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1 Abstract 

New mass timber technologies are entering the US market allowing for innovative, sustainable, and affordable 
designs.  As the market embraces mass timber it is important to reflect on the history of mass timber and to 
learn best practices to ensure sustainable growth of this sector.  This paper will discuss the evolution of mass 
timber in three parts: 

 19th Century:   Large sawn timbers were used to construct impressive warehouse structures that still remain 
functional and beautiful in our cities today.  Logging practices of this era led to deforestation in parts of the 
Americas before the rise of steel and concrete as dominant building materials. 

 20th Century:  Mass timber using adhesives emerged in the 20th century. The novel idea of adhering small 
dimensioned lumber together to create massive elements is the genesis of all modern mass timber technology. 
This practice allows for timber to be sustainably harvested for structural applications.  

 21st Century:  Cross Laminated Timber (CLT) has quickly shifted from a bespoke building material to an 
affordable system being used to address the pressing need for affordable housing. 475 W. 18th St is a model 
project that was used to compare the carbon impact of building a multi-family residential building as compared 
to conventional reinforced concrete. 
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2 Introduction 

Mass timber has been used as a building material in 
different parts of the world for centuries.  Some of 
the earliest examples can be seen in medieval 
churches throughout Europe and pagodas in East 
Asia.   

The popularity of mass timber throughout the ages 
has surged and waned due to availability of natural 

resources, advancements in construction 
technology, and as a response to fire events. Mass 
timber is experiencing a renaissance in the 21st 
century due to several factors including: 

• advancements in engineered lumber 
technology (adhesives, manufacturing 
capability)

• increased understanding and testing of mass
timber under fire events
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