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CLARENCE HOUSE


In a world of ever-increasing homogenization and standardization, where ever more pettifogging rules and regulations suck out the character, charm and spiritual meaning from every pore of our human experience, the need to champion a living tradition of building and cultural continuity could not be more vital. As such, this splendid book has appeared at a very timely moment.


At long last, we are witnessing an increasingly widespread appreciation of the value of building in traditional ways. Across the world architects, town planners and builders are looking once again to time-honoured classical and vernacular sources as their inspiration for building today.


Sadly, it is all too apparent that despite our best intentions the traditional buildings that are being constructed today do not always feel 'right'. Why is this? So often, they seem to fail in the small details - the proportion of a window, or a badly-detailed door surround, or in a mistaken or short-sighted choice of materials.


As Leon Krier writes so eloquently in his introduction to this book, the problems stem from an appalling interruption in the teaching of basic traditional skills. During the last century, architects and builders lost much of the innate knowledge - both theoretical and practical - that had been built up by their forefathers for generations. It is a hard task indeed for us to re-educate ourselves, and to learn again the way in which our ancestors managed to build so beautifully, yet economically, and in sympathy with their local surroundings. This wonderful book should, I hope, make the task very much easier.


The project was the inspiration of a young American architect, Marianne Cusato, who wanted to explain in simple language exactly what the builder needs to know and her beautiful drawings form the core of this book. Her energy in promoting good traditional design in the United States, most recently with the marvellous Katrina Cottage, seems to know no bounds! I am delighted that three people who are well known to me have joined her in this task: Leon Krier, of course, needs no introduction, but it is no surprise to me that the master-planner of my own development at Poundbury, in Dorset, should be as skilled at understanding the small details as much as the bigger picture! Richard Sammons, an alumnus of my Foundation's first Summer School, and one of many wonderful classical architects practising in America today, has a particular expertize in the theories of proportion and historical construction; and Ben Pentreath, also an alumnus, has worked for my Foundation for the Built Environment in London. I am enormously proud that someone so adept and skillful, and with a real gift for design and draughtsmanship, should be working alongside my Foundation, and also at my development at Poundbury, to help stem the tide of brutality and ugliness which has been the hallmark of the 20th century.


I should like to congratulate all these remarkably sympathetic practitioners for producing such a complete - yet concise - book, from which I confess I have already learned a great deal! It should prove invaluable not only to builders and students, but - I suspect - to many architects. As the traditional architectural movement continues to grow around the world, and particularly in America, it is heartening to see a renewed appreciation for the finer details of old buildings and natural materials. It is my heartfelt hope that this book will help to re-establish a thriving - and genuinely authentic - practice of traditional design and building in our own time.
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PREFACE
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AMERICANS VISIT FALLING WATER in religious awe, but when they choose a home, they turn for inspiration to Williamsburg and Mount Vernon, to the vernacular and classical models. Despite sustained efforts to re-educate the public according to modernist ideals, traditional designs have never ceased to dominate residential architecture in the United States. And yet even though “houses of the future”no longer look futuristic, the modernist propaganda has done lasting damage. The scandalous truth is that the vast majority of architecture schools today simply do not teach the theory and practice of traditional house design. Worse, they have erased the subject from their technical, intellectual, and artistic horizon.


The battle cry “Bauhaus instead of our house” has rallied the profession. It blinds it to environmental problems, to the reality of the housebuilding industry, and, paradoxically, to the taste and wishes of most house buyers. It is as if architects were trained to serve an alien people on a distant planet. They themselves go on living, working, and vacationing in traditional environs, but don’t see the irony when it is put to them. Instead, a student or teacher who shows more than a passing interest in traditional concepts and techniques will be isolated from the academic cocoon like a blasphemer in theology class.


Imagine the fate of plain English if American schools ceased to teach the common language and began to ostracize its speakers. This is exactly what traditional architectural disciplines have been subjected to for more than two score years. The institutional attrition helps to explain the fact that the last half-century has, despite its unparalleled material wealth, produced the most debased traditional building styles in recorded history. The ill-sized, the ill-fitted, the ill-designed and ill-constructed, have become the norm in a field that represents a large part of the gross national product and absorbs much of family savings. The triumph of kitsch sensibility—the culture of the mean, the synthetic, and the fake—may be seen as the unintended results, the distorted mirror image of modernism.


