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FOLK ARCHITECTURAL TERATOLOGY: 
PROBLEMS I N  THE STUDY OF AN I N D I A N A  FARM 

Elizabeth Mosby Adler and Thomas A. Adler 

In  scholar ly  presenta t ions  of vernacular  
a rch i t ec tu re ,  it has become r igueur  n o t  only 
t o  f u l l y  document the  bui ld ing,  bu t  a l s o  t o  
apply a l a b e l  made up by geographers, folk-  
l o r i s t s ,  o r  a r c h i t e c t u r a l  h i s t o r i a n s  who have 
s tudied  and compared the  s t ruc tu res .  Thus, 
such types a s  the  I-house, l  t h e  dog-trot 
cabinI2 the  double-pen house,3 the  saddlebag 
house,4 t h e  shotgun houseI5 o r  even the  "bas ic  
Anglo-American" house6 have been i s o l a t e d ;  
s t u d i e s  of these  types a r e  a l l  based on form, 
cons t ruct ion ,  and use. Form is the  most 
important and primary means of def in ing 
a rch i t ec tu re :  "The typology and cross-  
c u l t u r a l  c l a s s i f i c a t i o n  of ma te r i a l  c u l t u r e  
must be based on form only; . . . Form is of 
utmost importance because it is t h e  most 
p e r s i s t e n t ,  t he  l e a s t  changing of an 
o b j e c t ' s  components. *17 

Form, the re fo re ,  i s  employed i n  cross-  
c u l t u r a l  c l a s s i f i c a t i o n s ,  and the  purpose of 
c l a s s i f i c a t i o n  i s  comparison. However, no t  
a i l  forms observed a re  e a s i l y  f i t  t o  the  
defined types.  Sometimes an i t e m  may be an 
id iosyncra t i c  combination of types which 
d e f i e s  c l a s s i f i c a t i o n .  I t  may adhere t o  the  
bas ic  r u l e s  of the  cu l tu re  y e t  seem t o  defy 
the  textbook d e f i n i t i o n s .  Obviously, no t  
everything can be a s  c lear -cut  and e a s i l y  
labeled a s  scho la r s  might wish, b u t  these  
deviants  ( a re  they t h e  minori ty o r  the  major- 
i t y ? )  c rea te  challenges and test hypotheses. 
One such a r c h i t e c t u r a l  non-conformist i s  the  
Herriman Farm i n  Indiana. 



The Merriman Farm i s  located  about two 
and one-half miles southwest of Morgantown, 
Morgan County, Indiana, along a bend i n  the  
Mahalasville Road (Fig. 1) . 

Figure 1 (All drawings by ~ l i z a b e t h  
Mosby A d l e r )  

The a rea  c o n s i s t s  of gent ly  r o l l i n g  h i l l s ,  
which a r e  s t i l l  used f o r  farming i n  s p i t e  of 
encroaching subdivisions.  The farm once 
included a log barn (naw destroyed) on the  
nor th  s i d e  of t h e  road; a log house on the  
south s ide ;  and some modem buildings--a 
chicken coop, a woodshed, a smokehouse, and 
a pr ivy ,  a l l  t o  the  south s i d e  of t h e  road. 
Td.ay, t h e  house i s  abandoned and t h e  yard 
i s  th ick  with weeds, poison ivy ,  young trees, 
honeysuckle, and rambling roses  t h a t  grow 



h e a l t h i l y  i n  t he  humid Indiana summer. The 
shrubbery around t h e  porch i s  t a l l  and over- 
grown, and t h e r e  a r e  two l a r g e  maple t r e e s  
t h a t  were p l an ted  around 1909 i n  t h e  northwest  
c o m e r  of t h e  yard. The house i s  s e t  up on an 
embankment about  twenty f e e t  from t h e  road,  
although a t  one time they  were on t h e  same 
l e v e l .  The driveway t o  t h e  house curves up 
t h e  e a s t  s i d e  next  t o  t he  chicken coop and ends 
a t  a now-collapsed wire  fence (Fig. 2)  . 

Figure 2 

S t e l l a  Merriman, who d i ed  i n  1958, s a i d  i n  
h e r  w i l l ,  

She d i d n ' t  want it / the  house/ so ld ,and  she  
diC!!'t want anybody l i v i n g  i n  it. So t h a t  
l e f t  it t h e r e  j u s t  t o  go down and s o  many . . . 
m u l t i f l o r a  ro ses  grew up around, we have s o  



many c a r d i n a l s  and b i r d s  t h a t  nobody e l s e  
has t h a t  I h a t e  t o  go i n  t h e r e  and bush 
hog t h a t  down, . . . and r e a l l y  c l e a r  it 
ou t  because we'd l o s e  a l l  t h e  b i r d s .  /She 
l e f t  i n  h e r  w i l l  t h a t  t h e  house/ w a s  n o t  
t o  be ren ted  and w a s  n o t  t o  be s o l d  and 
no one was t o  l i v e  t h e r e  .8 

H e r  r e l a t i v e s ,  and n e a r e s t  neighbors ,  t h e  
Richard Wells fami ly ,  keep an eye on t h e  house 
and honor t h e  l a s t  wishes of t h e i r  aun t ,  who 
f e l t  t h a t  t h e  house w a s  important  enough t o  be 
l e f t  undisturbed f o r  t h e  f u t u r e .  

The house s t ands  i n  t h e  middle of t h e  
yard. Bas i ca l ly ,  it i s  composed of two log  
u n i t s  a l igned  end-to-end and joined by e x t r a  
rooms and porches.  The cabin  a t  t h e  e a s t  end 
of t h e  house is a story-and-a-half r ec t angu la r  
u n i t  wi th  a f u l l  l o f t .  It measures about 
eighteen-and-a-half f e e t  by twenty-three-and- 
a-half feet, and is  about twenty f e e t  high a t  
t h e  gab le s9  The second cabin i s  b a s i c a l l y  
square,  measuring about s i x t e e n  by eighteen-  
and-a-half f e e t ,  and i s  about  t h i r t e e n  f e e t  
high a t  t h e  peak of t h e  gable  . l o  The l o f t  of 
t h i s  cabin is a l s o  f u l l .  Both l o f t s  have 
s m a l l  windows c u t  i n t o  t h e i r  gable  ends which 
a r e  probably n o t  o r i g i n a l  ( ~ i g s .  3 ,  4 ,  5)  . 

