22 MATERIAL

Mine to
Masterpiece »

BY TONY MITCHELL | THE WORSHIPFUL COMPANY OF PLAISTERERS

Design & Technology Association

Plaster is all around us, shaping interiors, architecture and historic spaces, yet it often
goes unnoticed. This feature explores how plaster is made, how it is used in design and
construction, and why it remains a powerful material for creativity, innovation and careers
in the built environment.

Plaster is one of those materials most students encounter
every day without giving it much thought. It surrounds them
in the walls of homes, schools, museums and historic buildings,
shaping interiors and architectural details often taken for
granted. That familiarity is exactly what makes plaster such

a powerful material to explore. It offers a direct link between
everyday environments, creative design and real-world
construction.

Plaster provides a gateway into materials science,
manufacturing and sustainability, while remaining tactile,
immediate and visually engaging. It can be poured, cast, carved
and finished, making it ideal for both quick explorations and
more extended design projects. From decorative moulds to
experimental textures and surfaces, plaster allows students to
combine creativity with technical understanding.

Working with plaster encourages learners to think about
material properties such as setting time, strength, surface
finish and durability. It also supports iterative design, inviting
students to test, refine and evaluate outcomes in much the
same way as professional designers and makers.

From Mine to Wall

At the heart of plaster is gypsum, a naturally occurring mineral
that has been used in construction for thousands of years. The
journey begins in surface quarries or underground mines, where
gypsum rock is extracted and transported for processing. Once
removed, the rock is crushed and ground into a fine powder.

This powder is heated in a process known as calcination, which
removes most of the water content and produces a dry, white
material known as plaster. When mixed again with water,

it becomes highly workable and can be poured, moulded or
applied to surfaces before setting hard. To create plasterboard,
the plaster paste is spread between layers of paper and dried in
large industrial ovens, forming rigid boards that can be cut to
size and installed quickly. Gypsum products are valued for their
fire resistance, acoustic performance and ease of installation,
which is why they are used so widely in homes, schools,
hospitals and public buildings.
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Seen from start to finish, the process offers a
compelling example of how raw materials are
transformed through design and manufacturing into
everyday building products.

A Material of Many Disquises

When students hear the word “plaster”, they may
think of smooth white walls or a hospital cast. In
reality, plaster exists in many forms, each with
different properties, uses and histories. Gypsum-based
plasters, lime plasters and cement plasters all behave
differently. Historically, plasters were often combined
with materials such as animal hair, grit or mud to
strengthen them or alter their surface qualities.

These early recipes show how designers and builders
adapted materials to meet specific needs, long

before modern testing equipment existed. Traditional
techniques such as wattle and daub provide a powerful
way to link Design and Technology with history and the
built environment.

Comparing historic mixes with modern formulations
allows students to explore how changes in setting
time, hardness and workability influence material
choice. Practical testing of different plasters creates
opportunities to investigate performance, aesthetics
and suitability for different contexts.

Design

Plaster plays a central role in architectural design,
shaping interiors through form, proportion and
ornamentation. Designers work closely with architects,
heritage consultants and clients to translate concepts,
references and historic details into precise drawings
and models. CAD and physical modelling allow ideas
to be tested and refined, ensuring that decorative
features such as cornices, ceilings and mouldings

are both visually accurate and technically feasible.
Collaboration between designers, craftspeople and site
teams brings design intent to life in three dimensions.

Technology

Behind the elegance of decorative plasterwork lies a
complex set of technical challenges. Installing fibrous
plaster ceilings, such as those found in historic halls
and civic buildings, requires careful structural planning
and coordination. Suspended frameworks must support
significant loads, accommodate building movement and
integrate with lighting, ventilation and other services.
Modern fixing systems, laser alignment and digital
setting-out tools are combined with traditional craft
skills to ensure installations are safe, accurate and
long-lasting.

Conservation

In conservation projects, understanding materials

is critical. Historic ceilings and decorative features
may include lime plaster, fibrous plaster, composition
mouldings or even papier-maché ornaments. Each
material behaves differently and requires specialist
knowledge to repair or restore. Lime plaster allows
buildings to breathe and flex, while fibrous plaster
offers fine decorative detail through casting.
Conservation work begins with careful investigation,
sampling and documentation, ensuring that repairs
respect the original materials and techniques while
extending the life of the building.

Careers Connected to Plaster

Plastering sits within the wider construction and built
environment sector, offering careers that blend craft
skill, technical knowledge and design thinking. From
new housing developments to major infrastructure and
heritage restoration, plaster specialists contribute to
how buildings look, feel and perform.

There are multiple routes into the sector. T Levels
combine classroom learning with substantial industry
placements and are available in areas such as design,
surveying, building services and engineering.

Apprenticeships allow learners to earn while gaining
recognised qualifications, with over 100 construction
pathways available. NVQs provide flexible, work-based
routes that recognise skills developed on the job.

Career progression can lead from hands-on site roles
into supervision, technical specialisms, management
or training. Some professionals go on to run their own
businesses or lead specialist conservation or design
teams. Plaster offers a pathway into a career where
creativity, problem-solving and practical skills come
together to shape the built environment.
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