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The s tudy of m a t e r i a l  c u l t u r e  must b e ,  t o  
whatever e x t e n t  it escapes an t iquar ian ism,  an 
an thropologica l  e n t e r p r i s e .  Unless one i s  con- 
t e n t  with t h e  observat ion of v a r i a t i o n  and change 
i n  man-made o b j e c t s  f o r  t h e i r  own sake ,  any 
explana t ion  of those  phenomena must u l t ima te ly  
be couched i n  terms of t h e  learned ,  pa t t e rned  
behavior t h a t  f o r  convenience we c a l l  c u l t u r e .  1 
We a r e  anxious t o  know how one l e a r n s  t o  
design o b j e c t s ,  t o  understand how t h e  ideas  
which a r e  t r ansmi t t ed  from one person t o  another  
a r e  manipulated by each t o  produce new a r t i f a c t s .  
We seek t o  desc r ibe  a r t i f a c t s ,  t h a t  i s ,  a s  
products  of pa t t e rned  behavior.  From whom does 
t h e  b u i l d e r  of a house g e t  h i s  i deas?  What 
does he do with them between t h e  time he l e a r n s  
them and t h e  time he produces a s t r u c t u r e ?  
These ques t ions  a r e  of p a r t i c u l a r  i n t e r e s t  wi th  
r e spec t  t o  t r a d i t i o n a l  houses,  where the  p a t t e r n s  
of l ea rn ing  may n o t  be d i r e c t l y  e s t a b l i s h e d  by 
documented personal  o r  l i t e r a r y  l i n k s .  

One theory of t ransmission i n  vernacular  
a r c h i t e c t u r e  s t u d i e s  holds  t h a t  t h e  p a t t e r n i n g  
observable among s i m i l a r  bu i ld ings  i s  the  r e s u l t  
of t h e  d i f f u s i o n  of i deas  from a common source ,  
r a t h e r  than of many s e p a r a t e ,  independent 
invent ions  of t h e  same forms2 In i t s  extreme 
ve r s ions ,  t h e  d i f f u s i o n i s t  argument o f t e n  seems 
t o  imply t h a t ,  a s  a system without  " t h e o r e t i c a l  
o r  a e s t h e t i c  p re t ens ions ,  "3 vernacular  a r c h i t e c -  
t u r e  i s  t h e  product  of t h e  mindless i m i t a t i o n  of 
a l i m i t e d  number of bu i ld ing  models. Di f fus ion  
is neve r the l e s s  a u s e f u l  concept i n  many ways, 



and it has formed the  b a s i s  of most important  
B r i t i s h  and American s t u d i e s  of vernacular  
bu i ld ing .  In England, f o r  example, it has  
shaped s t u d i e s  of crown-post roo f s  and of 
t h ree -un i t  and a i s l e d - h a l l  house p lans .  Many 
bu i ld ing  forms a r e  be l ieved  t o  have come from 
France t o  southeas t  England, and thence t o  
have spread from t h e  lowland t o  t h e  highland 
reg ions  of t h e  i ~ l a n d . ~  In t h e  United S t a t e s ,  
d i f fu s ion  s t u d i e s  have been equa l ly  important ,  
i n s p i r e d  a t  l e a s t  i n  p a r t  by t h e  d ive r se  e t h n i c  
o r i g i n s  of America's b u i l d e r s  -5 

In t h i s  paper  I have chosen t o  examine 
t h a t  c o r o l l a r y  of d i f f u s i o n  theory  known as 
s o c i a l  d i f f u s i o n  because I t h i n k  t h a t  it 
p o i n t s  up many of t h e  l i m i t a t i o n s  of 
d i f f u s i o n i s t  explana t ions  of vernacular  a r ch i -  
t e ~ t u r e . ~  This a spec t  of t h e  theory  holds  t h a t  
bu i ld ing  types  and techniques,  a s  we l l  a s  
i nd iv idua l  bu i ld ings ,  t end  t o  pass  down t h e  
s o c i a l  s c a l e .  New i d e a s  a r e  introduced a t  t h e  
t o p  of t h e  s o c i a l  o rde r  and g radua l ly  f i l t e r  
down, o f t en  reaching t h e  bottom long a f t e r  they  
have gone ou t  of fash ion  a t  t h e  t o p  .7 

Lord Raglan, t h e  an thropologis t  and 
scho la r  of Welsh vernacular  a r c h i t e c t u r e ,  
o f f e red  t h e  most e x p l i c i t  expos i t ion  of t h i s  
i dea  i n  a  1963 essay  on "The Origin of Vernacu- 
lar Archi tec ture ."  He s a i d  t h a t  " the  r i c h  and 
powerful" a r e  respons ib le  f o r  t h e  invent ion  of 
new types  of a r t i f a c t s ,  which they  adopt a s  
r e a l  o r  imagined improvements on whatever they  
rep lace .  A s  a r e s u l t  of t h e i r  adoption by t h e  
upper c l a s s e s ,  everyone wants t h e s e  new i tems,  
and cheap i m i t a t i o n s  a r e  produced i n  g r e a t  
numbers t o  meet t h e  demand. But then  t h e  r i c h  
t ake  up y e t  another  nove l ty ,  while  "some of  t h e  
poor specimens surv ive  among remote r u s t i c s  and 
a r e  mistaken by fo lk- lore  e n t h u s i a s t s  f o r  t h e  
spontaneous products  of f o l k  c u l t u r e .  "8 



Mere proximity t o  new ideas  Aoes no t  
explain t h e i r  adoption. Some motive must be 
present .  Raglan and h i s  a s soc ia tes  the re fo re  
a t t r i b u t e d  t o  imi ta t ion  a l l  of t h e  non- 
academic bui ld ings  i n  Br i t a in .  

