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Topics 

• Inspiration for this plenary. Hat tip to Andre Desjarlais. 

• Building science and the public 

• Building science and architecture 

• Corners 

• Is building research possible? 

• Building science and health 

• Building science and what’s to come 

• Closing uplifting remarks 

 



Building science and the public 

• What the public wants 

– Rainwater management 

– Dry basements 

– No worries 

• Zombie ideas 

– Gotta breathe, gonna trap that moisture in there. Where do you reach 
dewpoint? Where does the vapor barrier go? 

• What to do? 

– Anecdotes, then analysis 

– Good information about real things  

– Science fair projects 

– Entitlement 

 



Building science and architecture 

• Don Quixote 

• Architecture education 

– The jury system 

– The word “design” 

– Technical and design educations  

• Technical arch ed for the US 

– Existing buildings 

• Background 

– Colbert and the Academy 

– Viollet-le-Duc 

– ASHRAE 1895 

– Max Abramovitz 

 



Jean-Baptiste Colbert finance minister under Louis XIV 
Académie d’architecture 1671 



Eugène Emmanuel Viollet-le-Duc 
1864 



ASHRAE, first meeting 1895 (alt photo) 





Nathan Ricker University of Illinois 
Architectural Engineering 

1870-1920 



“building science” 
Max Abramovitz, 1949 

MAX ABRAMOVITZ: Actually, I am very concerned that the science of building 
is going to disappear. I wonder if you realize how very few men are left today 
who are expert in building science. They are very rare and they are passed 
around among the large offices. You have to dig them out of their holes and 
revive them. One of them in our office is eighty years old. He passed out the 
other day and we had to pump stuff into him to get him going again because 
we couldn’t spare him. It sounds like a joke, but we also have one who gets 
drunk every third day, but we can’t fire him. 
 
Proceedings of the University of Illinois Conference on Architectural 
Education, February 21, 22, 23, 1949. p. 134. 



Corners and pointiness 

• During the “solar scare” of the 1970s… 

• Are there corner problems? Can corner problems be addressed with flow 
analysis? 

– Exposure 

– Structure 

– Isotherms 

– Conductive air film 

– Radiant exchange 

• Cacti and corn 
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Is building research possible? 

• How many degrees of freedom in building construction? 

• Typical paradigm: 
– Palmiter  

– Alternative paradigms: Surgery, veterinary medicine 
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Building Science Flow Chart           Larry Palmiter 



Parts of building science 

• Observations to guidance values: Weak point. 
Guidance values often conservative. 

• Measured values to guidance values: often 
requires confirmation with observations. 

• Modeled to measured: solid, if occasionally 
tweaked. 

 

• My recommendation: observe. 

Observations 

Guidance values 

Measured values 

Modeled values 



Building science and health 

• Asthma and allergy 
– Learning from Karelia 

• Linear no threshold (LNT) assumption 
– Lead 

– Radon 







Radon, principal resources 

• EPA recommendations: http://www.epa.gov/radon/ 

• BEIR VI report, 516 pages in support of EPA position: 
http://www.epa.gov/radon/beirvi.html . 

• Report by Field (Iowa) claiming findings in support of positive relation 
between low-level radon and lung cancer. 
http://radsci1.home.mchsi.com/irlcs.pdf   

• Cohen (University of Pittsburgh) showing negative correlation results 
(radon and lung cancer) using EPA data in “ecological” study: 
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=G1sUz8u_SL4  

 

• Competing epidemiologies criticize competing analyses, not underlying 
data. 

http://www.epa.gov/radon/
http://www.epa.gov/radon/beirvi.html
http://radsci1.home.mchsi.com/irlcs.pdf
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=G1sUz8u_SL4


Building science and what’s to come 

• 1970 



Richard Nixon 



1970 

• http://www.slideshare.net/
whitehouse/august-1970-
environmental-quality-the-
first-annual-report-of 
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Uplifting final words 

• Who we are 



Heinz Trechsel  -2016 
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