Ironically, the most serious threat to traditional culture today comes no longer from modernism itself, but from “traditional” simulacra. Architectural analphabetism produces stunning, sometimes comical results. Discussing this book in a prestigious Washington, D.C., hotel, the authors overlooked the new pool house with its twelve sparkling Tuscan columns erected upside down, standing on their capitals. This scandal didn’t raise an eyebrow among the fine clientele, nor did it cause headlines. Such and more serious mistakes in construction and design are now so common that they have become the signature of our time, a style with specific characteristics.


Curiously, the mistakes are “cultivated” with conviction; they are frequent and repetitive, they are stubbornly and sometimes proudly committed by all building trades, by professionals and amateurs. They are built by house builders and bought into by house buyers. They have spread ineradicably across five continents and through almost all cultures. How can such confusion triumph so completely without causing organized reactions or public protest? And why don’t the buildings themselves collapse under the weight of their misconception?


Traditional and classical architecture can be thought of as a language—a grammar of constructing buildings from natural materials such as wood, stone, earth, sand, lime. Mistakes in joining, laying, or framing these materials become quickly evident through uncontrollable behavior, settling, cracking, or collapsing; even a genius cannot build a lasting mistake out of nature’s materials. But synthetic materials (concrete, steel, wood derivatives, plastics) and their specific joining techniques (casting, gluing bolting, soldering, nailing) allow anyone to realize foolish forms without facing immediate ruin. When these materials and techniques are used to ape traditional designs, technology and semantics go inevitably on a collision course, ending in grinding—and lasting—incongruities.


To iron out the resulting anachronisms is taxing to an individual’s capacities. The authors of this book have all tried and failed too often. It is sheer despair that has brought them together to draft ways out of the maze. The problems illustrated here are at once of a formal and technical nature; they are not, as ideologists claim, of a philosophical kind. Nor are they so complex as to be beyond the grasp of practical intelligence. To build a fine traditional house isn’t that much more of an effort than to make a mess of it. It requires, more than anything, aesthetic sense, knowledge, judgment, and a passion for joining materials into meaningful forms that bring true and daily enjoyment to those who look at them, use them, and live in them.


In this book we do not belabor the reasons for what is nothing less than a cultural catastrophe, nor do we want to make converts for what can seem like yet another cause. Instead, we offer a primer to help those people who are already passionately convinced of the good sense of traditional building. The latter is neither a religion nor a mystery. It is about techniques and means of solving building problems with elegance and intelligence. Its solutions are self-evident and rational, practical and lasting, and when guided by talent, they are blessed with grace.


Leon Krier














WHY YOU NEED THIS BOOK


THIS BOOK IS FOR EVERYONE: everyone who wants to design, build, or live in a traditionally designed home.


Often, when we look at new traditional buildings, we can sense when a design is “off,” but we can’t put our finger on why. This book is a resource to help you articulate why a house feels right or wrong—why it strikes you as classic, solid, and timeless, or why it appears to be an unconvincing imitation.


The Language of Architecture


Traditional architecture is a language of its own. Like any language, it has a vocabulary (the building elements, such as windows, doors, and eaves) and grammar (the rules that we use to put the elements together). Designing a building without understanding these rules is like forming a sentence without understanding syntax. Without the foundation of basic knowledge, the results can be garbled, sometimes beyond recognition.


Get Your House Right teaches you how to speak this language and how to read it in every house you see. It is based on the premise of learning by looking, because it is often easiest to learn from our mistakes. By illustrating where common mistakes happen, and showing you how to avoid them, we’ll help you train your eye to see the difference.


You do not need training in architecture to use and appreciate this book. Along the way, we may assume you have some knowledge of buildings and their structural components, but as we go along we will also impart a lot of information about the essential elements of your house, how they work together, and how to use them appropriately. If you’re a homeowner, shopping for a home or commissioning a design, you will gain insight into the key elements that define the look and feel of a house. If you’re a professional designing or building a house for a client, you will learn the specific details that make these key elements work.





