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From the “Dictionary of Architecture and Construction” 
Fourth Edition by Cyril M. Harris, Repointing is defi ned 
as “3.  Th e removal of mortar from between the joints of 
masonry units and the replacing of it with new mortar”.  
Th is action can bring new life, not only visually but also 
physically to a wall, however, if not done correctly,  it can 
actually accelerate decay and damage, and may cause 
irreversible damage.  

For over six thousand years, mortars have been made 
primarily of lime, sand and water.  Th ese limes could be 
hydraulic or non-hydraulic, made from stone or shell 
and could come in many forms such as quicklime (burnt 
stone), hydrate, or putty. Lime mortars off er advantages 

over cement based mortars, particularly in the repointing of historic masonry.  First and foremost, lime mortars 
were the mortars used in the construction of many buildings built before the 1920’s, and most buildings before 
the 1880’s.  Th ey are generally less hard and more 
vapor permeable, allowing moisture to evaporate 
from the masonry. Th is will help to accommodate 
moisture levels in the wall and reduce the amount of 
soluble salts in the stone or brick faces.  Lime mortars 
should be viewed as a sacrifi cial material and one 
of the functions of mortar is to allow moisture to 
migrate out of masonry through the soft est point.  
If buildings are repointed with a dense, impervious 
cement based mortar, oft en the masonry (i.e. brick 
or stone) is the soft est point.  If moisture is retained 
within the building fabric, the fabric may be exposed 
to damaging freeze thaw cycles salt reactions, and 
sulfate attack, which could cause greatly accelerated 
deterioration and decay.  

Preparation:
 Before any work commences, it is recommended to take your time and look at your project. Issues such as 
positive drainage, faulty gutters, or failing roof systems must be addressed.  If these issues are not addressed, 
repointing may do little if anything to help your project causing a waste of time, energy and money. 

As a good rule of thumb; if the mason is comfortable then the wall is comfortable. On hot days where accelerated 
drying may be an issue make sure the wall is well protected by shade cloths, or tarps, keeping attention to the 
absorption rate of the substrate. Mist as necessary to slow the drying, but still allow the material to cure. Protect 
all work from harsh drying winds or direct sunlight which could cause “fl ash curing”, and from driving rain 
and frost which could cause mortar failure.  Continue to wet the damp burlap periodically as needed.  One 
good method of protecting the wall and promote good carbonation is not to drape the walls or surface directly 
but to have a gap of at least six inches from the surface to the damp cloth or burlap. Th is provides a good moist 
condition to slow the drying process, enhance curing, and maintains good air circulation for carbonation.  

Any existing defective mortar or pointing should be removed to a depth of at least one and a half times the width 
of the joint, (remove all friable material) but not less than ¾” to receive the new mortar. Prepared Joints should 
be as clean as possible, existing mortar should be cleaned from the edges in the joint to ensure proper bonding 
between masonry unit (i.e., brick or stone), and the back of the joint should be square to receive the mortar.



Any existing cement mortar must be carefully removed.  If necessary, horizontal cement joints may be raked 
out by carefully scoring the center of the mortar joint with an angle grinder to relieve the stress on the joint.  
Angle grinders should only be used by highly skilled masons and should not be used on head joints as there is a 
greater risk of damage to the masonry.  Th e remaining mortar in head and bed joints should be removed to the 
required depth using hand or pneumatic stone carving chisels.  Do not grind mortar from any surface of the host 
masonry.  Raking out shall leave a clean, square face of sound mortar at the back of the joint, and clean masonry 

surfaces.  Mortar joints should not be shallow or feather edged.
 
Existing historic lime-based mortar should be removed by hand.  Use only 
hand or pneumatic stone carving chisels that are no wider than one half the 
widths of the existing masonry joints.  

Take great care to not widen the existing masonry joints by damaging 
masonry units or spawl and chip the surrounding masonry edges in the 
process of mortar removal.  

Remove debris from joints by brushing joint faces, vacuuming, or blowing 
with pressurized air.  Joints may be rinsed using very low pressure spray 
assembly with caution.  Verify that water will not migrate to other areas and 
cause damage.  Ensure that all surfaces below rinse areas are wet prior to 
cleaning out joints so as not to cause staining of the masonry fabric.

Dampening:
 Aft er the preparation of the mortar joints, the prepared 
area must be rinsed down with water removing all 
excesses of mortar and dust from the joints, being careful 
not to saturate the masonry, but to dampen and clean the 
joints. Th e idea is to control the absorption rate in the wall 
and to promote the slow curing of the mortar that is being 
replaced.  If the host masonry is not thoroughly dampened 
the brick or stone could pull the moisture too quickly 
from the mortar which could cause shrinkage cracking, 
lack of bonding, and loss of strength.  Depending on 
the type of brick or stone wall being pointed and the 
amount of area cut out and rinsed down you may have to 
re-dampen the wall before pointing. Misting with spray 
bottles or garden sprayers prior to pointing in that area is also a good way to keep control of the wall area being 
repaired. Th e mortar should be as dry as is practicable to point with, but moist enough to achieve any joint 
details required. Th is allows maximum compaction in the joint, which reduces shrinkage cracking and reduces 
the tendency to smear on the masonry surface.  

Pointing:
 Aft er removal of the defective mortar and damping of wall, the wall is ready to start pointing. A good mortar for 
pointing should be fairly dry, which will allow for good compaction of the new mortar to the old mortar.  Fill out 
all major voids or relaying of brick or stone leaving the fi nish joint back about 1 ½ times the width of the joint, 
this is usually about ¾ to1 ½ of an inch back from face of the masonry (ensure that all friable material has been 
removed). Th en point in lift s of approximately ¼ or 1/3 lift s at a time to replace the mortar if using a traditional 
Virginia Lime Works Wood Fired Lime Mortar.  Mix&GO Premium Pre-Mixed Lime Mortar can be installed 
in lift s of ¾” at a time. Maintaining an even amount of pointing helps to keep the consistency of replacement 
mortar the same and curing of the wall should come about in an equal and even fashion. Th e tooling of the 



fi nish joints should be determined and specifi ed.  Please see our illustration on traditional joint fi nishes.  Keep 
in mind that is oft en benefi cial to tool new work to match the original existing joints on the structures whereas 
the original joint profi le could be lost forever. Some tooling may be diff erent from one location on a building to 
another, being either face work or backup work. Th e joint details from front facades to side or rear elevations 
may change, so be aware of existing evidence for making the proper determination of which technique should be 
used.
  
One method that can be used in pointing is to slightly reveal or trim back the mortar from the face edge of the 
brick or stone to detailing that unit. Keep the joint contained on the inside and do not let it come out to the 
outside of the brick. In keeping the joint contained it makes a much more attractive wall and when viewed the 
wall should blend together where existing joints have weathered and already are somewhat revealed.

Once the work is completed the mortar must absorb carbon dioxide to set.  Make sure that the mortar does 
not fl ash cure for the fi rst 24-48 hours but aft er that, it should cure out naturally.  Make sure that the work is 
protected from harsh sunlight, drying winds, driving rains for at least a week to ensure this natural curing.  
When dealing in frost conditions, work should cease at least a month before the fi rst hard frost, although this 
time frame may change due to site conditions.  

When cleaning repointed work, the best option is low pressurized water (around 100 psi) and scrubbing with 
stiff  natural bristle or nylon brushes.  If detergents are used, please check manufacturer’s guidelines and contact 
Virginia Lime Works for more information.  


