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Hermann Rietschel 1847-1914

Hermann Rietschel was born on 19 April 1847 in Dresden, Germany. His father, Ernst, was a sculptor 
but Hermann chose to study science leading to a lifetime’s involvement in heating and ventilating 
engineering.

Rietschel first studied machine design at the Dresden Polytechnic while working in industry. In 1867, he 
joined the Royal Academy in Berlin attending lectures by eminent men of the time and gained an 
appreciation of art and the humanities.



In 1871, he formed his own company to specialise in the design and installation of heating and 
ventilating systems and water and gas services. With rapidly increasing business activity in Berlin, the 
firm grew quickly under Rietschel’s expert guidance. In 1872, his colleague Rudolf Henneberg joined 
him as a partner. Contracts were secured all over Germany and in neighbouring European countries. 
Offices were set up in Dresden and Vienna. “The success of the firm was due primarily to Rietschel’s 
systematic application of general physical and engineering principles to the design.”

In 1880, Rietschel undertook the revisions of the heating and ventilating sections of the German 
Building Handbook. That same year, he formed the German Engineer’s Association (VDI) for heating 
and plumbing. Wishing to put heating and ventilating design on a more scientific basis, he gave up his 
installation activities and set up as a consulting engineer in Berlin. In the following years, Rietschel was 
responsible for the design of heating and ventilating for the Reichstag building and for the German 
Exhibitions of 1882 and 1883.

However, the most important turning point in his life was when, in 1885, he was offered and accepted 
the newly founded Chair of Heating & Ventilating at the Berlin Technical University. At this time, 
engineers relied on traditional empirical data and rule of thumb methods, while Rietschel believed that
“scientific method alone gave results which could be used with confidence.”

From 1885 onwards, Rietschel published a number of important technical papers and reports. His most 
significant work, first published in 1893, was The Calculation of Ventilation & Heating Systems. Up to 
his death the book went into five editions, and was published in many countries besides Germany.

The University in Berlin-Charlottenburg in 1895



Rietschel’s classic German textbook,1894 edition

The Reichstag Building in Berlin c.1914
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Rietschel and his co-workers at the University carried out a wide variety of research projects and 
established important data relating to heat transfer coefficients for water-air and steam-air heat 
exchangers, friction coefficients for steam and water flow in pipes and for air flowing in ducts. They 
also looked into the economy of insulation and the resistance of air filters.

The first professional conference of heating and ventilating engineers took place in Berlin in 1896 with 
Rietschel as Chairman, when “he brought to the conferences all that was best in heating and ventilating 
engineering development.”

In 1893, Rietschel became a confidential adviser to the German Government and was showered with 
honours from Dresden, Munich, Austria, Sweden and London (the Royal Sanitary Institute).

In 1895, he was involved in the design of the thermal power station in Dresden, going on in 1902 to 
produce an analysis of calculations for district heating. At the 1901 Munich Congress, he pointed out in 
his opening address “that engineers were not making enough use of known calculation techniques in 
their design work and were tending to avoid mathematics.”

Rietschel studied the performance of heating in churches, notably in Ulm and Strasbourg, and published 
his work on Church Heating. In 1902, he published his theoretical investigation on the performance of 
controls in low pressure steam systems. About this time, Rietschel looked into air change rates in 
buildings such as theatres, concert halls and schools with a view to limiting increases in relative 
humidity.

In 1910, Rietschel relinquished his position as Professor. He died on 18 February, 1914, after a severe 
illness. He was buried in the cemetery of Berlin-Grunewald.



Title page of the 1911 French edition of his textbook
The book has nearly 200 pages of data tables and 35 diagrams, similar to the samples which follow,

on a wide range of heating and ventilating equipment



Diagram of centrifugal fans from Rietschel’s 1911 textbook



Diagram of propeller fans from Rietschel’s 1911 textbook



Diagram of low pressure steam boilers from Rietschel’s 1911 textbook



American 1927 translation of the Rietschel-Brabbee German Heating & Ventilation Textbook



Brabbee Preface to the 1927 American Textbook



Rietschel and a memorial plaque
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