1.1 The Language of Classical Architecture


Like any language, architecture has a vocabulary and a grammar. All of the buildings illustrated below are classical, not just because of their elements (the “vocabulary”), but because they are arranged by a common set of rules (the “grammar”).
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Throughout this book are illustrations that serve as examples of good design decisions and bad ones. We will refer to the illustrations as if you are learning by doing—constructing and deconstructing each element of your house on the page, so that you don’t have to do it on site. We will show you the techniques of design and construction you should use and those you must avoid. And we will immerse you in the language of classical architecture so that “speaking” it becomes second nature.


Building to Last


As the revival of traditional building in America continues to gain momentum, examples of the new classical architecture can be seen in almost every city. Nowhere has this transformation been more dramatic than in residential development. From across the country the message is clear: People want to live in traditional houses (and they will pay a premium to do so).


The benefits of traditional architecture and urbanism are more than economic. Architects, city planners, builders, and above all, homeowners are realizing that a sense of community can derive from well-designed and properly built places: the social capital of good design. Equally important are issues of environmental responsibility and sustainable development, vital for the well-being of future generations.


But good intentions alone cannot create good design, and all too often, new work being produced just doesn’t “feel” quite right. Getting it right requires an understanding of the language and a realization that traditional design is not merely a matter of sticking on columns or applying trim here and there. To be successful both on paper and in the field, we have to build intelligently, understand historical precedent, and use local materials to create authentic, long-lasting architecture with a whole that is greater than the sum of its parts. This book will show you how.
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Chapter 1


NINE THINGS YOU NEED TO KNOW


The world of traditional architecture is rich and satisfying, but it can appear complex and confusing at first. This book is about explaining the details of traditional design. But before we look at the fine grain, we begin by looking at the big picture, and at the nine essential things you need to know.


WHAT YOU NEED TO THINK ABOUT (EVERYTHING)


HOW TO USE THIS BOOK


(1) MAKE THE WHOLE GREATER THAN THE SUM OF ITS PARTS


(2) KEEP IT SIMPLE: LESS IS MORE


(3) DESIGN WITH COMMON SENSE: STRUCTURE CHECK


(4) DESIGN WITH COMMON SENSE: PRACTICALITY CHECK


(5) DESIGN WITH TEXTURE: SHADOW AND LANDSCAPE


(6) DESIGN FOR PLACE: APPROPRIATE MATERIALS AND DETAILS


(7) BUILD SUSTAINABLE DESIGNS


(8) LEARN THE VOCABULARY


(9) DO ALL OF THIS BECAUSE IT MATTERS









WHAT YOU NEED TO THINK ABOUT (EVERYTHING)


For decades, too many decisions about how we live have been made in isolation from one another. Thoughtless zoning has created mono-cultures of single-use development that have made us over-dependent on cars and fossil fuels and led us to plan for roads rather than people. An epidemic rise in health problems, both physical and mental, and the collapse of the old values of community have taken their toll on many American towns and cities. More and more, people are noticing that all the problems are related. Thankfully, planners, architects, local politicians, and the general public are now recognizing that if we design more sensitively, the benefits will be felt for generations.


Long-term solutions begin with understanding how your own home fits into the greater community. Most builders start the design of a building with a drawing of the plans and elevations at 1/4 " scale—and they stop there too. But a successful building requires a larger frame of reference. From the macro to the micro level, we need to appreciate the interconnectedness of our work with the world around us.


Think about the Planet


The single most important issue for future development is sustainability: meeting our needs in the present without jeopardizing our resources for the future. But sustainable design does not just mean installing double-glazed windows or thicker insulation, and it doesn’t just mean using eco-friendly products such as solar energy panels or “green roofs” on which plantings take the place of shingles or tiles. All these things come into play, but they are valueless if we don’t make a far deeper contribution to supporting our fragile environment.


The first step is to build for longevity. Our houses need to be built to last—and that isn’t just a question of durable materials. They need to be places in which we love to live over time. That’s how a building proves its worth, not just in the short term, but forever. It’s been said that it’s a lot harder to knock down a beautiful building that everyone loves than an ugly one that no one cares about.


Think carefully about the materials that you use. Remember—whether you’re a designer, a builder, or a homebuyer—that good materials are worth paying for. Be responsible in your specifications and look for materials that can be maintained for many years to come, that won’t just deteriorate and end up in the trash.







