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Shortlisted for the RIBA Stirling Prize, 
the King Edward Chapel at Ripon College 
illustrates what can be achieved by 
combining precision design, top-quality 
materials and sheer hard work

V ery occasionally 
a building comes 
along which stops 
everyone in their tracks. 
Architects rarely get the 
opportunity to design a 

simple building, especially in education. 
The chapel at Ripon College off ers that 
chance and its designers have grasped 
the opportunity to showcase great 
design and craftsmanship within a very 
modest framework.

Ripon College is one of the world's 
leading theological training facilities, 
and is based in leafy Cuddesdon in rural 
Oxfordshire. The campus dates back 
to the mid-1850s, with a range of listed 
stone buildings spread over an expansive 
and tranquil landscape. The brief for 
the chapel was very comprehensive: 
it went out as a competition with 
the rather daunting request for “not 
just a building but a work of art 
which would touch the spirit”.

The college were overwhelmed 
to receive 126 entries from all 
over the world and even more 
surprised that one single entry 
should be unanimously voted the 
winning design. Niall McLaughlin 
Architects, based in North
London, were chosen for their 
presentation based on many 
infl uences, including the recently 

departed poet Seamus Heaney.
The 'Ship of Souls' design consisted of 

an 11m-high elliptical-shaped building 
divided into three horizontal bands, with 
the top and bo� om consisting of natural 
stone to match the existing buildings 
with a ‘timber basket weave, sailing 
vessel’ eff ect on the middle section. 
There were two major complications, the 
fi rst being that the local stone used to 
construct the original buildings was no 
longer quarried and the second was that 
English Heritage vetoed the timber in 
favour of using natural stone.

These were quickly overcome by 
engaging natural stone consultants 
Harrison Goodman. Peter Harrison 
arrived at Clipsham limestone as a very 
durable alternative, stating: “Taking 
into account the geographic location, 
frost resistance was a key factor and the 
Clipsham limestone was the only stone 

Harrison Goldman found that had 
suffi  cient test data to show it was fi t for 
purpose.” The stone would be sourced 
from the Stamford Stone Company's 
quarry just outside Peterborough. 

The second problem was overcome by 
replacing the timber option with natural 
stone, which turned out to be a defi ning 
moment.

A main contractor, Beard 
Construction, was engaged based on 
its past track record in Oxford and its 
incredibly detailed presentation. Martin 
Wareham, its pre-construction manager, 
later commented: “We appreciated the 
detail, precision and quality of fi nish 
required, and it became clear at the very 
early stages that the chapel was destined 
to become a 'portfolio' project.”

Taking full account of the need for 
detail and precision, Beard Construction 
quickly assembled a team of specialist 
contractors. Stamford Stone was joined 
by Szerelmey Ltd, stonework contractors, 
for the exterior, and Cowley Timberwork 

was engaged for the precision work 
on the interior. As Martin added: 
“Our main concern was accuracy, 
making sure that all of the elements 
met in the right places, and this 
required a lot of workshops with the 
suppliers and specialist contractors. 
The work involved a great deal 
of time with our site surveyors 
continually monitoring progress.”

The very advanced planning for 
the stonework enabled all parties 
to be well prepared so that all of 
the materials were scheduled well 
ahead of the build programme. This 

Stone again, naturally

BELOW: Bricks were laid in dogtooth 
alignment to create a stunning effect
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