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Statements 5

Statement about  
the Research Content and Process

General description

The Bishop Edward King Chapel is a new chapel for Ripon 
Theological College in Cuddesdon, Oxfordshire. The chapel 
replaces the existing one, designed by George Edmund Street in 
the late nineteenth century, which had become too small for the 
current needs of the college. The clients for the project were the 
college itself and a small community of nuns resident on the site, 
the Sisters of Begbroke. The brief asked for a building that would 
accommodate the range of worshipping needs of these two 
communities within a collegiate seating arrangement.

Questions

1. To investigate the relationship between space and liturgy. 

2. To examine the creative use of natural light and geometrical 
form as an expression of the divine.

3. To consider Semper’s search for origins and recreate the 
notion of the primitive hut. 

4. To explore the use of innovative structures and sustainable 
design principles in the context of contemporary  
liturgical design.

Methodology

1. A study of the etymology of liturgical terms and their poetic 
use in literature. 

2. Analysis of the site through video and sound recordings.

3. Research through making in the form of site-specific tools to 
explore the acoustic and luminous conditions of the site.

4. Text-based research to explore the geometry of the ellipse,  
the history of its discovery and use in public buildings.

5. Design development through public, collaborative drawing.

6. Experimentation with structural/material principles and 
building methods.

7. Working through prototypes to refine the skin of the building. 

Means of dissemination

The Bishop Edward King Chapel won a two-stage RIBA 
competition (2009). It has been the subject of two lectures and  
an exhibition, the Tracing Floor (2011). It has been extensively 
reviewed in the architectural press, including by Peter Salter  
in the Architectural Review (2013) and by Mary Ann Steane  
in Architecture Today (2013).

Statement of Significance

The Bishop Edward King Chapel won a two-stage RIBA 
competition in 2009 from among 126 international applications. 
The other shortlisted practices were Massimiliano Fuksas 
Architetto, Sarah Hare Architects, Terry Pawson Architects Ltd. 
and Ushida Findlay Architects. The chapel was the unanimous 
choice of the jury panel. In 2013 the chapel won a RIBA Regional 
Award (South), RIBA National Award, and RIBA South Building  
of the Year.

48 (overleaf)
Clerestorey light.
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2
Christ asleep during the storm on 
the Sea of Galilee from Abbess 
Hitda’s Gospel Book (978-1042).

2

Introduction

The practice was commissioned to design 
a new chapel for Ripon Theological 
College in Cuddesdon, after winning an 
invited RIBA competition in 2009. The 
new chapel was built to serve the two 
interconnected groups resident on the 
campus in Oxfordshire, the college 
community and the nuns of a small 
religious order, the Sisters of Begbroke. 
The chapel sits alongside the existing 
listed college buildings, designed by 
George Edmund Street in the late 
nineteenth century. [fig. 1 – 3]

The brief asked for a chapel that 
would accommodate the range of 
worshipping needs of the two 
communities and would be suitable for 
both communal gatherings and personal 
prayer. In addition the brief envisioned a 

separate space for the sisters to recite 
their offices, a spacious sacristy, and the 
necessary ancillary accommodation. Over 
and above these outline requirements, the 
brief set out the clients’ aspirations for the 
chapel, foremost as ‘a place of personal 
encounter with the numinous’ that would 
enable the occupants to think creatively 
about the relationship between space and 
liturgy. They asked for a building that 
would be an exemplar of forward looking 
liturgical design that would link the past 
with the future. The client summarised 
their aspirations for the project with Philip 
Larkin’s words from his poem ‘Church 
Going’: ‘A serious house on serious earth it 
is...which, he once heard, was proper to 
grow wise in...’ (Larkin 1989). [fig. 4& 5]

Aims and Objectives

Our aim was to investigate the 
relationship between space and liturgy 
through a reflective and research-related 
design process. We asked if and how the 
innovative use of materials, building 
techniques, geometrical form and natural 
light could lead to an architectural 
expression of the divine. This aim to 
explore architecture as an expression  

of the divine was made specific to the 
conditions of the site and the users’ 
aspirations for the chapel. [fig. 6 – 8]

Our work for the chapel began with 
the word ‘nave’. It is the hidden word 
‘nave’ at the centre of Seamus Heaney’s 
poem ‘Lightenings viii’ (Heaney 1992). 
The word nave describes the central 
space of a church, the place for the 

The annals say: when the monks of Clonmacnoise
Were all at prayers inside the oratory
A ship appeared above them in the air.

The anchor dragged along behind so deep
It hooked itself into the altar rails
And then, as the big hull rocked to a standstill,

A crewman shinned and grappled down the rope
And struggled to release it. But in vain.
‘This man can’t bear our life here and will drown,’ 

The abbot said, ‘unless we help him.’ So
They did, the freed ship sailed, and the man climbed back
Out of the marvellous as he had known it.

Seamus Heaney, ‘Lightenings viii’ (Seeing Things, 1992) 
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3
Chapel ceiling.

5
A place for personal prayer.

44
Interior view.
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congregation, but shares the same origin 
as ‘navis’, a ship. It has four common and 
deeply interlinked meanings. Nave can 
mean the still centre of a turning wheel, 
the body of a church, the navel (omphalos), 
or a ship. The image of the wheel hub 
speaks of stillness amidst movement.  
The navel speaks of origins, of things that 
grow out from the middle. All of these go 
back to the oldest idea of making, or 
finding, a hollow place at the centre.  
From these words, two architectural 
images developed. [fig. 9]

The first is a gentle hollow in the 
ground as a meeting place for the 
community. The second is a delicate ship-
like timber structure that rises into the 
treetops to gather the light from the 
leaves. The first idea speaks of ground,  
of meeting in the still centre. The second 

idea suggests an uplifting buoyancy, 
rising towards the light. We wanted to  
use the way in which these two opposite 
forces work off each other to give the 
building its particular character. 
[fig. 10 & 11]

Our research objectives were also 
directed by the landscape of the college 
grounds. On the site is an enormous 
beech tree on the brow of the hill. Facing 
away from the beech and the college 
buildings behind, there is a ring of mature 
trees on high ground overlooking the 
valley that stretches away towards 
Garsington. This clearing has its own 
particular character, full of wind and light 
and the rustling of leaves. From the outset 
it was our intention to capture these 
qualities of light and sound within the 
building. [fig. 12]

Questions

These main objectives and initial 
observations set the direction for the 
threefold line of inquiry that progressed 
the project. Our questions were: 

1.