The idea  of s o c i a l  d i f fus ion  is  only a 
p a r t i c u l a r l y  e l i t i s  version of t h e  

'I general  d i f f u s i o n i s t  view. Socia l  d i f fus ion-  
ists resolve the  canplex quest ion of influence 
i n  favor of a s i m p l i s t i c  aff irmation of t h e  
o f f i c i a l  s o c i a l  and economic s t ruc tu re .  They 
pos tu la te  the  inexorable movement of ideas  
downward from the  more powerful t o  the  l e s s  
powerful i n  a process rendered l e s s  order ly  
than it ought t o  be by the  f a u l t y  understanding 
of t h e  r ec ip ien t s .  10 

Any ana lys i s  which o f f e r s  a s  an explana- 
t i c n  the  complete dependence of one group 
upon another i s  automatical ly suspect .  I f  
w e  have learned nothing e l s e  from severa l  
exce l l en t  new h i s t o r i c a l  and f o l k l o r i s t i c  
s t u d i e s ,  we should know by now t h a t  each 
group has i ts  own values and inner  dynamic. 
It is  not  only the  e l i t e  who can th ink f o r  
themselves. Dis t inc t ive  minority cu l tu res  
persist despi te  overwhelming e x p l i c i t  and 
i m p l i c i t  pressures  t o  be ass imi la ted .  In the  
face of the  long-standing assumption t h a t  
blacks had no cu l tu re  except f o r  fragments 
gleaned from Europeans, f o r  ins tance ,  recent  
s tud ies  show very c l e a r l y  t h a t  Afro-Americans 
re ta ined t h e i r  own family t i e s ,  house 
planning t r a d i t i o n s ,  musical forms, and o r a l  
cu l tu re .  l1 Similar ly ,  some t r a d i t i o n a l  
building p rac t i ces  i n  Virginia--board roofing 
and thatching a r e  two--survived i n  ac t ive  use 
the re  long a f t e r  they had been dismissed from 
the  publ ic  a r c h i t e c t u r a l  r e p e r t o i r e s  of 
Virginia '  s e l i t e  bui lders .  12 



I f  it i s  t r u e  t h a t  "lower" groups, de f ined  
s o c i a l l y ,  economically,  o r  numerical ly ,  do n o t  
merely absorb t h e  dominant c u l t u r e ,  it is  a l s o  
t r u e  t h a t  they e x e r t  p o s i t i v e  inf luence  upon 
t h e  dominating groups around them. 13 A s t r o n g  
case  f o r  t h i s  s ta tement  can be made from t h e  
e a r l y  h i s t o r y  of t imber  framing i n  Virg in ia .  
An anc i en t  bu i ld ing  p r a c t i c e  i n  Europe--one 
found f o r  i n s t ance  on excavated Anglo-Saxon 
archaeologica l  s i t e s - - i s  t h e  technique of 
bu i ld ing  on p o s t s .  l4 The lower ends of t h e  
v e r t i c a l  framing members, r a t h e r  than being s e t  
on a h o r i z o n t a l  s i l l  o r  upon any s o r t  of founda- 
t i o n  o r  underpinning, were p laced  d i r e c t l y  i n  
t h e  ground, e i t h e r  by being dr iven  i n  o r  by 
being s e t  i n t o  previous ly  prepared ho le s  o r  
t renches .  Only a few excavated examples d a t i n g  
between t h e  e leventh  century and t h e  p r e s e n t  have 
been repor ted  from Europe,15 y e t  r e c e n t  archae- 
ology i n  V i rg in i a  has  shown t h a t  most seventeenth- 
century v i r g i n i a n s  of whatever s o c i a l  s tanding  
l i v e d  i n  p o s t - b u i l t  houses. Here i s  an example 
of a t r a d i t i o n a l  bu i ld ing  p r a c t i c e  which 
obviously survived through seven c e n t u r i e s  of 
use  without  being de t ec t ed  by modern s c h o l a r s ,  
and which experienced a resurgence of popu la r i t y  
i n  seventeenth-century America. l6 

