fittings. An audio-visual facility could increase 
the flexibility of the space, increasing the 
potential of the building as a meeting/
conference venue in addition to the modern 
lecture theatre in the basement.

Fire Safety

The building would benefit from a review by a 
specialist fire safety consultant. While smoke 
sensors, break glass panels and fire 
extinguishers are noted, there are still some 
shortcomings from a fire safety viewpoint. For 
example, front door, once locked, may not be 
used for egress without a key. This is 
unsatisfactory on a principal emergency escape 
route.

Other issues

Several other issues, of less immediate 
significance, are outlined on a room-by-room 
basis in Appendix III.
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3: ASSESSMENT OF SIGNIFICANCE

3.1 STATEMENT OF SIGNIFICANCE 

No. 63 Merrion Square is an exceptionally well 
preserved and authentic example of a high 
status Dublin townhouse dating from the late 
18th century. The ownership of the house by a 
learned society throughout the 20th century 
has protected its historic character to an 
extraordinary degree, including numerous more 
subtle features now lost from other similar 
houses such as historic door furniture and a 
fold-down butler’s table. The intact historic 
setting of the house, including rear garden and 
mews building in single ownership, represents 
a unique survival in Dublin. 

Architectural

No. 63 Merrion Square presents as a 
substantially intact example of a late 18th 
century Georgian townhouse. Externally, the 
survival of much early brickwork and pointing, 
sliding sash windows, doorcase with decorative 
fanlight, granite steps and decorative ironwork 
all combine to create a cohesive architectural 
character. 

The building forms part of an unbroken terrace 
of similar houses overlooking the mature 
landscape of Merrion Square. The house 
contributes to two of Dublin’s great 
architectural and urban set-pieces - the 

enclosed Georgian Square and the axial vista 
terminated by the Peppercannister Church on 
Upper Mount Street. 

Internally, effective long term guardianship and 
less intensive usage of this house relative to 
many similar buildings have helped to protect 
much of its historic character. The layout and 
disposition of the principal rooms remains 
largely unchanged, with historic fabric and 
features including floor finishes, doors and 
doorcases, window shutters, staircases, 
chimney pieces and decorative plasterwork. 

To the rear, the survival of the original mews 
building and a restored traditionally 
landscaped garden add to the richness, appeal 
and architectural significance of the site.

Artistic

The very high quality neo-classical plasterwork 
in the principal rooms is a particular feature of 

Conservation Plan Page 21 of 35

Fig. 3.01: Painted freize in room 1.02 Fig. 3.02: Decorative neoclassical plasterwork 
in entrance hall G.01



this house and adds to its artistic interest and 
significance. The likely involvement of Andrew 
Callinan, an associate of Dublin’s pre-eminent 
stuccodore of the late 18th century, Michael 
Stapleton, and the resemblance of the work to 
Stapleton’s designs elsewhere in Dublin, 
underpin the artistic significance of these 
ceilings. 

The high quality interiors are an excellent 
example of late eighteenth century Irish 
craftsmanship and are reflective of the wealth 
and cultural aspirations of Dublin and Irish 
society on the cusp of the major political 
changes wrought by the Act of Union.

The unusual first floor return with its decorative 
plasterwork presents as an impressive, 
comprehensively designed artistic set-piece 
dating from the mid-nineteenth century, 
indicating the continued status and artistic 
aspirations of the occupants of this house.

Archaeological

The RSAI funded an archaeological excavation 
of the garden in the late 2000s, one of the few 
known attempts to match evidence for urban 
garden layouts in the first edition Ordnance 
Survey maps with archaeological evidence. The 
artefacts throughout the house are part of an 
archaeological collection of national 
significance assembled by the RSAI – albeit the 
greater part of the collection is now held at the 

nearby National Museum of Ireland. The 
documentary material held by the society is of 
interest not only for its primary content, but is 
in itself a testament to the emergence and 
development of antiquarianism and 
archaeology in Ireland.

Historic

The prime location of the house proved 
attractive to a wide range of notable residents 
over its 200 year history, including figures from 
the world of journalism, politics, academia, art 
and culture. As the headquarters of one of 
Ireland’s oldest learned societies, the building 
holds associations with several key leading Irish 
historians and archaeologists. 

