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DesicN DETAILS

Few architectural elements deliver the
visual impact of classical columns. Used
well, columns offer unmatched elegance
and set the tone for the entire house. Used
inappropriately, they can look pretentious
or glaringly awkward. For this reason,
many architects avoid columns altogether
in residential design. Builders of produc-
tion mansions, on the other hand, are often
quick to throw on grandiose columns for
curbside appeal, with no thought for classi-
cal proportion or context.

The misuse of columns began in
earnest in the mid-twentieth century—
when most architecture schools stopped
teaching the rules of the classical orders.
Roman architect Vitruvius wrote the “Ten
Books on Architecture” 2,000 years ago,
explaining that columns were one compo-
nent of a given canonical order, or archi-
tectural system. Various elements of the
five classical orders—Doric, Tonic,
Corinthian, Tuscan, and Composite—had,
even then, been worked out over centuries
so that each part related to the whole.

Column proportions were inspired by
human anatomy, starting with a solid base
and narrowing gradually to a slender top,
or “neck.” Status of a building was often
indicated by its order, and the column—
especially its capital—was (and is) the most
obvious visual clue to that order. Simple
yet masculine Doric columns might front
an aristocrat’s manse, while ornate femi-
nine Corinthian columns announced an
important civic building or church.

Many grand homes built in eigh-
teenth- and nineteenth-century America
were designed by architects schooled in
the classical orders but working with dif-
ferent materials and landscapes and a new
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society of homeowners. Architects design-
ing in the American vernacular must
understand not only the original orders
but the ways they were stylized over the
last couple centuries.

Modern critics of classical architec-
ture often complain that its rules are too
restrictive and allow no room for creativi-
ty. But there is actually no set formula for
any given order, only a range of relation-
ships between elements that takes study
and experience to master. Ask a classical
architect how to properly apply the five
orders of classical columns and you will
get a different answer every time.

Most agree that common mistakes in
column installation include:

1. Not aligning the neck (or top) of a col-
umn with the architrave above or the
base with the porch floor, resulting in
columns that stick out clumsily at top or
bottom. Both mistakes come from failure
to plan for the difference in girth of base
and capital.

2. Overhanging the entablature (or hori-
zontal beam supported by the column)
beyond the capital. “Builders do this so
that water dripping from the beam falls
straight down and not onto the column
capital, but that is classically wrong and
looks wrong every time,” says New York
architect Gil Schafer. Historically, archi-
tects protected the capital by aligning the
front of the beam with the front face of the
column and then creating a subtle, unde-
tectable slope at the top of the capital.

3. Constructing overly skinny columns—
in order to save on materials—that are
glaringly out of proportion with the rest
of the house.

Occasionally, one can spot columns
stacked one atop the other or installed
upside down, bases used in place of
capitals and capitals in place of bases.
“There are a lot of ghastly things going
on out there. It’s really embarrassing,”
says Richard Sammons of Fairfax &
Sammons Architects. He adds that pro-
duction builders are not the only ones
misusing classical columns. “Most peo-
ple who call themselves classical archi-
tects think that putting in columns is
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what makes it classical. Not at all. Tt’s
about having decorum in reserve.”
Sammons takes a subtle, almost aca-
demic approach to classical architecture,
applying the rules of an order throughout a
building but “expressing” only the elements
that seem most necessary. “All the contin-
gencies of a building are built into the
orders,” Sammons explains. “Whether the
column is expressed or not is merely a level

Cornelius

Hunt to design the Breakers in 1

ot arches punctuated by lonic columns

of detail. If we express the column of the
order we’re using, it’s usually for a specific
reason. For one thing, the building has to
be important enough to have columns.”
For residential projects, Sammons
favors the simplicity of the Doric or Tonic
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orders and never uses Corinthian columns
for anything other than a civic building.
“You only have so many arrows in the
quiver,” he says. “If every building is spe-
cial, no building is special.” Corinthian
columns are also more expensive to carve
from wood, he points out, which limits
their use to big-ticket projects.

Gil Schafer avoids the Roman
Composite in residential design but loves
the less formal Greek Corinthian column,
sometimes called the Tower of the Wind.
Most of his projects are farmhouses within
two hours of Manhattan, an area where the
vernacular is Greek Revival architecture.
He finds the Greek orders work well
together and often applies them in a hier-
archy. On a Greek Revival-style farmhouse
in upstate New York, for example, Schafer
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recently used Greek Ionic columns at the
front door, humbler Doric columns on the
back porch, and Greek Corinthian
columns in the formal dining room.

Schafer chooses molding profiles in
conjunction with the columns used,
depending on whether his precedent is the
bolder proportioned Greek Revival
or the more delicate Federal. And he often
uses plaster columns and capitals from
Toronto-based Balmer Architectural
Mouldings.

Gary Brewer, a partner at Robert
A.M. Stern Architects in New York,
designs high-end residences where clients
have budgeted for regular maintenance of
wood elements, including carved
columns. Brewer points out that the vent-
ed hollow wood columns produced by

companies such as Hartimann-Sanders are
designed to expand in summer and con-
tract in winter, requiring far less upkeep
than the solid ones built a century ago,
which often split and crack.

For clients who insist on avoiding
wood to minimize cost and upkeep,
Brewer uses turned concrete or GFRC
(glass fiber reinforced concrete) columns,
particularly for institutional projects. He
once installed $100 fiberglass columns
from Dixie-Pacific in a Connecticut house.

After two decades of applying the clas-
sical orders, Brewer has been mixing it up
lately. For a house in Seaside, Florida, he
combined Greek Doric columns, lonic
fluted columns, half-fluted columns, and
columns with Greek keys carved into
them. “I've been using columns and classi-
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cal proportions for 20 years,” he says.
“After a while you get bored and start to
look around at historic models for more
style, a way to be more inventive.”
Whether designing an institution or a res-
idence, Brewer offers this rule of thumb:
“We think of columns as the jewelry on a
house. Everyone notices them first.”

Thomas Gordon Smith, a professor
at the School of Architecture at the
University of Notre Dame, agrees there
is plenty of room for invention with
classical columns. He used an ab-
stracted Corinthian column in the dining
room of his own home. “One doesn’t
need to use columns from the best col-
umn maker as fully articulated elements.
So many subtle messages can be deliv-
ered by abstracting them,” he says. “The
orders were developed over thousands of
years, and the proper way to use them
has been battled over among architects
throughout history. It’s only natural that
columns will be used differently by dif-
ferent architects.”

Does installing columns correctly
require a degree in classical architecture?
Not necessarily. If you can’t attend classes
at the Institute of Classical Architecture,
Gil Schafer recammends the book The
American Vignola by William R. Ware,
which he claims many architects use as
“Columns 101.” High-quality premade
columns, such as the Polystone columns
from Chadsworth, come with a detailed
guide and phone access to sales reps who
will talk builders through the installation
process. For details on using classical
orders in the American vernacular, archi-
tectural pattern books from the nine-
teenth century are now widely available.

As Thomas Gordon Smith stresses to
his students at Notre Dame: “Classical
architecture is not something that comes
down from on high. There is room for
interpretation. But those canons are essen-
tial to learn. If you don’t have the primer,
you have no point of reference.” ~oi

Cathleen McCarthy is a freelance writer living
in Philadelphia.

For Resources, see page 83.
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