Post  bu i ld ing  by i t s  very na tu re  was an 
inexac t  technology. The use of e l abo ra t e  o r  
mul t ip le  j o i n t s  i n  a bu i ld ing  t h a t  were 
imprecisely l a i d  out  and s u b j e c t  t o  movement 
through t h e  a c t i o n s  of s e t t l i n g ,  r o t ,  and f r o s t  
w a s  n o t  poss ib l e .  A s  a r e s u l t ,  t h e  English 
framing t r a d i t i o n s  t h a t  were s o  c a r e f u l l y  main- 
t a i n e d  i n  New England were allowed t o  d i s s o l v e ,  
i n  V i rg in i a  and were rep laced  by t h e  s imp les t ,  
most f l e x i b l e  kind of framing.17 Long w a l l s  
were framed wi th  t h e  p l a t e d  tenoned t o  t h e  tops  
of t h e  p o s t s  and l i nked  t o g e t h e r  by j o i s t s  
lapped over t h e  p l a t e s .  The r i g i d ,  box-l ike,  
four-s ided bay of t h e  New England house became 



i n  V i rg in i a  an open-ended, a d d i t i v e  ske le ton  
f l e x i b l e  a s  a  snake ' s ,  and ab le  t o  t w i s t  and 
t u r n  with the  s t r e s s e s  upon it. The loose  
a r t i c u l a t i o n  of p a r t s  was c a r r i e d  i n t o  roof 
framing. The usua l  r a f t e r  system employed a  
s e r i e s  of l i g h t ,  c lo se ly -  spaced, common 
r a f t e r s  l i nked  a t  t h e  t o p  by open mor t i ses  
and i n  t h e  cen te r s  wi th  lapped-on c o l l a r  
beams. The r a f t e r  couple was a t t ached  t o  t h e  
frame only i n d i r e c t l y ,  e i t h e r  by being 
n a i l e d  t o  a  board l a i d  along t h e  ends of t h e  
j o i s t s  o r  by being notched over a square 
member s e t  d iagonal ly  along t h e  ends of t h e  
beams (Fig. 1). 

Figure I :  Schematic diagram of t y p i c a l  
Virg in ia  roof framing, with l i g h t  common 
r a f t e r s  and c o l l a r s  of uniform s c a n t l i n g .  
The r a f t e r s  a r e  supported a t  t h e  eaves on 
t i l t e d  f a l s e  plates-- the square black 
members a t  t h e  ou t s ide  ends of t h e  j o i s t s  
( A l l  drawings by t h e  a u t h o r ) .  

Post houses f e l l  down quickly  unless  they  
were sub jec t ed  t o  f r equen t  , extens ive  r e p a i r s .  
In  t he  eyes  of Vi rg in ians  t h i s  system was by 
no means an improvement over English p r a c t i c e .  



I t  was in t roduced  a t  f i r s t  a s  an expedien t ;  
c o n t r a c t s  f o r  we l l -bu i l t  bu i ld ings  always 
s p e c i f i e d  houses "wel l  underpinned wi th  b r i c k ,  " 
with  frames "hewed by a l i n e , "  and "nea t ly  and 
w e l l  s e t  t oge the r  a f t e r  t h e  manner," they  
added s i g n i f i c a n t l y ,  "of Engl ish bu i ld ing .  "18 
Ear ly  Vi rg in ians  c o n t r a s t e d  t h e i r  own b u i l d i n g s  
t o  " s u b s t a n t i a l "  Engl ish houses; t h e  terms 
s u b s t a n t i a l  and Engl i sh  were a t  f i r s t  used 
interchangeably.  By t h e  l a t e  seventeenth  
cen tury ,  though, t hey  had grown accustomed t o  
p o s t  bu i ld ing  convent ions and it became 
d e f i n i t i o n a l l y  p o s s i b l e  t o  have a s u b s t a n t i a l  
V i rg in i a  house. The new Engl i sh  f a sh ion  of 
having a frame wi thout  exposed beams "as  t h e  
new way of Bui lding i s ,  "I9 was t h e r e f o r e  
app l i ed  t o  V i rg in i a  framing, r a t h e r  than r e i n t r o -  
ducing Engl ish methods, f o r  V i rg in i ans  found 
t h a t  from t h e i r  p o s t  technology they  had 
produced a framing system t h a t  was s t rong ,  
l i g h t ,  cheap, and adaptab le  t o  a lmost  any 
s t r u c t u r a l  problem. Af t e r  t h e  gene ra l  
add i t i on  of s i l ls  and braces  t o  s t i f f e n  a frame, 
no  longer  r equ i r ed  t o  be f l e x i b l e ,  no  changes 
were made t o  t h e  system u n t i l  a f t e r  t h e  
C i v i l  war .20 Contrary t o  Raglan 's  a s s e r t i o n  t h a t  
changes a r e  in t roduced  a s  improvements21 o r  t o  
t h e  complementary b e l i e f  t h a t  craftsmen always 
seek t o  r e f i n e  t h e i r   technique^,^^ t h e  change 
t o  p o s t  b u i l d i n g  i n  ~ i r g i n i a  d i d  n o t  f i n a l l y  
r e s u l t  i n  a degenerat ion of craf tsmen nor  can 
it be expla ined  a s  "everyone 's"  wanting t o  
par take  of a new fash ion .  