Figure 3 - .-.kc- 



Figure 5 



These a r e  t h e  two cabins  forming t h e  
b a s i c  s t r u c t u r e  of t h e  house. They a r e  
surrounded by t h e  porch and e x t r a  room i n  
f r o n t ,  t h e  kitchem and summer k i tchen  i n  t h e  
r e a r ,  and t h e  pan t ry  and d re s s ing  room i n  
the  enclosed a r e a  i n  t h e  cen te r .  The e n t i r e  
outside dimensions of t h e  house, inc luding  
a d d i t i o n s ,  are 44 x 34 f e e t .  There a r e  no 
f i r e p l a c e s  i n  e i t h e r  cabin ;  bu t  t h e r e  is a 
small, s tove-sized chimney i n  t h e  d re s s ing  
room, and a s tovepipe  i n  t h e  k i tchen .  

Henry Glas s i e  has  noted  t h a t  "although 
cons t ruc t ion  i s  not of use i n  t h e  e s t a b l i s h -  
ment of t y p e s ,  t h e  s tuden t  of m a t e r i a l  f o l k  
c u l t u r e  must be concerned wi th  both t h e  form 
and m a t e r i a l  of cons t ruc t ion ,  observable from 
t h e  f in i shed  product ,  and t h e  process  of con- 
s t r u c t i o n ,  which may be i n f e r r e d  from t h e  
o b j e c t  and can be understood through 
desc r ip t ion .  "I1 The methods of  cons t ruc t ion  
i n  t h e  Merriman house and barn a r e  not ,  i n  
themselves,  unique. The confusion l i e s  i n  
t h e  r e l a t i o n  of t h e  cons t ruc t ion  t o  t h e  t o t a l  
s t r u c t u r e  and t h e  subsequent a t tempt  t o  
e s t a b l i s h  them wi th in  a typology. 

The f r o n t  porch i s  e s p e c i a l l y  important 
i n  t h e  Merriman house, f o r  it i s  a p l ace  
where t h e  logs  a r e  exposed t o  show t h e  
corner-notching and framing toge the r  of t h e  
two log  u n i t s .  The cabins  a r e  both h a l f -  
doveta i led  a t  t h e  corners ;  t h a t  i s  t h e  method 
of notching houses t h a t  is  most common i n  
southern  Indiana (Fig.  6)  -12 The chinking and 
mortar  between t h e  timbers is covered wi th  
clapboarding,  probably both f o r  p r o t e c t i o n  
an4 cosmetic e f f e c t .  The f r o n t  wa l l  of t h e  
porch is  pa in t ed  whi te ,  a s  a r e  t b e  clapboards 



on the  r e s t  of t h e  house. A s  i s  f requent ly  
found i n  t h i s  a rea ,  the  house has two f r o n t  
doors: one, a fancy, store-bought door 
with a window and carved designs; t h e  o the r ,  
a plank, board-and-batten, probably home- 
made, door. The s i l l  of the  porch i s  
mounted on boulders i n  an attempt t o  main- 
t a i n  a degree of levelness  with t h e  house, 
and the  porch p l a t e  is sp l i ced  nea t ly  i n  
the  middle. Although apparently the  main 
access t o  t h e  porch was from the  s i d e ,  f l a t  
boulders serve  a s  s t e p s  i n  fron of each door. 

A t  t he  west end of the  porch i s  a 
small room with a sing1.e door and a window. 
This room has no entrance t o  the  main p a r t  
of the  house, nor does it have any obvious 
method of heat ing.  We were hard-pressed 
a s  t o  the  function of t h i s  chamber u n t i l  w e  
were t o l d  it was t h e  h i red  hand.'s room. The 
7 1/2 ' by 7 2/3 ' room i s  l a rge  enough only 
f o r  s leeping,  and was located  s o  t h a t  "he 
could g e t  i n  the re  without d i s tu rb ing  any- 
one i n  the  house."l3 Although the  wal ls  of 
t h i s  room a r e  l a t h  and frame, the  l aye r s  of 
p l a s t e r  and wallpaper make them a s  t h i c k  a s  
the  wal ls  of hewn logs.  

The cabin forming the  e a s t  en3 of t h e  
Merriman house is  of hewn logs--probably pop- 
lar--half-dovetailed, and covered, except 
under the  porch, with clapboarding. A 
s l i g h t  s t e p  up i n t o  the  cabin reveals that 
the  room i s  non-s t ruc tura l ly  p a r t i t i o n e d  i n t o  
two rooms. According t o  M r .  and M r s .  Wells, 
both s ides  of t h i s  cabin were used f o r  
s leeping.  The window on the  e a s t  wal l  has 
cu r t a ins  which seem t o  be those i n  a photo- 
graph dated 1909. One might the re fo re  assume 
t h a t  a major p a r t  of t h e  i n t e r i o r  design-- 
e spec ia l ly  the  wallpaper and l i g h t  f ix tures- -  
a l s o  date  from roughly the  same period.  An 
indentat ion i n  the  west wal l  ind ica tes  the  



l oca t ion  of t h e  f i r e p l a c e  i n  t h i s  cab in ,  which 
was removed and rep laced  by a s tove  and s tove  
chimney a t  some unspec i f ied  da t e .  

Figure 6 

A s m a l l  door i n  t h e  west wa l l  l eads  down 
two s t e p s  t o  S t e l l a  Merriman's narrow 
d res s ing  room, lit on one end by a window. 
Mrs. Wells descr ibed  t h e  room's use t o  us: 
"Aunt used t h i s .  . . . This  was a d re s s ing  
room. There used t o  be a bureau here--and she 
kept  h e r  l i t t l e  p o t  i n  t he re .  That was h e r  
t o i l e t  f a c i l i t i e s  t h e r e .  . . . There was a 
pr ivy  o u t s i d e ,  bu t  of course she kept  h e r  p o t  
i n s i d e  dur ing  t h e  night."14 The d re s s ing  
room con ta ins  t h e  t e l l - t a l e  s i g n s  of two 
former f i r e p l a c e s  , one f o r  each cab in ,  and 
each of a d i f f e r e n t  s i z e .  