How might an architectural project 
investigate the relationship between 
space and liturgy? 

2.

How might the creative use of natural 
light and geometrical form lead to an 
expression of the divine?

3.

How might a close study of Semper’s 
search for origins, combined with  
design practice, lead to a contemporary 
recreation of the notion of the  
primitive hut? 

4. 

What innovative structures and 
sustainable design principles should be 
developed in the context of contemporary 
liturgical design?

9
Making a hollow in the ground.

6
Henri Giffard’s Airship. The first 
to use powered flight.

7
‘Hub of a Wheel’ carving on  
the base of the Sun Temple of  
Konark, India.

8
Kite flying.

6

7

8
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The great Beech tree.

11
A ship in the trees.

10
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1
Chapel exterior.
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Context

The project is situated within a rich context  
of religious themes and buildings, which we 
researched in detail. Our design decisions are 
described below thematically in relation to 
these contexts:

The ellipse

The chapel is organised around one pure  
ellipse containing an antiphonal arrangement 
of seating and surrounded by a narrow 
ambulatory. The pure central geometry is 
focussed on the lectern and the altar. Outside 
the ambulatory, the singular form is broken 
down into a collection of attached structures 
that contain spaces for individuals or groups  
to pray in intimate settings. In many of our 
buildings, the plan has a particular antecedent. 
Here, we acknowledge our debt to Rudolph 
Schwarz’ church of St. Michael in Frankfurt 
from 1954. In our case, we moved the structure 
to within the surrounding walls, making a 
perimeter ambulatory. [fig. 13 – 17]

We chose the particular geometry of the 
ellipse. It was a straightforward solution to the 
desire for a collegiate layout and the bow of the 
seating expressed a communal gathering 
space. To construct an ellipse the stable circle is 
played against the line, which is about 
movement back and forth. For us this reflected 
the idea of exchange between perfect and 
imperfect at the centre of Christian thought. 
The movement inherent in the geometry is 
expressed in the chapel through the perimeter 
ambulatory. It is possible to walk around the 
chapel, looking into the brighter space in the 
centre. The sense of looking into an illuminated 
clearing goes back to the earliest churches. 

Looking towards the light from the shadow 
symbolises the narrative of conversion, as 
suggested in Richard Sennet’s description of 
the Palatine Chapel at Aachen (Sennet 1994). 
We made a clearing where the community can 
gather in the light. [fig. 18 – 20]

Space and liturgy

We chose to make an enclosure that steps 
down slightly towards a central space. The 
difference in level is slight but we considered it 
to be very important. Older churches often have 
a slight build up of ground level around them. 
The act of stepping in and slightly down is very 
grounding. This goes back to the oldest 
meaning of the word nave. In Sanskrit ‘nabhis’ 
is a slight hollow. This must be the primary act 
of making a place and setting it apart from its 
surroundings. The move allows people to see 
over each others’ heads towards the centre and 
perhaps, more importantly, it diminishes the 
perceived distance between participants sitting 
opposite each other. The slight vertical 
extension makes people feel closer to each 
other. This perception is important in an 
antiphonal arrangement. [fig. 21 & 22]

The roof is held up by a thicket of 
lightweight plywood columns that stand on the 
masonry rim of the central clearing. They rise 
up to the level of the trees and are knitted 
together to enclose the space like the timbers 
of a boat. By clustering the columns together 
we increased their ability to carry lateral loads 
and to resist bending. Visually, this also 
associates them with clustered soaring gothic 
columns. The leading edges of the plywood 
create soaring lines that run parallel and then 15

Rudolf Schwarz, Church of St. 
Michael, Frankfurt. 

16
Rudolf Schwarz, Plan of St. 
Michael, Frankfurt.

17
Plans of the Chapel of 
Charlemagne, Aachen and  
San Vitale, Ravenna.

16

17

15
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splay out to become part of the roof 
matrix. The plywood sections are knitted 
together using invisible metal 
connections. This allows us to create a 
complex 3D form using very simple, 
affordable 2D means. We had used this 
principle before on our De La Warr 
Pavilion Bandstand project in Bexhill-on-
Sea (2001) and developed it further for 
the chapel. [fig. 23 – 25]

The inner skeleton of the structure 
supports a ‘V’ shaped ceiling. The centre 
of the roof is designed like a keel and is 
completely flat between the lectern and 
the altar. This underpins the primacy of 
the space between the Word and the 
Eucharist. Beyond these points, the 
ceiling rises out towards the outer walls. 
The image of a keel in the roof remembers 
the Venetian carinated church roofs of the 
thirteenth century, where boat builders 
from the Arsenale would make the timber 
structures. By tilting the ceiling up we can 
catch half tones of light from the high 
windows. This decreases the luminous 
contrast between ceiling and window 
wall. It bounces light into the space and it 
increases the sense of buoyancy. We 
would like it to feel as if the roof structure 
is about to float away. As you move 
around the chapel there will be an 
unfolding rhythmic interplay between the 
form of the structure and the simple 
elliptical walls beyond. The nave can be 
understood as a ship in a bottle.