The problem wi th  t h e  d i f f u s i o n i s t  argument, 
t h e n ,  is  t h a t  wi thout  t h e  i d e a  t h a t  people 
n a t u r a l l y  copy t h e i r  s o c i a l  o r  economic b e t t e r s ,  
t h e r e  i s  no r e a l  explana t ion  of t h e  movement of 
i d e a s .  An a l t e r n a t i v e  model may be p o s i t e d  i f  
a r c h i t e c t u r a l  t r a d i t i o n s  a r e  considered t o  con- 
s t i t u t e  symbolic systems. To have any r e a l  
meaning t o  i t s  b u i l d e r s  and u s e r s ,  a b u i l d i n g  



must be one expression of a whole system of 
p o s s i b i l i t i e s ;  it der ives  i t s  meaning a s  much 
from the a l t e r n a t i v e s  not chosen a s  it does 
from those which a r e  se lec ted .  - 

The techniques of l i n g u i s t i c s  can be of 
g r e a t  a s s i s t ance  i n  the  examination of 
a r c h i t e c t u r a l  forms considered as  symbolic 
systems. Drawing upon s t r u c t u r a l  l i n g u i s t i c s ,  
semiotics ,  and generat ive grammar, f o r  
ins tance ,  James Deetz and Henry Glassie have 
gone f a r  toward e s t a b l i s h i n g  the  u t i l i t y  of 
l i n g u i s t i c  models t o  ma te r i a l  cu l tu re  s tud ies .  2 3 

Glass ie ,  i n  h i s  Folk Housing Middle Virgin ia  
has constructed an e labora te  grammar t h a t  
b r i l l a i n t  l y  cod i f i e s  t h e  s y n t a c t i c a l  p r i n c i p l e s  
of nineteenth-century house bu i lde r s  i n  Pied- 
mont Virginia.  Ultimately, however, grammar i s  
i t s e l f  only a conventionalized method of 
encoding and r e l a t i n g  meanings f o r  t h e i r  
e f f i c i e n t  t r a n s f e r  t o  an audience.24 A s  an 
avowedly n e u t r a l  concept it can add l i t t l e  t o  
the understanding of t h e  s o c i a l  meanings which 
a re  embodied i n  a r c h i t e c t u r a l  performances, 
and which give vernacular buildings t h e i r  
l o c a l  charac ter .  

The work of soc io log i s t  Bas i l  Bernstein on 
l i n g u i s t i c  codes o f f e r s  a useful  approach t o  
the  problem of the  r e l a t ionsh ip  of a rch i t ec tu re  
and soc ie ty  .26 In  Berns te in ' s  view, "a number 
of . . . frames of consistency a r e  poss ib le  i n  
any given language and . . . these  fashions of 
speaking, l i n g u i s t i c  f oms , or codes are them- 
se lves  a function of t h e  forms s o c i a l  r e l a t i o n s  
take."27 Each s o c i a l  s t r u c t u r e  can generate a 
d i s t i n c t i v e  code wi th in  a language. 

Bernstein claims t h a t  two b a s i c  types of 
l i n g u i s t i c  codes can be dist inguished.  Although 
they a re  p a r t s  of t h e  same language, they com- 
p r i s e  a l t e r n a t e  symbol systems and they operate 
in d i f f e r e n t  ways t o  d i f f e r e n t  ends. They may 



be d i s t i ngu i shed  by " the  e x t e n t  t o  which 
each f a c i l i t a t e s  o r  i n h i b i t s  an o r i en t a -  
t i o n  t o  symbolize i n t e n t  i n  v e r b a l l y  
e x p l i c i t  form. "28 

One code he c a l l e s  t h e  r e s t r i c t e d  
code. It is cha rac t e r i zed  by a h igh  degree 
of s y n t a c t i c a l  and l e x i c a l  p r e d i c t a b i l i t y  
and it i s  r e a d i l y  and informal ly  learned.  
I t  does no t  f a c i l i t a t e  t h e  e l abo ra t ion  of 
meaning o r  t h e  express ion  of i n d i v i d u a l  
i n t e n t .  Rather it a c t s  t o  promote group 
s o l i d a r i t y ,  b u t  s a c r i f i c e s  a  f a c i l i t y  f o r  
s i g n a l l i n g  i n d i v i d u a l  d i f f e r e n c e s  among 
group members. Expresqions i n  t h e  
r e s t r i c t e d  code depend upon an assumed 
body of shared  i n t e r e s t s  and i n d e n t i f i c a t i o n s  
which remove the  n e c e s s i t y  of being e x p l i c i t .  
A r e s t r i c t e d  code can be developed i n  any 
community with shared  va lues ,  whether it be 
a  group of seventeenth-century Vi rg in i a  
p l a n t e r s  o r  twentieth-century f o l k l o r i s t s .  
Each w i l l  develop codes which al low reference  
t o  a  whole complex of assumptions by a  few 
shor t  words o r  phrases. 

