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Introduction

Henry Glassie (Fig. 1) has contributed more than 
any other folklorist to the study of vernacular ar-
chitecture. Even as an undergraduate student, he 
was interested in documenting what would later 
be called vernacular architecture—drawing log 
cabins, barns, and other outbuildings across the 
American South. While the discipline of folklore 
was beginning to professionalize and expand in 
the early 1960s, no North American folklorist 
had yet devoted research to ordinary buildings. 
Glassie’s pioneering work combined many of the 
elements of his folklore training in historical and 
contemporary ethnography, along with influ-
ences from cultural geography and archaeology. 
He produced what still remain seminal field stud-
ies used by vernacular architecture scholars past 
and present no matter their disciplinary training. 
Glassie’s Folk Housing in Middle Virginia (1975) 
and Passing the Time in Ballymenone (1982) 
remain among the best examples of how the 
folklorist understands architecture, interpreting 
both the fabric of the building and the mind that 
built it. For this special issue of Material Culture 
Review / Revue de la culture matérielle devoted 
to the contributions folklorists have made to the 
study of vernacular architecture—looking back, 
looking forward—Henry agreed to reflect on his 
life as a folklorist studying architecture. What 
were the important concepts and methods he 

Folklore, Fieldwork, and Vernacular Architecture:
Reflections by Henry Glassie

Interview and Introduction by Gerald L. Pocius

developed? What can folklore scholars offer other 
students of ordinary buildings? 

Henry was interviewed at the sound record-
ing studio in the Centre for Cape Breton Studies at 
Cape Breton University, on September 12, 2019.1 

He was visiting Cape Breton University to give 
a keynote address to a conference on Intangible 

Fig. 1
Portrait of Henry 
Glassie. Photograph 
courtesy of Henry 
Glassie. All images are 
used with permission of 
Henry Glassie. 
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Cultural Heritage. Henry was given a series of 
questions ahead of time of topics to be covered. 
Instead of a question and answer format, he pre-
ferred to speak in an uninterrupted monologue 
which lasted about two and a half hours. The 
text that follows has been edited and shortened 
where necessary, but essentially remains Henry’s 
reflections on his study of vernacular architecture 
over his renowned career as an academic and 
public-sector folklorist. 

The Beginning: Recording Folksongs and 
Repertoires

By the time that I was sixteen, I knew that I 
wanted to be a thing called a folklorist. I’d learned 
about folklore from liner notes to records, like 
Kenny Goldstein’s, for example.2 That had led 
me to books. I’d read books by the Lomaxes.3 

And it led me ultimately to Traditional Ballads of 
Virginia (Davis 1929). I was a little kid in Virginia, 
I identified with the South and I read C. Alphonso 
Smith’s book.4 Just read it like it was a novel–it 
was just a collection of Child ballads from the 
beginning to the end. 

I knew that people did fieldwork. And that 
just meant a tape recorder and you go somewhere. 
And because I was where I was—raised looking 
up at the Blue Ridge mountains—I knew that 
where I wanted to go was up into the Blue Ridge 
mountains. And did. 

So, here’s the way that I think I would 
start–you’ve got to start at the beginning. And 
the beginning for this would be, a place to begin 
would be the summer of 1961. I had just turned 
twenty and for the first time I’m going to go into 
the field as a dedicated folklorist. I’ve got my tape 
recorder, I’m ready to go, I understand something 
about what folklorists do, and I’m off.

So, when I was propelled forward to do 
fieldwork, there were a couple of things that had 
driven me there. First of all, I felt that I was a 
Southerner and I felt that the South was not ac-
curately represented, generally, in the mass media 
and so on; that people were prejudiced against 
the South. I certainly wasn’t. I identified myself 
strongly as a Southerner. And what I thought of 
the South as a place, it was rural. Not urban. That 
it had Black people as well as white people, and 
it had great music.

And so from the very beginning I was very 
interested in what we call folksongs and very 
interested in what people called commercial 
country music. I mean, that was my music and I 
loved it. And I loved the music in church, and I 
loved the music that was played. My great uncle 
was a good fiddler. I was effectively raised in 
this music, but the music was for me the proper 
emblem of the South that was made by Black and 
white people together. That’s really what I was 
after, and I really wanted to do that. 

