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NEWS RELEASE

The recent completion of the first phase of the restoration of the tiled Hall floor at Keble College, Oxford demonstrates an enlightened and practical approach to Grade 1 building restoration, in which specialist tile makers Craven Dunnill Jackfield played a key role.
Keble College, Oxford University was founded in 1870 and is an outstanding example of Victorian Gothic and is built to the design of William Butterfield (1814-1900).  The Hall has been in constant use ever since with over 500 meals currently served per day, 350 days of the year. After more than 130 years of heavy foot traffic from students, academics and visitors the original Minton tile and oak board floor was literally crumbling away and major restoration commenced as part of an estimated £1.5 million project to restore the entire Hall.  
    For Craven Dunnill Jackfield, the specialist period tile manufacturer, the key challenge was to make 4500 replacement tiles, perfectly colour matched to the remaining originals, in non standard dimensions – a project so well executed that it is barely apparent where the original tiles end and the new ones begin.  

    The restoration of the floor is being phased to accommodate its continued daily use. The first phase was recently completed and to mark the occasion a celebration college supper was hosted by Roger Boden, Bursar and Janet Betts, Domestic Bursar, for all the specialists involved.  Janet’s enthusiasm and passion for the project is matched by her admiration for the craftsmen at Craven Dunnill Jackfield, the tile maker, and Mosaic Restoration, the fixing company.  

    The issue of colour matching was critical given the Grade1 listed status of the Hall and the involvement of English Heritage and Oxford City Council’s Conservation department. As Domestic Bursar Janet feels considerable responsibility for restoring the Hall to its former glory and to ensure that the work carried out will last for future generations.  Craven Dunnill Jackfield’s team of young ceramic specialists earned her complete respect: “Whatever the problem, they were determined to solve it and never gave up. They were a delight to work with and I would recommend them to anybody – it was an excellent team effort and the resulting floor is greatly admired”.  
    The Hall is the longest college hall in Oxford measuring 38 metres by 11 metres and stands 12 metres high with a trussed roof and panelled ceiling.  The internal walls feature the striking polychromatic brickwork, for which Butterfield and Keble College is renowned, interspersed with stone, marble pillars, and oak panelling.  Stained glass windows provide a mellow light enhanced by the soft glow of a myriad of table lamps, which stretch the entire length of the ancient, oak dining tables.  The recently restored, painted wood ceiling is highly ornate and features four subtle hues, which are reflected in the tiled floor: a deep ox-blood red, buff, black and a green/grey. Portraits of past Wardens and Honorary Fellows look down on diners, adding to the grandeur of the Hall and its historical aura.
    The floor is tiled and inset with polished oak on which the oak dining tables stretch the length of the room. The main signs of deterioration are the lime mortar, in which the tiles were originally set and which has broken up, and many of the original encaustic tiles, which have lost their colour and become uneven.  Refurbishing the floor is proving to be a journey of discovery for Janet Betts and Consultant Architect David Yandell of Feilden and Mawson as prior to starting the project there was no record of how the floor was constructed.  

    This first phase of the floor restoration encompassed a 50m² area fronting the servery, which had suffered from structural movement and insensitive, past repair.  On commencing work it was discovered the floor in this area is constructed from steel beams and pine joists, which had loosened and worn causing the tiled floor to become unstable.  The red and black tiles were originally made using a dust pressed method, with the colour permeating throughout the 20mm depth of the tile, whilst the green and buff coloured tiles were made as encaustics resulting in the surface colour wearing away over time. 
    There was considerable discussion with the conservationists as to whether the floor should be reconstructed using original materials, including the troublesome lime mortar, or whether the original look could be achieved using more modern and enduring materials.  Edith Golnast, Oxford City’s Conservation Officer was convinced of the benefits of using modern materials and so the floor was stiffened using plywood and a synthetic mat on which the tiles were fixed using modern, flexible adhesives.  Permission was granted to replace the encaustic tiles with hand-made, dust pressed versions ensuring continuous colour throughout the 20mm thickness. Craven Dunnill Jackfield then had to master the process of hand-dust pressing, having never undertaken it before.  

    The red ox-blood clay, required to match the original red tiles, was sourced from France as the original pits in England had been worked out some time ago.  The green coloured tiles proved harder to achieve with more than twenty trials required before the exact match to the original encaustic tiles was found. Sourcing green dust in the precise colour proved impossible and so the green tiles had to be manufactured using a different technique.  Plastic clay was forced through a metal die, which was then extruded as a ribbon, left to dry, chopped roughly to size and then fired; each tile had to be made over-sized and then cut to individual dimensions to fit.  

    The original floor area in front of the servery had been virtually replaced with some incongruous tiles in the 1970’s and this all needed to be replaced.  A small section of the original design remained in one corner which, combined with an original photograph from the College archives taken in the late 19th century, was used by Consultant Architect David Yandell to design the new floor.  The opportunity was taken to slightly extend the tiled area to provide a complete pattern, not originally achieved.
    With the tiles made it was then the job of Mosaic Restoration to fix them according to the carefully prepared plan. The Hall is in use 350 days per year for student dining, conferences and banquets and so the repair work needed to be completed in a very tight window of just three weeks over Christmas. In order to ensure the time frame was met rehearsals took place prior to the work starting.
    The end result is impressive and satisfying to all those involved.  The tiled floor is a fine example of the benefits of collaboration by a team of highly skilled experts.  Janet Betts is delighted with the work to date and has placed a time capsule beneath the renovated floor dated 2158, so confident is she that the current restoration work will withstand another 150 years of College life.  She is currently planning the next stage of the restoration, ordering tiles for the remainder of the Hall and for maintenance projects for years to come, in order to ensure the continued preservation of the floor beyond her tenure at the College. 
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