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Lime Plaster & Stucco

FOREWORD

The fabric of our historic built environment is a
diminishing resource. This particularly applies

where the common everyday details such as stone
slate roofs and timber windows continue to be lost.
Through this advice series, Kerry County Council
seeks to provide building owners with information on
building conservation best practice approaches to
repair and maintenance.

LEGISLATIVE PROTECTION

Under the Planning and Development Acts, a
structure which forms part of the architectural
heritage can be protected either by being designated
a Protected Structure or by being located within

an architectural conservation area (ACA). This
protection extends to the features of the building

which contribute to its character such as natural slate

roofs, historic ironwork and joinery. It is important
that these elements are repaired rather than

replaced.

Works which would alter the special character of a

Protected Structure require Planning Permission.

In an architectural conservation area, any works
which would affect the character of the area also

require planning permission

CONSERVATION PRINCIPLES

The aim of conservation is to protect and prolong the
life of the features of a building that contribute to its

special character.

Minimum intervention into historic fabric of a
structure is the guiding principle. In this we mean

‘doing only what is necessary’.

It is worth noting that some later alterations may
also carry historic significance so a building should
be carefully surveyed and documented before work

is planned.
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HISTORIC CONTEXT

Lime has been a traditional building material in
Ireland for centuries. It was usually locally made,
is a natural breathable natural material and is the

backbone of the building conservation industry

Lime in traditional construction is as fundamental

a material as timber, stone or brick. It has many
applications such as building mortar between stone
and brick, external render, internal plaster (either
applied directly to walls or over a framework of
timber laths) and limewash (traditional paint finish).
When used as an interior finish, lime plaster could
easily be moulded or modelled into decorative
forms, and this characteristic allowed it to be used
to create elaborate decorative schemes in many
buildings, in the form of friezes and cornices, which
marked the visual distinction between vertical walls
and the flat planes of ceilings, and also applied to
ceilings themselves. Ireland’s decorative plasterwork

is a vey important intrinsic part of our national

cultural heritage, and even relatively modest internal

plasterwork is a significant and irreplaceable part
of the character of an historic building. Decorative

internal plasterwork could either be cast in-situ or

purchased in the form of a mass-produced moulding.

When used as a building material, lime allows
buildings to expand and contract with changes in
temperature and humidity, and also allows damp to
be absorbed and then evaporate away: very useful

in the Irish climate! Early builders accepted that
rain and rising damp were eventually going to find
a way into the walls of their houses, so walls tended
to be very thick, constructed of stone bound with
permeable mortars and finished in plaster renders
that were breathable so as to draw moisture out
again. Lime remained a standard building material
in Ireland until the early-mid 20th century, when
cement based materials became widely available.
Rapid-setting gypsum plasters and labour-saving
plasterboard were favoured for interior walls over

traditional lime plaster.
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While cement based materials are essential to
modern construction, they can cause problems when
used on a traditionally constructed building, due

to their impervious properties. As cement plasters
and renders are designed to act as an impermeable
barrier, they can trap water, and when applied to
traditional construction, where moisture will naturally
enter through the ground and walls, they allow
minimum movement and restricts the passage of
moisture. Cracks in cementitious renders will allow
moisture to enter but not to evaporate, sealing

moisture within walls.

Stucco is generally the name given to decorative
plaster mouldings applied to external render of

a building. It can take many forms such as quoin
stones at the corner of buildings, cornices at eaves
level and window surrounds. Kerry has a particular
craft tradition of elaborate stucco work, such as the
exceptional work of Pat McAuliffe on a number of
buildings in Listowel.
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COMMON PROBLEMS

CRACKING

Renders can break down due to exposure to
prevailing weather. Renders can become cracked,
but lime render can be repaired in situ if damage is
minor. Only renders that sound hollow, have become
detached and unbonded from the stone substrate
should be replaced.