Semper

The formal development of the chapel is 
an outworking of a longstanding research 
interest in Godfried Semper. There is a 
strong strain in English architecture from 
Arts and Crafts to High Tech where truth 
telling is the central operation. This notion 
that architecture has a truth telling 
capacity, and that in turn there is a moral 
imperative for architects to build buildings 
that literally tell the truth about 
themselves, can be traced back to Pugin 
and his analysis of the Gothic Cathedral. 
Semper breaks with this notion to 
suggest another origin for architecture 
that he elucidates in Der Stil. He suggests 
that architecture imitates human practice 
and that at basis of architecture is the act 
of weaving. He uses the example of the 
knots made in maypole dancing as a 
primitive identification of the way in which 
architecture makes concrete human 
activity. These knots turn into weaving 
and therefore architecture is conceived as 
the way in which space is enclosed by the 
woven screen. From this premise, he 
asserts that the basic elements of 
architecture each relate to ways of 
making — the earthwork, the woven 
screen, the tectonic frame and the hearth. 

18
Sketch of the ambulatory. 

24
Cross section.

25
Long section.

24

25

18

18   Bishop Edward King Chapel Context 19



13
Ground plan.

14
Constructing an ellipse.

19
Initial sketches of the plan14

13

19
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22
Looking across the short axis  
of the.

23 (overleaf)
Clustered soaring gothic columns.

21 22

21
The boat in the clearing.
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We were interested in making a 
building that links to these ideas of origins 
and potentially recreates the notion of the 
primitive hut. The chapel can therefore be 
read in such terms, with a plinth that 
establishes the building base, an 
independently expressed tectonic frame 
supporting the roof, a woven screen 
separating the inner space from the outer 
space, and the hearth expressed in this 
context as the altar. These elements 
relate to Semper’s different material 
practices. The competition entry for the 
chapel shows a woven basketwork of 
timber based on fencing. This developed 
into masonry screen where long 
rectangular strips of stone, which are 
broken off, are then laid in a dog tooth 
bond that alternate a broken and a cut 
face. The screen remembers the idea of a 
textured/woven fabric based on Semper’s 
‘material metamorphosis’. Likewise the 
heavy mass of Semper’s stereotomic 
earthwork is expressed in the concrete 
base and the structural lattice of CNC cut 
plywood is a contemporary interpretation 
of the carpentry of Semper’s structural 
frame. The tabernacle, which breaks open 
to reveal a gold interior, provides the 
metaphorical fire of Semper’s hearth. 
[fig. 26 & 27]

Sustainable principles

The design of the chapel was also driven 
by the principles of sustainable design, 
not as a means of compliance (places of 
worship are exempt from normal energy 

requirements under Part L) but as an 
appropriate response to the client’s brief 
of ‘an exemplar of forward looking 
liturgical design’. We aimed for the 
project to demonstrate the effectiveness 
of a simple, passive design philosophy, 
without recourse to bolt-on technologies.

Project research therefore focussed 
on adopting passive solar principles and 
making careful use of natural resources. 
The chapel’s orientation allows for south 
facing windows down the long axis of the 
chapel and the stone walls and screeded 
floor give the building thermal mass. The 
chapel is twice as well insulated and has 
three times the level of air tightness 
required under Part L. Natural ventilation 
was used instead of mechanical cooling, 
with high level automated louvres and 
actuators. Clerestorey glazing achieves a 
daylight factor of around 3.5 in the main 
seating area. Under-floor heating was 
chosen in preference to radiators for its 
ability to achieve comparable comfort 
levels at a lower space temperature. 
These energy conservation measures 
translate into low NOx levels and reduce 
the CO2 emissions to around 20 kg/m2, 
half what one would expect for a modern 
well-insulated building. The external 
materials of the building, timber and 
stone, have a low embodied energy and a 
longevity in order to maximise the lifespan 
of the building. The off-site manufacture 
of the main structure ensures less 
wastage of materials and greater 
recycling of any waste created.  [fig. 28]

26 (overleaf)
Tabernacle.

27
Axonometric sketch showing 
building elements.

28

28
Orientated for maximum  
solar gain.

27

26   Bishop Edward King Chapel Context 27





Methods

The methods of research for the project 
encompassed several strands:

1. A study of the etymology of liturgical 
terms and their poetic use in literature. 

2. Analysis of the site through video and 
sound recordings.

3. Research through making in the form 
of site-specific tools to explore the 
acoustic and luminous conditions of 
the site.

4. Text-based research to explore the 
geometry of the ellipse, the history of 
its discovery and use in public 
buildings. 

5. Design development through public, 
collaborative drawing.

6. Experimentation with structural/
material principles and building 
methods.

7. Working through prototypes to refine 
the skin of the building. 

Sound and video

During the competition process we had 
struggled to use our default model 
making techniques to explore our ideas. 
These difficulties prompted new research 
methods to develop. As part of our initial 
site analysis we used sound and video 
recordings to present to the client.

Models and prototypes

We also used site-specific models at  
a large scale to explore and convey our 
ideas. At later stages of the project we 
refined the particular bond of the stone 
cladding using a series of full-scale 
prototypes built on site. Most importantly 
we were given the opportunity to create a 
public installation work, the Tracing Floor, 
to explore and develop the geometry of 
the project. [fig. 29 – 34]

29
Model worn as a hat.29
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30
Imaging the building on the  
site using a model as a hat. 

31
Trying out the building.

30
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45
Interior view.

46
Glulam timber columns. 46
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34
The woven screen.

34

32 & 33
Cladding prototype.

32

33

36   Bishop Edward King Chapel Methods 37



The Tracing Floor

The Tracing Floor was made in response 
to a request from the School of 
Architecture at University College Dublin 
to create an exhibition that would 
accompany Níall McLaughlin’s lecture on 
the research for the chapel, as part of the 
‘Into Practice’ series being held there. It 
was decided to make something that 
would stand beside, rather than duplicate, 
the content of the lecture.

