CHAPTER THREE

Renders and Materials of Fired Clay

other than Brick

Much brickwork is obscured by
coatings of plaster, render, rough
cast and other materials applied in
plastic form and allowed to set.
Rigid materials, such as tile and
slate and sheeting are also applied
for the same purpose. They all share
the one objective of providing a
wearing surface thought to be more
suited to the needs of the building.
Sometimes this surface is designed
to shed moisture, sometimes merely
to improve appearance; sometimes
it has the very widespread function
of making brickwork more amenable
to comfort. There is something in
the psychology of the user which
differentiates visible brickwork from
plastered surfaces — the bare brick-
work being thought suitable for out-
side use and plaster for the interior.
It may be nothing more than the
contrast in the feel of the materials.
Plaster can be painted and covered
with decorative fabrics or paper and
its smoothness makes it more agree-
able to touch. This universal reac-
tion in favour of a covering to the
brickwork internally has produced
high levels of skill in which plaster
surfaces are moulded, modelled and
contoured sometimes in echo of the
shapes of the brick and sometimes in
deliberate contrast. The ‘Muqarnas’
(sometimes called ‘stalactite’) vaults

and pendentives so universal in
historic Islamic Architecture rely on
an intricate geometry derived from
the interweaving of ribs and the
shaping of squinches in brick vaul-
ting. A scintillating interplay of
curved groin, coved recess and
pendant terminal has been developed
with a geometry that can dazzle the
eye. The clarity of its interweave is
breathtaking. At its extreme it is
covered in mirror glass with a multi-
plicity of images bewildering to the
point of incomprehension. Ulti-
mately these elaborate creations
were created independently of the
complex corbellings and squinches
of genuine domes to be constructed
on timber frameworks within the
domes themselves but as entirely
separate structures. Likewise in
Europe the cornice and architrave
mouldings derived from classical
design and applied sometimes to
make brickwork look like stone were
remodelled as styles evolved to be
manipulated into plaster wreaths
and scrolls with frames and figures
carried across the surfaces regardless
of the structure beneath. Sometimes
it has been the role of both plaster
and rendering to simulate stone and
to give to brickwork the appearance
of masonry. In many areas and over
long periods it has simply been the
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avoid the suction of the brick so
withdrawing water from the applied
mix and failure to maintain even
and consistent temperatures during
the setting period could all prove
damaging or disastrous. Once over-
stressed by excessive rates of shrink-
age the applied coat of render would
crack or craze with permanent loss
of cohesion. Sometimes a top coat
will fail to adhere to a substrate for
similar reasons.

Analysis of a mix of plasters and
renders is relatively straightforward
and simple. Laboratory tests will
supply the conservator with a clear
indication of the nature of the binder
and the proportionate mix and types
of sand used. The introduction of
other materials may be more difficult
to ascertain. Oils, milk (casein), egg
and other albuminous products are
all known to have been employed in
plaster mixes and even the propor-
tions of lime used are sometimes
confused in analysis by an addition
of powdered chalk or limestone used
as a form of aggregate.

Trial mixes should be made to
determine the compatibility of the
proposed material with the brick-
work to which it is to be applied.
There is no reason why bonding
agents should not be used in the
trials and if satisfactory in the
general works of repair. Their func-
tion is to provide adhesion at the
crucial stage of application and
setting. ;

As a general principle it is better
(or in some cases essential) to use a
compatible but not identical mix for
repair with the objective of differen-
tiation so that future conservators
will be able to identify the repair.

Plaster surfaces and renders which