Social

The survival of the mews offers an insight into 
the staff who served the main house and whose 
lives and the spaces they occupied are little 
documented or understood.

Technical

The large oculus over the first floor landing 
appears to be a relatively early and ambitious 
use of glass, while a rare type of stained glass is 
found in the border to the adjacent window. 
Both are features of some technical interest.
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4: DEFINING ISSUES AND 
VULNERABILITIES

4.1 FABRIC 

The building has been well maintained by the 
Society over the years and this is evident in the 
good condition of the fabric generally. 
However, there are issues which are a cause for  
concern need to be addressed endangering the 
fabric. A general overview of these issues 
follows. 

Structural

Historic structural cracking is noted to the 
important ceilings of the first floor reception 
rooms.  In the past, archive storage is thought to 
have imposed very significant loading on the 
floor structures. Present usage is more standard 
office loading with some artefact storage at 
second and third floor levels. However, work-
stations, computer servers, filing cabinets and 
bookcases  still place undue stress on structures 
designed for domestic purposes.  The risks 
arising from high loads at mid-span include 
excessive deflection and cracking of ceilings. 
Excessive loads at joist ends can caue crushing 
of the bearing ends of joists leading to further 
movements. 

Elsewhere, cracks are noted in the vicinity of 
the chimney breasts and above the connecting 
double doors. A large vertical crack is noted to 
the window reveal in the rear bow at second 
floor level.

Decorative plasterwork

The foregoing structural loadings have 
endangered the important decorative ceilings of 
the principal reception rooms at first floor level. 
A further area of significant cracking is noted to 
the second floor barrel vaulted ceiling over the 
stair hall. An area of ceiling over the first floor 
landing was recently repaired using a gypsum 
based plaster. Damp staining is noted to the 

ceiling of the NW corner of the second floor 
landing and SW corner of the adjacent room.

Basement

The basement area beneath the steps to the hall 
door is very damp with water damage to timber 
and plaster finishes. The basement store rooms 
to the south of the house are damp with dry rot 
fruiting bodies evident. Both areas are beneath 
external paved areas which are very difficult to 
adequately weather.

Envelope

The brickwork of the return is in poor 
condition, especially to the south gable where 
past alterations and poorly executed pointing 
have damaged the brickwork. 
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Windows are generally in good condition but 
several to the rear elevation require repairs to 
frames, sashes, renewal of putty and repainting 
and all windows require ongoing maintenance.

Access to the roof is via a gantry ladder located 
over the existing staircase, which is sub-optimal 
from a Health & Safety point of view. The roof 
is generally in good condition having been 
completely reslated in the later 20th century, 
but requires minor repairs and ongoing 
maintenance.

4.2 SUSTAINABILITY AND SERVICES

Sustainability

The thermal performance and energy efficiency 
of the building is quite poor, with high running 
costs and unsatisfactory levels of thermal 
comfort. Running costs for the RSAI and the 
other building users could be lowered 
considerably subject to the identification of 
measures which are appropriate within the 
context of the historic building.

Services

Mechanical and electrical services, in common 
with many such buildings, have evolved on an 
ad-hoc basis. As presently disposed, they 
adversely affect the historic character of the 
building and may not be fit for purpose for 
current and proposed future uses.

4.3 USE BY THE SOCIETY

63 Merrion Square has been the home of the 
RSAI since 1917. The primary function of the 
building is to support the Society in its mission 
'to preserve, examine and illustrate all ancient 
monuments and memorials of the arts, manners 
and customs of the past, as connected with the 
antiquities, language, literature and history of 
Ireland'.

The first floor reception rooms are used from 
time to time for meetings both by the tenants 

and the RSAI, and for one off events such as 
book launches and filming. Occupancy of 
these spaces is approximately 30%. The ground 
floor rooms accommodate the RSAI office, 
Library and storage and the basement houses a 
modern lecture theatre, kitchen and wcs. The 
lecture theatre, which has separate street 
access, is used by the Society for its sixteen 
annual talks and lectures, and is rented out for 
other one off events.

