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K.-E. Kurrer: The History of the Theory of Structures.  
From Arch Analysis to Computational Mechanics [848 pp., 667 figs., Ernst & Sohn, Berlin, 2008] 
 
This book was first published in German in 2002 under the title “Geschichte der Baustatik” (537 pages, 403 figures). It was 
well received by many studying structural engineering and its history, in other countries too, and the publication of the English 
edition was eagerly anticipated. 
The English version is now available. It is not simply a translation of the original work, but a completely revised edition with an 
additional 311 pages and further 264 illustrations plus the subtitle “from arch analysis to computational mechanics”. In 
particular, the recent developments in computational mechanics in the second half the 20th century – FEM is a godsend, so to 
speak – and its application to practical structural engineering have been added. 
The author, Dr. Karl-Eugen Kurrer, has been editor-in-chief of the famous German journal “Stahlbau” (Steel Structures) since 
1996, also published by the long-established Berlin-based Publisher Ernst & Sohn. This publishing house has been active in the 
field of architecture and civil engineering for more than 150 years. It has been part of John Wiley & Son since 1996, when its 
parent company, Weinheim-based publisher VCH Verlagsgesellschaft (which had acquired Ernst & Sohn in 1983) joined the 
Wiley group and became Wiley-VCH. Dr. Kurrer has always been extremely interested in the history of structural engineering 
and has been collecting information on this subject for some 25 years. This archive has now enabled him to establish a system 
of the history of structural engineering which has led to the publication of this book. 
The introduction to the book reveals that structural analysis only became established in the period 1850–75. The basic system 
was founded in the first half of the 20th century and the second half was devoted to further developments. The author’s 
discussions extend to the system of educating structural engineers established during that period. 
The process of the establishment of the science of the theory of structures, i.e. “structural engineering” as a science, are dealt 
with in detail in chapter 3. The history of the masonry arch to the theory of the elastic analysis of arches is discussed in 
chapter 4. Two steps forward, one back, as it were. 
In chapter 5, we see that “structural engineering” started with the strength of the theory of materials of Galileo in the year 
1638 and was established through the synthesis and strength of materials of Navier in 1826. This was the dawn of structural 
engineering. 
The establishment of the scientific discipline of “structural engineering” and its place in the history of science is discussed. The 
classical theory of structural engineering was established by Müller-Breslau in Berlin. 
Chapter 7 discusses steel structures, a subject which is very close to the heart of this author and was prepared for the event 
marking the 100th anniversary of the German Steelwork Association (DStV) in Berlin in 2004 and later published in the journal 
“Stahlbau”. The extension of structural engineering to the third dimension is discussed in chapter 8. 
The contribution of the theory of reinforced concrete structures to structural engineering is introduced in chapter 9. 
The evolution of structural engineering from its classical theory to modern theory and computational mechanics is the subject 
of chapter 10. 
Twelve scientific controversies in mechanics and theory of structures, starting with Galileo and continuing right through to 
“elasticity or plasticity, that is the question”, constitute a very unique chapter 11. The book is rounded off by perspectives for 
the theory of structures in chapter 12. 
As an appendix, or rather supplement, to the book, there are brief biographies of 175 people who have contributed to and 
shaped the field of structural engineering. There are details of their personal lives, doctoral theses, main contributions and 
main publications together with photographs. The perfect adornment to the “history of structural engineering” (from Japan, 
Prof. K. Hayashi, F. Takabeya, S. Iguchi, etc.). This section has also been enlarged in the English edition. 
The history of structural engineering was started by Todhunter and Pearson, and continued by Timoshenko in his “History of 
Strength of Materials” dating from 1953 (already available in Japanese). After that, half a century passed before this author, 
based in Europe, presented us with very many original documents that may well attract readers to explore the science of the 
history of structural engineering by reading this book. 
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