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After reading this article, you should be able to:
✔  Understand the fundamental considerations 

affecting the selection of brick materials for com-
mercial and institutional facility construction.

✔  Describe the various attributes of bricks and 
the terminology of brick construction and 
detailing.

✔  Describe the basic mechanisms of brick 
enclosure performance and the restoration of 
historic and older brick structures.
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Building with Brick   

WW hat do the Great Wall of China, Philadelphia’s Independence Hall, 
and Boston Medical Center’s new cancer care facility all have in com-
mon? They all feature one of humanity’s oldest manufactured prod-

ucts: the humble brick. “Brick is a longstanding material whose performance 
attributes have been proven time and again for centuries,” says Stephen Sears, 
senior director of marketing and communications for the Brick Industry As-
sociation (BIA), Reston, Va.

In ancient times, solid bricks emerged from sun-baked clay; today, so-
phisticated machinery forms and fi res various kinds of clays mixed with sand 
and other ingredients to produce an array of colors, textures, and fi nishes. 
Centuries of improvements to the formulas and production techniques have 
improved the performance of the fi nal product, too. In general, however, 
brick materials all share unique properties of the masonry that binds bricks 
together, yielding a material that is “artistic and durable, withstanding the 
normal wear and tear of centuries,” according to the Mason Contractors As-
sociation of America (MCAA), Schaumburg, Ill.

By C.C. Sullivan and Barbara Horwitz-Bennett

The Basics of BrickThe Basics 

This two-story, 41,430-sf 

offi ce building in the Ladera 

Corporate Terrace complex at 

Ladera Ranch, Calif., won a 

Best In Class honor from the 

Brick Industry Association’s 

Brick In Architecture Awards. 

The master-planned center in 

Orange County includes offi ce 

buildings, medical buildings, 

child care facilities, neighbor-

hood services, and a gym.
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Better yet, bricks are made entirely from natural resources, 
making these products among the most sustainable building 
materials available, according to the BIA’s Sears. In addition to 
its green attributes, brick offers protection from fi re, high winds, 
and wind-borne debris, as well as energy effi ciency and longevity, 
he says, adding that “its modular size, variety of color options, 
and textures allow brick to fi t into any architectural style.”

“Brick is one of the most durable materials available and 
needs very little upkeep to maintain it,” notes Bob Schwartz, 
AIA, LEED AP, a principal architect with HOK in St. Louis, 
who specifi ed brick for the Alfred A. Arraj U.S. District Court-
house, a new 320,000-sf facility in downtown Denver. Com-
missioned by the U.S. General Services Administration (GSA) 
Public Buildings Service, the courthouse was conceived to be 
sustainable and innovative while projecting permanence and 
value, according to the GSA. “The courthouse was meant to be 
a hundred-year building, so we wanted a building system that 
would have longevity,” says Schwartz. “Brick is one of the most 
durable materials available, needs very little upkeep to maintain 
it, and is also a material that’s in keeping with a courthouse.”

INSULATION AND DURABILITY
Due to its natural mass, an insulated brick cavity wall also pro-
vides strong thermal insulation, effectively resisting heat gain 
more than 50 times better than double-refl ective glass and nine 
times more effectively than an insulated metal sandwich panel 
wall will offer, according to the BIA.

As for durability, tests have proven brick to be superior to 
other siding materials in protecting against wind-blown debris. 
A recent study funded by the BIA at Texas Tech University’s 
Wind Science and Engineering Research Center involved a 
common projectile test, fi ring two-by-four wood studs at wall 
mockups made of brick veneer, vinyl, and fi ber-cement siding. 
While the latter two were penetrated and damaged, the brick 
wall remained intact.

Yet another signifi cant quality: brick and masonry don’t burn. 
This attribute is refl ected in signifi cantly reduced fi re insurance 
premiums for owners of brick buildings.

