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INTRODUCTION: WHY AND WHEN
YOU NEED TO REMOVE WALL
TILES

Wall tiles can transform a room with
color, texture, and durability, but there
comes a time when they need to go.
Whether you are updating an outdated
bathroom backsplash, replacing
damaged tiles in the kitchen, or stripping
a shower surround before a full
renovation, knowing how to remove
wall tiles safely and efficiently is
essential. Improper removal can damage
the underlying wallboard, create
unnecessary dust, and turn a weekend
project into a costly repair. This guide
covers every step of the process, from
choosing the right tools to handling
stubborn adhesive, so you can take off
wall tiles with confidence and prepare
the surface for your next upgrade.

Removing wall tiles is a physically
demanding job, but with the right
technique, it is achievable for most DIY
enthusiasts. The key is understanding
the type of tile, the adhesive used, and
the condition of the wall behind it. In this
article, we’ll walk you through a
comprehensive tile removal method that
minimizes mess, reduces the risk of
damaging the substrate, and helps you
avoid common mistakes. By the end, you
will have a clear roadmap for
demolishing wall tiles in any room.

GEAR, AND WORKSPACE SETUP

Before you start chipping away at the
first tile, take time to gather the
necessary equipment and prepare the
area. Proper preparation is the
foundation of every successful tile
removal project. Without it, you risk
injury, unnecessary debris, and damage
to surrounding surfaces.

Essential Tools
for Removing
Wall Tiles

o Safety glasses - Protect your
eyes from flying tile shards and
dust.

e Heavy-duty work gloves - Sharp
edges and broken pieces can
cause cuts.

e Dust mask or respirator - Tile
dust (especially from older
installations) may contain silica;
always wear respiratory
protection.

e Flat pry bar or chisel - For
prying tiles loose from the wall.

e Hammer - Used with the chisel to
break the bond between tile and
adhesive.

e Oscillating multi-tool with a
carbide blade - Excellent for
cutting through grout and
accessing tight spots.

e Scraper or putty knife - For
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removing adhesive residue after
tiles are off.

* Drop cloths or plastic sheeting
- Protect floors, counters, and
fixtures from dust and debris.

¢ Heavy-duty trash bags - For
disposing of broken tiles (be
careful - sharp edges).

e Stud finder - Optional, but helpful
if you need to know what'’s behind
the tile.

Prepare the
Room for Tile
Demolition

Clear the area around the wall. Remove
any furniture, mirrors, or accessories. If
the tiles are in a bathroom or kitchen,
cover sinks, vanities, and countertops
with plastic sheeting and tape it down.
Seal off doorways with plastic curtains to
contain dust. Turn off electricity to any
outlets or switches on the wall you will
be working on - you don’t want a stray
chisel to hit a live wire. Finally, ensure
the room is well-ventilated; open a
window or use a fan to exhaust dust
outside.

2. ASSESS THE TILE TYPE AND
ADHESIVE METHOD

Not all wall tiles are installed the same
way. Your approach to how to remove
wall tiles will vary depending on
whether you're dealing with ceramic,
porcelain, stone, glass, or mosaic tiles.
Additionally, the adhesive used plays a
crucial role. Thin-set mortar, mastic (pre-
mixed adhesive), or even old-fashioned
organic glue each require slightly
different removal techniques.

e Ceramic and porcelain tiles -
Usually set in thin-set or mastic.
They crack relatively easily, so a
hammer and chisel work well.
Porcelain is harder and may
require more force, but it also
shatters more cleanly.

e Stone tiles (marble, slate,
travertine) - More brittle and
prone to cracking unpredictably.
Use a gentle approach with a pry
bar and consider scoring the grout
first.

e Glass tiles - Extremely fragile
and dangerous when broken. A
multi-tool with a carbide blade is
safer; never hit glass tiles directly
with a hammer unless you have
heavy-duty work gloves and eye
protection.

e Mosaic sheets - The mesh
backing can make removal tricky.
You may need to cut through the
mesh after prying off sections.

* Adhesive type - Thin-set is hard
and requires chipping. Mastic is
softer but can be gummy, often
requiring scraping and solvent.
Older homes may have used black
mastic which can contain asbestos
- if in doubt, test before disturbing.

Important safety note: If your home
was built before 1980, the tile adhesive
or the tiles themselves may contain
asbestos. Do not start any demolition
until you have a professional test the
materials. Asbestos fibers are hazardous
when airborne; improper removal can
endanger your family and incur huge
cleanup costs.

3. STEP-BY-STEP: HOW TO
REMOVE WALL TILES THE RIGHT
WAY

Now that you have your tools, protective
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gear, and an understanding of your tile
type, follow this systematic process. This
method works for most ceramic wall tiles
and can be adapted for other materials.

