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Architecture

Writing a Building Description

Mr. Moerchen

Kewaskum High School

Identifying and understanding what you see isn't quite enough. Buildings are very complex artifacts. The observations that can be made about even small and plain structures are numerous. 

Next to a good working knowledge of architectural components and terms, the most important thing you need is an effective system for organizing your description.  After a basic identification and brief summary statement, it treats, in sequence, the building's site, exterior, and interior.  

It proceeds from the general to the particular, from the structural toward the decorative, from the outside in, and from the ground up.   Please include each title section on your description so that any reader or I know exactly what area of your home you are describing.

FORMAT FOR AN ARCHITECTURAL DESCRIPTION

BASIC IDENTIFICATION:


State the building's name, location, and compass direction. Use as many references as necessary to place the structure geographically.  Imagine that you'll want to find it again in ten years. 

SUMMARY DESCRIPTION: 

State the building's function and date of construction.  Be approximate or specific, depending on how much you know. Is it a late nineteenth-century dwelling? Or a store with the date "1928" set into the cornice? Then offer an indication of its basic form, that is, its overall shape. If you could see it from above, would it be T--shaped? Is it roughly square in plan with a few turrets and ells that make it look irregular?  What type of architectural style is it (describe it)?

Having a sense of your buildings form, the way it encloses space, always makes it seem more manageable. Then proceed to mention the building's fabric, number of stories, style, if applicable, and relative condition. Be broad and brief here. The point is to indicate whether the reader should get ready to visualize a Civil War antebellum wooden farmhouse or an urban Victorian synagogue. 

SITE:


Setting: Use compass directions again. Then describe the surroundings. Is the building set in a pasture, or between two freeways? 


Features: Describe the topography, watercourses, fences, and roads. 


Other Buildings: Name them and mention their placement. If you mean to describe them in detail do that after you've finished with the principal structure. 
EXTERIOR:

 
Foundation:

Describe its material, height, and any details--such as openings. 


Structural System:

How do the walls stand up? Are they framed of wood or laid up in stone? Mention the characteristics of the system here. Say, for example, that the brick has a Flemish bond pattern or that the wooden frame consists of horizontal planks.

 
Wall Finish:

This is the place to describe wall sheathing, such as weatherboards or stucco, and details, such as quoins, belt courses, or pilasters. 
Appendages: Describe the fabric and location of porches, stoops, balconies, and bulkheads. 


Chimneys:

Mention the number, location, and construction material of the chimneys. 
Doors and Doorways: Describe their locations and embellishments, trim of the surrounding area, design of the door, and presence of a transom or sidelights. 


Windows:

What is the pattern of fenestration? Are the windows glazed with double-hung sash or fixed panels? Are they set in wood or metal? How many lights (individual panes of glass) are there? What do the shutters or blinds look like? 


Roof:
Mention its shape, say, hip or gable, and its structural system. The material of the roof covering also goes here. 
Roof Details:

Describe the treatment of the cornice and any dormers, cupolas, shingles, or towers. 


Other features:

Don't leave out any other interesting details you see: lightening rods, guttering, built on benches, or covered accesses to an outbuilding are all relevant to your record. 

INTERIOR: 

Treat each floor or story of the building separately. Sometimes it will make more sense to start on the ground floor and work up. In other cases, it will seem better to deal with the main floor first, then move on to second and third stories, basement and attic. 
Plan:

 Describe the arrangement of spaces. In this important case, use plain words rather than well-known but often inappropriate designations. For example, it's better to say that a house has a double-pile, central-passage plan than to say that it has a "Georgian plan." These shorthand terms are more trouble than they're worth. 

Stairways:

Mention their location and their details; balusters, newel, landings. 

The following areas can be described in detail in each room as you describe the room.  

Flooring:

Mention materials and finish. 

Walls:

Describe overall finish, special coverings such as wainscoting or linoleum, decorative features such as mantels and cornices. 
Ceiling:

Describe finish and any decoration. 


Openings:

Mention the placement and trim of doorways and windows. This is also the place to describe the design of the interior doors and hinges, locks, or knobs. If you aren't drawing an accompanying plan, you should also mention which way each door swings. 


Built-Ins:

Identify and place any standing woodwork, such as bookshelves or cabinets.   Please describe the cabinets, which are in your kitchen in the kitchen room description.


Other Details:

Wind up with any other interesting things you see: light fixtures, call-bell systems, heating and plumbing elements. 

This format should put you in good standing as you approach any building with the intention of describing it. But you'll not be surprised to know that you'll almost never use it exactly as it lays, and the variations you make will depend on the character of the building in question, the degree of access you have to it, the purpose of the description, and most of all, your own sense of what's appropriate. 

[image: image1.png]