
 

Tudor brickwork 
 
 
 
Hampton Court Palace has the greatest 
surviving area of Tudor fabric in the country 
 
 
 
Here’s how we conserve it for the future 
 
 

 
Background 
 
When Cardinal Wolsey began his magnificent palace on 
the Thames, he chose to build in red brick, rather than 
stone, because it was a highly fashionable building 
material and a clear expression of his wealth and status.  
 
Diaper (mostly diamond patterned) decoration of 
variable form and completeness, enlivens many of the 
principal elevations. The patterns are formed of 
relatively dark, over-fired bricks set within a background 
of bricks ranging in colour from orange and red to 
purple and brown. 
 
From evidence in the surviving fabric, we can see that 
soft, Tudor bricks were laid in a cream-coloured lime 
mortar which had a ‘double-struck’ or ‘birds beak’ 
profile. 
 
On the show faces of the palace the brick was colour-
washed or ‘ruddled’ in red with the diaper  bricks picked 
out in black and the mortar in white. This would have 
provided a unified and to our eyes, quite garish 
appearance, which would have made the workmanship 
appear of much higher quality than it actually was and 
would have been in keeping with the highly embellished 
and flamboyant interiors of the period. 
 

 
 
 

 
Original double-struck 
pointing in the Great Kitchen 
 
 

 
Original colour-washed 
brickwork on the east wall of 
the Chapel Royal 

Conservation Issues 
 
Our main brick conservation challenge is largely a result 
of the 19th century restoration work carried out when 
the palace was opened to the public by Queen Victoria.  
 
Since 1760, when the palace was given over to Grace 
and Favour residencies, it had suffered many alterations, 
including the installation of timber sash windows. The 
Victorian work sought to return the Tudor appearance 
to many parts of the palace, reinstating features such as 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

the stone windows with their metal casements and 
leaded lights and carrying out extensive brick repairs 
and repointing.  
 
Whilst the original, Tudor construction allowed the 
walling to act as a uniform mass, readily able to  
accommodate movement by the compression and 
expansion of the relatively soft lime mortar when 
subject to normal seasonal changes in moisture and 
temperature, the Victorian work does not. 
 
Probably to match the soiled and ‘antique’ character of 
the building, the Victorians repointed the brickwork in a 
mortar containing black-ash. Later 20th century repairs 
were also carried out in cement mortars.  
 
The effect of these later mortars, which are much harder 
and more impermeable than the original, is that the 
building fabric can no longer ‘breathe’ through the soft 
lime mortar joints. Moisture now evaporates through the 
soft, porous brickwork, which deteriorates and is prone 
to frost damage and loss of the faces of the bricks.  
 
Failing stone features such as string courses, parapet 
copings and window surrounds further contribute to 
this deterioration. 

 
Loss of brick faces as a result 
of the hard, black-ash mortar 

 
Failing pointing reveals the 
lime bedding mortar behind 
 

 

 
 
 
 
 
Photogrammetric drawings 
of the elevations enable 
accurate recording of the 
conservation work that is 
carried out 



 

 
Approach 
 
Before any work is carried out careful research and 
recording gives us a good understanding of the nature 
and significance of the fabric we are dealing with and 
provides clues as to original treatments and past 
interventions. Our conservation philosophy is generally 
to do as much as necessary, but as little as possible to 
conserve the original building fabric. 
 
Much of the black ash pointing has reached the stage at 
which it can be carefully and safely removed with hand 
tools. The joints are brushed clear of loose debris with 
soft brushes and flushed with clean water before the 
joints are repointed in a lime mortar. On some occasions 
though, the bedding mortar has been covered with only 
a thin ribbon of pointing and is in good enough 
condition to leave alone. 
 
Our mortar recipes are based on analysis of the original 
bedding mortar and contain a variety of sands, stone 
dust and chalk nodules to match the strength and 
appearance of the Tudor work. ‘Biscuits’ of mortar are 
made up as samples and selected mixes are used in trial 
panels for approval by our surveyors, curators and 
English Heritage. Decisions must take into account a 
number of issues particular to each part of the building, 
such as whether it is appropriate to provide a uniform 
appearance or to respect and subtly preserve the 
evidence of various phases of repair and alteration.  
As the brickwork now has the patina of age, the 
pointing mortar is normally left slightly recessed, 
contoured to the profile of the wall and stippled with a 
stiff churn brush before it has fully hardened to give it a 
weathered appearance.  
 
In many cases the bricks have decayed to the extent 
that they need to be replaced with new bricks, 
handmade in the traditional manner and carefully 
selected to match the rich range of colours and hues in 
any one elevation. Mortar repairs to the faces of bricks 
are now rarely used as experience has shown that 
however well conceived and executed, they soon fade 
and discolour. 
 
On completion of the work, the detailed drawings that 
were made at the beginning of the project to record the 
former phases of repair and alteration will have been 
updated as works proceeded to document our own 
interventions for the benefit of those that follow us. 
 

 

 

 

 
Panel of repointed brickwork 
on the Great Gatehouse 
 

 
Traditional brick kiln 



 

 
Base Court 
Elevation 

 
Base Court 
Photogrammetry 

 
Victorian painted diaper work in 
Round Kitchen Court 

 
Diamond pattern on 
the Great Hall 

 

 
 
Our next conservation challenge – the Clock Tower between Base Court and Clock Court 

 
 
 


