
Jerry was concerned about a loose 
filling. It was the Thursday before a 
long holiday weekend, so we told 
him to come right over. Surpris-
ingly, the filling in question looked 
perfectly fine.  But even more sur-
prisingly, when I touched the tooth, 
I realized that while the filling was 
still in place, the tooth had split 
right up through the roots!  

As it turned out, the silver filling 
had expanded and contracted over 
the years, a few more times than the 
tooth could bear.  Like a wedge in 
a tree stump, the old mercury-silver 
filling had split the tooth right up 
through the middle! Once I removed 
the filling, I saw what you see in the 
photos below.  I explained to Jerry 
that problems with old mercury-
silver fillings are not uncommon.  
Decay, hairline stress fractures, and 
even wide open fractures like this 
one can sometimes develop under-
neath these fillings.  Often, they 
have no symptoms, can’t be seen on 
x-rays or even our close up intraoral 
camera… and just seem fine… until 
it’s too late!

Fixing the tooth at this point would 
have cost Jerry nearly $4,000, and 
entail numerous  procedures (in-
cluding build-up and stabilizing 
work, root canal, post, crown, and 

possible gum and bone surgery) 
performed by at least three dentists 
over the course of at least four to six 
visits. And even all this would of-
fer no guarantee that the axed tooth 
would ever work again.   His only 
decision was whether to attempt to 
save it, with the understanding that 
he could lose it anyway… in a day, 
a week, or anytime, or simply have 
it extracted. 

The best prevention would have 
been to change his large silver fill-
ing and cover and protect the tooth 
with a direct onlay. This would 
have looked better and protected 
the tooth from cracking.

Many patients ask me if mercury-
silver fillings are dangerous to your 
health. That question can best be an-
swered by your medical doctor. But 
even from a dental perspective, sil-
ver fillings do cause problems, and 
for this reason I haven’t done a sil-
ver filling in 14 years. Nevertheless, 
some dentists still offer silver filling 
because white fillings are more dif-
ficult to place. The next time your 
dentist checks your teeth, ask him 
if it makes sense to change your big 
leaky silver fillings – and hopefully 
you can avoid a split tooth.
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Over Fillings
Frightened 

A word of caution about your old 
silver fillings

After repeatedly expanding 
from the heat of food and 
drinks (like hot cocoa), the 

mercury-silver filling spilt the 
tooth in half.

After removing the last rem-
nants of the failed mercury-
silver filling, you could see 
where decay (a new cav-

ity deep under the old fill-
ing) had eaten so deep it 

exposed the nerve.
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