Preservation Note 32

Mortar and Sealant: Where to Use Which 

Masonry 

June-95

Masonry Mortar-04060 

Joint Sealers-07900 

Mortar Sealant: Where to Use Which 

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------

National Park Service (NPS) Technical Preservation Services Division guidance on the use of sealants versus mortar on historic masonry follows. NPS-TPS is the office, which creates the standards for Federal Agencies to comply with the National Historic Preservation Act. All projects involving exterior masonry work at Historic properties must follow this guideline to assure successful compliance review.

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------

For parapets: NPS Policy on Sealants

Use sealants only on exposed parapets where unusual environmental conditioned preclude maintaining the historic mortar joint. 

Examples of conditions that merit substituting mortar with sealant:

Driving rain, continually washes out mortar 

Provide weep holes.

Point underside of coping stones to permit moisture transmission (See Detail 1).

Parapet is subject to severe thermal expansion and contraction (Walking Parapet) 

Seal vertical cracks/open joints at 8-foot intervals.

Point intervening joints (See Detail 2).

Coping joints are very narrow and building movement is causing stone units to rub against each other. Here, sealant is used on upper exposed layer of joint only (with mortar beneath), to provide a cushion for stone units. 

Litmus test for substituting mortar with sealant:

There must be a documented problem (infiltration) that could not BE solved by normal maintenance. 

Desire to avoid maintenance is not an acceptable reason for switching to sealant. Sealant generally requires renewal more often than mortar. Improper use of sealant can lead to moisture entrapment in stone units. Trapped moisture freezes within the stone, causing spalling. 

Guidance for installing sealant in mortar joints:

Apply sealant on horizontal surface and VERTICAL nosing of coping only. 

Point coping return (underside) with mortar to allow moisture to escape. 