The w e s t  door of t h e  d re s s ing  room goes 
t o  t h e  o t h e r  cabin forming t h e  house. This  
is  t h e  room with t h e  "fancy" f r o n t  door and 
a "fancy" l i g h t  f i x t u r e .  Our guess  t h a t  t h i s  
was a room f o r  company--or a parlor--was 
supported by Richard W e l l s ,  who s a i d ,  "This 
w a s  t he  l i v i n g  room . . . and, of course ,  they  
had a fold-down bed r i g h t  here i n  t h e  co rne r ,  
and r e a l l y ,  t h e  f o l k s  s l e p t  t h e r e ,  too." l5 

Steppsng ou t  t h e  back door ,  we found 
ourse lves  i n  t h e  r e a r  shed add i t i on .  This 



room was the  Icitchen, and an old wood-burning 
stove s t i l l  s tands  f irmly i n  t h e  corner 
a t t e s t i n g  t o  the  function of t h e  room. The 
ki tchen a l s o  conta ins  a t r a p  door t o  the  r o o t  
c e l l a r  dug out  under the  west cabin. 

Off the  ki tchen is  the  pant ry ,  a small ,  
odd-shaped room with s torage  shelves l i n i n g  
the  walls .  A t  one time, the  pantry contained 
a f l o u r  ches t  and p i e  s a f e ,  i tems deemed 
e s s e n t i a l  t o  a well-stocked ki tchen.  A 
ladder na i l ed  t o  t h e  wal l  leads  through a 
hole i n  the  c e i l i n g  t o  the  l o f t s  of both 
cabins. 

The o ther  ha l f  of t h e  r e a r  shed addi t ion  
contains the  screened-in summer k i tchen,  whose 
unfinished wal ls  evoke the  f e e l i n g  t h a t  it is 
s t i l l  more a porch than a room. 

A s  we noted e a r l i e r ,  t he  l o f t s  a r e  
reached by a ladder i n  the  pantry.  The l o f t  
of the  l a r g e r  cabin must be entered  by 
climbing through a doorway c u t  from t h r e e  logs  
of t h e  cabin. The f l o o r  of t h i s  l o f t  i s  
higher than t h a t  of t h e  w e s t  l o f t ,  and t h e r e  
a r e  about 13 f e e t  between the  f l o o r  and t h e  
peak of t h e  gable.  There a r e  almost five-and- 
a-half f e e t  from the  f l o o r  t o  t h e  top  of the  
p l a t e .  

The west l o f t  is  reached by climbing over 
two hewn logs ,  t h e  top being t h e  end g i r t .  
The gable peak i s  about 6 f e e t  from t h e  f l o o r ,  
making t h i s  a rea  smaller  i n  a l l  r e spec t s  than 
the  e a s t  l o f t .  We were unable t o  f i n d  any 
indica t ion  of s t a i r c a s e s  o r  o the r  openings t o  
e i t h e r  l o f t .  

The most recent  inhab i t an t s  of the  house 
were George and S t e l l a  Merriman, p ic tu red  i n  
f r o n t  of the  house i n  a 1909 photograph. The 
Merriman family came t o  southern Indiana from 



Virgin ia  i n  t h e  1830s and t h e  descendants of 
t h e  o r i g i n a l  "homesteaders" have a "sheepskin 
deed . . . supposed t o  be s igned  by Andrew 
Jackson . . . i n  about 1835."16 TWhether t h e  
house now s tanding  is  t h e  o r i g i n a l  Merriman 
house i s  unce r t a in ,  bu t  a t  least by 1870 t h e  
family w a s  probably l i v i n g  i n  it. The con- 
s t r u c t i o n  of t h e  house would seem t o  p l ace  it 
a t  an even e a r l i e r  d a t e ,  perhaps i n  t h e  1830s. 

I f  our  desc r ip t ion  seems confusing,  it i s  
a t  l e a s t  p a r t l y  because t h e r e  a r e  a number of 
confusing p o i n t s  about t h e  house. Were t h e r e  
two sepa ra t e  chimneys o r  d i d  t h e  cabins  share  
one l a rge  one wi th  d i f f e r e n t  s i z e d  f i r e p l a c e s ?  
What happened t o  t h e  o r i g i n a l  chimney? Were 
t h e  cabins  b u i l t  s e p a r a t e l y  and then  one taken 
a p a r t  and moved t o  t he  p r e s e n t  s i t e  t o  provide 
a l a r g e r  home? Why was t h e  house expanded-- 
o r  created--as it was? A s  Richard Wells a p t l y  
p u t  it, "I had been t o l d  t h a t  t h i s  probably 
was j u s t  a f i r e p l a c e ,  you know, i n  here ,  bu t  
I d o n ' t  know--that d o e s n ' t  seem q u i t e  r i g h t  t o  
me--in t h a t ,  why would it be a l l  t o rn  down 
and ou t  and--it  j u s t  looks t o  me l i k e  t h a t ' d  
be a l o t  of t r o u b l e  t o  t e a r  one ou t  from t h e  
middle of t h e  house t h a t  way and then  p u t  
another  chimney i n  a s  it i s  there."17 

The barn ac ros s  t h e  road i s  no longer  
s tanding ,  having been destroyed by vandals  i n  
t h e  f a l l  of 1975. Fo r tuna te ly ,  however, we 
were ab l e  t o  examine it while  it was s t i l l  
being used a s  a barn. It c e r t a i n l y  was n o t  
ab l e  t o  provide more imformation than t h e  
house, and, indeed,  was almost more confusing. 