The e l abo ra t ed  code is cha rac t e r i zed  by 
law s y n t a c t i c a l  and l e x i c a l  p r e d i c t a b i l i t y .  
The use r  s e l e c t s  from many l i n g u i s t i c  a l t e r -  
n a t i v e s  which allow him t o  express  h i s  
experience i n  a  p a r t i c u l a r i z e d ,  d i f  f e r e n t i -  
a t i n g  manner. Berns te in  cau t ions  t h a t  
r e s t r i c t e d  codes should n o t  be s t igmat ized  
a s  substandard ve r s ions  of e l abo ra t ed  codes 
and no te s  t h a t  "a r e s t r i c t e d  code c a r r i e s  
i ts  own a e s t h e t i c .  I t  w i l l  t end  t o  develop 
a  metaphoric range of cons iderable  power, a  
s i m p l i c i t y  and d i r e c t n e s s ,  a  v i t a l i t y  and 
rhythm . . . . 11 30 

I t  i s  important  t o  no te  he re  t h a t  codes 
a r e  conceived of a s  "nothing more than 
ve rba l  planning a c t i v i t i e s  a t  t h e  psycho- 



l o g i c a l  l e v e l  and only a t  t h i s  l e v e l  can they ----- 
be s a i d  t o  e x i s t  . ~ ~ ~ e c a u s e  of t h i s  concept, ---- 
and because of codes' r e l a t ionsh ip  t o  each 
o the r  a s  p a r t s  of a s i n g l e  language, many 
individuals  may have the  a b i l i t y  t o  use both 
r e s t r i c t e d  and e labora ted  codes, o r  seve ra l  
v a r i e t i e s  of each. Although some persons w i l l  
have access only t o  the  r e s t r i c t e d  code, 
everyone who has access t o  an elaborated code 
can use a r e s t r i c t e d  code a s  w e l l .  

L e t  us  consider vernacular bui ld ing a s  a 
r e s t r i c t e d  a r t i f a c t u a l  code. I t  i s  semantic- 
a l l y  predic table .  One way of examining the  
r e s t r i c t e d  range of meanings at tached t o  
vernacular buildings is t o  examine the  ways 
houses were used, with the  he lp  of probate 
inventor ies .  A s  t he  cognit ive anthropologists  
do with l i v i n g  informants ,32 we may "question" 
the  occupants of seventeenth- and eighteenth-  
century houses about t h e i r  c l a s s i f i c a t i o n  of 
buildings by using inventor ies  which l is t  the  
decedent 's  possessions according t o  t h e  rooms 
t h a t  they were found i n  when t h e  inventory 
was made. These documents a r e  normally c a l l e d  
room-by-room inventor ies .  I f  we do so ,  we 
quickly learn  t h a t  most e a r l y  Virginians had 
a very l imi ted  vocabulary of rooms--the h a l l ,  
t h e  chamber, and t h e  ki tchen were the  t h r e e  
most common terms. The h a l l  was the  conceptual 
cen te r  of t h e  house, i n  r e l a t i o n  t o  which a l l  
o ther  rooms were categorized. Functionally,  it 
was an all-purpose room serving a s  a k i tchen,  
s i t t i n g  room, s leeping room, s t o r e  room, work 
room, and s o  on. Other rooms can be understood 
a s  subt rac t ions  of s p e c i f i c  aspects  of t h e  
h a l l ' s  function,  thereby "modifying" it. The 
f i r s t  spec i f i ed  a c t i v i t y  normally accorded a 
separa te  room--or chamber, t o  use the  contemp- 
orary term--was s leep .  The fami l i a r  two-cell 
house of seventeenth- through nineteenth- 
century Virgin ia  t h a t  i s  c a l l e d  a ha l l -pa r lo r  
house today--parlor being a r e l a t i v e l y  modern 



term i n  t h e  seventeenth century  which r e f e r s  
t o  a p r i v a t e  room used f o r  s i t t i n g  and 
s l eep ing  a s  ~ e l l ~ ~ - - w a s  t o  e a r l y  V i rg in i a  
e s t a t e  app ra i se r s  a h a l l  and chamber house. 
The roams were c a l l e d  " the  h a l l "  and " the  - 
chamber," where they  were given any names a t  
a l l  beyond "outer"  and "inner ."  

The second most camon modifying room 
was t h e  k i tchen .  In  165 e a s t e r n  Vi rg in i a  
room-by-room inven to r i e s  made between 1646 
and 1720, t h e r e  w e r e  117 "the" chambers, 
275 o t h e r  chambers, and 110 k i tchens .  I n  
l a rge  houses o t h e r  named rooms were occasion- 
a l l y  found, such a s  c l o s e t s ,  d a i r i e s ,  and 
s t u d i e s .  Ext ra  rooms were usua l ly  g e n e r i c a l l y  
c a l l e d  chambers, and c l a s s i f i e d  according t o  
t h e i r  l oca t ion  i n  r e l a t i o n  t o  t h e  h a l l ,  t h e  
conceptual core ;  t h e  "middle chamber," t h e  
" l i t t l e  middle room," o r  t h e  " L i t t l e  Rome 
next  t h e  Yard" a r e  t y p i c a l  room names. 34 Of 
t h e  165 e a s t e r n  Vi rg in i a  i n v e n t o r i e s ,  about  
40 percent  had a l l  t h r e e  of t h e  major room 
types ,  while  50 percent  had only two of t h e  
th ree .  Usually t hese  were t h e  hall and t h e  
chamber, f o r  t h e  k i tchen  w a s  f r equen t ly  p laced  
i n  a sepa ra t e  bui lding.35 

