
 

Decorative 
Chimneys 
 
 
Hampton Court Palace has the largest 
number of decorative chimney stacks in the 
country 
 
 
Here’s how we conserve them for the future 
 
 
 
Background 
 
The famous brick chimneys of Hampton Court Palace 
were an integral part of the 1514 design for Thomas 
Wolsey’s palace, a demonstration of his exceptional 
wealth and are the earliest of their type in England. 
They proved extremely influential, scarcely a single 
great Tudor House is without some similar examples. 
After Henry VIII acquired Hampton Court in 1528, his 
new buildings added further chimneys to the palace’s 
impressive skyline. Today, despite the rebuilding of 
Henry VIII’s State Apartments, Hampton Court still has 
241 decorative brick chimneys, the largest collection in 
England. 
 

 
 
 

 
 

View over Base Court from 
the south east 

 

 
 
Conservation Issues 
 
The chimneys are constructed in soft red brickwork and 
by virtue of their exposed location are vulnerable to 
weathering and erosion. A long history of repairs and 
replacement is inevitable and as far as we are aware, 
none of the original Tudor chimneys survive. Many are 
Victorian and are likely to follow the decorative 
tradition of the original work, if not being wholly faithful 
copies. A major programme of repairs and rebuilding 
was also carried out in the 1970’s and 80’s.  
 
All work is carried out in accordance with Historic Royal 

 
 
 

 
 
Chimney crown before and 
after conservation 
 



 

Palaces’ conservation principles, which include 
salvaging as much original brickwork as possible from 
the dismantled elements. However, the vulnerability of 
the chimneys calls for a higher degree of intervention 
and replacement than usual, which follows a tradition of 
periodic repairs and replacement. 

 

 
Approach 
 
Dismantling takes place course by course so that 
photographs and templates can be taken at each stage 
and all sound bricks are carefully cleaned, salvaged and 
packed into padded trays ready for re-use. 
 
New, hand-made bricks are procured for the project in 
advance of the work, due to the long lead-in period for 
their manufacture. It is thought that the original Tudor 
technique was to cast the bricks in the general 
geometric shape, allow them to air dry and harden and 
then cut the brick to the required shape with a sharp 
knife before firing. This endowed the work with a rich, 
hand-crafted appearance. 
 
The technique employed today, however, follows the 
tradition of the Victorian chimneys. The bricks are fine-
textured red bricks, hand-made in the traditional 
manner and fired as over-sized blanks ready for cutting. 
Templates are taken from the existing brickwork from 
which cutting blocks are made for each profile. Each 
brick is then cut by hand with a bow saw and then 
rubbed to take out any irregularities and refine the 
curves of the profile. 
 

 
 
 

 
 
Template taken as the 
chimney is dismantled 
 
 
 
 

 
 
Bricks are numbered before 
being packed into crates 
 

 

  
 

 
Bricks are cut using a bow saw 
and cutting block 

 
New bricks cut to various shapes 

 
New and salvaged bricks are 
dry-laid on the bench to 
check the geometry 

 



 

The bedding and pointing mortars we use are based on 
analysis of the existing mortars. They are lime based 
and include brick dust, which gives the mortar its 
characteristic pink hue. 
 

 
 

   
 
Rebuilt crowns to the Great 
Gatehouse chimneys 

 
Rebuilt bases and shafts to the 
Great Gatehouse chimneys 

 
A wide variety of decorative 
patterns at Hampton Court 

 
 


