CHAPTER TWO

The Repair and Conservation of Brickwork

Brick is a coherent mass consisting
largely of aluminium and calcium
silicates. In physical terms it is inert
and in chemical terms virtually in-
soluble in water. Polluted air may
carry weak hydrochloric, sulphuric
and hydrofluoric acids which can be
damaging to brickwork.

The fundamental principles of
repair are honesty, sympathy and
integrity: honesty to avoid decep-
tion, sympathy to avoid visual con-
flict and integrity to ensure that the
work is carried out with the most
appropriate materials and workman-
ship. Reversibility is an objective
much to be desired and to be achiev-
ed if possible. Invisibility may often
be sought, as with the repair of
paintings, furniture or pottery, sub-
ject to the evidence of repair being
clear on examination.

A careful analysis of cause will
have identified the faults before
repairs are specified. In consequence
there will normally be two concur-
rent and perhaps overlapping opera-
tions — the repair of damage and
work to eliminate the cause of the
problem. Brick is a stable and
durable material and if used correct-
ly at the outset is likely to be in need
of repair or renewal at only infre-
quent intervals. Properly used its life
should be indefinite. In perhaps the

majority of instances the cause of
damage to brickwork will lie outside
the material itself and fall perhaps
into one of the following broad
categories — structural failure, plant
growth, excessive water penetration
and the effects of impact or other
external forces.

The decay of a timber post or
timber frame might transfer a major
deadload on to a relatively thin
brick pier or panel. A change in use
from living to storage might produce
much higher deadloads on a floor
than those previously applied, or the
rusting of inbuilt iron cramps and
bars might increase the load upon a
brick jamb. Faults of this nature
would tend to produce an increased
or eccentric vertical load whose con-
sequence might well be to cause the
brick or mortar to break down
during weathering. Sometimes this
phenomenon occurs parallel to the
face with the result that the surface
will laminate away leaving the core
exposed. Replacement of the entire
brick face may be justified. It is the
essential effective response if the
mortar has been overstressed.

The action of vegetation can be
generally benign and may contribute
to the visual quality. Most brickwork
is subject to a series of wetting and
drying cycles and moisture is fre-
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large to transfer the leverage of the
weight and wind loadings carried on
the plant stem into the wall itself.
The decay is inexorable and com-
plete failure of the masonry will
follow. The conservator may inter-
rupt this process at any point on the
accelerating scale of damage. By the
very nature of things such damage
will be uneven, often being much
more advanced towards the top of
the wall where water penetration has
been more severe. The removal of
larger plants can be damaging to a
wall structure if it is clumsily done.

However, it must be recognised
that if masonry can be disturbed by
the removal of moderate plant
growth it has already passed the
point at which its mortar has failed.
The general precept which should
apply to the repair of brickwork
damaged by plant life is that fissures
and cracks penetrated by growing
organisms will represent a discon-
tinuity in the structure and the
opportunity for further growth
which can cause expansion within
that crack. It follows that while
small scale plant life is tolerable and
attractive its presence is conducive
to decay which will progress on an
increasing scale. The sensible deci-
sion is to exclude the growth of leaf-
bearing plants, however small, from
wall masonry, but to take no preven-
tive action in regard to-moderate
growth of fungi and lichens. Deep
beds of moss or heavy growths of
lichen will produce substantial
amounts of organic acid with dele-
terious effect upon some mortars
and careful judgement in mainte-
nance will lead to a balanced policy
aimed at restricting the rate of dete-
rioration without eliminating it en-