In conceiving this piece, we reflected 
on a desire to communicate the 
contemplative and communal activity  
of drawing that is practiced in the studio.
We found a reference to the old English 
tradition of the tracing floor used by 
medieval masons to set out jigs for 
vaulting. Remnants of these can be found 
in cathedrals such as York, Wells and 
Hereford. They were made of plaster and 
they show the marks of drawing and 
cutting. By covering the floor in lime 
plaster we intended to create an inversion 
of the natural light in the space. We 
wanted to fill the whole floor of the room. 
We hoped that foot traffic might gradually 
erase the drawing, enhancing its fugitive 
quality. We made a time-lapse piece from 
the ceiling recording its emergence and 
dissolution. We edited the film so that it 
has a drawing-like quality. [fig. 35 – 37]

The drawing was a plan, showing 
many layers at once. The status of the 
drawing could not be justified as a 
depiction, an instruction or a cutting jig. 

We instead considered the manual 
repetition of the original setting out of  
the ellipse as a meditative or ritual activity 
more akin to beating the bounds. The 
project team carried it out at a liminal 
moment in the life of the building; the 
design had been completed and the 
construction was yet to commence.  
The research method was in the slow, 
rhythmic act of making the piece. It 
allowed us to dwell in it in a way not 
permitted by deadlines and drawing 
software. We moved apart and came 
together on the same floor over four days. 
We talked about how we got here and 
what the chapel might become. The 
marks on the floor are the record of a 
contemplative activity. So, the act of 
drawing the nave was itself a still point, 
reflecting the double meaning stored in 
the origin of the word. 

36

37
36 & 37
Drawing the Tracing Floor.
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The Tracing Floor  
installation, 2011.35



Dissemination

The chapel was opened with a service of dedication attended by the Bishops of Oxford, 
Gloucester and Dorchester and was published in the local and national press. The 
building work and design have been reviewed extensively in the architectural press and 
online (see Appendix). The research forms the basis for one chapter of a sole-authored 
book by Níall McLaughlin, entitled Trial Pieces, due for publication by Ashgate in 2014.

Níall McLaughlin has spoken on themes of space and liturgy as part of lecture 
programs at the RIBA in London, University College Dublin and the University of 
California, Los Angeles. 

Níall McLaughlin, ‘Tapestries‘, University of Bath (April 2013)
Níall McLaughlin, ‘The work of Níall McLaughlin Architects’, University of California, 

Los Angeles (March 2013)
Níall McLaughlin, ‘Soundings - Semper and Street and a Search for Origins’, RIBA 

Melvin Debate on ‘The Architectural Uneasy: Relationships Between Old and 
New’, Royal Institute of British Architects, London (March 2011)

Níall McLaughlin, ‘The Tracing Floor’, University College Dublin (February 2011)
Níall McLaughlin, ‘Figures’, University College London (February 2011) 
Níall McLaughlin, ‘Situations’, University College London (February 2011)

A related exhibition, ‘The Tracing Floor’, was installed at University College Dublin  
in February 2011.

The investigations undertaken for this project are part of an ongoing project of design-
led research, developing complex geometries using timber construction. The project 
can therefore be seen as part of a wider body of research, which includes the design for 
a pontoon on Loch Ness, the bandstand at Bexhill-on-Sea and the Deal pier café. 

The practice’s enquiries into the relationship between space and liturgy is also an 
ongoing theme of research for the practice, with the Bishop Edward King Chapel part 
of a wider group of ecclesiastical structures designed by the practice including a 
Carmelite Chapel in Kensington, the Church of St. James in Peckham and currently 
the Carmelite Monastery in Dublin. [fig. 38 – 43]

51
Texture of woven screen.

51
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41
Model for St. James’, Peckham, 
2007.

38
Pontoon, Loch Ness, 2005.

42
Sacristy of the Carmelite Chapel, 
Kensington, 1992.

43
Model for the Carmelite 
Monastery, Dublin, 2013.

43

38
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Structural timber lattice.
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4 (overleaf)
Chapel alongside the existing 
college buildings.
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p. x
‘Níall McLaughlin Architects Win Chapel Competition’. Architectural Review (Sept 2011): 
www.architectural-review.com/folio/folio-review/N%C3%ADall-mclaughlin-architects-win-chapel-
competition/8604496.article#

Selection of statements about the Chapel’s design 

David Morely, chair of judging panel and RIBA architect adviser for the two-stage 
competition, said, "The relatively small scale of this project contrasts with its major 
significance as an opportunity to set new standards for liturgical design... McLaughlin's 
proposal stood out because of the depth of understanding and inspiration it 
demonstrated from a strategic to a detailed level.”

The donors for the project, the Sisters of Begbroke commented, "From a remarkable 
field, Níall's design not only stood out for its intrinsic merits but also showed that in  
him we would have an architect who understands our language and our dream for  
this chapel.”
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‘A ship of souls’: the solid stone drum of Bishop Edward King chapel in Cuddesdon, Oxfordshire, designed by Níall

McLaughlin. Photograph: Níall McLaughlin

There is a view of architecture that it is religion by other means. The standard histories

used to be dominated by churches and temples, and ideas on the subject have been

shaped by proselytisers such as John Ruskin and Le Corbusier, whose books sound like

prophetic tracts. "Visionary" is used to describe architects of above average wilfulness,

and "vision" is applied to over-optimistic regeneration projects, as if they were

something out of the Book of Revelations.

Sign into guardian.co.uk with Google

Bishop Edward King chapel, Ripon
College – review
The craft and care of Níall McLaughlin's elliptical, light-filled
Oxfordshire chapel could almost make believers of us all…

Rowan Moore
The Observer, Sunday 28 April 2013
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Things sometimes thought to be signs of serious architecture, like permanence,

geometry and symmetry, are particularly characteristic of religious buildings. Also the

idea of "integrity" or "truth" – that is that the structure that holds the building up is

revealed and undisguised, that there are unities of thought, action, material, space and

detail.