“Brick is a durable, proven material that, if installed with the 
proper standards and craftsmanship, will last many generations,” 

says Eric Romano, AIA, an architect with HOK. According to 
the Mason Contractors Association of America, “A masonry 
building requires a minimum of maintenance primarily because 
masonry does not rust, shatter, warp, dent, buckle, or rot, and 
there is no need for cleaning or repainting.”

AESTHETICS AND CONTEXT
Although brick boasts many benefi ts, its chief attribute is its 
beauty. M. Teresa Hurd, AIA, LEED AP, senior vice presi-
dent of HKS, Dallas, says, “To me, the aesthetic of brick is the 
primary reason I design with brick. It imparts warmth, human 
scale, and a feeling of permanence.”

Steven Turckes, AIA, LEED AP, a Recognized Educational Fa-
cilities Professional (REFP) and educational facilities group direc-
tor in the Chicago offi ce of architect Perkins+Will, says, “Unlike 
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Amherst (Mass.) College’s Earth Sciences Building and Museum of Natural 

History, another BIA Brick in Architecture Awards winner, uses brick to fi t 

into the college’s overall design context. The $20 million, 60,000-sf facility 

exemplifi es the use of brick for commercial and institutional projects.

  and Masonry
The Basics of Brickof Brick
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some materials, brick is not monolithic. There’s a human feel that 
people can relate to, as the color ranges for both brick and mortar 
are familiar because they come from the earth.”

This association, coupled with the historic use of brick in many 
American cities, helps explain why it is so commonly selected by 
designers of educational, healthcare, and commercial facilities.

“A growing trend toward town centers as the focal point 
of densely constructed urban residential areas shows strong 
favoritism toward the use of brick commercial construction,” as-
serted the MCAA in a recent white paper. “In newer areas, brick 
construction often begets brick construction when large retail 
areas built with the newest brick design set the trend for smaller 
commercial and residential construction, or vice versa.”

A BIA-commissioned study by the University of Michigan’s 
Taubman College of Architecture and Urban Planning found that 
the adoption of masonry ordinances—local zoning requirements 
specifying that a certain percentage of clay brick and masonry be 
utilized as the primary exterior building material—increase the value 
of property in a community and contribute to continued growth.

COLOR, SHAPE, PATTERNS, TEXTURE, AND SIZE
Whether mandated or not, brick offers at least one thing to 
Building Teams: a great variety of options for architecture and 

construction. “Fifty years ago, masons had one choice for brick: 
red brick. Today, the selections have increased exponentially, al-
lowing for an ever-expansive range of options,” says the MCAA’s 
Brett Martin. In fact, today’s manufactured brick comes in more 
than 10,000 different color, texture, and size combinations, ac-
cording to industry estimates.

• Color. “Brick comes in a variety of colors ranging from an 
almost polar white to a jet black, with browns, buffs, oranges, 
reds, pinks, and grays in between,” says the BIA’s Sears. “If you 
add glazed brick, then you get a huge variety of color palettes. 
In addition, the textures range from an extremely smooth and 
dimensionally precise architectural brick to those with much 
rougher textures.”

• Size. While modular brick—8 inches long by 2 2/3 inches 
high in stretcher face nominal dimensions—is very com-
mon, designers are now looking toward other options. “One 
type of brick that is popular is utility or jumbo brick,” says 
Perkins+Will’s Turckes. “Material costs are the same, but the 
labor cost is reduced because the brick faces are larger, and so 
fewer units are needed per square foot.” HKS project designer 
Rupert Brown says, “Brick with larger face sizes is becoming 
popular due to increased effi ciency in installation. And with 
closure modular, coursing-out the brick is simpler,” he adds, re-
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ferring to the industry-accepted brick designation unit: 4 inches 
in width by 4 inches in height by 8 inches in length.

• Shape. Brown sees many manufacturers offering unique 
shapes and demonstrating a willingness to work with archi-
tects and designers seeking nonstandard shapes for unique 
design applications. HOK’s Romano has also seen his share of 
specially shaped brick applications, often used at the head and 
sill of a window or wall opening. He points out, however, that 
“because the cost is usually two to three times the cost of stan-
dard bricks, they are limited to certain projects and applica-
tions.” And the additional labor costs to cut and place regular 
brick may add to this expense.