I t  i s  important  t o  no te ,  however, t h a t  
room-by-room i n v e n t o r i e s  were normally made 
only f o r  t h e  e s t a t e s  of t h e  r i c h e s t  men and 
women, hence t h e  preponderance of l a r g e  
houses. Most houses had only one room, y e t  I 
have s o  f a r  been ab le  t o  i d e n t i f y  only three--  
a l l  made i n  t h e  same county wi th in  a few yea r s  
of each other--in t h e  room-by-room inven to r i e s .  

S y n t a c t i c a l l y ,  e a r l y  V i rg in i a  houses 
were a s  p r e d i c t a b l e  a s  they  were semant ica l ly .  
The number of house forms i n t o  which t h e s e  
three-room des igna t ions  were f i t  was very  
l imi ted .  Two-room houses,  f o r  i n s t a n c e ,  were 
always s e t  wi th  t h e  rooms adjacent  t o  each 



other, and with the ridge running the long way. 
That t h i s  arrangement was not a structural 
necess i ty  but a ref lect ion of the code is 
emphasized by the rare exception (Figs.  2 ,  3)  . 

Figure 2 :  House a t  Cabin point, 
Surry County, third quarter 18th c. 
In a l l  of the plan drawings the so l id  
black areas are the original portions, 
the hollow black outl ines mark ante- 
bellum additions and the s ingle  black 
l i n e s  designate porches and post- 
bellum additions. A l l  houses are i n  
~ i r g i n i a  . 



Figure 38 Lumpkin House, 
Essex County, mid-18th c. 
The ridge runs east to west. 

Severa l  of Be rns t e in ' s  sugges t ions  
about t he  i n t e r r e l a t i o n s  of t h e  two codes 
he lp  t o  i l l umina te  t h e  p l ace  of vernacular  
a r c h i t e c t u r e  i n  t h e  t o t a l  a r c h i t e c t u r a l  
environment. With no  except ions ,  t h e  e a r l y  
vernacular  bu i ld ings  t h a t  surv ive  i n  Tide- 
water  V i rg in i a  p a r a l l e l  t h e  room-by-room 
inven to r i e s  i n  being t h e  c r e a t i o n  of 
r e l a t i v e l y  a f f l u e n t  persons.  36 Even t h e  
sma l l e s t  s tanding  houses of t h e  seventeenth 
and e igh teen th  c e n t u r i e s  can be shown t o  have 
been b u i l t  by ind iv idua l s  of well-above- 
average economic and s o c i a l  s tanding;  many 
were members of what might be c a l l e d  t h e  . 

country gentry.37 They were men who, i n  t h e  
course of t h e i r  d a i l y  l i v e s  had access  t o  
both r e s t r i c t e d  and e l abora t ed  c 0 d e s , 3 ~  t o  
academic a s  w e l l  a s  t o  t r a d i t i o n a l  modes of 
a r c h i t e c t u r a l  express ion ,  and they  s h i f t e d  from 
one t o  t h e  o t h e r  a s  t h e  occasion demanded. 
Their  use of vernacular  forms was i n t e n t i o n a l ,  



not  a  ma t t e r  of ignorance o r  f i n a n c i a l  i n a b i l i t y .  
The same men who, a s  p l a n t e r s ,  l i v e d  i n  
unmistakably t r a d i t i o n a l  houses could a s  
vestrymen switch codes and inform t h e  b u i l d e r  
of Pohick Church i n  1771 t h a t  h i s  a l t a r p i e c e  
design was "not  according t o  t h e  propor t ions  of 
Archi tec ture ,"  and t h a t  he should brush up on 
the  I o n i c  o rde r  and try again.39 

In  t h i s  model, t h e n ,  t h e  ques t ion  of s o c i a l  
c l a s s  i n  vernacular  bu i ld ing  i s  of secondary 
importance. I t  is  n o t  t h e  a r c h i t e c t u r e  of any 
p a r t i c u l a r  s o c i a l  s i t ua t ion .40  I t  is  t h e  
a r c h i t e c t u r e  of groups shar ing  common 
assumptions, va lues ,  o r  ways of doing th ings .  
I t  is  t h e  a r c h i t e c t u r e  of any u n i t a r y  subgroup-- 
of farmers fol lowing t r a d i t i o n a l  a g r i c u l t u r a l  
p r a c t i c e s  o r  of m e m b e r s  of s e p a r a t i s t  r e l i g i o u s  
groups, f o r  i n s t ance .  In  a  complex s o c i e t y  many 
persons s h i f t  from a vernacular  code t o  an 
e l abo ra t ed  academic one a s  t h e  occasion demands. 
Within a  s o c i a l  c l a s s  embodying g r e a t  competi- 
t i o n  f o r  s o c i a l  o r  p o l i t i c a l  dominance, we 
might expect  dwell ing houses of g r e a t  academic 
p re t ens ions  t o  be b u i l t  by t h e  same i n d i v i d u a l s  
who a s  farmers b u i l d  vernacular  farm- and 
out-bui ldings .41 We may a l s o  expect  t o  f i n d  a  
g r e a t  v a r i e t y  of s p e c i f i c  combinations of 
r e s t r i c t e d  and e l abora t ed  codes manifested by 
p a r t i c u l a r  i nd iv idua l s  o r  communities. 