Rainwater ingress through defective roof coverings,
rising dampness and cracks in external walls can
cause serious damage to internal wall and ceiling
plaster. However, where there are sufficient cornices
remaining these can form a template to aid a faithful
repair and restoration.




OVER-PAINTING

Internal plasterwork can become overpainted over
time, leading to a loss of fine detail. To expose the
original detail, it is necessary to remove the build
up of paint, using a specialist alkali-based paint
remover, usually applied as a paste.

Lime Plaster & Stucco
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HOW DO | CARRY OUT REPAIRS?

When carrying out internal and external work all
sound areas of plaster should be retained. Areas
that sound hollow and have spalled or delaminating
should be hacked back to a sound substrate and new
lime plaster applied

It is important that early / original ceiling and cornice
work is retained and efforts should be made to repair
rather than replace these. New mould castings can
be made to replace missing elements of cornice work.
Where cornices and ceilings have become detached
from their timber support laths, technologies are
available to reconnect them using stainless steel
screws, washers and wires countersunk in the plaster-

This is a useful method to conserve original fabric

Wall plaster repair is preferable to installing dry lining
which will conceal but not solve damp issues and will
also prevent the wall fabric from breathing

All decorative moulded external stucco work should
be retained and new elements to replace missing

work cast or run insitu




DO

Seek advice from an expert with experience of

lime plasters and renders.

Replace modern cement plasters and renders

with lime based plasters

Use lime-based external paints or limewash
to maintain external renders, as they add
further protection to the building while
maintaining the capacity for movement and

for moisture to be absorbed and evaporate

Lime plaster is preferred over modern gypsum

skim coats and cement renders.

Use lime plaster when carrying out repairs to

walls and ceilings.

Retain and repair original ceiling cornices
and central roses. Specialist conservators can
make a latex mould from existing to cast new
elements to replace damaged sections. Some
cornices instead of being cast are ‘run’ in-situ.

Plasterers are available who retain these

specialist skills.

DON'T

Remove external plaster renders to expose
the stone as the plasters provide an important
weathering coat. Irish domestic buildings
were in the majority plastered, with carefully
detailed stone finishes reserved for more
prominent public buildings such as banks and
public buildings.

Apply impermeable barrier paint finishes

to external lime renders or exposed brick

or stone. When moisture enters the walls
through tiny cracks or other means, it

becomes trapped and cannot evaporate.

Remove local traditional finishes such as lined
out plaster, or applied decorative stucco work.
Slate-hanging is a traditional building finish in
some areas of Kerry, whereby slate is bedded in

lime mortar to provide a robust finish to repel

the prevailing weather. Where it survives, it
should be repaired rather than replaced.

Install modern off-the-peg mouldings. Modern

mass-produced cast mouldings are generally

based on a mish-mash of designs, crudely

manufactured by comparison with their 19th

century equivalents and unsuited to use as a
replacement or substitute for existing antique
plasterwork in an historic building.
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GRANT ASSISTANCE

Conservation grants are available for the
conservation and repair of protected structures and
are administered by the planning authorities. You
should contact Kerry County Council for guidance on
whether the works you are planning are eligible for a
grant and, if so, how to apply. These grants are not
available for routine maintenance works, alterations,
or improvements. The type of works must fit within
the schedule of priorities set out by the planning
authority. In order for works to qualify for these
grants, they must be carried out in line with good
conservation practice. Repair work following the
guidance set out in this booklet should be considered
as satisfying this requirement.

Other bodies also provide grants for building
conservation projects. These include the Heritage
Council and the Irish Georgian Society

USEFUL REFERENCES:

THE DEPARTMENT OF ENVIRONMENT, HERITAGE AND LOCAL GOVERNMENT ADVICE SERIES

covers a range of topics to advise owners of best practice for the maintenance and repair of heritage elements

www.chg.gov.ie/heritage/built-heritage/architectural-heritage-advisory-service/advice-for-owners/

PERIOD HOUSES: A CONSERVATION GUIDANCE MANUAL

Keohane, Frank, Dublin, 2001.
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