This version of integrity is now a dispensable luxury in most new construction, where

the investment logic of developers and the commercial logic of contractors rule. It's

easier to throw up standardised frames, wrap them in standardised cladding and not

worry too much about how everything hangs together. And, as the forces of global

capital pummel old ideas of architecture into submission, religious buildings can look

like their last refuge.

So it is with the Bishop Edward King chapel at Ripon theological college in Cuddesdon,

Oxfordshire, designed by Níall McLaughlin. It stands in an area soaked in absurd

quantities of beauty, with a huge copper beech dating to 1710, other ancient trees, fields

that it's obligatory to call rolling, and gothic revival collegiate buildings in a stone that

can only be called honeyed. The £2m building itself is crafted and considered; it makes

ideas physical; it has intentions and carries them out in its space and matter.

From the outside you see an elliptical drum in solid stone, smooth at the bottom, then

corrugating into a texture of alternating rough and cut surfaces that looks like

something woven, before finishing with a top layer of glass set behind fragile stone fins.

It is paradoxically heavy and light, a bastion and a boat, a wall and a drape. It has

presence, but doesn't dominate. It has affinities with the all-timber Saint Benedict

chapel by the Pritzker-winning Peter Zumthor, although McLaughlin mentions a less

famous influence, a postwar German architect of churches called Rudolf Schwarz.

Smaller shapes gather about the drum, including an entrance that is deliberately low

and dark, suppressing expectations before you reach the high, light-filled interior of the

ellipse, within which a ring of 34 slender timber columns grow upwards, develop

branches and intersect in a cross-crossing vault. McLaughlin calls this space

"crystalline", meaning that it's symmetrical in two axes, but he then offsets it with less

orderly extensions: an off-centre window to catch the view over fields, a space for the

tabernacle, a half-enclosed chapel, horse-shoe shaped, for the sisters of the Community

of John the Baptist, who have recently sold their old home in another part of the county

and come to share this site with the college.
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 The chapel's ‘crystalline’ interior. Niall McLaughlin

The interior has several materials – stone, lime plaster, concrete, the laminated larch of

the columns, furniture in ash – but they share a similar hue, a sort of (Caucasian) skin

tone which, as on a human body, gives unity to multiple variations. It shows off the play

of light which in the end is the chapel's main event. While designing it McLaughlin

made a video of the way sunlight filters through surrounding trees, and the chapel

attempts a constructed equivalent. Light comes through the upper ring of glass, and

through oblique sources, and animates the chapel's layers and surfaces. As clouds move

across the sky outside, the interior inhales and exhales sunshine. As it brightens and

dulls, its features stand out from and then recede into their background.

McLaughlin tells stories to explain the architecture, as does the Rev Canon Professor

Martyn Percy, the principal of the college. The building is a ship of souls, a retake of an

old idea contained in the Latin origin of the word "nave". Then again, the ceiling above

the timber branches dips slightly towards a central keel-like line ("carinated" is the

technical term), as if there were another boat floating above, which McLaughlin says is

prompted by a 1,000-year-old Celtic story.

He cites the writings of Richard Sennett on early Christians who struggled to reconcile a

desire to wander, and give up fixed places, with the building of permanent churches.

They created ambulatories, zones of walking, like the one McLaughlin has made

between the ring of columns and the outer wall. The resemblance of the outer stonework

to cloth refers to the writings of Gottfried Semper, a wiser and saner contemporary of

Ruskin's, for whom every construction technique was an imitation of an earlier craft,

with weaving one of the oldest of all.
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Percy, for his part, talks about "the different spiritual textures people have to live with",

which the physical textures of the building represent. For him it embodies a broad,

moderate church, "not minimalist Protestant and not archi-tatty Catholic". The use of

an ellipse, a geometrical figure with two centres, allows worship to focus on either the

rituals of the eucharist or on the spoken word: the altar is placed on one centre, the

lectern on the other. The seating plan is "antiphonal", with two banks of congregation

facing each other; the chapel's layout and acoustic also allows conversational rather

than declamatory voices.

The stories about boats and weaving have some charm, and help with a perennial

difficulty for architects – how to justify a design, how to choose one approach over

another – but they begin to cloy. I'm glad when McLaughlin says that, in the end, "you

have to leave these narratives behind. You have to abandon a building to the world and

let it gather its own meanings. It's no good standing at the corner and telling people

what it means." In other words, you don't have to know anything about Semper or boat

myths to appreciate the spaces.

As someone as certain about the nonexistence of God as I can be about anything, I feel a

touch disoriented by a new space devoted, with conviction, to making the opposite case.

At the same time it speaks a spiritual Esperanto common to most churches built in

modern times – reluctant to show damnation, miracles or apotheoses, or even a too-

literal crucifixion, it works more abstractly with light, form, material and nature, in a

quasi-gothic of soaring lines and tree-like structure. Can't it be more explicit? Can't it

say exactly what it means? No, given the ambiguities of modern religion, it can't.

But the uncomplicated fact about this chapel is that it's lovely – as much as the copper

beech, the rolling fields and the honeyed stone. It is poised, tuned, and well made, a

close reflection of the desires of its users and the intentions of its architect. The clients

were prepared to pay, for example, an extra £50,000 for concealed fixings in the roof

structure, rather than visible bolts, because they realised that they were essential to the

success of the whole.