The building houses a library and research 
facility for use by members of the society and 
visiting researchers, which occupies the 
principal reception rooms at hall level. As more 
material is made available digitally, the 
building’s importance as a research repository 
is gradually declining. 

The storage of large quantities of archival 
material in the building places demands on the 
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historic fabric and restricts the potential use of 
some spaces. The necessity for all of this 
material to be stored in the building requires 
reappraisal.

The building contains a significant collection of 
physical artefacts of antiquarian and historic 
interest. Some are displayed in the principal 
reception rooms but most are held in storage. 
The opportunity to display more of these items 
would enhance the interest of the house and 
appreciation of its collection. 

The display of more artefacts may give rise to 
the need for enhanced lighting, control of 
temperature, humidity and daylight, which 
must be carefully considered to avoid conflicts 
with the historic fabric of the house. In the first 
instance, the disposition of artefacts should be 
considered by reference to the existing qualities 
of the rooms, for example, documents and 
drawings may be more appropriately displayed 
in north facing spaces. 

The building is generally in good decorative 
order but improvements are still required in 
several spaces. The stairs, returns and first floor 
rooms have not been painted in well over thirty 
years. The glass-domed first floor landing in 
particular draws attention on the one hand for 
the beauty of its stucco work and lighting, but 
also highlights the peeling paint - perhaps due 
to dampness in the fabric being trapped by a 
modern impervious paint - and layers of grime. 
The space would also benefit from the removal 
of the existing linoleum floor covering which is 
not sympathetic and inhibits necessary 
ventilation of the floor space. Stained-plywood 
bookcases and the miscellaneous collection of 
furniture, largely accumulated as donations 
over the past few decades, are detrimental to 
the distinctive character of the principal 
reception rooms.

The administrative functions of the society must 
also be accommodated within the building, 
including ancillary facilities for office staff 

including toilets and kitchenette. At present, the 
inadequacy of kitchenette facilities gives rise to 
ad-hoc beverage preparation within the 
principal rooms.

4.4 USE BY TENANTS

It is imperative that an organisation such as the 
RSAI can share its premises with compatible 
organisations who understand and share its 
aims and values.

The upper two floors of the property are let at 
present to the Discovery Programme who are 
most appropriate co-users of No 63. A small 
amount of space on the first return is let to two 
other organisations in the same general area of 
interest. 

Modern office use can place demands on any 
historic building. However, management 
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measures in present and future of No 63 must 
aim to mitigate adverse effects and promote 
sympathetic use.

Office spaces must be managed in a manner 
which protects the historic fabric of the 
building and the health, safety and welfare of 
all who use it. The existence of a separate 
tenancies also presents issues in terms of 
access, security, and the requirement for 
ancillary facilities.

4.5 USE BY THE PUBLIC 

‘Merrion Square has all the elements necessary 
to make it a strong, vibrant and important 
cultural tourism centre.!Right now Merrion 
Square is asleep and many of its treasures are 
hidden from view.’  Shaun Quinn, CEO Fáilte 
Ireland, speaking at the launch of the Merrion 

Square initiative in August 2012

Merrion Square is synonymous with the 
development of Georgian Dublin and features 
in every tourist guide to the city. The west side 
is lined by the National Gallery, Leinster House 
and Natural History Museum, while the fame of 
former  occupants of various houses, such as 
Daniel O’Connell and Oscar Wilde, distinctive 
doorways, and weekend art shows encourage 
visitors to explore the park and remaining three 
sides of the Square.  Although one of the jewels 
in Dublin’s architectural crown, very few of the 
original houses on the square are accessible to 
the wider public. (see Appendix IV)

In recent years the No. 63 has opened to the 
public for specific events, including Culture 
Night, Open House, Open Squares Day and 
Heritage Week. All events have been staffed by 
volunteer members of the Society. The public 
reaction to the space is almost invariably 
positive – ‘a hidden gem’, ‘we never knew you 
were here’ and ‘an authentic Georgian house’ 
being among some of the more common 

positive comments. ‘Shabby chic’ and ‘it is a 
shame that it is so rundown’ also feature.

