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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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resulted in the precision cutting, almost 
all by hand, by the skilled quarry stone 
masons reaching the very high standards 
required by all concerned. Steve Dite, 
contracts director at Szerelmey, said: 
“Szerelmey worked very closely with the 
architects on the design, individually 
templating all the elliptical stones 
to ensure the desired accuracy was 
achieved.” 

The consequences of such forward 
planning meant the finished materials 
being assembled at Stamford Stone's 
Peterborough works on pallets, 
sometimes weeks in advance. Such 
foresight resulted in no material-
related delays on site and meant that 
any complications or alterations on site 
could be dealt with straightaway. Having 
a team of skilled artisans installing 
the stonework also enabled any minor 
alterations to be made on site, but as 
Steve Green, works manager of Stamford 
Stone, revealed: “Because of the forward 
planning, our quarry team was so far 
ahead of the game that any replacements 
or alterations could be made and 
delivered to site almost instantly.”

The lower 3.5m-high section of the 
chapel consists of hand-cut ashlar 
blocks. The beauty of this buff-coloured 
oolitic Jurassic limestone is immediately 
apparent, the grain within each section 
giving it both a uniformity of colour and 
texture whilst paradoxically allowing 
each piece to be individually distinctive. 
As Peter Harrison commented: “Cast 
stone is increasingly being used on a 
cost-saving agenda, but in my view it 
lacks the soul of natural stone. The stone 

workmanship. Peter Hogg of Cowley 
Timberwork explained the sheer amount 
of work involved: “Geometry was 
managed by close file sharing, allowing 
all of the design team to manage 
and monitor progress and interface 
throughout the design process. Over 
4,000 man-hours of production off-site 
went into both the expressed internal 
frame and the inverted concealed timber 
panellised roof."

The building is a stunning example 
of good old-fashioned craftsmanship 
and contemporary design. Sophie 
Farrant, development director of 
Ripon College, said: “The beauty of the 
building's exterior comes from the 
use of a single material, natural stone, 
laid in a unique and complex way in 
three contrasting levels requiring exact 
precision in its construction.”

The last word on the stonework, 
however, should go to Stamford Stone's 
Steve Green: “We are very proud of 
our whole team in not only being 
very effective as a supply chain, but 
also in producing such a high level of 
precision without resorting to computer-
generated robots. The unique charm of 
this building is in its natural products 
and the use of natural stone, but the fact 
that every piece has been individually 
fashioned here at our quarry is very 
satisfying.”

The tiny Bishop Edward King Chapel 
made the last six of this year's RIBA 
Stirling Prize. It will leave a legacy 
in construction in general, but will 
continue to touch everyone who visits 
for an equally long time.  B4E

weathers, giving the building a maturity 
and a very individual appearance.”

For the middle band, the 'basket 
weave' effect was achieved using 36,000 
individual 'bricks'. These have been 
laid in dogtooth alignment to create a 
visually stunning effect. Of the change 
from timber to stone, Tim Allen-Booth, 
project architect for Niall McLaughlin 
Architects, said: “We think in the end 
that this was fortuitous as it is now a 
better building for being all in stone.”

The final tier is another triumph. A 
series of ribbon windows described as 
“a halo of natural stone fins” adorns the 
upper level, whose height corresponds 
with the surrounding tree canopies. 
The recessed opening's design and tree 
position allow dappled light to enter the 
windows, with the branches forming a 
natural brise soleil and casting dancing 
shadows upon the light-coloured stone. 

With its simplistic style of light-
coloured glulam timber, the building's 
interior is equally stunning, its delicate 
filigree form seeming to replicate the 
nearby tree crowns and canopies, whilst 
still fulfilling an ecclesiastical design 
mandate. The interior is so simple that 
there is nothing inside to distract you 
– other than perhaps the jaw-dropping 
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“the building is a stunning 
example of old-fashioned 

craftsmanship and 
contemporary design.” 

18-19.B4E44.B&M_Ripon.v1.md.indd   19 25/10/2013   12:14


	B4E-Nov-13-Rip-Col-1-of-2
	B4E-Nov-13-Rip-Col-2-of-2



