Article by Amicia de Maubray in Country Life, April 15, 2004.
Amicia de Maubray catches up with Sophie Sarin whose mosaic floorcloth at Kentwell Hall is the realisation of a long-held dream of its owners, Patrick and Judith Phillips.
‘Oh, I can’t walk on that,’ exclaim visitors as they step on to a mosaic in the Roman-style bathroom at Kentwell Hall in Long Melford, Suffolk. The response never fails to amuse Patrick and Judith Phillips, who commissioned Sophie Sarin to paint a floorcloth to resemble a mosaic after seeing an article about her work at Somerset House in COUNTRY LIFE (May 17, 2001).
Painted floorcloths made of hardwearing canvas were introduced into English interiors in the early 18th century. In 1710, Nicholas Hawksmoor authorised payment for a painted floorcloth imitating black and white marble for the apartments of Capt. Hoskins in Greenwich. The style remained popular until the advent of linoleum in 1860.
The idea of painted floorcloth resembling mosaics also dates back to the 18th century . In 1796, Horace Walpole wrote to Lady Ossory: ‘I was desired to tell him (Lord Holland) that Mr. Samuel Lysons is having beautiful carpets (floorcloths) made of very large dimensions from the roman Pavements which he has lately discovered in Gloucestershire and which I think would be handsome ornaments for the spacious rooms at Holland House.’
Recent research by Miss Sarin has demonstrated that floorcloths were not the preserve of aristocratic households, as previously thought. A 1715 inventory made by Edward Simpson, a draper of St-Martin-in-the Fields, for example, includes a floorcloth in his parlour. It seems that the floorcloth fulfilled a need to cover floors before carpet manufacture became widespread,’ Miss Sarin explains.
When Mr. Phillips was negotiating the purchase of Kentwell in 1971, he did not attend the house sale held by the previous owners in case it jinxed his offer. He feared being left with chattles and no house to put them in. By a curious twist of fate, after he bought the house he discovered a 19th century copy of a Roman marble bath abandoned in the woods on his estate. He thinks it must have been left there by someone who put it aside for safekeeping during the auction but subsequently found it difficult to remove.
‘As soon as I saw the bath, I decided to reinstate it and make a Roman-style bathroom,’ Mr. Phillips says. He and his wife commissioned the theatrical  set designer and artist Paul Dufficey to paint a mural as well as to create a design for a Roman mosaic floor. His work adorns the walls today, but the floor idea was abandoned. ‘We realised that the weight of the mosaics would put it out of the question.’ During the next few years, the Phillips explored various other possibilities, such as ultra-thin Italian mosaic tiles, painting the floor and specially patterned lino. But each time, ‘it was not right’.
With hindsight the couple are pleased that they  were forced to wait for a solution. ‘Inevitably over a period of time one’s taste evolves,’ Mr Phillips says. We jettisoned our scheme for a Roman-inspired mosaic after seeing some exquisite Byzantine mosaics in Jordan. They are so much more refined and delicate than Roman mosaics, which we now regard as coarse, and the Byzantine tradition of including everyday objects in their mosaics greatly appealed to us.’
With this in mind, he and his wife asked Miss Sarin to draw up a design that would incorporate key elements of Kentwell, using The Mosaics of Jordan by Michele Piccirillo (1992) as a source of reference and inspiration for the overall scheme.
Kentwell is a romantic moated brick manor house largely built in the 16th century, with a lime avenue that was planted in 1678 and several old cedars. Since the Phillips became the owners, it has become a noted centre for rare breeds, many with historical connections with East Anglia.
The rare breeds, in fact, form part of Miss Sarin’s design. ‘I am grateful to the Phillips for the freedom they gave me to interpret the spirit of Kentwell. It was an interesting challenge to imbue the animals with character  as well as to paint them in the Byzantine manner,’ says Miss Sarin who, before going ahead with her work, presented Mr and Mrs Phillips with a dummy of what the final design would look like, with the aid of her computer, many photographs and endless sketches.’The scaled-down version makes it easier for a client to envisage a design in situ.’
The main panel is enclosed in a border representing the moat, dotted with stylised depictions of ducks and fish based on those in Piccirillo’s book and capricios of architectural  elements of Kentwell. This border in turn is contained by outer and inner borders in a Vitruvian scroll.
The inner panel, which stretches nearly the full length of the 20ft room, is a highly successful composition depicting the lime and cedar trees, and many of the animals loved by the couple, including Peony the Suffolk Punch. ‘We name all the animals after the flowers that are in season at the time of their birth,’ explains Mrs. Phillips. The other animals include a Bagot goat, Norfolk Horn sheep (the Phillips were among the breeders who saved the breed), peacocks and Tamworth pigs.
To achieve the effect of individual tesserae, Miss Sarin painstakingly drew around each one by hand. ‘Stone is never completely uniform,’ she says. ‘I wanted it to look as if I had cut each one by hand and installed them one by one.’ Miss Sarin then went over the paint with crayon, blurring the lines between each stone and creating a sense of depth. The final result is a masterpiece. In the manner of the Byzantines, Miss Sarin has included a panel with an inscription in Latin stating who commissioned the floorcloth, the date and who executed it. Protected by layers of varnish, it should withstand the ravages of the thousands of visitors that Kentwell annually attracts. Fittingly, the Phillips recently found an 1825 inventory for the house on which three floorcloths are listed.