So ... that summer, I’m twenty years old. I just 
root out a singer and banjo picker called George 
Pegram and I knew that he was the kind of guy 
that made this stuff called folk music. And he 
had made a record called Pickin’ and Blowin’ with 
Walt Parham, and I liked that record (Pegram 
and Parham 1957). And I just went and he was 
in Mount Airy, North Carolina. And Pegram 
was a nice guy. Definitely a nice man. And that’s 
just what I found from that, my first minute of 
fieldwork: You know what? People are really 
nice. And they’re complimented that you want 
to record them. A lot of times students say, “I 
don’t want to intrude on somebody.” You’re not 
intruding! People are bored and tired and they’re 
happy and they want you there.

So, George Pegram was really nice and he 
recorded for me. Well, here was the thing that 
Pegram did. He sang the “Boston Burglar.”5 I 
knew that was a folksong. This is exciting! Here’s 
a man actually out in the hills who sings actual 
folk songs. He sang “Ellen Smith.” Not only did 
he sing the murder ballad of “Ellen Smith,” but 
his grandmother actually knew the man who 
killed Ellen Smith in 1890—I think 1896 is a 
right date.6 And she said to George Pegram that 
he was the handsomest man she had ever seen. 
So, here’s a handsome murderer and a ballad 
that’s about a murder. That’s the kind of stuff 
folklorists are supposed to be interested in. He 
also sang “Love Letters in the Sand.”7 What the 
hell is going on? That’s not a folksong. This guy’s a 
folksinger, right? And he’s singing country, a recent 
country hit as well. Instantaneously, I was more 
interested in him than I was in the folksongs. 
That was the first revolutionary moment. This is 
really interesting. I like country music. It wasn’t 
like country music was alien to me and I was an 
enemy of country music. But this guy collapsed 
that stuff in together. And so, what do I do about 
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this? I didn’t know. But here was the first great 
fortunate thing in my folkloristic life. 

 In that same summer, I met Paul Clayton 
Worthington.8 Clayton made many records, 
folksong records. He sang himself, but he was 
unlike most of the folksingers in that he actually 
did fieldwork. He was actually performing on 
Riverside Records songs that he had himself 
collected. He did that work ... that I wanted to 
do. And I met him. He was enough older than me 
to be mature. He had also just completed—with 
A.K. Davis—all the transcriptions for the More 
Traditional Ballads of Virginia (Davis 1960; 
Coltman 2008: 27-28, 130-31).9 So, I had a pair 
of bibles at that moment. And the brand new one, 
Clayton was part of it.

I was thrilled to meet Paul Clayton, but what 
did he do? He lived in a log cabin, Brown’s Cove, 
in the Blue Ridge Mountains of Virginia. And he 
was recording the full repertory of his neighbour, 
Mrs. McAllister. And all a sudden I realize that—I 
mean, I’m talking about just barely twenty years 
old—that’s the answer! It’s not to collect like a 
collector. It’s to record the repertoires of singers. 
Then you’ve got the whole picture of the singer. 
Then you’ve got George Pegram doing “Love 
Letters in the Sand” as well as “Ellen Smith.” 
That’s a natural thing. Clayton was recording the 
complete repertory of Mrs. McAllister. That was 
the answer, methodologically. The first answer 
that I had methodologically. And what I was go-
ing to do, and began within a year, was to record 
the complete repertory of a ballad singer from 
North Carolina called Tab Ward.10

And Tab Ward’s not a famous person. George 
Pegram had been on records, Tab Ward certainly 
hadn’t. But I had a model for proceeding. What 
I learned from Clayton, this basic thing, was a 
method. I didn’t have any method at all. I had a 
tape recorder, but that’s not a method. I would 
go up in the mountains—that’s not a method, 
it’s just kind of idle. But if you’re going to get 
to know someone well enough to record their 
entire repertories, I have my first problem solved. 
If I didn’t start with music, I’d be falsifying my 
background. That’s where it began, was music.

An Emerging Interest in Material Culture

When I was up in the mountains, I was excited 
by, very quickly, more than the songs. I began to 
be interested in a lot of things, but in particular I 
was interested in woodworking. My grandfather 
was a carpenter. I was raised by my grandparents 
as a little kid. I was used to woodworking. I was 
excited by two things that weren’t songs. One 
was furniture, especially old, you know, slat-
backed mule-eared chairs. And the other one 
was log cabins. The only thing that I could say 
as background for being interested in log cabins 
is that my grandmother was born in a log cabin 
and when I was a little kid it was a stable, but I 
knew it was my grandmother’s birthplace. Her 
father came back from the Civil War defeated 
and he built that log cabin and my grandmother 
was born in it.11 So, there’s kind of a sentimental 
attachment to the concept of the log cabin. My 
vision wasn’t to study log cabins and furniture. 
I’d never heard of material culture. I mean, I’m 
talking about a guy that’s young. But I saw that 
there was something about those old ballads 
and something about those old houses that was 
the same. 