Persons wi th  access  t o  e l abo ra t ed  codes 
might n o t  use them i n  small  communities where 
t h e i r  s t a t u s  i s  unchallenged and needs no  
a s s e r t i o n ;  r e l a t i v e l y  i s o l a t e d  o r  simple 
s o c i e t i e s  manifest  t h e  use of r e s t r i c t e d  codes 
almost exc lus ive ly  -42 In  seventeenth-century 
Vi rg in i a ,  t h e r e  were few except ions  t o  t h e  
r e s t r i c t e d  code of room types--a s tudy here  o r  
a  d in ing  room t h e r e ,  o r  t h e  occas iona l  oddi ty  
l i k e  George P r o c t e r  ' s "Shove l lboarde  Roome. "43 
The s y n t a c t i c a l  s t r u c t u r e  was equa l ly  r e s t r i c t e d ,  
Archaeologis ts  have shown t h a t  t h e r e  was no way 
t o  incorpora te  t h e  extended "modifying" 



chambers i n t o  a s i n g l e  u n i f i e d  house. The 
l a r g e s t  excavated s t r u c t u r e s  were rambling 
a d d i t i v e  s t r u c t u r e s .  The a l t e r n a t i v e  was 
t o  b u i l d  a group of two-cel l  s t r u c t u r e s .  A 
l a t e  seventeenth-century French v i s i t o r  t o  
Tidewater V i r g i n i a ,  Durand de ~ a u ~ h i n 6 ,  
noted t h i s  phenomenon. "Whatever t h e i r  
rank," he 7 d r O t ? ,  " &  I know n o t  why, t hey  
b u i l d  on ly  two rooms w i t h  some c l o s e t s  on 
t h e  ground f l o o r ,  & two rooms i n  t h e  a t t i c  
above; b u t  they b u i l d  s e v e r a l  l i k e  t h i s ,  
according t o  t h e i r  means. "44 

I f  a r c h i t e c t u r a l  codes a r e  indeed 
c l o s e l y  i n t e g r a t e d  i n t o  t h e  s o c i a l  s t r u c t u r e  
then they  ought t o  be s e n s i t i v e  i n d i c a t o r s  
of changes i n  t h e  s o c i e t y .  As a s o c i e t y  
grows more complex, t hen  w e  should expec t  t o  
f i n d  evidence of  t h e  development of an 
e l abo ra t ed  code l aye red  over  t h e  ever -presen t  
r e s t r i c t e d  code. The exces s ive  r e s t r i c t i o n  
of t h e  a r c h i t e c t u r a l  t r a d i t i o n s  of  l a t e  
seventeenth-century V i rg in i a  began t o  be 
remedied i n  t h e  f i r s t  h a l f  of t h e  e igh t een th  
century.  New meanings and new forms w e r e  
adapted by those  sou theas t e rn  V i rg in i ans  
whouse houses and i n v e n t o r i e s  su rv ive .  More 
s p e c i a l i z e d  spaces  appeared; d in ing  rooms 
and passages w e r e  most common. N i c e r  
d i s t i n c t i o n s  among rooms were drawn a s  room 
d e f i n i t i o n s  became boundary-oriented, t h a t  i s ,  
mutually exc lus ive .  An e l a b o r a t e d  code 
emphasizing i n d i v i d u a l  d i s t i n c t i o n  was 
c l e a r l y  i n  e f f e c t .  The c e n t r a l  passage,  t h e  
u l t ima te  s e p a r a t o r  of o u t s i d e r s  from i n s i d e r s ,  
is p a r t i c u l a r l y  noteworthy i n  t h i s  r e s p e c t .  

Plan forms r e f l e c t e d  t h e  s y n t a c t i c a l  
dimensions of t h i s  change. House p l a n s  
were more complex and t h e  i n t e r p l a y  among 
dimensions--UF and d m ,  f r o n t  and back-- 
allowed f o r  a d e l i c a t e  i n t e r r e l a t i o n  of p a r t s .  
So-ca l led  Georgian p l a n s  of t h e  e igh t een th  
century w e r e  r a r e l y  made up of equa l - s ized  



rooms. A t  t h e  l e a s t ,  t h e  two f r o n t  and t h e  two 
r e a r  rooms were of d i f f e r e n t  s i z e s .  Often t h e  
rooms were arranged i n  such a  fashion t h a t  no 
two were t h e  same s i z e  ; t h e  "modifiers" were 
worked i n t o  more complicated s y n t a c t i c  s t r u c t u r e s  
e n t i r e l y  d i f f e r e n t  from t h e  rambling "and . . . 
and . . . and . . ." r ecu r s ive  s t r u c t u r e s  of 
r e s t r i c t e d  coCe houses of t h e  l a t e  seventeenth 
century and a f t e r 4 5  (Figs.  4 ,  51 . This d i f f e r -  
e n t i a t i o n  of room s i z e  c a r r i e d  over  i n t o  t h e  
smal le r  s ing le -p i l e  , central-passage-plan houses 
a s  we l l  (Fig.  6 ) .  