The potential of the house and its collection to 
appeal to a broader audience should be 
examined as an opportunity to fulfil the 
Society’s mandate. Encouraging greater public 
access would present questions in terms of 
access control and ticketing, staffing 
requirements for regular or occasional opening 
hours. 

Increased public use would also give rise to 
requirements for improved security and 
supervision. It will be important to achieve a 
balance between protecting the Society’s 
collection and protecting the unique appeal of 
the house as an eclectic treasure trove where 
loose artefacts spanning thousands of years of 
Irish history are displayed side by side in a 
period setting without the formality of display 
cases.

The basement theatre is a fantastic resource 
with great potential, but neither the basement 
nor hall level entrances to the property are 
universally accessible. Further changes of level 
within the house inhibit the provision of 
universal access. Sanitary facilities are limited 
and basic - located at basement level and 
second floor return.

In Summer 2014 the RSAI entered a 
Memorandum of Understanding with 
Ballsbridge VEC relating to use of the garden for 
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their introductory courses in horticulture. It is 
envisaged that this move will both help with 
the maintenance of the garden, and make it 
available to a wider audience.

The building in its current state would benefit 
from a review by a specialist fire safety 
consultant, but especially so if higher levels use 
by members of the public is anticipated in the 
future.
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5: POLICIES AND 
RECOMMENDATIONS

5.1 FABRIC

The objective of this Conservation and 
Management Plan is to maintain the 
significance of the house, its setting and its 
contents, in the context of its continued and 
evolving use to meet the needs and objectives 
of the Society.

Retain the full authenticity and integrity of the 
house, its setting and its contents.

The overriding aim of this plan, and all of the 
policies and recommendations herein, is to 
retain, protect and enhance the authentic 
historic fabric of the house and all of the 
elements which contribute to it. 

All actions arising from this plan should be 
carefully considered with the input of 
professional advice and carried out by 
craftspersons skilled in the execution of 
specialist conservation works.

Carry out investigative works to establish the 
causes of the deterioration of the fabric.

The most immediate risk to the historic fabric 
identified in this report is structural deflection 
caused by inadequacy of suspended timber 
floors for past and present loading. A survey of 
floor loading was carried out to identify where 
loads might be excessive. The opening-up of 
floors revealed that the span-to-depth ratio of 

the joists is inadequate.

Implement management measures to reduce 
the causes of deterioration of the fabric.

Specific recommendations for immediate 
action include moving the problematic loads 
identified in the loading study and the 
ongoing management and mitigation of live 
loading. 

Reduce loading on the upper floors by 
changing desks and removing all storage 
pedestals replacing with lightweight trestles. 

Implement a storage policy where only files 
in use at any time are at workstations.

Limited quantities of books and files can be 
accommodated within the tenancy adjacent 
to structural walls were loads can be spread 
across multiple joists, in such locations as 
may be identified by the structural engineer. 
Wall-mounted file storage to may be secured 
to identified structural walls in accordance 
with engineer’s recommendations. 

The space off the first floor landing is ideal for 
heavy storage because the floor spans are 
short. If this office space is only lightly used, 
consider providing a workstation elsewhere 
in lieu and making the space available for 
principal tenant storage. While the reduction 
of loading from furniture and storage will be 
helpful in reducing stress levels and slowing 
down the cumulative deflection, it will not 
suffice as a long term solution.
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Implement structural measures to stabilize the 
structural fabric and prevent future 
deterioration.

It is possible to increase the carrying capacity 
of the joists in situ and to reverse some of the 
deflection by lifting floor boards to facilitate the 
installation of a post tensioning system. This 
would relieve most of the existing stress in the 
joists and strengthen the floor to allow for 
office loading while allowing continued access 
to the floor space to renew services. Most 
critically, it can be carried out with a tying 
back of ceiling plaster.

Another solutions involves a plywood deck, 
screwed and glued to the joists, on to which 
the planed down original boarding is fixed. This 
would give a modest increase in the carrying 
capacity of the floor sufficient for many 
applications but virtually cuts off the floor 
space for future access.

