
 
Vitruvius (lst century B.C.) 

On Architecture, from Book IV 
(on the Doric and Corinthian orders) 

 
Vitruvius, like Pliny, was a Roman writer who admired the achievements of the Greeks. His treatise on 
architecture (c.35- 25 B.C.E.) reflects the classicizing taste of his time. Vitruvius' work was a principal 
source for Renaissance architects seeking the revival of antiquity. His account of the origin of the Greek 
orders is partly mythic, partly rational conjecture. 
 
For in Achaea and over the whole Peloponnese, Dorus ...was king; by chance he built a temple...at the old 
city of Argos, in the sanctuary of Juno. ...Afterwards [Greeks in Ionia] ... established a temple as they had 
seen in Achaea. Then they called it Doric because they had first seen it built in that style. When they wished 
to place columns in that temple, not having their proportions, ...they measured a man's footstep and applied 
it to his height. Finding that the foot was the sixth part of the height in a man, they applied this proportion to 
the column. Of whatever thickness they made the base of the shaft they raised it along with the capital to six 
times as much in height. So the Doric column began to furnish the proportion of a man's body, its strength 
and grace.... 

But the third order, which is called Corinthian, imitates the slight figure of a maiden; because girls are 
represented with slighter dimensions because of their tender age, and admit of more graceful effects in 
ornament. Now the first invention of that capital is related to have happened thus. A girl, a native of Corinth, 
already of age to be married, was attacked by disease and died. After her funeral, the goblets which 
delighted her when living, were put together in a basket by her nurse, carried to the monument, and placed 
on the top. That they might remain longer, exposed as they were to the weather, she covered the basket with 
a tile. As it happened the basket was placed upon the root of an acanthus. Meanwhile about springtime, the 
root of the acanthus, being pressed down in the middle by the weight, put forth leaves and shoots. The 
shoots grew up the sides of the basket, and, being pressed down at the angles by the force of the weight of 
the tile, were compelled to form the curves of volutes at the extreme parts.... 



 
Workmen of old, ...when they had put beams reaching from the inner walls to the outside parts, built in the 
spaces between the beams. ...Then they cut off the projections of the beams, as far as they came forward, to 
the line and perpendicular of the walls. But since this appearance was ungraceful, they fixed tablets shaped 
as triglyphs now are, against the cut-off beams, and painted them with blue wax, in order that the cut-off 
beams might be concealed so as not to offend the eyes. Thus in Doric structures, the divisions of the beams 
being hidden began to have the arrangement of the triglyphs, and, between the beams, of metopes.  
Subsequently other architects in other works carried forward over the triglyphs the projecting rafters, and 
trimmed the projections.... In the Doric style the detail...of the triglyphs...arose from this imitation of 
timberwork. 
 
NOTE:  Your reading assignment also includes Classical Architecture, Adams, 
108-119.   
 