It helped that the sisters did well by selling their old home, proceeds of which went to

funding the new building. They took a tithe from the workings of the property market,

of the speculations of capital, to achieve a kind of architecture that the market doesn't

often permit. It's a pertinent question how its qualities might be transferred to a harsher

outside world but, meanwhile, the main thing is just to enjoy them.
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This elliptical chapel near Oxford by London studio Niall McLaughlin Architects contains a group of arching timber columns behind its textured stone
facade (+ slideshow).
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The Bishop Edward King Chapel replaces another smaller chapel at the Ripon Theological College campus and accommodates both students of the
college and the local nuns of a small religious order.

Niall McLaughlin Architects was asked to create a building that respects the historic architecture of the campus, which includes a nineteenth century
college building and vicarage, and also fits comfortably amongst a grove of mature trees.
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For the exterior, the architects sourced a sandy-coloured stone, similar to the limestone walls of the existing college, and used small blocks to create a
zigzagging texture around the outside of the ellipse. A wooden roof crowns the structure and integrates a row of clerestory windows that bring light
across the ceiling.

Inside, the tree-like timber columns form a second layer behind the walls, enclosing the nave of the chapel and creating an ambulatory around the
perimeter. Each column comprises at least three branches, which form a latticed canopy overhead.
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Niall McLaughlin told Dezeen: "If you get up very early, at sunrise, the horizontal sun casts a maze of moving shadows of branches, leaves, window
mullions and structure onto the ceiling. It is like looking up into trees in a wood."

A projecting window offers a small seating area on one side of the chapel, where McLaughlin says you can "watch the sunlit fields on the other side of
the valley".
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Photograph by Denis Gilbert

A small rectilinear block accompanies the structure and houses the entrance lobby, a sacristy, storage areas and toilets.

Photograph by Denis Gilbert

The Bishop Edward King Chapel was one of 52 projects to recently win an RIBA Award.
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Photograph by Denis Gilbert

Other projects by Niall McLaughlin Architects include four mono-pitched extensions to a rural cottage in Ireland.

Photography is by the architects, apart from where otherwise stated.

Here's a detailed project description from Niall McLaughlin Architects:

Bishop Edward King Chapel

The client brief sought a new chapel for Ripon Theological College, to serve the two interconnected groups resident on the campus in Oxfordshire, the
college community and the nuns of a small religious order, the Sisters of Begbroke. The chapel replaces the existing one, designed by George Edmund
Street in the late nineteenth century, which had since proved to be too small for the current needs of the college.
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The brief asked for a chapel that would accommodate the range of worshipping needs of the two communities in a collegiate seating arrangement, and
would be suitable for both communal gatherings and personal prayer. In addition the brief envisioned a separate space for the Sisters to recite their
offices, a spacious sacristy, and the necessary ancillary accommodation. Over and above these outline requirements, the brief set out the clients'
aspirations for the chapel, foremost as 'a place of personal encounter with the numinous' that would enable the occupants to think creatively about the
relationship between space and liturgy. The client summarised their aspirations for the project with Philip Larkin's words from his poem Church Going,
'A serious house on serious earth it is... which, he once heard, was proper to grow wise in...'.

On the site is an enormous beech tree on the brow of the hill. Facing away from the beech and the college buildings behind, there is ring of mature trees
on high ground overlooking the valley that stretches away towards Garsington. This clearing has its own particular character, full of wind and light and
the rustling of leaves.

These strengths of the site also presented significant planning constraints. The college's existing buildings are of considerable historical importance. G.E.
Street was a prominent architect of the Victorian Age and both the main college building and vicarage to its south are Grade II* listed.
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The site is designated within the Green Belt in the South Oxfordshire Local Plan and is also visible from a considerable distance across the valley to the
west. The immediate vicinity of the site is populated with mature trees and has a Tree Preservation Order applied to a group at the eastern boundary. The
design needed to integrate with the character of the panorama and preserve the setting of the college campus and the surrounding trees.
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The mediation of these interlocked planning sensitivities required extensive consultation with South Oxfordshire District Council, English Heritage and
local residents.
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The starting point for this project was the hidden word 'nave' at the centre of Seamus Heaney poem Lightenings viii. The word describes the central
space of a church, but shares the same origin as 'navis', a ship, and can also mean the still centre of a turning wheel. From these words, two architectural
images emerged. The first is the hollow in the ground as the meeting place of the community, the still centre. The second is the delicate ship-like timber
structure that floats above in the tree canopy, the gathering place for light and sound. We enjoyed the geometry of the ellipse.

To construct an ellipse the stable circle is played against the line, which is about movement back and forth. For us this reflected the idea of exchange
between perfect and imperfect at the centre of Christian thought. The movement inherent in the geometry is expressed in the chapel through the
perimeter ambulatory. It is possible to walk around the chapel, looking into the brighter space in the centre. The sense of looking into an illuminated
clearing goes back to the earliest churches. We made a clearing to gather in the light.
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The chapel, seen from the outside, is a single stone enclosure. We have used Clipsham stone which is sympathetic, both in terms of texture and
colouration, to the limestone of the existing college. The external walls are of insulated cavity construction, comprising of a curved reinforced
blockwork internal leaf and dressed stone outer leaf.

The base of the chapel and the ancillary structures are clad in ashlar stone laid in regular courses. The upper section of the main chapel is dressed in
cropped walling stone, laid in a dog-tooth bond to regular courses. The chapel wall is surmounted by a halo of natural stone fins. The fins sit in front of
high-performance double glazed units, mounted in concealed metal frames.

Photograph by Denis Gilbert

The roof of the main chapel and the ancillary block are both of warm deck construction. The chapel roof drains to concealed rainwater pipes running
through the cavity of the external wall. Where exposed at clerestory level, the rainwater pipes are clad in aluminium sleeves with a bronze anodised
finish and recessed into the stone fins. The roof and the internal frame are self-supporting and act independently from the external walls.
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Site plan - click for larger image

A minimal junction between the roof and the walls expresses this. Externally the roof parapet steps back to diminish its presence above the clerestorey;
inside the underside of the roof structure rises up to the outer walls to form the shape of a keel, expressing the floating 'navis' of Heaney's poem.