Cracking around the chimneys may be 
addressed by drilling in some masonry ties at a 
time when the rooms are being redecorated. 
Since the plasterwork on the chimneys is all 
plain, it should be possible to insert the ties 
without any significant disruption or loss of 
original plaster.

Cracks to the rear annexe and to the rear bow 
wall are seen as less immediately threatening 
to the building, and require a period of 
monitoring before any further action is 
contemplated. 

Investigate the condition of important 
decorative plasterwork and implement 
measures to repair and protect these important 
elements.

Reduction of loading to upper floors and 
structural re-inforcement will reduce the risk 
to the decorative plasterwork ceilings, but 
they remain vulnerable to localised failure. 

An assessment of the condition of the 
plasterwork was undertaken by a specialist 
plastering contractor who confirmed that 
there was lipping and probable delamination, 
indicators of instability. Urgent intervention is 
necessary.

It is essential that  works to the ceiling are 
carried out contemporaneously with the floor 
strengthening as both involve lifting of floor 
boards.

Repairs to the ceiling structure over the main 
stairs presents a particular difficulty as the 
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room immediately above is fitted with a 
seamless floor finish. Repair will probably 
involve scaffolding from underneath with 
temporary cushioned support for the 
detached parts of the ceiling coupled with 
some restricted access from overhead. 

Identify and implement minor repairs of the 
external envelope of the building as required to 
prevent moisture ingress.

All missing slates should be replaced with 
matching slates, properly cut to size and fixed 
using lead tingles rather than sealant. Slipping 
slates should be replaced in position and 
similarly fixed. Slates which are evidently 
cracked or otherwise failed, and previous 
unsatisfactory repairs, should also be made 
good at the same time.

Water penetration at basement lobby: Dress 
lead flashing to a greater depth to the 
underside of the granite steps and repoint 
open joint between granite blocks above to 
prevent water penetration. If these measures 
are inadequate to address the problem of 
moisture ingress in this location, it may be 
necessary to lift and reset the granite steps 
which are causing water to flow back towards 
the building, although the disruption caused 
to the historic fabric by such a measure should 
be avoided if possible. 

Safeguard the fabric into the future by 
implementing a range of management 
measures and guidelines for building 
management and users.

Formalise the existing maintenance regime by 
the preparation of a table of maintenance 
measures to be carried out on a six-monthly, 
annual, bi-annual or five-yearly basis, with 
sign-off of each action upon completion. 
Quinquennial inspections are recommended 
as an excellent means of monitoring any long 
term changes in the fabric and implementing 
remedial measures in a timely manner.

An experienced and competent contractor 
should be retained on a regular contract to 
implement routine and responsive 

maintenance. Continuity of maintenance 
personnel can be especially valuable in the 
context of a historic building., Maintaining a 
comprehensive building dossier is essential.

The roof area should be subject to a twice-
yearly visual inspection and recorded 
photographically. Debris should be removed 
from gutters and urgent repairs identified and 
executed. The extent and degree of friable and 
delaminating slates should be observed over a 
number of years to ascertain the long term 
performance of the roof covering.

A window survey should be prepared with 
each window identified by number, recording 
internal and external condition of the entire 
window assembly of pointing, reveals, frame, 
linings and glass, and setting out short and 
medium term actions for each. 

Full records of all works should be retained in 
a building dossier, including before and after 
photographic recording.

5.2 SUSTAINABILITY AND SERVICES 

Identify opportunities to reduce energy demand 
and running costs by improving thermal 
performance of the building envelope.

Any measures to improve the building 
envelope must be carefully considered and 
only implemented if it does not affect its 
historic fabric and character.

Reduce heat loss by making all the window 
shutters operational and leaving the shutters 
closed in those rooms that are unused during 
the day. Those shutters could have an 
insulating layer between them and the 
window, preferably in black where facing 
Merrion Square to prevent a blank 
appearance.

Insulating blinds could also be considered for 
rooms that are in use during the day, albeit it 
may not be possible to operate shutters 
where roller blinds are installed.