E s s e n t i a l l y ,  t h e  barn was formed by 
t h r e e  cr ibs--or  a t  l e a s t  it enclosed t h r e e  
main volumes (Figs.  7 & 8 ) .  The c e n t r a l  log  
a r e a ,  was surrounded by lean- to  add i t i ons  on 
t h r e e  s i d e s  t o  s t o r e  machinery and keep 
ca lves .  Ignoring t h e  frame a d d i t i o n s ,  t h e  
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Figure 8 

barn consisted of a hewn granary, a l a rge  open 
area ,  and an almost e n t i r e l y  separa te  l a rge  
c r i b  used f o r  s traw storage.  The order  of 
construct ion was moot--it looked a s  i f  a t  some 
undefined d a t e ,  probably before 1850, t h e  
granary was hewn out.  Its corners ,  l i k e  
those of t h e  house, were ha l f -doveta i led ,  and 
t h e  timbers were very nea t ly  f i t  together .  
The lowest log ,  serving a s  the  s i l l ,  extended 

continuously f o r  214 f e e t  t o  where the  o the r  
major un i t  began. The next t h r e e  timbers 
above the  s i l l  extended out  17 f e e t ,  leaving 
space f o r  the  ga tes  which were hung on 
wooden hinges. The granary i t s e l f  was ha l f -  
dovetai led f o r  the  bottom e i g h t  t imbers,  and 
V-notched from t h e r e  t o  t h e  roof.  The 
ins ide  measurements of the  granary were 



about f i f t e e n  f e e t  by five-and-z-half 
f e e t  by eight-and-a-half 
f e e t  high. The f l o o r  was r a i s e d  about t h i r t y  
inches of f  the  ground l e v e l .  Scribbled ins ide  
the  granary i n  penc i l  was t h e  i n s c r i p t i o n ,  "My 
Col t ' s  Age, Apr i l  the  5 ,  1857." Rbove the  
granary, a l o f t  which extended out  over the  
cen te r  opened onto  the  large c r ib .  This a r e a  
was t h e  V-notched sec t ion ,  and, because of t h e  
change i n  notching and t h e  use of smaller  
t imbers,  was probably a later addit ion.  

The e a s t  end of t h e  barn was used f o r  
s traw s torage ,  and measured about 18 x 16 
f e e t .  It had severa l  l a rge  sec t ions  c u t  out  
of i t s  s ides  f o r  mangers, windows, and doors. 
The lower timbers of t h e  c r i b  were nea t ly  
V-notched, while those of t h e  upper por t ion  
appeared t o  be more s lopp i ly  saddle-notched. 
The e a s t  end of t h e  l o f t  opened onto t h e  w e s t  
end of t h i s  c r ib .  The cen te r ,  half-open 
sec t ion ,  contained a small ,  enclosed room used 
f o r  s torage.  

According t o  the  Wells, t h e  Merrimans 
ra i sed  chickens, hogs, corn,  wheat, c lover ,  
o a t s ,  and, l a t e r ,  soybeans. They always 
farmed with horses.  Richard Wells explained,  
"There used t o  be p a r t i t i o n s  i n ,  I guess, 
both s ides  there."  He concluded with,  "It is 
a horse barn, by t h e  way. "18 The function,  
then,  becomes clear--a granary and a horse 
barn combined under a s i n g l e  roof.  But, l i k e  
the  house across the  road, t h e  typology i s  
s t i l l  muddled. 

Trying t o  do the  rout ine  fieldwork and 
descr ip t ion  of the  Merriman house and barn 
involved us i n  l o t s  of problems experienced 
by a l l  fo lk  a rch i t ec tu re  researchers  : our 
ins ide  and outs ide  measurements d id  not  add 
up; we could no t  g e t  decent p i c t u r e s  because 
of t h e  lush fo l i age  and pervasive t h i c k e t s  



around t h e  b u i l d i n g s ;  t h e  Wells f a m i l y ,  
who own t h e  farm,  were busy when we wanted 
t o  s e e  them and w e  were busy when t h e y  were 
n o t ;  t h e  house i t s e l f  was be ing  v a n d a l i z e d  
a t  an a p p a l l i n g  r a t e ,  s o  t h e r e  was n o t i c e a b l y  
l e s s  o f  it t h e r e  t o  examine when we went hack 
t o  it a f t e r  a d e l a y  o f  f o u r  months; and o f  
course  we had d i f f i c u l t i e s  w i t h  o u r  c a r ,  t a p e  
r e c o r d e r ,  camera,  and memories t h a t  seem t o  
be r e q u i r e d  o f  up-to-date f  i e l d w o r k e r s  . 

Perhaps t h e  g r e a t e s t  s i n g l e  problem, 
though,  and t h e  one which seemed t o  s t a n d  o u t  
r i g h t  from t h e  s t a r t ,  was t h e  d i f f i c u l t y  o f  
reduc ing  t h e  d e s c r i ~ t i o n  of t h e s e  b u i l d i n g s  
t o  a manageable form. Howard Marsha l l  and 
John Vlach f i r s t  n o t i c e d  t h e  b u i l d i n g s  w h i l e  
engaged i n  a road  survey  of t r a d i t i o n a l  
s t r u c t u r e s .  They t o l d  u s ,  w i t h  some e x c i t e -  
ment, t h a t  t h e y  had s e e n  a l o g  house and b a r n ,  
and t h a t  t h e  ba rn  was V-notched a t  one end and 
h a l f - d o v e t a i l e d  a t  t h e  o t h e r .  T h i s  o b s e r v a t i o n  
seemed t h e  more remarkable  i n  t h a t  t h e  Merriman 
farm l i e s  more-or-less on t o p  o f  an i s o g l o s s  
t h a t  s e p a r a t e s  b o t h  l i n g u i s t i c  and a r c h i t e c t u r a l  
sub-regions  . l9 

On a subsequen t  v i s i t  t o  t h e  farm w i t h  
Yoward Marsha l l ,  we took  measurements, which we 
l a t e r  l o s t ,  and a l s o  some photographs .  A t  t h e  
t ime of t h a t  v i s i t  we r e a l i z e d  t h a t  n e i t h e r  
t h e  house n o r  t h e  b a r n  f i t  v e r y  w e l l  i n t o  our  
c a r e f u l l y - l e a r n e d  schemes of t r a d i t i o n a l  t y p e s .  
Desp i te  our  f e v e r i s h  s p e c u l a t i o n s  and 
rummagings-around i n  t h e  a v a i l a b l e  l i t e r a t u r e ,  
we j u s t  c o u l d n ' t  6 e c i d e  what t o  c a l l  t h e  
Merriman house and barn ;  t h e y  seemed t o  b e ,  as 
~ a r s h a l l  a p t l y  p u t  it, " p e r f e c t  examples of 
themselves .  " 

