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TERRACOTTA TILE 

INSTALLATION GUIDE 

A Professional Guide to Handcrafted Clay Tile Installation 

 

 BEFORE YOU BEGIN 

Artisanal terracotta tile installation requires experience with handmade, porous materials. If you are 
new to tile installation, we strongly recommend hiring a professional installer with terracotta 
experience. We’re here to get you beautiful tile, but what happens next is in your hands (and your 
installer’s). The guidelines below exist for good reason—skipping them often leads to costly fixes. 

 

1. OVERVIEW 

Terracotta tiles, also known as cotto tiles, are handcrafted clay tiles prized for their natural beauty, 
warmth, and timeless appeal. Unlike manufactured tiles, terracotta is a porous, natural material that 
requires specialized installation techniques—especially around sealing and grouting—to ensure 
longevity and beauty. 

This guide covers everything from surface preparation through final finishing. Follow these steps 
carefully and your terracotta floor will reward you with decades of warmth and character. 

Inspection and Ordering 

• Inspect all tiles upon delivery for damage, color consistency, and sizing. 

• Order 15–20% overage to account for cuts, breakage, and future repairs. 

• Handmade tiles vary in size (typically 5–8 mm tolerance)—this is normal and part of their 
character. 

• Blend tiles from multiple boxes during installation to ensure even color distribution. 
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Quick Reference 

Parameter Recommendation 

Overage to Order 15–20% 

Concrete Cure Time Minimum 28 days 

Grout Joint Width 1/8″ to 3/8″ (3–10 mm) 

Trowel Size 1/2″ × 1/2″ square notch 

Thinset Cure Time 24–48 hours before sealing 

Pre-Grout Sealer Coats 2–3 coats until saturated 

Grout Cure Time 24–72 hours before final seal 

Full Cure Before Heavy Use 7 days 

Reseal Frequency Every 1–3 years 

2. TOOLS & MATERIALS 

Required Tools 

• Water-cooled wet saw with diamond blade (essential for clean cuts) 

• Notched trowel (1/2″ × 1/2″ square notch recommended) 

• Margin trowel for back-buttering 

• Rubber mallet (soft) for setting tiles 

• Level (4-foot recommended) 

• Grout float 

• Bucket and sponge for cleaning 

• Paint brushes or rollers for sealer application 

• Clean cloths for wiping excess sealer 

• Safety glasses, work gloves, knee pads, dust mask/respirator 

Materials 

• Thinset mortar: Cement-based flexible adhesive (C2 TE S1) with extended open time. White 
thinset recommended. 

• Neutral Cleaner: Fila Cleanall (recommended) 

• Sealant/Impregnator: Fila MP90 Eco Plus performance sealer (recommended) 

• Grout: Sanded for joints 1/4″ or wider; unsanded for narrower joints. Choose a neutral color. 

• Finishing wax or sealer: Fila Protective Wax in matte or satin finish (recommended) 

• Tile spacers appropriate for desired joint width 
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3. STEP-BY-STEP INSTALLATION 

Step 1: Surface Preparation 

The subfloor must be clean, level, dry, and structurally sound. Terracotta tiles are heavy and require 
a stable substrate. 

Concrete Subfloors 

1. New concrete must cure for a minimum of 28 days before tile installation. 

2. Test moisture levels—concrete should have moisture content below 4%. 

3. Clean thoroughly to remove dust, debris, oils, or curing compounds. 

4. Fill cracks and level uneven areas with appropriate patching compound. 

Wood Subfloors 

Install cement backer board (minimum 1/4″ thick) over the wood subfloor using thinset and screws. 
Ensure combined thickness meets deflection requirements (L/360 minimum). 

Leveling 

Use self-leveling compound to correct any unevenness. Surface should be flat to within 1/8″ over 10 
feet. Grind down high spots; fill low spots. 

Waterproofing (Wet Areas) 

For bathrooms, kitchens, or other wet areas, apply a liquid or sheet waterproofing membrane per 
manufacturer instructions. Allow to cure fully before proceeding. 

Step 2: Layout and Planning 

1. Start from the center of the room and work outward. 

2. Use spacers to simulate grout joints. 

3. Mix tiles from multiple boxes to blend color variations. 

4. Check that cut tiles at edges are reasonably sized (avoid slivers less than half a tile). 

5. Plan for transitions at doorways and changes in flooring. 

Due to size variations in handmade tiles, wider grout joints are typically required: 1/8″ to 3/8″ (3–10 
mm) is the standard recommendation. 

Step 3: Cutting 

Always use a water-cooled wet saw with a diamond blade designed for natural stone or terracotta. 
Never use a snap cutter or dry-cutting methods—terracotta will chip and crack. 

1. Measure and mark your cut line clearly on the tile face. 

2. Ensure adequate water flow to the blade before cutting. 

3. Feed the tile slowly and steadily—do not force it. 

4. Support the tile fully to prevent breakage. 

5. Rinse cut tiles immediately with clean water to remove slurry. 

6. Allow cut edges to dry completely before installation. 
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 IMPORTANT 

Cutting creates a slurry that can stain unprotected tile surfaces. Clean tiles immediately after cutting 
and before any sealer is applied. 

Step 4: Installation 

Apply Thinset to Subfloor 

Using a 1/2″ × 1/2″ square-notched trowel, spread thinset on the subfloor in sections small enough 
to work within the mortar’s open time (typically 15–20 minutes). Hold the trowel at 45° to create 
even ridges. 