Besides shape and size, brick comes in many different types, 
including thin, hollow, ceramic glazed, and mortarless. This 
means a full palette of options from which to choose, enabling 
Building Teams to create assemblies of solid brick or brick 
veneer that will blend into the design vernacular of the com-
munity, as well as accommodate fi nancial budget considerations, 
seismic codes, and load requirements.

POSITIONING AND LAYING BRICK
After deciding which brick materials to use, the next step for 
building designers is to determine how to position and lay the 

Figure 1. Brick Positions in a Wall

Stretcher

Rowlock 
Stretcher

Soldier

Sailor

Rowlock

Header

Brick can be placed in any of six common positions, as shown above. 

Design interest can also be enhanced by the use of colored brick—from 

icy white to darkest black—and bricks of varying size and shape.
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bricks in each building assembly.
Brick dimensions are given in the sequence of width by 

height by length.  Typically, the length of one brick equals 
twice the width plus one mortar joint (about 3/8-inch). Also 
the length often equals three times the height plus two mortar 
joints. Wall thickness is described as “the brick”—a unit 
dimension equal to the length of the longest face of the brick 
type being used.

Then comes the positioning and laying of the units, and 
in this regard, there are literally thousands of possibili-
ties. Individual bricks can be placed in any of six common 
positions based on which face is exposed and how the brick 
is oriented: stretcher, header, rowlock, rowlock stretcher, 
sailor, and soldier positions (see Figure 1). Next, the bricks 
are usually laid in one of six traditional bond patterns: run-
ning, stack, common, American, Flemish, and English (see 
Figure 2).

The BIA describes these options in “Patterns and Colors in 
Brickwork,” found at http://www.gobrick.com/pdfs/BrickI-
nArch09_05.pdf?CFID=3440686&CFTOKEN=23653724. 
“Through the use of these bonds, the variations of the color 
and texture of brick, and the joint types and color, an almost 
unlimited number of patterns can be developed,” says the 
BIA. For example, by using contrasting bands of colors and 
textures, Building Teams can take advantage of an inexpensive 
and simple technique for adding visual interest to a façade or 
wall. “Accent bands, as simple as a single soldier or stretcher 
course around a building’s perimeter, are often used to reduce 
the scale of a large building or to emphasize horizontal ele-
ments. A band that appears decorative may also hide elements 
such as expansion joints, exposed fl ashing, and weeps at shelf 
angles by making them attractive elements in design,” accord-
ing to the BIA article.

Another commonly used design strategy is corbelling and 
racking to either project or recess the brickwork from the 
vertical façade, essentially adding a three-dimensional quality 
to the design. Corbels are formed by projecting successive 
courses of masonry out from the face of the wall and can be 
used to create a shelf or ledge; racking refers to stepping back 
from the face of the wall. Other design approaches include 
quoins, which make the corners more prominent, and dentils, 
the projecting bricks or stones often used on cornices at the 
top of buildings, alternating with recessed spaces to resemble 
teeth, as the name suggests.

Mortars and Mortar Joints. Mortar is yet another factor 
greatly infl uencing the aesthetics of brickwork. Mortar comes 
in many different colors and textures. According to the BIA, 
mortar’s four basic roles are:

1. Bonding the brick units together and sealing the spaces 
between.

2. Compensating for minor dimensional variations in the units.
3. Bonding to steel anchors and ties, connecting the brick 

wythe to other wythes or structural backup.

4. Providing a decorative effect on the wall surface by creat-
ing shadow lines, colors, and textures.

Mortars may be successfully tinted to enhance the patterns 
in brick, although the pigments used for tinting must be fi ne 
enough to disperse evenly throughout the mix. The pigments 
and additives should also be compatible with the mortar mix—
and they should be tested for color matching. The BIA and 
many masonry contractors recommend using cement and color-
ing agents premixed in large, controlled quantities. “Premixing 
large quantities will assure a more uniform color than can be 
obtained by mixing smaller batches at the job,” notes the BIA.