Here w a s  t h e  problem most p e r f e c t l y  
expressed  by t h e  Merriman farm: by a l l  
s t a n d a r d s  w e  had it was a f r e a k .  The barn  
d i d n ' t  c l o s e l y  resemble  any t y p e  we were 



aware o f ,  and t h e  house looked l i k e  t h e  
s e q u e n t i a l  j u x t a p o s i t i o n  o f  a  square  and a 
r e c t a n g u l a r  c a b i n ,  o r  p e r h a p s  a  fo rmat ive  
saddlebag house ,  o r  some s o r t  o f  monstrous 
and a b e r r a n t  h y b r i d .  We r e a l i z e d  w i t h  a  
s tar t  t h a t  t h e  Merriman farm i s  s t r a n g e l y  
r e p r e s e n t a t i v e  of a l a r g e  p r o p o r t i o n  o f  
t r a d i t i o n a l  a r c h i t e c t u r e ,  which p r e s e n t  
themselves  i n  u n p r e d i c t a b l e  v a r i a t i o n s  from 
what we had been t a u g h t  was t h e  norm. Folk 
a r c h i t e c t u r a l  i n v e s t i g a t i o n  suddenly took 
on a resemblance t o  t e r a t o l o g y ,  t h e  branch 
of b i o l o g y  concerned w i t h  t h e  s t u d y  of 
abnormal growths ,  f r e a k s ,  and monsters .  

An o v e r t  comparison between b i o l o g i c a l  
and a r c h i t e c t u r a l  f r e a k s  raises some p e r t i -  
n e n t  issues sur rounding  o u r  own concep t ions  
of f o l k  a r c h i t e c t u r e .  I n  medica l  t e x t s ,  
t e r a t o l o g y  i s  of minimal impor tance ,  f o r  
two-headed boys ,  a l b i n o  dwar fs  , and 
elephant-men are rare ; h o u s e s ,  however, 
c o n s t a n t l y  e x h i b i t  such a p p a r e n t  i n s t a -  
b i l i t i e s  and d e v i a t i o n s  from t h e i r  i d e a l  
t y p e s .  The problem seems t o  l i e  most 
s q u a r e l y  i n  t h e  u n c r i t i c a l  accep tance  of a 
b i o l o g i c a l  n o d e l  of c l a s s i f i c a t i o n  by 
f o l k l o r i s t s ,  h i s t o r i a n s ,  and a n t h r o p o l o g i s t s .  
W e  must pose t h e  q u e s t i o n :  Are houses  
r e a l l y  b e s t  unders tood  as analogues  of 
l i v i n g  c r e a t u r e s ?  Have w e  made a funda- 
mental  e r r o r  i n  deve lop ing  c l a s s i f i c a t i o n ,  
t y p o l o g i e s ,  and taxonomies o f  houses  t h a t  
p a r a l l e l  t h e  b i o l o g i c a l  i d e a s  of p h y l a ,  
g e n e r a ,  and s p e c i e s ?  And i f  t h a t  b a s i c  
unders tand ing  i s  a ~ i z - u n d e r s t a n d i n g  , what 
w i l l  t a k e  i t s  p l a c e ?  

I t  seems l i k e l y  t h a t  most of u s  began 
t o  a c c e p t  a b i o l o g i c a l  t y p e  o f  c l a s s i f i c a -  
t i o n  whi le  we were i n  pr imary school .  We 



were g iven  c o u n t l e s s  examples o f  problems 
i n  s c i e n c e  and math which depended on o u r  
under5tanding of t h e  i d e a  o f  d i s c r e t e  c l a s s e s  
of t h i n g s .  Those c l a s s e s  were always 
a r r i v e d  a t  through an e s s e n t i a l l y  A r i s t o -  
t e l i a n  method: i f  one examines specimens,  
f i n d s  and d i s c a r d s  v a r i a b l e  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s ,  
and t h e n  d e s c r i b e s  t h e  immutable remaining 
c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s ,  one shou ld  t h e n  have a r r i v e d  
a t  t h e  " n a t u r a l "  c l a s s e s  f o r  t h a t  t y p e  of 
specimen. A l o g i c a l  c o r o l l a r y  was 
t h a t  well-formed c l a s s e s  a r e  
mutua l ly  e x c l u s i v e ,  and a r e  e x h a u s t i v e  o f  
a l l  t h e  p o s s i b i l i t i e s  i n  t h e  system. And, 
i n t e r e s t i n g l y  enough, t h e  main examples were 
a l l  t a k e n  from t h e  n a t u r a l  o r  b i o l o g i c a l  
world.  W e  were t a u g h t  t h a t  a p p l e s  are a 
d i f f e r e n t  c l a s s  o f  t h i n g  t h a n  o ranges ;  we 
were p u t  on guard a g a i n s t  n o n - l o g i c a l  
c a t e g o r i z a t i o n s  by b e i n g  t o l d  n o t  t o  
m u l t i p l y  cows by h o r s e s  o r  a p p l e s  by o ranges .  
:*atwe came away w i t h  was an e r r o n e o u s  i d e a  o f  
e n t i t i v i t y ;  w e  thought  t h a t  a l l  t h i n g s  cou ld  
be d e a l t  w i t h  as i f  t h e y  were an imals  o r  
f r u i t .  That t h i s  n o t i o n  i s  s t i l l  w i t h  us  i s  
obvious  ( j u s t  look a t  any of t h e  lists of 
g e n r e s  we've a l l  m a d e  up) ; it is a method of  
thought  borrowed from t h e  n a t u r a l  world  i n  
o r d e r  t o  s o l v e  two problems t h a t  l i e  i n  t h e  
c u l t u r a l  domain: t h e  problem of  nomencla ture  
and t h e  problem of  i s o l a t i n g  meaningful  g roups .  