And my vision was that what I would do—I 
had this grandiose vision at the age of twenty—I 
was going to make a book. And the book was go-
ing to be about a kind of scattering of Appalachian 
facts. And so, what it was going to have was 
stories. I was already finding stories—nobody 
told me that ancient tales were dead, so I found 
that they were still quite alive and I recorded a 
lot of ancient tales as well. So I was recording 
stories, I was recording songs, and I was taking 
photographs like crazy of things that I thought 
were ambient—a kind of context for those songs. I 
wasn’t thinking about studying them. I didn’t even 
want to. I was taking photographs and I didn’t 
want to take photographs. I wanted to draw them. 

I really had a very clear vision that I would 
have ballads and stories and then I would have 
my own drawings. The only skill that I actually 
have is drawing. These other things are kind of 
fraudulent, like actually, from the time I was tiny 
I could draw. I sort of identified myself as an 
artist. I loved Italian Renaissance painting. I liked 
baseball more, but I liked Italian Renaissance 
painting a lot. 
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And so I wasn’t intending to study architec-
ture or furniture, I was drawn to it because I was 
interested in woodwork itself. And I also thought 
that I could make drawings and I really wanted an 
excuse to make drawings. And if anybody were 
to run into the first publications that I made—all 
the writing was just an excuse to make drawings. 
That’s just true. I wanted to make drawings. But 
actually, more important was my excitement 
about carpentry. I could do a little of it myself. I 
still do. And my grandfather was a great carpen-
ter. I mean, professional. That’s what he was, he 
was a carpenter. And he was really, really good. 
So, woodwork was interesting to me and I liked 
to draw some and make drawings of woodwork. 

Well, into my life at almost that moment—
still the same summer—the same way that Paul 
Clayton came in and sort of like an angel said, 
“Child, the thing to do with folksong is not to just 
record them. Get the full repertories of a singer,” 
another master arrived. I was out in upstate New 
York at the Farmers’ Museum in Cooperstown. 
And the Farmers’ Museum had tools. And an 
old gentleman was standing beside me, and he 
said—now, I could almost imitate him—he said, 
“Lad, do you know what that thing is?” And I 
said, “Sir, that’s a froe.” He said, “Do you know 
how to use it?” I said, “Indeed, I do.” “What do 
you do?” And I described the making of a shingle. 
And that man happened to be Fred Kniffen. And 
Fred Kniffen was the author of the first great 
study of American vernacular architecture called 
“Louisiana House Types,” published in 1936. 

And I didn’t know that. He didn’t know who 
I was. But we immediately started talking. And 
he found that I had been going around in the 
Southern Mountains and taking photographs of 
buildings. I probably did say to him that I wasn’t 
actually interested in the buildings. They were a 
kind of setting for songs and stories, and I wanted 
to make drawings of them. But I was taking 
photographs. And he had a little Leica [camera], 
and he was really a good photographer. And he 
kind of swung me around at that point, that the 
photograph had some purpose in itself.

We talked and talked and talked, just fell 
onto each other at that time. He was teaching 
at LSU, Baton Rouge. I was headed for Tulane 
University in New Orleans—that’s close. We 
talked about Louisiana. We talked about all the 
things that we were interested in. And he said, 

that very first day, he said to me, “Lad, you can 
be the Francis James Child of folk architecture.” 
Well, Fred Kniffen is a geographer. Actually, he 
was trained by both [Alfred] Kroeber and [Carl] 
Sauer at Berkeley. But he knew about folklore, 
and he’d actually written a few little articles in the 
Journal of American Folklore (see Kniffen 1949; 
1954; 1956; see also Vlach 1995). So, folklore was 
familiar to him, and he knew enough to be able to 
say to me—knowing that I loved old ballads—that 
I could do for folk architecture what Child had 
done for the ballad. Well, it’s a little extreme, but 
of course he knew how to get me and he got me! 
He caught me just like that. 

Discovering New Methods

Typology

What Kniffen immediately gave me that made 
so much sense to me as a budding folklorist, 
was typology. I think a lot of people in the 
architecture business still don’t get it. They still 
don’t understand. They look at buildings—they 
don’t actually see them as architectural elements. 
They still act like collectors, rather than scholars. 
And collectors talk about the styles. So, you see, 
some buildings that have nothing to do with the 
Neoclassical, they label Neoclassical. What it is, 
it’s a Georgian plan house. That’s what is really 
going on. And Fred Kniffen taught me to look 
straight through the details to form. Immediately 
I understood, for example, that log cabins could 
be made of frame. You looked at the form instead 
of the details. I think bad architectural historians 
are obsessed with style. I wasn’t an architectural 
historian at all. I was obsessed with construction. 