There are numerous kinds of mortar joints as well. Those 
that most effectively resist rain penetration include concave, 
V-shaped, and grapevine joints. Troweled joints include the 
weathered joint, which also resists water penetration well. For 
situations where water penetration is not a major concern, there 
are also beaded, struck, raked, and fl ush or roughcut joints.

Given all these choices and techniques, brick and mortar have 
proven to be the building blocks of creative design. Besides joint 
and mortar treatment, the key elements of brick expression in-
clude positioning, bond patterns, façade textures, accent pieces, 
bands, arches, corbelling, and recesses and projections.

Sustainability and Brick
Is brick green? Not surprisingly, this ancient material serves the 
environment almost as well as it serves Building Teams.

According to many life cycle analysis (LCA) calculations, the 
embodied energy of brick—that is, the energy required for raw 
material extraction, manufacturing, and transportation—is gen-
erally much lower than that for most other building materials, 
including concrete, glass, steel, and fi ber-cement. In addition, 
brick structures can earn points toward the U.S. Green Build-
ing Council’s LEED rating system in a number of categories, 
including points for storm water management, energy perfor-
mance, reuse and waste management, use of regional materials, 
and reduction of heat island effect.

“When it comes to pairing brick masonry with LEED, brick’s 
life cycle expectancy, local or regional manufacturing, and 
thermal mass make this construction medium a perfect fi t for 
sustainable construction,” said the MCAA’s Jennie Farnsworth, 
editor of the group’s publication, Masonry. In terms of reuse and 
waste management, brick creates little waste in its manufactur-
ing process: according to an expert in brick making, mining one 
pound of clay produces nearly one pound of brick, with only a 
slight loss of moisture and mineral content. Compare that to 
steel, which loses about 70% of the mass of the iron ore it con-
sumes in manufacture, or aluminum, which demands about 88% 
loss of materials from the original bauxite ore.

As for energy effi ciency, Patricia Hohmann, AIA, LEED AP, 
and principal with Hohmann & Barnard, Hauppauge, N.Y., 
adds that bricks “can also be used in passive solar construction 
by utilizing their heat capacity and thermal lag to reduce peak 
energy loads, thus decreasing the size of the building HVAC 
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system.” Light-colored bricks and pavers can contribute to 
reducing energy needs and heat island effect. The use of perme-
able pavers also helps control stormwater runoff.

On the job site, brick brings other green advantages. For 
example, due to brick’s small, modular shape, on-site construc-
tion waste is minimal. Scrap brick can be used as fi ll, whole or 
crushed. “Brick and other masonry are among the most com-
monly salvaged building materials,” says Hohmann. Bricks also 
often contain recycled materials such as sawdust and manga-
nese, while mortar can be manufactured with fl y ash, a residue 
from the combustion of coal.

According to the BIA article “Brick for Sustainable and 
Green Building Design,” http://www.gobrick.com/pdfs/
BinA64_3FinalPDF.pdf?CFID=3440686&CFTOKEN=23653
724, the following benefi ts of a single brick wythe contribute to 
sustainability and energy effi ciency:

• Serving as a load-bearing structural element that also pro-
vides impact resistance from wind-borne debris or projectiles.

• Providing acoustic comfort with a sound transmission class 
(STC) rating of 45 or greater.

• Regulating indoor temperatures as a result of thermal mass, 
and serving as a heat-storing element in a passive solar design.

• Providing fi re resistance, with a nominal four-inch brick 
wall offering a one-hour fi re rating.

• Improving indoor air quality by eliminating the need for 
paint and coatings—as well as being inorganic and therefore not 
a food source for mold.

Moisture Control for Brick Enclosures
Although the humble brick’s aesthetics, environmental footprint, 
and functionality are impressive, one thing to keep in mind is 
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Figure 2. Traditional Pattern Bonds

Running Bond

6th Course Flemish Headers
Common Bond

1/3 Running Bond

Dutch Corner  English Corner
Flemish Bond

6th Course Headers
Common Bond

Dutch Corner  English Corner
English Cross or

Dutch Bond 

One of the aspects of brick that makes it so attractive and interesting to 

designers, building owners, and the public is the variety of visual patterns 

that can be applied to a brick façade.