The nomenclature requirement  i s  fundamental .  
We need a way t o  communicate w i t h  each  o t h e r  
about  t h e  t h i n g s  we s t u d y ;  i f  we wanted t o ,  we 
cou ld  i m i t a t e  b i o l o g i s t s  s t i l l  f u r t h e r  by having 
i n t e r n a t i o n a l  c o n g r e s s e s  a t  which p a n e l s  of 
e x p e r t s  would f o r m a l l y  d e c r e e  t h a t  h e n c e f o r t h  
on ly  two-s tory  b u i l d i n g s  w i t h  c e n t r a l  ha l lways  
and such-and-such arrangements  o f  i n t e r n a l  
volumes and o t h e r  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c  f e a t u r e s  can 
be c a l l e d  I -houses .  V i r t u a 2 l y  any a r b i t r a r y  
system of  names f o r  o b s e r v a b l e  houses  would 
s a t i s f y  t h e  need f o r  a c o n s i s t e n t  nomencla ture ,  
b u t  we f u r t h e r  f e e l  t h a t  nomencla ture  shou ld  



be t i e d  t o  a c l a s s i f i c a t i o n  system t h a t  is  i t s e l f  
i n  correspondence with t h e  r e a l i t y  of our sub jec t  
matter.  This ,  of course, has been t h e  goal  i n  
biology f o r  a long t i m e .  Since the  eighteenth 
century, when the  Swedish bo tan i s t  Linnaeus 
founded modem taxonomy, c l a s s i f i e r s  of t h e  
b io logica l  world have t r i e d  t o  come t o  g r i p s  
with developmental r e l a t ionsh ips .  But p r i o r  t o  
the  mid-nineteenth century various forms of l i f e  
were general ly viewed a s  wholly separa te  c l a s ses ,  
a l l  e n t i r e l y  d i s c r e t e  and a l l  c rea ted  a t  the  same 
moment. The only re l a t ionsh ips  thought t o  e x i s t  
between c l a s s e s  were t h e i r  r e l a t i v e  ordering i n  
the  Great Chain of ~ e i n g , ~ O  and what was c a l l e d  
"natura l  a f f i n i t y " :  the  obvious physical  
resemblances between various forms -21  Charles 
Darwin provided i n  h i s  theory of evolut ion a 
t h e o r e t i c a l  b a s i s  f o r  c l a s s i f i c a t i o n  t h a t  was 
more powerful than t h e  n a t u r a l  a f f i n i t y  of 
resemblance c la s ses .  I t  not  only explained the  
existence of these resemblance c l a s s e s ,  but  a l s o  
it provided a system of ordering f o r  the  e n t i r e  
b io log ica l  universe. The l o s s  of d i sc re teness  
f o r  the  c l a s s e s ,  however, became a concomitant 
problem. When evolut ion was assumed a s  a 
b io log ica l  paradigm, we gained the  elegance and 
power of the  "phylogenetic t r e e "  idea ,  but  only 
a t  the  expense of prec is ion  i n  the  boundaries 
of c l a s ses .  

Extensions of Darwinian concepts i n t o  the  
s o c i a l  and h i s t o r i c a l  sc iences  a r e  t o o  common 
and too  w e l l  known t o  requi re  discussion here. 
But most such extensions a re  unconscious and 
u n c r i t i c a l ,  when they should only be made with 
g r e a t  caution and a f u l l  awareness of t h e  
shortcomings i n  the  analogy. 

F i r s t ,  t heor ie s  of the  b io log ica l  o r  
n a t u r a l  world may not apply t o  the  c u l t u r a l  
world. Problems a r i s i n g  from such misapplica- 
t i o n s  a r e  now easy t o  see  i n  the  ea r ly  anthro- 
pological  notions of genera l  un i l inea r  c u l t u r a l  
evolut ion and the  doct r ine  of survivals.22 The 



overs impl i f ica t ions  t h a t  crop up from super- 
imposing evolut ionary theory on c l a s s i f i c a t i o n  
systems f o r  a r t i f a c t s  may be more sub t l e ,  bu t  
they a re  j u s t  a s  r e a l .  

Second, t h e o r i e s  of b io log ica l  evolut ion 
require t h a t  the  concept of specia t ion  and 
the  i d e n t i f i c a t i o n  and naming of species  be 
meaningful and ~ ~ s t e m a t i c . ~ 3  This i s  a hard 
requirement t o  f u l f i l l  i n  the  c u l t u r a l  domain; 
f o r  example, "speciesnes:" i n  the  organismic 
world implies t h a t  a group of individuals  
breed among themselves, but  do not  normally 
breed across species  l i n e s .  This c r i t e r i o n  
f a i l s ,  however, f o r  any e n t i t y  t h a t  does no t  
engage i n  sexual reproduction, f o r  example, 
micro-organisms--or houses. Moreover, the  
species concept cannot e a s i l y  dea l  with 
individual  v a r i a t i o n  caused by i s o l a t i o n ,  
changes i n  environment, o r  spec ia l i za t ion .  
When does a v a r i a t i o n  i n  one species  become 
a new and separa te  species? When does a new 
var i an t  become a d i f f e r e n t  version? When 
does an oikotype become a type? 

Final ly ,  the  acceptance of and attempt 
t o  solve problems with t h e  b io log ica l  evolu- 
t ionary  model c a r r i e s  with it a commitment t o  
a c l a s s i f i c a t o r y  goal  t h a t  may simply not  be 
adequate t o  both the  desc r ip t ive  and the  
explanatory i n t e r e s t s  of f o l k l o r i s t s .  

Of course, o the r  b io log ica l  theor ie s  of 
types a r e  ava i l ab le ;  we might t r y  t o  work 
out  successful  c u l t u r a l  analogies t o  Lamarck's 
theory of the  genet ic  inher i tance  of . 
acquired c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s .  But we th ink t h e  
point  has been made by now t h a t  simple analogies 
won't help us ,  and have only l e d  us t o  a 
topsy-turvy view i n  which individual  houses 
l i k e  the  Merriman house appear a s  f r eaks ,  o r ,  
more cha r i t ab ly ,  a s  i s o l a t e d  u n i t s  with an 
unpredictable degree of v a r i a b i l i t y .  