Address the problem of heat loss in chimneys 
by installing chimney balloons or preferably a 

Conservation Plan Page 31 of 35



purpose made cover, magnetically attached. 
Existing covers at first floor seems to function 
well.

The presence of roof insulation, if any, should 
be investigated and opportunities taken to 
install appropriate insulation in conjunction 
with any future roof works while protecting 
ventilation in the roof space.

Identify opportunities to reduce energy demand 
and running costs by improving energy 
efficiency of building services and systems.

Any recommended improvements to building 
services must be reviewed and approved by a 
qualified conservation professional to prevent 
detrimental impacts on the historic fabric of 
the building. 

Seek advice regarding existing IT infrastructure 
and the potential to implement new 
technologies, in particular building 
management systems with smartphone 
integration. The installation of a Building 
Management System may allow the heating 
system to operate in a more responsive and 
efficient manner compared to traditional timer-
based systems.

Begin planning for the introduction of energy 
efficient heating over the coming years. The 
choice of system is limited because of the 
undesirability of running heating pipes in the 
floors. Electric heating technology is 
developing very quickly and savings of up to 
30% may be possible compared to 
conventional electrical heating. Increased use 
of wind generated electricity reduces 
environmental implications traditionally 
associated with electrical heating.

Begin planning for the phased introduction of 
energy efficient lighting over the coming years.

Identify opportunities to rationalize existing 
services infrastructure and improve the historic 
fabric and character of the building.

Examine measures to rationalise existing 
services infrastructure, including the 
opportunities to remove surface mounted 

services and other redundant services, 
potentially using the chimney flues as a route 
for the vertical distribution of services.

Rationalisation of existing drainage and 
ventilation stacks at the corner between the 
main house and return. This will reduce the 
risk of damage from water ingress, an accepted 
cause of dry-rot in this location.

Review existing fire safety and security systems 
both in respect of continuing patterns of use, 
and in light of the potential for increased public 
access.

The building is equipped with fire safety 
equipment including smoke detectors, 
extinguishers, break-glass panels. However, 
the installation must be reviewed by a 
specialist and recommendations 
implemented. Recommendations must take 
account of continuing patterns of use, and the 
potential for increased public access. 

The existing alternative means of escape 
should be reviewed. Improvement of escape 
signage should be implemented in a manner 
sympathetic to the historic character of the 
building. 

Existing security systems should be reviewed 
by a security specialist and upgrades 
considered which meet the needs of this 
mixed tenure building, including options to 
alarm zones separately and a ‘staying-in’ 
setting for late working staff.

A new locking system with internal thumb-
turn is required to the front door to prevent 
accidental lock-in and to ensure that the door 
may be used as a means of escape without 
needing keys. A paging system should be 
installed to assure the last person leaving that 
the building is empty before activating alarm. 
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5.3 USE BY THE SOCIETY 

Maximise the potential of the house, its setting 
and its contents to fulfil the mandate of the 
Society 'to preserve, examine and illustrate all 
ancient monuments and memorials of the arts, 
manners and customs of the past, as connected 
with the antiquities, language, literature and 
history of Ireland'.

The RSAI should begin a consultative process 
with its members to agree a vision for how the 
future use of the house should evolve. The 
potential of the house and its collection to 
fulfill the mandate of the Society should be 
considered while protecting its role as a 
research repository. 

The principal spaces offer clear potential to 
host temporary and permanent exhibitions, 
and to host a range of public events beyond 
those already accommodated in the basement 
theatre. 

Once a vision for the future of the house has 
been agreed, the measures required to deliver 
the vision should be outlined, with a timeline 
for implementation and a funding strategy.

Adopt a strategy for the management of RSAI 
archival and documentary material and 
rationalise storage of material throughout the 
house.

The evolving future of the house as a research 
facility will inform a review of all existing 
archival material held in the building. 

Digitisation of archival / documentary material 
will allow material to be removed to off-site 
storage. Computer terminals may be made 
available in an appropriate location within the 
building to allow researchers to access this 
material. While digitisation ensures the short-
term preservation of material and allows for 
greatly improved public access, it does not 
remove the requirement to provide 
appropriate long term storage and 
conservation of the physical documents.