Stack Bond English Corner  Dutch Corner
English Bond

Figure 3. Typical Mortar Joints

Concave Grapevine

Mortar does more than hold bricks in place: it also supplies a visual and aes-

thetic dimension in an of itself. Shown here are the most common mortar treat-

ments, which can be further enhanced with pigmentation and textural variation.
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the fact that brickwork will not stop water. Unless properly 
addressed, water penetration can be a serious issue. “Protecting 
the wall against water infi ltration is probably the most important 
aspect of brick detailing. If water is not allowed to weep out of 
the wall, it can cause problems with freezing in the winter and 
mold growth in the summer,” cautions HOK’s Romano.

To call attention to this issue, Naperville, Ill.-based Packer 
Engineering recently tested a 12-square-foot brick façade against 
simulated wind-driven rain. In the end, the test revealed that a 
brick wall can leak as much as one gallon of water per hour. 

“The most important thing is remembering that brickwork 
is not weatherproof by itself,” emphasizes Hurd of HKS. “It 
requires a consistent barrier system behind it, including sheath-
ing with either a vapor barrier or an air barrier depending on 
climate, and fl ashing with end dams at each termination. Also, 
openings, corners, and transitions to other materials require 
special attention to ensure that the consistency of the fl ashing 
system is maintained.”

Choices for fl ashing materials include plastic, copper, and 
stainless and galvanized steel—materials that are “impervious 
to water, tough enough to withstand construction abuse, and 
yet fl exible enough to conform to the desired shape, and not 
deteriorate while in service. It should also not react with mortar 
or corrode and should be compatible with joint sealants,” ac-
cording to a BIA technical white paper (http://www.gobrick.
com/pdfs/BinA_644_Final_PDF.pdf?CFID=3440686&CFTOK
EN=23653724). Location of the fl ashing in critical areas prone 
to water intrusion is also crucial, says Richard Applebaum, P.E., 
SECB, president of Klepper Hahn & Hyatt, Syracuse, N.Y. 
“It is very common for water to leak through the head joints 
between coping sections and deteriorate the wall below.” he 
explains. “Consequently, you want to place fl ashing below the 
coping to protect the wall below.”

Joints, Sealants, and Barriers. Also pertinent to water 
management are drainage planes and weeps to direct water 
away from the building envelope, especially above all door and 
window penetrations, below window sills, and above the ground 
at the base of the wall. According to the BIA, in a drainage wall, 
water travels down the backside of the brick in the air space 
and is then channeled out with fl ashing sloped toward the face 
of the wall and through weeps spaced every few bricks at the 
mortar joints. Just as important, contractors need to be aware of 
mortar droppings behind the wall, which occur when bricks are 
pressed into place. The excess mortar can easily clog up weeps, 
rendering them ineffective. Consequently, experts recommend 
utilizing a mortar collection device to ensure that the droppings 
are kept out of the way.

Yet another key detail is the sealant joint, considered to be 
the primary defense against the ingress of air and water where 
doors and window penetrations interface with the masonry. 
“Sealant joints should be designed, detailed, and installed with 
the same care as other building components, not applied as an 
afterthought,” explains the BIA in its Technical Note 21B – Brick 

Masonry Cavity Walls – Detailing. “Too frequently, sealants are 
used to correct or hide poor workmanship, rather than being 
included as an integral part of the construction.”

Air barriers are also a critical component of many brick build-
ing envelope systems. Where brick walls are detailed with air 
barrier systems, the air barriers must be installed in a continu-
ous manner with all penetrations and seams sealed, explains 
Kami Farahmandpour, P.E., founder and principal, Building 
Technology Consultants, Arlington Heights, Ill. “If an air bar-
rier also is used as a weather-resistive barrier, all penetrations 
through it have to be sealed and properly fl ashed to resist water 
penetration,” he adds. “In addition, air barriers will have to be 
designed and installed to resist wind loads.” 