The solu t ion  t o  t h i s  dilemma c l e a r l y  
requi res  our commitment t o  a s trong a l t e r n a t i v e  
philosophical  and t h e o r e t i c a l  pos i t ion .  We 
cannot leave theory-making t o  somebody e l s e  
while w e  indulge our love f o r  measuring up and 
describing archaic  ru ins ;  it simply i s n ' t  
poss ib le  t o  do empirical  inves t iga t ion  without 
a t  l e a s t  an impl ic i t  t h e o r e t i c a l  pos i t ion .  
The only quest ion is:  w i l l  we t r y  t o  con- 
sciously bu i ld  workable ideas ,  o r  w i l l  we 
continue t o  u n c r i t i c a l l y  accept  a body of 
notions according t o  which most of what we 
encounter w i l l  be typologica l  monstrosi t ies? 

We would suggest t h a t  one important 
c r i t e r i o n  of an acceptable c l a s s i f i c a t o r y  
philosophy be a concern with whole systems. A 
house and the  mind t h a t  c rea ted  it form a 
pai red  set t h a t  can be c a l l e d  a natural-cogni- 
t i v e  system. A s  a n a t u r a l  system it i s  
realized--performed, s o  t o  speak--within the  
realm of the  physica l ,  ma te r i a l  world, from 
t h e  ac t ion  of bra in  and muscle c e l l s  on b r i cks  
and r a f t e r s .  A s  a cognit ive system the  house 
and mind a r e  l inked by the  elements of com- 
petence : perceptions,  i n t e n t i o n s ,  cognit ions,  
consciousness. One need not  attempt t o  nea t ly  
reduce the  n a t u r a l  system t o  t h e  cognit ive one, 
nor the  cognit ive t o  t h e  na tu ra l .  In f a c t ,  
both those reductions only lead t o  s t e r i l e  
philosophical  extremes, sol ipsism on the  one 
h a d  and a dogmatic material ism on the  o ther .  
Nor i s  it necessary t o  become a r i g i d  d u a l i s t ,  
t o  adopt a b i furca ted  view of the  system 
under study. An appropriate philosophy w i l l  
be "biperspect iva l , "  t h a t  i s ,  it takes  i n t o  
considerat ion the  isomorphisms between a l l  
n a t u r a l  and cognit ive systems. :1Je may choose 
t o  seek an agreeable b ipe r spec t iva l  view by 
looking a t  houses and minds i n  terms more 
semiotic  than genet ic ,  more l i n g u i s t i c  than 
h i s t o r i c a l , 2 5  by taking cur ren t  theor ie s  of 
language and applying them t o  a s p e c i f i c  



populat ion of houses and minds a s  Henry Glas s i e  
has  done. 26 

It may be t h a t  we could b e s t  exp la in  t h e  
r e c i p r o c a l  r e l a t i o n s  between houses and t h e  
minds t h a t  create and use them i n  terms of 
four  f e a t u r e s  a b s t r a c t e d  by gene ra l  systems 
theory:  (1) wholeness, a s  opposed t o  mere 
aggregat ion;  (2)  adapt ive  s e l f - s t a b i l i z a t i o n ;  
(3) long term adapt ive  reorganiza t ion ;  and (4) 
h i e r a r c h i c a l  s t r u c t u r i n g ,  by which a  given 
system func t ions  a s  p a r t  of a  h ighe r  system 
and by which t h e  p a r t s  of a  system on any 
given l e v e l  a r e  themselves whole systems.28 

Perhaps we can handle problematic  
examples l i k e  t h e  Merriman farm by fol lowing 
up a  c a r e f u l  job of d e s c r i p t i o n  wi th  ques t ions  
t h a t  a r i s e  from examining it a s  a  unique 
enactment of such gene ra l  systems p r i n c i p l e s :  
what a r e  t h e  subsystems--units of form, u n i t s  
of cons t ruc t ion ,  u n i t s  of t r a d i t i o n a l  function-- 
t h a t  were manipulated by t h e  b u i l d e r s  i n t o  t h e  
whole house, t h e  whole farm? How d i d  t h e  
house ' s  rooms func t ion  , and how d i d  t h e  
func t iona l  design of t h e  house s u s t a i n ,  o r  
thwar t ,  t h e  adapta t ion  of those  who l i v e s  i n  
it t o  t h e i r  own l i v e s ,  t o  t h e i r  v i s i o n s  of t h e i r  
l i ves?29  How do house and mind t ransform each 
o the r?  These a r e  d i f f i c u l t  s o r t s  of ques t ions  
even t o  r a i s e ,  and i n  t h e  case  of t h e  Merriman 
farm they  may now be impossible t o  answer; we 
may be s u r e ,  however, t h a t  such ques t ions  a r e  
never reso lved  (and r a r e l y  even genera ted)  by 
an approach t h a t  begins and ends wi th  b lanket  
ca t egor i za t ions .  Cal l ing  t h e  Merriman.house a  
Formative saddlebag30 provides us  wi th  a  con- 
fus ing  nomenclatural s o l u t i o n  and t h e  erroneous 
f e e l i n g  t h a t  we have somehow expla ined  t h e  
house by typ ing  it. 

S t i l l ,  we hope s e v e r a l  p o i n t s  have come 
through: f i r s t ,  de sc r ib ing ,  naming, c l a s s i f y i n g ,  



and theor iz ing  about house types a r e  not  
separable t a sks .  They must always be taken 
together ,  wi t t ing ly  o r  unwit t ingly.  Second, 
we  have a l l  been conned by our forth-grade 
teachers  and by our i n c l i n a t i o n s  t o  analogy; 
we've been conned i n t o  an unreasoned 
dependence on the  b io log ica l  world a s  a 
source f o r  our operat ing philosophy, and 
i f  we s t i c k  with such a poorly thought out  
science-of-the-concrete, most of t h e  ob jec t s  
of our studies--houses, f i d d l e  tunes ,  and 
legends alike--must be regarded a s  
s t r u c t u r a l  o r  funct ional  f reaks .  Third, the re  
a re  poss ib i l i t i e s - -con t rovers i a l  and d i f f i c u l t ,  
but s t i l l  p o s s i b i l i t i e s - - t h a t  something l i k e  
a general  systems approach t o  house-mind 
systems can lead t o  a more appropriate under- 
s tanding of types ,  forms, and va r i an t s .  
When we begin t o  th ink of houses and minds 
together  a s  self-transforming, whole, homeo- 
s t a t i c  systems, the  Merriman farm can become 
more than a l o c a l  loveable monster. 
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l e n g t h  by Henry G l a s s i e  i n  h i s  a r t i c l e ,  "Eighteenth-Century C u l t u r a l  
Process  in Delaware Val ley  Folk Bui ld ing ,"  Winter thur  P o r t f o l i o  7 
(Winter thur ,  Delaware: Henry F r a n c i s  duPont Museum, 1972).  PP. 29-57; - - 
s e e  a l s o  G l a s s i e ' s  Housin i n  Middle V i r g i n i a :  A S t r u c t u r a l  
Analys is  of  H i s t o r i c  Ar t i fac tsQ(Xnoxvi l le :  U n i v e r s i t y  of Tennessee 
P r e s s ,  1975).  