1.2 What You Need to Think About




In a word: everything. To be authentic, the design of a building needs to incorporate big-picture themes with attention to both the arrangement of the façade and the details.
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Think about the Town


Buildings are more than units in which to live or work. Collectively, they can make up towns and cities. When we think about the places we admire most, we are often thinking not about individual buildings, but instead about the way in which they relate to one another.


A group of plain three-story townhouses creates a marvelous street in New Orleans or Charleston. In a set of simple Craftsman bungalows in the Chicago suburbs, generous porches create a sense of community, a wider sense of belonging to a place.


Now compare those groupings to the typical post-war suburban tract. None of the houses relate to one another. A wide road (designed for cars, not people) leads inexorably from one placeless development to the next. But these houses and this road did not just spring up out of the ground by themselves. They were masterminded, budgeted, financed, and constructed—by professionals who had lost the old art of building towns.


Think about the Lot


Closer to home, think carefully about how your house is placed on its lot. Is there an old tree, or the line of a street, or the height of your neighbors—ridgeline to respond to? Are there local materials to respect? On a street of clapboard houses, would you want to build something in brick? Where will you position the garage or carport—on the street front? Or would it be better tucked behind the house, so that you have windows looking out at the world passing by?


Work to define the space you have with courtyards and gardens. The smallest spaces can also be the most private if they are designed properly. Suburban tract developments waste acres of land simply because the individual lots are not designed to define space, so achieving any sort of privacy requires building houses further and further apart.


Don’t build the first thing that comes into your head. Don’t swallow a tiny lot with a huge, dominating building. Think about your surroundings, and how each and every building can enhance or diminish them. Make sure you’re not one of the villains!


Think about the Façade


Only now that you have thought about the big picture is it time to look at the building itself. The façade of your building is its public “face”, quite literally. In the course of this book we will return many times to different considerations that shape the façade: design of windows and doors, their relative proportions, treatment of the roof, eaves, and chimneys.


Don’t think about your façade in isolation from the rest of the building. Think carefully about what sort of rooms you want at the front and back of your house. Think in terms of solar orientation, use, and privacy: for instance, would you like your bedroom to receive direct afternoon sunlight, even if the south side of your home faces the street? But then check that the rooms work together to make a beautiful, well-proportioned elevation. Do you want a symmetrical façade? Do you prefer a more organic quality? Either way, your end result should be balanced. It should have a simple inevitability about it, so that you couldn’t move anything at all without making it go wrong.


And most importantly, don’t stop here with the design of the elevation; keep going and look closer.


Think about the Details


You may not believe that the details of window proportion or the thickness of a glazing bar could really make the difference between a building appearing right or wrong. In the biggest scheme of things, that may be right; we certainly don’t want to be accused of failing to see the forest for the trees. But nonetheless, the small details do matter. Why?


It’s the approach to details that makes something feel authentic. People recognize and respond to the real thing. What creates this elusive “authenticity”, which makes us strive to own a particular brand of watch or jeans or eat a certain type of food? It’s not just glossy advertising. It’s in the details—the care and attention with which something is put together (the jewels in the watch, the stitching on the coat). Get these wrong, and it’s not the “real thing” anymore. It is exactly the same in architecture.


The Elements of Authenticity


Authenticity is not about how old something is. It is about how well it is made and whether it is created with genuine understanding of its form and its function. Authentic traditional building depends on getting the details right without losing sight of the big picture. To do this successfully, keep these key concepts in mind as you plan every facet of your house.


HOW TO USE THIS BOOK


As we explained at the beginning of this chapter, architecture is like a language. It has a vocabulary (the windows, doors, eaves, etc.) and a grammar (the rules that we use to assemble elements). Each chapter addresses a different element of the house, from the big-picture ideas to the finest details, looking at both the vocabulary and the grammar of architecture.


Because so many of the ideas we discuss are repeated themes throughout the book, we have included a layer of cross-references to help you navigate between topics, so you can read from cover to cover or skip from section to section.