Floor plan - click for larger image

The internal timber structure is constructed of prefabricated Glulam sections with steel fixings and fully concealed steel base plate connections. The
Glulam sections are made up of visual grade spruce laminations treated with a two-part stain system, which gives a light white-washed finish.

Long section - click for larger image

The structure of roof and columns express the geometrical construction of the ellipse itself, a ferrying between centre and edge with straight lines that
reveals the two stable foci at either end, reflected in the collegiate layout below in the twin focus points of altar and lectern. As you move around the
chapel there is an unfolding rhythm interplay between the thicket of columns and the simple elliptical walls beyond. The chapel can be understood as a
ship in a bottle, the hidden 'nave'.
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Lichtung aus Holz und Stein
Kapelle in Mittelengland fertig
Die Umgebung ist unglaublich idyllisch: Die sanft-hügelige Topographie Mittelenglands, zahllose alte Bäume und
die typischen Gebäude aus warmem Sandstein sind überall in und um die alte Universitätsstadt Oxford zu finden.
Am Rand dieses universitären Idylls, im Ripon College im Dörfchen Cuddesdon, haben nun Niall McLaughlin
Architects eine Kapelle fertiggestellt, die zum neuen Mittelpunkt des Alltagslebens der theologischen Fakultät
werden soll. 

Hinsichtlich Farbigkeit und Materialwahl  orientieren sich die Architekten an der Umgebung, machen aber
gleichzeitig in ihrer Architektursprache auch das Neue deutlich. Fast sieht ihre Kapelle nach einer technischer
Einrichtung aus, ein Lüftungsturm vielleicht oder ein Transformatorenhaus, abweisend und im unteren Teil
fensterlos, aber auch, dank der feingliedrigen Fassade aus verzahntem Natursteinmauerwerk, ganz eindeutig von
gewisser Wertigkeit.

Das abweisende Äußere ist dabei wesentlicher Aspekt des Entwurfs, wird es so doch möglich, im Inneren der
Kapelle einen besonders geschützten Raum zu schaffen. Und nicht Stein überwiegt hier, sondern warmes Holz.
Das Dach wird getragen von einer schlanken Konstruktion aus einfachen Brettern, die jedoch so kunstvoll
verkreuzt und verschachtelt sind, dass das Ergebnis fast wie ein gotisches Netzgewölbe wirkt.

Auch die Lichtführung erinnert an gotische Finesse. Durch das Fensterband wird die Kapelle von oben, durch die
Holzkonstruktion hindurch, mit Licht geflutet. So entsteht der Eindruck einer Lichtung im Wald, und die
Versammlung der Gläubigen wird dadurch räumlich und sinnlich erfahrbar. 

Auf Karte zeigen:
Google Maps

Kommentare:

Bildergalerie ansehen: 22 Bilder
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Ripon College Cuddesdon chapel by Niall McLaughlin
Architects
24 April 2013 | By Ellis Woodman

  

Niall McLaughlin’s new chapel for a theological college represents a triumphant combination of poetic form and
Christian symbolism

Among the first commissions that Niall McLaughlin secured on setting up his practice in 1990 was the remodelling
of a Carmelite monastery in west London. Comprising scarcely more than two rooms – a chapel and its associated
sacristy – it nonetheless offered ample evidence of McLaughlin’s skill 
at mobilising light, space and materials to atmospheric and symbolic effect.

01/05/2013 09:40Ripon College Cuddesdon chapel by Niall McLaughlin Architects | Building Studies | Building Design

Page 2 of 8http://www.bdonline.co.uk/buildings/ripon-college-cuddesdon-chapel-by-niall-mclaughlin-architects/5053695.article

There followed a long-gestating but ultimately unrealised project for an ecumenical church in Peckham, but it is
only with the completion of the new chapel at Ripon College Cuddesdon that the architect has succeeded in adding
a second religious building to his oeuvre. One has to hope it is not the last, as this marvellous building makes clear
that the challenges of an ecclesiastical brief bring McLaughlin’s talents into particularly sharp focus. 
If a more architecturally accomplished church has been built in Britain since the heyday of Gillespie, Kidd & Coia, I
fail to bring it to mind.

That achievement has been aided in no small part by a remarkable site and client. Ripon College Cuddesdon is a
Church of England theological college 
in rural Oxfordshire that dates from the 1850s, when its site was chosen — in part on account of its distance from
the fleshpots of Oxford — as the location 
of a seminary.

The work of GE Street, the college’s original buildings are ranged around a wide expanse of open ground, liberally
populated by mature trees and enjoying magnificent views towards Garsington, which lies a kilometre to the west.

The college community has recently been expanded through the introduction of the members of an Augustinian
order of nuns, the Community of St John Baptist, who were previously based at nearby Kidlington in
accommodation that had become too large for their present numbers.

In relocating, they have initiated a substantial building programme at the college. An education block has recently
been completed by architects Hopper Howe Sadler and there are plans to build a convent in the not too distant
future. The sisters conceived the chapel, however, as a facility that would be shared between themselves and the
members of the college: a gift that would effectively cement the two communities into one.

Standing opposite the main entrance on a site defined by the root protection areas of closely encompassing trees,
the chapel enjoys a privileged location within the campus.