* 
For i l l u s t r a t i m s  and t e x t  Dn t h e  dog- t ro t  c a b i n ,  s e e  Henry G l a s s i e ,  

P a t t e r n  i n  t h e  M a t e r i a l  Folk C u l t u r e  of  t h e  Eas tern  United S t a t e s  ----------- 
( P h i l a d e l p h i a :  Univers i ty  of  Pennsylvania P r e s s ,  1968).  pp. 94-95, 
89 ,  96 ,  and 98-99. 

See G l a s s i e ,  P a t t e r n  i n  t h e  M a t e r i a l  Folk Cultur., pp. 103-106 f o r  
i l l u a t r a t i m s .  

John Vlach's e x c e l l e n t  s tudy  of " m e  'Canada H-stead' : A 
Saddlebag Log House i n  Monroe C o m t y ,  Indiana ,"  p r e s e n t s  a d e t a i l e d  
a n a l y s i s  of one p a r t i c u l a r  saddlebag house i n  P ioneer  m e r i c a  4 
(1972) :8-17. 

See Vlach, * m e  Shotgun House: An Afr ican  A r c h i t e c t u r a l  Legacy," 
P i m e e r  America 8 (1976) :47-56, 57-70. -- 

Howard Wight Marsha l l  p resented  a house of  t h i s  t y p e  i n  h i s  
a r t i c l e ,  'Ihe 'Thousand Acres' Log House, Mmroe Colmty, Indiana ,"  
P i m e e r  w r i c a  3 : l  (1971) :48-56. -- 
I G l a s s i e ,  P a t t e r n  i n  t h e  M a t e r i a l  Folk C u l t u r e ,  p. 8 .  

8 
PLary Wells, Morgantown, Indiana ,  i n t e r v i e w  8/2/75. 

G l a s s i e  , "Ihe  Types of  t h e  Southern Mountain Cabin," i n  Jan Harold 
Brunvand, ed . ,  The Study of m r i c a n  F o l k l o r e  (New York: W. W. Norton, 
1978).  pp. 391-420. 

lo I b i d .  

l1 C l a s s i e ,  P a t t e r n  in t h e  Mater ia l  Folk C u l t u r e ,  p.  11. 

* Fred Kniffen and Henry G l a s s i e ,  "Building i n  Wood i n  t h e  E a s t e r n  
United S t a t e s ,  A Time-Place P e r s p e c t i v e  ," Geoqraphical  
56 (1966) : 40-66. 



l3 
Richard Ylls, mqan town ,  Indiana, in terview,  8/2/75. 

14 
M u y  W l l 8 .  Worpantown, Indiana, in terview,  8/2/75. 

l5 
Richard -11.. Mrgantown, Indiana. i n t e rv i ev ,  8/2/75. 

16 
Wuy Wells, Ilorgarttovn. Indiana, in terview,  8/2/75. 

l7 
Richard Wells, Wrgant-, Indiana, i n t e rv i ev .  8/2/75. 

la 
Richard Umlls, norgaritown, Indiana, in terview,  8/2/75. 

l9 
~ o u a r d  wight Warshall and John Michael Vlach, *mward a Po lk l i f e  

Approach t o  A a r i c a n  Dialects ,"  American Speech 48 (1973) :165-91. 

20 Arthur 0. 
sctts, 1948). 

The Great Chain - Being (Cambridge, 

21 niche1 Foucault,  The Order of Thinps: Archeolcqy g the 
H u m a n  Sciences [New York, 1973). e spec i a l ly  chapter  5. "Classifying," 
pp. 125-65. 

11 
Edward 8. Tylor,  Pr imit ive  Culture (Londcn, 1871) 

23 
Speciation and naming can be accomplished according t o  many 

d i f f e r e n t  meaningful systems, however; c f .  Claude Levi-Strauss, 
me Savage Hind (Chicago, 1970), chapters  2 ,  5, 6 ,  and 7, f o r  - 
anthropological perspect ives  on b io log ica l  c l a s s i f i ca t ion .  

24 
David Bidney, Theoret ica l  Anthropology (New York, 1970). p. 82. 

Bidney e x p l i c i t l y  accepts the  Lamarckian theory a s  Inore adequate t o  
the  c u l t u r a l  sphere than the Darwinian theory,  which "allovs no 
p l a e  f o r  human e f f o r t . "  

25 
J. M. Bochcnski, The Methods of Contemporary Thought (New York, 

19681. p. 124. 

26 Glansie,  Housinq i n  Middle Virginia ,  passim. 

27 E r v i n  Laszlo, In t roduct ion %stems Phi losophy Tovard a Neu 
Paradiqr of c a n t e q o r a r y  Thought (New York, 1973) , pp. 35-55. 

Glass ie ,  "Structure  and Function, Folklore and the  Artifact;  
Semiotics 7 (1973) :316-17. 



29 we a re  here de l ibe ra t e ly  r a i s ing  the  c r i t i c a l  i s sue  of whose 
vis ion is t o  be adopted a s  fundamental t o  e s t ab l i sh ing  the  meanings 
of t r a d i t i o n s ;  c f .  Dan Ben-Amos, "Analytical Categories and Ethnic 
Genres,. 2 (1969) :301. 

30 Glass ie ,  'Southern Mountain Houses: A Study i n  Fumricm Folk 
Culture. (Unpublished M.A.  t h e s i s ,  Cooperstown Graduate Programs 
of the  S ta t e  University of New York, 1965). p.  161. 