WARNING: Don’t take this book too literally. In some cases we are very direct about a detail to use or avoid, in other cases the issue is not as black and white. Often, the “use” example is one of many good alternatives. Due to logistics and limited pages, we were not able to illustrate every option. Use this book as a point of departure. Don’t take it too seriously or too literally. Use it to learn the language. Then use what you have learned to break all of the rules and have fun.
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1.3 Does Your Design Add Up?
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(1) MAKE THE WHOLE GREATER THAN THE SUM OF ITS PARTS


Thinking about the building as a whole is very important. The most beautiful design element—a finely detailed door surround, well executed eave return, or elegant bay window—will look out of place if it is not integrated with the rest of the building.


Everything should add up to create a harmonious composition where nothing can be changed without spoiling the design. It’s about achieving balance and harmony visible from a distance, so that nothing dominates the building unnecessarily—no huge dormers, no ridiculous columns, no giant garage doors.


Figure 1.3 shows two similar houses: both have five bays with a gable roof, pediment porticoes and gable dormers. From down the street, 1.3 (top) is going to look unbalanced, because the elements bear little relation to one another. The windows are poorly spaced, the dormers overpower the windows below, and the portico overpowers the entire house.


By contrast, 1.3 (bottom) shows a house that has a balanced composition. The windows are rationally spaced, away from the building’s corners. The dormers are modest and scaled in relation to the windows below. The entry surround contributes to the design without overpowering it. A pair of chimneys terminates the composition. Even from a distance, these details and relationships will be apparent.


The chapters ahead will discuss fine details one by one, from windows to chimneys. But first, think of your building as a whole composition. Don’t let the individual elements or planning requirements take over and throw the composition out of balance.


The Squint Test


How will your design look from across the street? Stand back from your drawing and squint your eyes. What stands out? Where does your eye go?


In a balanced composition the hierarchy of elements is clear. Generally, the focus should be on the front door. If the design is unbalanced, the eye is confused and does not know what to look at first.


(2) KEEP IT SIMPLE: LESS IS MORE


Don’t do everything at once. It was the modernist architect Mies van der Rohe who coined the phrase “less is more.” When it comes to 1970s glass office towers, some may agree with Robert Venturi’s brilliant counter-attack—“less is a bore”—but in traditional housebuilding, we can actually learn lessons from this idea.


Much beauty in traditional architecture arises from balance: emphasizing some elements while simplifying others. This creates a hierarchy within the house, focusing energy on the most important parts. The goal is to create a building that is interesting but not overwhelming and confused. Of course, many traditional buildings do have wonderful decoration. But it is all placed within a context that respects the hierarchy of the building—its importance within the town, and the importance of each elevation, and the importance of each element in the façade. The key to achieving this balance comes from knowing when to pull back and when to add more.


Most traditional architecture is surprisingly simple. A Nantucket saltbox or Southern Greek Revival farmhouse rarely has many specifically “architectural” elements. Its success is derived from proportion, scale, harmony, and good detailing. Simple buildings allow the builder to spend money where it is required: a generous eave, better quality brick, a substantial masonry chimney, and a simple, well-designed door surround.


Today, very often people mistakenly think that a house needs a lot of “detail” to make it “traditional.” A bunch of expensive and vacuous bits of vaguely classical trim are ordered, ready to be tacked on here and there. This is a total waste of time and money.


It is not necessary, or even practical, to put every element on every building. Save the budget and spend it where it counts. Remember that good proportion does not cost more and use this to your advantage.


Make a commitment to yourself to do only what you can afford to do well. Doing less, but doing it really well, is always better than trying everything and doing none of it well enough.





1.4 Less Is More
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1.5 Structural Common Sense


Does your design stay true to traditional materials? Could it stand on its own? Are post and beam in balance?
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(3) DESIGN WITH COMMON SENSE: STRUCTURE CHECK


Modern construction methods have freed us from many of the constraints that shaped traditional building elements in the past. No longer bound by the limits of wood and stone, we can span long distances with thin members or cantilever large platforms out from a wall.


This is all very well for a skyscraper or airport terminal, but not appropriate for a traditional house. If you want an authentic design, remember the structural capacities of traditional materials, even when you’re using hidden structural elements to support them.