Its design
responds
very directly
to the
character of
that site,
adopting the
image of a
clearing in a
wood as a
generative
metaphor. Its
principal
volume 
is elliptical in
plan, with
seats
distributed
around an
altar and
lectern
located on
this form’s
twin foci. The
usual

distinction between chancel and nave is therefore negated, reflecting the fact that, as a place of worship for a
religious community, the building faces no requirement to demarcate separate territories for the clergy and laity.
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McLaughlin cites Rudolf Schwarz’s Church of St Michael in Frankfurt (1954) as an inspiration for his use of the
ellipse, a debt that Peter Zumthor has also acknowledged in relation to his similarly formed St Benedict Chapel,
Sumvitg (1989). The tectonic logic of the three projects also bears comparison. In each case the enclosing wall is
tracked by a ring of slender piers that ultimately rises above it to support the roof. In the case of Schwarz’s
building the piers are external to the wall, whereas in Zumthor’s they stand hard against its internal face.

McLaughlin introduces a third variation by pulling them still further into the plan so as to establish a continuous
ambulatory. The threshold to the space of worship that results is further strengthened by a level change between
the peripheral zone and the lower central one. While permeable, the line is highly charged — an architectural
embodiment of the choice the Christian makes in embracing faith.

The piers are constructed in a light-stained glulam timber and ultimately strike off to form an elaborate cat’s cradle
that engages with the roof both around its perimeter and along its central inverted ridge. This form echoes the
surrounding trees — the upper branches of which are visible through the clerestory that crowns the encircling wall
— but also suggests the image of an upturned hull. As is shown by the story of Noah’s Ark — a vessel built by the
faithful 
to secure their salvation — an association between ship and church is deep-rooted in Christian iconography.

During the competition for the project McLaughlin referenced Seamus Heaney’s poem, Lightenings, which describes
the legendary appearance of an air-bound ship above the monastery of Clonmacnoise.

McLaughlin’s drawing describing the church as a clearing in a wood.

The soaring, filigree structure that he has set above the heads of the congregation at Cuddesdon certainly shares
something of the poetry of that image.

As integrated as the timber frame is with the building’s governing geometry, it nonetheless maintains a strongly
autonomous reading. This is in line with McLaughlin’s overarching attitude to the building’s tectonic expression,
which derives from a long-standing interest in the principles detailed in Gottfried Semper’s 1851 treatise, The Four
Elements of Architecture.

Semper’s book offered a radical reframing of Laugier’s primitive hut, locating the origins of architecture not in a
mimetic re-enactment of nature but in the deployment of the four craft skills that he believed characterised “the
primordial state of human society”. The elements of the book’s title, he proposed, are the constituent elements of
any work of architecture: the hearth, the embankment, the roof and the enclosure. The origins of each he ascribed
to a different handicraft: “Ceramic and later metallurgical works and art to the hearth, water technology and
masonry to embankments, woodworking to the roof and its accessories.” Most provocatively, he identified the
enclosure’s origins in the art of weaving — an association that would impact powerfully on the work of architects of
the subsequent generation such as Louis Sullivan.

SECTION LOOKING EAST

SECTION LOOKING SOUTH

McLaughlin’s design makes the distinction between Semper’s elements overt, but arguably did so more explicitly
still at the competition stage when its external wall was depicted as a woven timber screen mounted above an
ashlar base. English Heritage, however, stipulated that the facade should be entirely in stone — a frustratingly petty
requirement but one that McLaughlin has answered without significant injury to the clarity of the building’s
conception.

The tripartite composition of base, middle and clerestory has been retained but the middle element has now been
transformed into a screen of dog-tooth bonded masonry rods. Of narrow square section, these are in the same
Clipsham as has been used for the base but specified so as to present a broken surface on their leading face. It is
an ingenious and captivating treatment, the combination of precision and roughness deftly maintaining the textile
association that the original design sought to convey.

Four appendages are distributed around the church’s primary volume. The two largest — a rectangular block
accommodating back-of-house spaces and a horseshoe-shaped volume housing a prayer room for the sisters —
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lie to the south
and are rooted
squarely in the
ground. In
contrast, the two
smaller bolt-ons
to the north — a
more intimately
dimensioned
space for private
prayer and a
niche housing
the tabernacle —
are cantilevered
out as if flung
away from the
church by
centrifugal
action. The
effect is to
confirm
McLaughlin’s
sense of the
building as a
structure
aspiring to
levitation while
offering too an
echo of the
stone oriel
windows of
Street’s
opposing
facades.

Source: Dennis Gilbert

A niche for private prayer.

The back-of-house block, which incorporates an immaculately detailed timber-lined sacristy, is laid out parallel to
the ellipse’s main axis but detached so as to frame an entrance lobby in the gap between the two volumes. This
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arrangement
establishes
two ways into
the chapel, a
primary route
for use by
most of the
college
community
and a more
discrete one,
set

perpendicular to it, for use by the sisters. A slender timber bell tower set at the intersection of these routes
effectively advertises the presence of both axes deep into the landscape.

The sisters’ prayer room is a top-lit space that stands adjacent to their designated entrance, and from which they
enjoy a carefully framed view towards the altar that extends beyond to the niche housing the tabernacle on the far
wall. This orientation reflects the order’s high church leanings but that affiliation is not shared by all the members
of the college community. The elliptical plan tactfully enables each individual to find a place of worship that best
reflects his or her beliefs.

In his Semperian conception of the building McLaughlin identified the altar, tabernacle and lectern as belonging to
the family of hearth elements and hoped to realise all three as metalwork items. His clients, however, were not fully
persuaded, leading to the altar and lectern being designed in timber, save for a brass floor-plate located below
each one. This represents no disaster, but to see the architect’s ambitions more fully embodied by the tabernacle
— a vertically hinged box which opens to reveal a brass-lined interior — is to regret that he was not extended a
freer hand. That the objection arises at all is testament to the fact that the building has been developed so
determinedly as a totality. Few projects built this year will offer as convincing a claim to be considered a
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gesamtkunstwerk.

The sisters’ entrance is not currently in use, having been provided in expectation of the construction of their
convent immediately alongside the chapel. This is not yet a live commission but McLaughlin has produced a
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