Figure 4: Moore House, 
York County, mid-18th 
C. 

Figure 5: Mantua 
House,Chesterfield 
Co., late 18th c. 



Figure 6 :  itt tie wan, Charles 
City Co., third quarter 18th 

How d i d  t h e s e  s i n g l e -  and double -p i l e  
c e n t r a l  passage  houses  become t h e  v e r n a c u l a r  
s t r u c t u r e s  o f  n i n e t e e n t h - c e n t u r y  V i r g i n i a ?  
The code model can h e l p  u s  t o  unders tand  
t h i s  change w i t h o u t  r e s o r t i n g  t o  n o t i o n s  of 
d e s c e n t ,  upper -c lass  mimesis,  o r  any of t h e  
u s u a l  d i f  f u s i o n i s t  n o t i o n s .  We may s imply 
s u g g e s t  t h a t ,  as more and more such houses  

/ 
were b u i l t ,  t h e y  became, i n  a s e n s e ,  c l i c h e s .  
They were symbols s o  wide ly  agreed  upon t h a t  
t h e y  came t o  s e r v e  a  u n i f y i n g  f u n c t i o n  i n  
r u r a l  V i r g i n i a ,  r a t h e r  t h a n  a  d i s t i n g u i s h i n g  
one.46 Once more, we can observe  a s h i f t  i n  
t h e  s y n t a x .  The i n t r i c a t e  i n t e r r e l a t i o n s  of 
t h e  e i g h t e e n t h - c e n t u r y  Georgian p l a n  were 
fo rmal ized ,  and t h e  d i f f e r e n c e s  i n  room s i z e  



and arrangement were miniinized i n  the nine- 
teenth-century houses ( ~ i g  . 7) . Thus, an 
elaborated-code plan form passed i n t o  the 
r e s t r i c t ed  a rch i tec tura l  code. This process 
was not an inexorable f i l t e r i n g  down of an 
e l i t e  form t o  the masses, nor did it occur 
without the  elaborated house types having 
been modified and having shed many of the  
dist inguishing pawers which characterized 
eighteenth-century Georgian plan houses. I t  
was the choice and adaptation of one appropri- 
a t e  a rch i tec tura l  form from available a l t e r -  
natives.  

Figure 7: Chippokes, Surry County, 
early 19th c.; mid-19th c. 
additions. 

I have confined myself i n  t h i s  paper 
largely t o  examples drawn from the soc i a l  o r  
"sociotechnic" dimension of archi tecture .  
Buildings a l so  f u l f i l l  environmental and ideo- 



l o g i c a l  funct ions  which i f  examined c lose ly  
ought t o  be a t  l e a s t  com lementary t o  t h e  
conc1usions drawn here.(' The period of 
most rapid  change from pos t  t o  underpinned 
framing i n  Virgin ia  coincided with t h e  
e a r l y  eighteenth-century planning changes 
j u s t  described,  f o r  example. 

There a r e  of course d i f f i c u l t i e s  with 
any use of isomorphic models. But I 
bel ieve t h a t  t h i s  one o f f e r s  a way of con- 
s ide r ing  vernacular a r c h i t e c t u r e  i n  t h e  
context  of a l l  bui ld ings ,  a way of under- 
s tanding vernacular s t r u c t u r e s  outside of the  
usual  t a c i t l y  pe jo ra t ive  o r  condescending 
framework of descending f o m s ,  devolut ion,  
c u l t u r a l  l a g ,  provincia l  o r  naive bui ld ing,  
o r  any of the  o ther  ways t h a t  we have been 
taught t o  th ink about t r a d i t i o n a l  building.  
This m d e l  gives t o  vernacular  bui ld ing i t s  
r i g h t f u l  s t a t u s  a s  a complex phenomenon, 
possessed of i t s  own inner  log ic  and c u t t i n g  
across c l a s s  and economic l i n e s .  It suggests  
t h a t  vernacular  bu i lde r s  had purposes of 
t h e i r  own beyond the  imi ta t ion  of an e l i t e  
who were, i n  any case ,  of ten  themselves. 
Rather than being t h e  benefactors  of 
inexorable c u l t u r a l  seepage, vernacular  
bu i lde r s  were ac t ive  agents who contr ibuted 
a s  much t o  t h i s  h i s t o r y  and technology of 
academic bui ld ing a s  they got  from t h a t  
h i s t o r y .  48 
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