Space freed up from a reduced requirement 

for on-site storage may release space for 
alternative uses such as facilities required in 
parallel with greater public access.

Should continued on-site storage for large 
quantities of material be required, various 
options should be considered to protect the 
architectural integrity and potential alternative 
uses of the principal reception rooms.

A low-cost short-term solution may be the 
installation of a line of storage units along the 
side wall of the basement theatre, resulting in 
the loss of one seat from each row. A longer 
term but more expensive measure may be the 
upgrading of the rear bunkers to archival 
storage standards, necessitating the new 
tanking to floor and walls, new waterproof 
roofing membrane, and environmental 
controls

Take opportunities to enhance the historic 
character and presentation of the house, its 
setting and its contents as opportunities arise.

The principal spaces should be clearly and 
consistently named, either for their current or 
former use, or named after eminent members/
scholars as decided by Council

Upgrade first floor rooms to provide secure 
housing for books in appropriately designed 
shelving; provide discreet audio visual facility 
and upgrade furniture for use as specialist 
venue for small meeting/ conference groups.

The secure and appropriate display of historic 
and archaeological artefacts held by the RSAI 
should a priority of future re-ordering 
proposals. The first floor return may be a 
suitable location for the secure display of 
antiquities.

Interior redecoration, as it arises, should seek 
to reveal historic decorative schemes through 
laboratory paint analysis and may choose to 
reinstate such schemes or provide 
interpretative information as to the former 
appearance of rooms.
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5.4 USE BY TENANTS 

Ensure the continuing use of the upper floors of 
the building in a manner compatible with the 
mission of the Society and the historic fabric.

Provide a forum for ongoing liaison with 
present/future users to identify and resolve 
building-related issues such as loading and 
storage provision. 

Encourage continuing use by suitable users 
by working in cooperation on management 
measures and guidelines. Agree a protocol 
for any necessary intervention and for 
monitoring.

5.5 USE BY THE PUBLIC

Identify opportunities to improve knowledge 
and awareness of the significance of the house, 
its setting and its contents.

The RSAI should take every opportunity to 
promote the significance of its historic legacy, 
building upon existing involvement with initiatives 
such as Culture Night, Open House, Heritage 
Week and Merrion Square festivals and events.

Increased public access to the house should be 
facilitated, subject to compliance with the vision 
for the future of the building agreed by RSAI 
members. Consider supervised access to the 
garden during the summer months.

Public opening should be facilitated on a limited 
basis for pre-booked groups in the first instance, 
accommodating for example walking-tour groups, 
school tours and cruise-liner tour groups.

Implement basic security, surveillance and fire 
safety measures required to facilitate public 
opening.

Lessons learned from the first season of limited 
opening should be used to inform future proposals 
for increased public access, before undertaking 
any more onerous works associated with 
increased visitor numbers. 

Proposals for future changes must have regard to 
the particular qualities and constraints of the 

house, and must not threaten the authentic 
historic fabric of the building.

If warranted by increased visitor numbers, 
implement measures to improve universal 
accessibility in accordance with the Department 
of Environment, Heritage and the Gaeltacht 
Advice Series: Access, Improving the Accessibility 
of Historic Buildings and Places.

Precedents exist for the successful installation of 
wheelchair platforms within the basement areas of 
Georgian houses. Provided that such a platform is 
designed and installed for least visual impact and 
detailed in such a way as to respect existing 
wrought iron railings, etc, such a measure would 
radically improve the opportunities for universal 
access to the basement theatre.

Ultimately, the house could become the Dublin 
equivalent of London’s Sir John Soane’s House 
and Museum, in the context of the evolving 
cultural context of Merrion Square and the South 
Georgian Quarter, providing an authentic visitor 
experience.  Such use could augment Society 
income. 

6.6  REVIEW

Review the Plan after one year, after 
implementation of any recommendation such 
as floor strengthening, and thereafter at a 
minimum of five-year intervals

Amend as necessary while maintaining aims and 
objectives.

Fig. 5.05: Universal access platform lift at No.8 
Merrion Square
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