Farahmandpour explains that while it may be impractical to 
completely eliminate moisture condensation within wall as-
semblies, brick enclosure designs—like any other envelope 
type—should prevent moisture accumulation as much as pos-
sible. If any short-term exposure to moisture occurs, the wall 
design should ensure that the moisture effects will not impact 
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While the challenge is certainly not unique to brick construc-
tion, the team coordination required for brick structures raises 
questions about accuracy and completeness. First, there is the 
task of quantity estimating. Even if that is right, on a project 
with three types of brick, for example, someone may change a 
product or mortar type and tell the detailers and contractors, 
but forget to tell other team members.

Further, Building Teams can’t always automatically be sure 
which objects in a brick assembly are being counted in a cost 
estimate, as opposed to what’s described in specifications and 
drawings, contends Susan McClendon, executive vice president 
of Building Systems Design, Atlanta. The CAD environment pro-
vides information on the wall’s dimensions, while the specifica-
tions focus on its physical properties.

What’s the solution? McClendon describes the need for a 
standard taxonomy across various software applications to 
“premap” the data.

A similar solution is to make better use of CAD and build-
ing information modeling (BIM) tools, which can be especially 
helpful tools when designing with brick, says M. Teresa Hurd, 
AIA, LEED AP, a senior vice president with HKS, Dallas. “Three-
dimensional CAD techniques can be very useful in figuring 
out the geometry of intersections and corners and depicting it 
accurately for the contractor to understand the design intent as 
well as how to build it,” she says.

Professionals like McClendon and Hurd recognize, however, 
that a lack of standardization and interoperability is currently 
inhibiting the potential for CAD and BIM to help automate the 
brick construction process.

Clicks and Bricks
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wall components adversely.

Brick and Mortar Restoration
Although brick and mortar’s longevity and durability are among 
its outstanding attributes, it does need to occasionally be 
restored, particularly in historic structures. However, matching 
the existing materials may take considerable time and effort. 
“Making an addition blend seamlessly with existing walls can be 
challenging,” says Perkins+Will’s Turckes.

Robert C. Mack, FAIA, principal, MacDonald & Mack Archi-
tects, Minneapolis, and John P. Speweik, CSI, Toledo, principal, 
U.S. Heritage Group, Chicago, have studied historic renova-
tions of brick structures on behalf of the National Park Service’s 
Department of Technical Preservation Services. In one of their 
reports, Mack and Speweik warned, “Even with the best ef-
forts at matching the existing mortar color, texture, and materi-
als, there will usually be a visible difference between the old and 
new work, partly because the new mortar has been matched to 
the unweathered portions of the historic mortar.”

In addition, Klepper Hahn & Hyatt’s Applebaum calls attention 
to the fact that today’s mortar is not often compatible with historic 
mortar as it is made of different ingredients. “Modern portland 
mortars are much stronger and less permeable than historic lime 
mortars,” he explains. “If you cap soft lime mortars with portland 
cement by repointing, you trap moisture within the lime mortar, 
which deteriorates through freeze-thaw action in winter climates, 
and by plant and mold growth in warmer climates.” To counter 
this, Applebaum recommends restoring solid masonry walls with 
mortar that is weaker and more permeable than the brick. This 
way a path is left for moisture to drain from the wall. 

That still leaves the challenge of matching mortar. Some 
Building Teams have used laboratory analysis, especially for 
important historical projects, to evaluate the ingredients of 
the original mortars employed. However, Mack and Speweik 
contend that the exact physical and chemical properties of the 
historic mortar are not critical as long as the new mortar con-
forms to the following criteria:

• The new mortar must match the historic mortar in color, 
texture, and tooling.

• The sand must match the original sand in the historic 
mortar.

Mack and Speweik emphasize that the color and texture of a 
new mortar will usually work well if the sand is matched suc-
cessfully. However, Applebaum adds an important caveat:

• The new mortar must have greater vapor permeability and 
be softer than the masonry units.