Stay True to Materials


Wood spans further than masonry and requires less support. Masonry is stronger, but its openings are narrower because it is more difficult and expensive to span long distances in stone construction. You can avoid many mistakes by remembering the practical reasons behind traditional designs and staying true to your materials.


Size Posts and Beams Correctly


Are your columns sized correctly to carry their loads? Figure 1.5 (second from bottom) illustrates columns that are unnecessarily large for the beam that they are carrying. The outsized columns make the composition look like a cartoon. In the drawing below it, the columns are undersized for the entablature above, giving the feeling that at any moment they might snap in two from the weight that they are carrying. In both cases the imbalance between post and beam creates a design that is unconvincing, because it lacks structural common sense.


Not-So-Common Sense


Using common sense in design has become not so common. This is one reason why so many new traditional buildings look like cartoons. A detail will be disruptive to your design if it doesn’t make sense and at least look like it could work.


(4) DESIGN WITH COMMON SENSE: PRACTICALITY CHECK


Most elements of a traditional building originate from necessity. The width of an opening, roof pitch, depth of the eave projection, or detail of a drip molding: all have a good practical basis.


Today, many of these once functional elements have become largely ornamental. Plastic weather-proofing, for example, protects exterior walls from water as well as a deep eave projection. With function no longer an issue, design has often lost sight of a basic tenet of good traditional building—that it should be fit for purpose.


Could It Really Work?


Always think of the practical requirements of and reasons for the elements you are using, and then ask yourself, could it really work? Is it believable? If you are unconvinced, the chances are anyone else judging your house will be unconvinced as well.


Shutters were historically used for security and to provide protection from weather. Today, they are frequently installed too small to cover the windows and glued onto the wall several inches from the jamb (1.6 top). Why bother? If you are going to use shutters, at least make them look as if they could work.


Is It Really Necessary?


Figure 1.6 (center) shows a small gable “pop-up” above a window. But note that the head of the window is below the eaves line. If the window doesn’t ride above the eaves line, why go to the trouble and expense of making the mini-gable? It’s clearly not required for a good practical purpose, such as making room for a window within a sloping roof.


When it comes to balconies, canopies, or other projections, be sure the loads are visually transferred to the ground. Don’t use anything that looks like it needs to be held up by the proverbial “sky-hook” (1.6 bottom). It doesn’t matter if an element is engineered to the highest standards—it’s perception that counts.





1.6 Practical Common Sense
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1.7 Shadow and Texture
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(5) DESIGN WITH TEXTURE: SHADOW AND LANDSCAPE


Why do so many new buildings appear flat and static while older buildings are rich and interesting? Old buildings come alive in the texture of a brick, the shadow from a window reveal, or the softening of a creeping vine. Two buildings that look identical on paper can feel completely different once built, depending on the selection of materials, the detailing of elements, and the landscaping.


Shade and Shadow


A house’s striking patterns of light and shade arise in part from practical requirements. Traditional load-bearing walls were thick, so the jambs at an opening were deep, throwing a longer shadow. Likewise, substantial eaves were used to throw water far from the walls and foundation. Among more formal elements, even a simple door surround, chimney cap, or any projection from the wall plane gives texture to a façade.


Many new buildings look bland by comparison. The most obvious difference is seen at the windows. Setting the window back even a few inches gives the house depth and makes it feel substantial. Projecting muntins, to separate panes of glass, give the building scale and add more shadow. New windows, by contrast, are typically placed flush with the exterior, their muntins flat and clipped on to one side only. To the eye, this makes the difference between seeing the exterior walls as substantial construction and seeing them as a thin, inauthentic veneer. Ensure that your moldings have enough depth and structure to work convincingly, with clear definition between highlights and shadow lines.


Landscape and Hardscape


Even a well-built house will look absurd if it is marooned in a sea of asphalt or bright red concrete pavers. Think carefully when specifying hardscape: consider using rolled gravel instead of asphalt, bricks rather than concrete pavers. Avoid brightly colored materials—natural, stone-colored materials always look more sympathetic. Always specify materials that will age well.