Then I was in it. I was off. Twenty years 
old: Paul Clayton has given me a method for 
recording songs that make sense, Fred Kniffen 
has given me a method for doing architecture. I 
was interested in typology, that is, the types, the 
forms, of buildings. 

Skipping ahead just a little bit, by the time 
I graduated as an undergraduate, I’d already 
published a number of articles. I’d written 
about ballads, I’d written about folktales, I had 
written about architecture. And the very first 
article that I ever wrote—the first thing I ever 
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published—was on the Appalachian log cabin. 
1963, I was twenty-two (see Glassie 1963). It 
was published in Mountain Life and Work, a 
little Appalachian journal (Fig. 2).12 And I got 
a letter from Jesse Stuart, the great poet, saying, 
“That’s new information! I loved that information 
that you had in that little article.” I met Bascom 
Lamar Lunsford, another of my great heroes, a 
great musician. And Mr. Lunsford said, “Well, 
you’ve got a mission for our people. Study their 
buildings. Nobody has done that before.”13 See, it’s 
still poets, and nobody here in this story yet is an 
architectural historian, or anything like it. Fred 
Kniffen was a geographer. So, I became absolutely 
committed to a Kniffen-style geography. That 
was really what I did. I was a folklorist, but I had 
a real method. And so I continued to work with 
singers and I continued to work on repertories, 
and I continued to attend to architecture (see 
Glassie 1964 and 1965a. And I continued to be 
particularly interested in typology (Figs. 3, 4). 

Traverses

The first time that I did take on Kniffen’s second 
lesson, which is about traverses, was when I 
graduated from college. I went to Tulane, studied 
anthropology and medieval literature. Then I 
went to the Cooperstown program, which was 
in its very first year. And when I was there, I 
was settled in Otsego County, New York. And 
Kniffen and I had, by that time, really gotten very 
interested in the complexities of log building. 
We had a map at LSU that had every county in 
the eastern United States on that map. It was a 
gigantic map. We’d put dots for every variety 
of log construction. And we were seeing, oh, 
square notching is all towards the east. There’s a 
half-dovetailing that seems to come down into 
Eastern Tennessee; that the V-notching really 
swells out of Pennsylvania (Fig. 5).14

We had all this kind of patterning of log 
construction and we felt pretty confident that 
we were on the road to, really, some kind of 
interesting cultural-geographic conclusions. But 
I was in upstate New York, where there, in fact, 
was one very old log building which put a kicker 
in a lot of the thinking about log construction. 
But I was in a frame-using territory. And I said, 
“This is a great opportunity that I have.” Instead of 

studying log cabins, which I’m really interested in 
(still carpentry), I would study framed buildings. 
We didn’t have a comprehensive understanding 
of framed patterns. I was in a place with all these 
barns, and I set out to make a record of them 
(Figs. 6, 7). Because I was in one place, I could 
do the second thing that Kniffen taught, which 
was traverses. That is, not to just be interested in 
something that strikes you as interesting, but to 
drive along the road and make a record of every 
single building. And I did that in Otsego County 
in New York. I ultimately published that in the 
festschrift for Fred Kniffen (see Glassie 1974). 

But what’s important, what I’m trying to 
suggest is important, is an evolution of method. 
And Kniffen gave me two things. First of all, 
you look at buildings as types. You know, you 
understand the gross grammar—the physical 
form—and don’t get distracted by little details of 

Fig. 2 (top)
An Appalachian log 
cabin with a frame ell 
addition. From Glassie 
1963:11.

Fig. 3 (above)
Double-crib barn, 
Tennessee. From Glassie 
1965a: 21. 
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Fig. 4 (top left)
Top: Corn crib with gear shed. Greene Co., Tennessee; Bottom: 
Drive-in corn crib, Bland County, Virginia. From Glassie 1965a: 23.

Fig. 5 (top right)
Log-Corner-Timbering in Middle Virginia, documented August 1963-64. A. Parish House; B. House near Bumpass, Louisa County; C. Smith House; D. 
V-notching from a hall-and-parlour house located between Boonesville and Browns Cove. From Glassie 1975: 128.