Even where these conditions are met, it can be still be dif-
fi cult to fi nd an ideal matching formula for the original mortars. 
That may mean that spot repointing—the preferred approach 
for historic facilities operated by the National Park Service—
may not be the best path if the color difference between old and 
new mortars is too extreme. In these cases, Mack and Speweik 
recommend repointing an entire area of a wall, or an entire 

feature such as a bay, to minimize the difference between the 
old and the new mortars.

Even though staining is one way to achieve a better color 
match, it’s generally not recommended. “Although staining may 
provide an initial match, the old and new mortars may weather 
at different rates, leading to visual differences after a few sea-
sons. In addition, the mixtures used to stain the mortar may be 
harmful to the masonry; for example, they may introduce salts 
into the masonry which can lead to effl orescence,” accord-
ing to Mack and Speweik. (Effl orescence is a chemical process 
resulting in salt being brought to the surface by water moving 
through the brickwork and evaporating, leaving behind a white 
deposit which adversely affects the masonry veneer.)

Caps and Coping
Another key design detail for brick structures is the detailing of 
copings—the covering at the top of the brick wall, often made 
of brick—and caps—protective units covering areas within the 
height of a wall, usually where there is a change in the wall 
thickness.

The primary function of caps and copings is to channel water 
away from the building, according to the BIA, which notes that 
the most critical consideration in the design of the coverings is 
the performance of the element in service. In other words, “The 
designer must take into consideration the movement of the ele-
ment, differential movement between the element and the wall, 
joint confi guration and material, connection of the element to 
the wall, and type and location of fl ashings,” according to the 
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When it comes to renovating an existing wall with brick veneer, 
most exterior walls—including wood, steel, and masonry walls 
in commercial construction—are strong enough to serve as the 
backing for anchored brick veneer or to carry the weight of thin 
brick adhered veneer. The weight of anchored veneer can be 
carried by the foundation or the structural frame. 

The brick veneer must be securely attached to the exist-
ing construction throughout its height to transfer wind load. 
The type of anchor system and fastener will depend on the 
construction of the existing wall that will become the backing. 
Properly detailed, the veneer shouldn’t affect the wall’s ability to 
resist wind pressures.

Just as important to the renovation is a water-resistive barrier. 
Even if an existing building façade is sufficiently strong to hold 
up the veneer, uncontrolled moisture intrusion will dramatically 
shorten the life of the new enclosure.

The benefits of cladding an existing wall go far beyond aes-
thetics, too: The new layer of brick veneer will serve as added 
thermal insulation, acoustical isolation, and even protection 
from wind-borne debris.

Upgrading to Brick Veneer 
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BIA’s Technical Note 36A on Brick Masonry Details, Caps and Cop-
ings, Corbels and Racking.

The cap or coping may be a single unit or multiple units, with 
the tops of the elements sloping in one or both directions. The 
units may also be made of several different materials, includ-
ing pre-cast or cast-in-place concrete, stone, terra cotta, or 
metal—brick may match, but it is not preferred. According to 
the BIA, “brick is not well-suited to such extreme exposure, and 
brick caps and copings require more joints than do those made 
of other materials.”

As with any other building material, tradeoffs in aesthetic 
value and performance will affect the use of brick in building 
projects. Yet brick often brings a double benefi t of beauty and 
functionality in a range of applications. Thanks to its many 
redeeming qualities such as sustainability, longevity, and design 
versatility, the simple and ancient method of stacking bricks and 
mortar will remain among the most prominent building blocks 
in the industry. As HKS designer Rupert Brown says, “The 
proven historical acceptance of brick reinforces it popularity as 
one of the most widely used materials today.”

As the MCAA puts it: “Masonry’s adaptability to design 
forms, richness in texture, its modern adaptation for structural 
requirements, minimum maintenance, and cost-competitiveness 
with other materials make it the preferred material for today’s 
buildings.” BD+C
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