Step 1: Remove
the Grout First

Grout lines hold tiles together and keep
them locked in place. Loosen the grout
around the first tile you intend to
remove. Use an oscillating multi-tool
with a grout removal blade or a manual
grout saw. Run the tool along the edges
of the tile to break the grout seal. This
makes prying much easier and reduces
the chance of damaging adjacent tiles (if
you plan to save some). For a full wall
removal, you can skip this step and go
straight to prying, but removing grout
gives you a cleaner start.

Step 2: Choose
Your Starting
Point

Start at an edge or a corner of the tiled
area. If there is a loose tile or a damaged
tile, begin there. Otherwise, a top corner
is often easier because you can wedge
the pry bar under the edge. If you have a
loose tile, carefully work the pry bar
behind it. Never force the tool too
deep - you don’t want to puncture
the wallboard.

Step 3: Chisel

and Pry

Place the flat pry bar or cold chisel at the
junction between the tile and the wall,
aiming at the center of the tile if
possible. Tap the chisel gently with the
hammer to break the bond. Listen for
the telltale sound of the tile loosening.
Once the bond is broken, use the pry bar
to lever the tile off. Work from the edges
inward. For stubborn tiles, you may need
to break them into smaller pieces using
a hammer - this is common and easier
than trying to remove a whole tile intact.

Tip: If you are removing a large area,
consider renting a rotary hammer with a
tile removal chisel bit. This power tool
speeds up the process dramatically and
reduces arm fatigue. For small
bathrooms or backsplashes, hand tools
are usually sufficient.

Step 4: Remove
the Next Tiles

Once the first tile is off, you have a
better angle to get behind adjacent tiles.
Work systematically from your starting
point outward. Always pry from the
exposed edge. For tiles that are
especially tight, you can drill a small
hole (with a carbide bit) near the edge to
give the pry bar a starting point. Be
careful not to drill into wiring or pipes -
use a stud finder or be aware of what
lies behind the wall.

4. DEALING WITH STUBBORN
TILES AND ADHESIVE RESIDUE

Some tiles will refuse to budge. Perhaps
the adhesive is extra strong, or the tile is
bonded directly to cement board. Here
are strategies for those tough spots:



e Score the tile surface. Use a
glass cutter or carbide scribe to
score a crosshatch pattern on the
tile. This weakens it, making it
easier to break with a hammer.
Then use the chisel to remove the
fragments.

e Apply heat. For mastic-based
adhesives, a heat gun (set on low)
can soften the glue. Hold the heat
gun a few inches from the tile for
30-60 seconds, then try prying.
Warning: Do not use heat on
walls with flammable insulation or
near electrical wires.

e Use a multi-tool to cut through
the adhesive. Insert the blade
behind the tile and cut the bond.
This works especially well for
thinset that is stuck fast.

¢ Break the tile into smaller
pieces. A hammer tap in the
center (with a cloth over it to catch
debris) can shatter the tile,
allowing you to remove it in
chunks.

Removing
Adhesive Left on
the Wall

After all tiles are off, you'll likely have a
layer of adhesive or thinset clinging to
the wallboard or backer board. This
residue must be removed before you can
install new tiles, paint, or wallpaper. Use
a scraper or putty knife to scrape off the
bulk of the adhesive. For stubborn
bumps, a belt sander or an angle grinder
with a diamond cup wheel can smooth
the surface (wear a respirator for this
step). If the wall is drywall, be careful
not to gouge the paper facing. Any holes

or damage may require patching with
joint compound. For cement board, you
can be more aggressive.

5. WHAT TO DO AFTER
REMOVING WALL TILES: SURFACE
PREPARATION

Once the tiles are gone and the wall is
cleared of adhesive, inspect the
substrate. You may have a few different
outcomes:

e Drywall - If the drywall is intact
and smooth, you can apply a
primer and then tile directly (or
paint). Minor damage can be
repaired with drywall compound.
However, moisture-damaged
drywall (common in showers) must
be cut out and replaced.

e Cement board or backer board
- This is ideal for new tile. Check
for cracks or loose sections. Fill
any voids with thinset mortar. You
can tile directly over cement board
after cleaning.

* Plaster walls - Older homes may
have plaster and lath. Plaster can
be brittle; use a bonding primer
before tiling. If the plaster is
crumbling, consider removing it
and installing cement board.

Regardless of the substrate, make sure
the surface is clean, dry, and free of
dust. Vacuum thoroughly and wipe with
a damp sponge. Allow it to dry
completely before proceeding with your
renovation.

6. TIPS FOR REMOVING SPECIFIC
TYPES OF WALL TILES
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Ceramic Wall
Tiles

Standard ceramic tiles are the easiest to
remove. A hammer and chisel are
usually enough. Start at a broken or
grout-free spot. Ceramic chips easily, so
expect to replace broken tiles if you're
trying to save any. For large format
ceramic tiles, use a suction cup to pull

after breaking the bond.

Porcelain Wall
Tiles

Porcelain is denser and harder than
ceramic. It tends to shatter into sharp
shards. Use a cold chisel and a heavy
hammer. Wear thick leather gloves and
a face shield. You might need to score
the surface with an angle grinder (



