Reading Historic

Architecture: :
Columns, Arches, and Styles

e Buildings are primary documents: form,
material, and ornament reveal date, place,
and patronage

e Three linked lenses: structural anatomy,
style vocabulary, and change over time

e Learning goal: observe first, name second,
interpret third — with caution

e Course path: vocabulary builds, then field
method, then guided case walk-throughs

e Treat first impressions as hypotheses,
not verdicts




Start with the Whole Building,
Not the Detail

Distant, close, interior: read setting and massing, then materials, then spaces
Structure first: are loads carried by walls or by a frame?

Are openings spanned by lintels or by arches?

Read facades in base, middle, and top zones; count bays

Odd bay counts signal a central axis

Treat first impressions as hypotheses, not verdicts




Column Anatomy and
the Five Classical Orders

— Cornice

— Frieze

— Archittave @ Qrder runs from base and shaft through capital
to entablature: architrave, frieze, cornice

e Tuscan: plain, unfluted, sturdy; Doric: triglyphs and metopes

@ |onic: paired volutes; Corinthian: acanthus leaves;
Composite: volutes plus foliage

® Proportion is a clue: heights run roughly 14 to 20 modules
by order

e Capital is the first cue — confirm with the entablature and

— Shaft
: building context




Greek versus Roman Handling — and Later Revivals

Greek Doric shafts rise
straight from the stylobate,
usually without a base

Roman Doric often adds
a base and adjusts
mouldings, triglyphs, and
proportions

Intercolumniation changes
rhythm and shadow as
much as column height

The Colosseum stacks
Tuscan, lonic, and
Corinthian-derived orders
for richness

The Colosseum

Greek Doric Roman Doric Stacks Tuscan, lonic, and A "canonical" look may be
Shafts rise from the stylobate, Often adds a base and adjusts Corinthian-derived orders a later revival — check

usually without a base. mouldings, triglyphs, and proportions. for richness dat i q e
i datle, region, and materia
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Piers, Pilasters, and the Gothic Vertical
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Gothic
Clustered Shaft

Columns support; piers are
masonry masses; pilasters
flatten against walls

Responds attach to walls
where arcades end, framing
the opening

Gothic clustered shafts
bundle around a core,

echoing vault ribs downward

Vertical shaft lines link
arcade, triforium, and
clerestory in one sweep

Watch seams: Romanesque
round arches meeting
pointed Gothic, or later
Classical pilasters

READING BUILDINGS

ARCHITECTURE IN CONTEXT




Arch Anatomy: How a Masonry Arch Actually Works

e The parts: voussoirs, keystone,
intrados (soffit), extrados,
crown, haunches, spandrels

e The curve begins at the
springing line above the
impost; the lowest voussoirs
are springers

e Loads travel around the ring
in compression, pushing
down and out at the supports

e The keystone does not hold
the arch together—the whole
ring, depth, and abutments do

e Reading tip: radial wedge
joints reveal a true arch;
a flat soffit may hide a lintel

BUILDING KNOWLEDGE
FOR A STRONGER TOMORROW

Spandrels

Intrados (soffit)

Voussoirs

Springing line



Round, Pointed, and Horseshoe: Arch Shape as Evidence

Round arch: rise is fixed at half its span; used across Roman, Byzantine, Romanesque, Renaissance
Pointed arch: two arcs meeting at an apex; any height on any span, key to Gothic vaulting

Horseshoe arch: curve continues inward below its widest point; Visigothic, Islamic, Iberian contexts
Read shape as evidence, not proof: round is not always Roman, pointed not always European Gothic

Profile is the start of an observation, then test joints, supports, and building history




From Arch to Vault: Roofs, Domes, and Transitions

Vault families: barrel, groin, ribbed, fan, and dome — each answers weight, thrust, light g
Barrel vault: continuous wall support; groin vault: thrust gathered to four corners, sides opened ’
Rib vaults built rib-first with thin webs between — lighter structure, greater height

Domes on square bays: pendentives (curved triangles) versus squinches (corner arches)

L

Barrel vault Groin vault Rib vault Fan vault

Domes on Square Bays
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Pendentives

7 Squinches
(curved triangles)

(corner arches)
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Thick walls,

small openings

Round arcades

Barrel or groin

vaults

Heavy compound :

piers

Romanesque

Romanesque: thick walls, small openings,
round arcades, barrel or groin vaults

Romanesque: heavy compound piers and
clearly bounded, legible bays

Test several clues on one full bay, then check
chronology and region

LOOK
OBSERVE
COMPARE
UNDERSTAND

Pointed arches

Rib-and-web
vaults
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Large traceried
windows

Gothic: pointed arches, rib-and-web vaults,
clustered supports, flying buttresses

Gothic: large traceried windows with continuous
vertical lines across storeys

Exceptions: Durham has ribs; Fontenay has pointed
vaults — describe evidence



Renaissance, Baroque, Neoclassical,
Beaux-Arts: The Orders Return

Renaissance: orders, round arches, domes, one governing module, clear symmetry
Baroque: curved and oval plans, fagades modelled in depth, hidden light, grand axes
Neoclassical: severe Greek and Roman models, free-standing columns, pure geometric volumes

Beaux-Arts: a method too — the parti, axial marche, rich elevations, often over hidden steel

Check date and structure: revival classicism may clothe a modern frame




Lo

® Revival markers: orders applied
as ornament, not governing
structure

e® Thin applied columns and
inconsistent proportions
between storeys

@ Structural anachronisms: hidden
steel frames beneath a 'medieval’
skin

® Material clues: machine-cut stone,
uniform brickwork, late mortar

® Mixed fabric is normal: straight
joints and blocked openings
record phases
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@ Stand back first: read ® Trace loads and spans: @® Inspect enclosure and detail

massing, setting, roofs, what holds it up, what up close: materials, joints,
and bay rhythm covers the space? mouldings

® Sketch and photograph as evidence: note location, viewpoint, date

® Separate observation from interpretation; list what stays uncertain




Case Walk-Throughs: Reading Real Buildings =

Case 1 — Neoclassical civic facade: count bays, read the temple front and order

Case 2 — medieval church, portal to vault: arch shape, pier type, vault, light

@
@
e Case 3 — mixed fabric: seams and blocked openings reveal layered history
@

For each: state conclusions, uncertainties, and sources that would resolve them




Responsible Heritage
Reading and Next Steps

Site etiquette: follow access rules,
protect historic fabric, obey
photography and drone limits

Be a welcomed guest: respect
spiritual places, local customs,
and quiet courtesy

Verify readings against official
heritage listings, recorded plans,
and published histories

Build field habits: vocabulary
notebook, return visits, one sketch
per building

Plan trips around one building type
or question; share evidence, not myths



PersonWise.

PersonWise - Al digital-human course platform

Scan the code or click anywhere to watch this course live, with voice Q&A

personwise.ai/t/ec332aeb/public
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