(6) DESIGN FOR PLACE: APPROPRIATE MATERIALS AND DETAILS


Traditional architecture has developed over time in response to specific climatic and environmental conditions as well as regional trends. While all traditional buildings share common approaches to design, their appearance and detailing can change considerably from region to region. A Georgian building in New England has the same proportional system and design elements as a Georgian building in the South. Yet the buildings are very different. For example, the eaves projection in the New England house would be greatly reduced to let in as much light as possible during darker winter months. The Southern house would need deeper eaves to block the hot sun and cast away water from summer storms.


Historically, choice of material, likewise, varied from region to region. Twentieth-century industrial production, together with a general decline in attention to the uniqueness of local environments, turned design in a catastrophically different direction. Now buildings from Texas to Alaska are assembled using the same pre-packaged components, the same flat roofs, and requiring the same extensive mechanical systems to keep them cool in summer and warm in winter.


The traditional building should be designed to work with the local climate, not to combat it with mechanical engineering and synthetic materials. Specify local materials wherever possible, instead of shipping (for thousands of miles) generic products that bear no regional relevance.


Respect for the local environment, climate, and geology is integral to traditional architecture. We need to create new buildings that respond as beautifully today as in the past to a local “sense of place”. It is these variations that make a building feel authentic and appropriate. Without them it can look like it has landed from outer space.





1.8 Using Appropriate Materials


Use materials and designs appropriate for your climate and region.
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1.9 SUVs and Urbanism


The building industry has more impact on the environment than the automobile industry. Cars may contribute to global warming, but only because roads are planned in a way that requires people to drive several hours a day. Building compact communities with connected roads and a mix of uses will not only improve our quality of life, but also greatly reduce our dependence on fossil fuels and combat global warming.
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1.10 Sustainable Building Design


The most sustainable design is one that people love and want to maintain over time. This extends beyond individual buildings or materials. It speaks to the communities that we build.
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(7) BUILD SUSTAINABLE DESIGNS


We are coming to a new awareness of the impact we humans are making on the environment and the planet as a whole. Disturbing reports of global warming and its long-term implications have become commonplace in the mainstream media. The only things more depressing that the constant deluge of news on the topic is our ability to ignore the issue, first, because we can’t see the literal effects in our day-to-day lives, and second, because most of us feel helpless to do anything to effect change.


But it is within our means, in our own lifetime, to implement a change in society that will reduce if not reverse the damage that we are doing to our planet. In large part, we can make this change through the building industry, in the designs of our cities and towns and in the way we build our houses.


Planning for Sustainability


Today when we hear about “green” or sustainable architecture, we think of specific building products such as green roofs or solar panels. These are important elements of sustainable design, but they are not enough. Green design needs to start at the level of city planning. We need compact, walkable, mixed-use communities that reduce our dependence on the automobile and fossil fuels. This is not to say that we should eliminate cars, but simply that it should not be necessary for the average American living in a new suburban home to get on the freeway to get coffee in the morning.


But to be truly sustainable, we need to do more than look at our cities. We need to think about the individual design of each building. All too often in recent years, “green” architecture has turned into a showcase for products—but as we mentioned on the first page of this book, the most sustainable building of all is one that people love and don’t want to tear down.


To make a building sustainable in this way, we need to start with a timeless design. And achieving a timeless design means looking at the details and understanding the principles of traditional architecture. Timeless may not always mean traditional, but it finds its roots there: as with most things in life, you have to know the rules before you can break them.


(8) LEARN THE VOCABULARY


The elements we’ve looked at so far are pieces of the big picture, and they are all important—not only for traditional architects but for all designers. We think that traditional design comes up with the best solutions to a lot of these problems. And we certainly believe that unless they have been considered you can’t really call your building traditional.


Chapter 3 will delve deep into the foundation of traditional architecture: the classical Orders, from Tuscan to Corinthian. Although most people think it refers only to a column, an Order is actually a complete set of integrated elements: pedestal, column, and entablature. These parts give a building its system of proportion, setting the cornice height and determining the design of most elements, such as door surrounds, window lintels, and eaves. If classical architecture is a language, the Orders are the grammar that makes it coherent. Every element within the Order has a name, from the column to the smallest moldings—the real vocabulary of authentic design—and it’s difficult to design a traditional building competently without knowing these basic definitions. Before you can use and apply the elements, you need to know what they are called.