Back-Butter the Tiles 

Apply a thin layer of thinset to the back of each tile using a margin trowel. This “buttering-floating” 
method ensures maximum adhesive coverage and is essential for porous terracotta. 

Set the Tiles 

Press each tile firmly into thinset with a slight twisting motion. Use a soft rubber mallet to tap tiles 
into place—never use hard tools that could damage the surface. Check level frequently. Insert spacers 
between tiles. Due to size variations in handmade tiles, you may need to adjust spacing slightly from 
tile to tile. 

Clean Excess Mortar 

Immediately remove any thinset that squeezes up between tiles or onto surfaces. Dried thinset is very 
difficult to remove from porous terracotta. 

Curing 

Allow 24–48 hours before walking on tiles or proceeding to sealing. Humid conditions may require 
longer curing time. 

Step 5: Sealing BEFORE Grouting 

 CRITICAL STEP 

Terracotta tiles MUST be sealed before grouting. Failure to seal will result in permanent staining 
from grout pigments penetrating the porous tile surface. Once grout stains terracotta, it cannot be 
fully removed. 

 

1. Clean tiles and ensure they are completely clean and dry. 

2. Apply a generous coat of penetrating sealer using a brush or roller. 

3. Allow to penetrate for 15–30 minutes. 

4. Wipe away any excess that has not absorbed. 

5. Allow to dry for minimum 4 hours. 

6. Apply 2–3 additional coats until tiles are fully saturated and no longer absorb sealer. 

7. Wait 24 hours before grouting. 
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Testing Seal Effectiveness 

Apply a few drops of water to the tile surface. If the water beads up and does not absorb, the seal is 
adequate. If water absorbs, apply additional coats. 

Step 6: Grouting 

Select a neutral grout color that complements your terracotta—cream, tan, or terracotta-toned grouts 
typically work well. 

1. Mix grout per manufacturer instructions to a peanut butter-like consistency. 

2. Using a grout float at 45°, work grout diagonally across tiles into joints. 

3. Ensure joints are completely filled with no voids or gaps. 

4. Allow grout to set slightly (10–20 minutes) until it begins to firm. 

5. Wipe diagonally with a damp (not wet) sponge. Rinse sponge frequently. 

6. Allow grout to cure 24–72 hours before applying final sealer. 

Step 7: Final Finishing 

Final Seal Coat 

After grout has fully cured (minimum 72 hours), apply a final coat of penetrating sealer or finishing 
wax to the entire surface, including grout joints. This provides additional protection and enhances 
the natural beauty. 

Optional Wax Finish 

For a traditional look with a soft sheen, apply Fila Finish Protective Wax. Buff to desired shine. Wax 
deepens the color of the tiles and provides additional protection. 

Curing Period 

Allow 7 days before heavy use or placing furniture. Avoid getting the floor wet or placing rugs that 
could trap moisture during this period. 

4. TIPS & WARNINGS 

Pro Tips 

• Always pre-seal before grouting—this is the single most important step for terracotta. 

• Back-butter every tile for maximum adhesive coverage. 

• Blend tiles from multiple boxes throughout installation. 

• Clean thinset and grout from tile surfaces immediately—porous terracotta absorbs stains 
quickly. 

• Use wider grout joints (1/8″ to 3/8″) to accommodate size variations in handmade tiles. 

• Test all sealers and grouts on spare tiles before applying to the full installation. 

• Keep spare tiles for future repairs. 
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Troubleshooting Quick Reference 

Issue Likely Cause Solution 

Grout staining on tile Tiles not sealed before grouting May reduce with cleaner + 
resealing; severe cases 
permanent 

Efflorescence (white powder) Mineral salts migrating through 
tile 

Clean with pH-neutral cleaner, 
ensure proper sealing 

Hollow sounds when tapped Poor adhesive bond Remove and reset with fresh 
thinset, ensure back-buttering 

Cracked tiles Subfloor movement or impact Replace from overage, address 
structural cause 

Sealer hazing Applied to damp surface or too 
thick 

Dry completely, buff with cloth; 
severe cases strip & reseal 

5. CARE & MAINTENANCE 

Regular Cleaning 

• Sweep or vacuum regularly to remove dirt and grit that can scratch the surface. 

• Mop with a pH-neutral cleaner diluted in warm water. 

• Use cleaning solution sparingly—excess moisture can damage terracotta. 

• Dry the floor after mopping to prevent water absorption. 

• Address spills immediately by blotting (not rubbing) with a clean cloth. 

Products to Avoid 

• Acidic cleaners (vinegar, citrus-based products) 

• Chlorine bleach or ammonia-based products 

• Steam cleaners—excessive heat and moisture damage sealers 

• Abrasive scrubbing pads or harsh chemicals 

Resealing 

Depending on traffic and use, terracotta floors should be resealed every 1–3 years. High-traffic areas 
may need more frequent attention. Test by dropping water on the surface—if it absorbs rather than 
beading, it’s time to reseal. 

6. PRODUCT & LIABILITY INFORMATION 

Reno Source provides quality terracotta tiles and this installation guidance as a resource. However, 
responsibility for the installation process, material choices, and workmanship rests with the installer 
and homeowner. This guide is provided for informational purposes only. The authors assume no 
responsibility for injuries, damages, or losses resulting from the use of this information. 
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We can’t be responsible for installation choices, maintenance, or issues that arise. When in doubt, 
consult a professional installer with terracotta experience. 

 

Reno Source  •  Finish Materials  •  Based in the USA 

www.therenosource.com  |  help@therenosource.com 