You’ll find a glossary at the end of this book, and we will define less common terms as we go along. But for now, there are several definitions that are critical to our discussions. Take time to study the relationships of the parts. Commit them to memory, because it is in the application of these elements that most—if not all—of the common mistakes are made.





1.11 Learn the Definitions


In an age before hidden structural solutions and modern synthetic materials, each element of a building had to serve a specific and crucial function. Every element of classical architecture derives from those rigorous requirements, serving the building’s most basic need: to stand up and shed water.
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(9) DO ALL OF THIS BECAUSE IT MATTERS


You might be asking yourself, what on earth are these people talking about? The size of a shutter, shade and shadow, city planning, and now the vocabulary of the Doric Order? What is going on? Why does all of this matter?


It matters because design matters. Design makes a difference. Design principles, from the big-picture issues of the planet to the details of the Orders, work together to create the places we call home. What’s more, the value of a place grows exponentially when the design is more than functional. Design cannot be quantified on a spreadsheet, but it absolutely can help the bottom line.


Many of the points that we have made in this chapter and will make throughout this book may seem minor, but they matter nonetheless. They matter because these are the details that transform the dialogue around the sale of a house: instead of selling square footage and a tick list of “features,” we are creating communities with social capital.


The Vitruvian Triad


Architecture, the art of building, has the power to transform a shelter into a home. But architecture requires balance’a mix of function, economy, and aesthetic, or, as the Roman architect Vitruvius put it, “firmness, commodity, and delight.” This timeless premise, first written in A.D. 20, remains today at the heart of good design.


Firmness


Good design must work well and last long. It must be sustainable in its construction, in its location, and in its ability to remain in service over time as its uses change.


Commodity


Many beautiful designs have been drawn on paper over the years. But architecture is about building, not just drawing. A good design must also be a design that can be built. Traditional details may cost more to get right; this is why it is important to carefully choose the elements in your building and use only designs that you can do well. Be smart about where you use expensive elements and simplify other areas of your design.


Delight


Vitruvius knew it. Design matters. Beauty may be in the eye of the beholder, but authentic details and materials, appropriate to place and based on fundamental principles of structure and proportion, resonate with every eye.


Where to Go from Here


In this chapter, we have covered the whole spectrum—everything it takes to get your house right. Keep these principles in mind as your read the rest of the book. Think about the big picture and think about the details; in the balance of the two you will find good design.




CHECKLIST







Secrets of a Successful Design





1. Make the Whole Greater than the Sum of Its Parts


[image: ]  Is everything balanced?


[image: ]  Is the building organized under one roof?


[image: ]  Does anything dominate (dormers, portico, garage doors)?


2. Keep It Simple: Less Is More


[image: ]  Can you find the front door?


[image: ]  Is there meaning, hierarchy and focus to your design?


[image: ]  Are the important areas emphasized?


[image: ]  Does it pass the ‘Squint Test’?


3. Design with Common Sense: Structure Check


[image: ]  Is the design true to traditional materials?


[image: ]  Are posts and beams correctly sized in relation to each other?


[image: ]  Could it work without hidden structure?


[image: ]  Are loads transferred to the ground or are you employing the “sky hook”?


4. Design with Common Sense: Practicality Check


[image: ]  Is it believable?


[image: ]  Could the shutters work?


[image: ]  Are elements necessary or are they gratuitous?


5. Design with Texture: Shadow and Landscape


[image: ]  Does the selection of materials enrich the texture of the building?


[image: ]  Do windows and eaves help to define the building by creating shadows?


[image: ]  Is there landscaping to soften the building?


[image: ]  Does the landscape palette make sense for your region?


6. Design for Place: Appropriate Materials and Details


[image: ]  Does it respond to local climate?


[image: ]  Does it use local materials?


[image: ]  Does it enhance sense of place?


7. Build Sustainable Designs


[image: ]  Is the urbanism around the house sustainable?


[image: ]  Is the design timeless in nature?


[image: ]  It is built for long term?


8. Learn the Vocabulary


[image: ]  Do you know the names of the elements you are using? (If you don’t know the name, you’re probably not using it correctly.)


9. Do All of This Because It Matters


[image: ]  Does your design balance Firmness, Commodity, and Delight?


[image: ]  Have you created mere shelter or real architecture?


How does your building score?
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