Fig. 6 (above left)
English barn frame, located between Cooperstown and East Springfield, New York, recorded July 4, 1966. Ridge piece set on the diamond, view from 
threshing floor into left side of barn. The bent in the foreground originally had a horizontal beam, which has been removed. From Glassie 1974: 215.

Fig. 7 (above right)
Dutch mortise and tenon joints. A. Farmhouse in Nederlands Openluchtmuseum; B. barn  in Nassau County, Long Island, New York; C. east of Sharon, 
Schoharie County, New York, June 7, 1965; D. barn east of Cherry Valley, Otsego County, New York, July 14, 1965. From Glassie 1974: 200.
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ornament, or even details of construction. But go 
straight to the essence of form. And the second 
thing is don’t just look at the ones that you’re 
sort of tickled by, look at them all. Every single 
one of them. So, I looked at every damn barn in 
Otsego County in New York and came up with 
really interesting conclusions.

I wasn’t yet thinking about history. I was just 
thinking about making a record. I was thinking 
about, you know, the cultural geographic pattern-
ing—what you want to do is to draw a portrait of 
a place. That’s what I was up to. And the portrait 
of the place would be a gathering-in of a whole set 
of interesting details. One of those details would 
be architecture, another one would be farming 
patterns. Other ones would be songs, and so on.

So, there I am. That’s me as a master’s student 
at Cooperstown. I wrote my master’s thesis on 
Appalachian architecture.15 I don’t have any idea 
what I said in it (Fig. 8). I don’t remember doing 
it. It’s just a master’s thesis. But the thing I did on 
barns was really good. I liked it. I thought I’d really 
done something here because we didn’t know 
much about framing and I was concentrating 
on framing. And furthermore, I’d done a proper 
traverse. So I’m off. 

On Drawing

Drawing is just what I could do. I mean, it’s just, as 
a child, you know—I could get sentimental about 
that too. Because I can remember I was given very 
young, probably six or seven years old—people 
knew that I liked to draw—some kind of child’s 
history of art. And I turned to Caravaggio’s 
Calling of Saint Matthew. And I just said, “How 
the hell could that be done by a human being?” It 
was angelic. I was blown away by one particular 
picture by Caravaggio. And I didn’t actually get 
to see that in the church in which it is now there 
in Rome until about three years ago. But there 
was that one drawing, it was one painting. I was 
just blown away.

I was excited by Michelangelo. And I copied 
him. I mean, as a little kid with coloured pencils, 
I was copying drawings from the Sistine [Chapel] 
ceiling. I didn’t know what the hell I was doing. 
So, I liked to draw. That’s just that simple.16 And 
when the need for drawing hit me, and hit me 
hard, I was at Cooperstown and I did a little study 

of a farm. It was the Wedderspoon Farm and I 
thought that I was doing something that was really 
necessary (Glassie 1966). Tom Hubka, ultimately, 
did that and did it right. I think Tom’s book on 
connected farm plans in New England is just 
great (Hubka 1984). But I got excited by the entire 
farmstead. And I thought that what we ought to 
be doing is less studying houses than assemblages 
of houses. I talked to Fen Wedderspoon, and his 
wife, and these old folks that lived in this really 
amazing, quite wonderful, farmstead. And it was a 
work of art. The farmstead was a work of art (Fig. 
9). It wasn’t a connected farm like New England, 
but the buildings were very clustered. There was 
a kind of courtyard plan, the buildings, and I was 
just thrilled by it as a work. 

I needed money. I was a student, like other 
students. But I had kids, and not many of them 
did. And I had a wife. Louis Jones, who was head 
of the Cooperstown program, got me a little 
contract to do a program for seventh grade social 
science in New York State. I did it to get kids to 
interview their grandparents about farm life. 
And I used the Wedderspoon Farm as the kind of 
prototype for that, for me. In other words, here’s 
the farmstead. What are the buildings for? There’s 
a hop barn, how is that used? You know, what are 
all the buildings for? Talk to your grandparents 

Fig. 8
I House, Subtype I, in 
the discussion of the 
three basic subtypes of 
this house-form. From 
Glassie 1965c: 195.
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about what you do in these buildings.
So, I did it. I did it with the Wedderspoons. 

And when I was doing that, I realized that I 
needed plans of the farm and the buildings. 
And I just drew them, and they weren’t good. 
When the article came out in New York Folklore 
Quarterly, and I looked at it, it was really how 
bad those plans are that I said, “I’ve got to figure 
this plan business out.” And so I just figured it 
out for myself. I looked at them. I said, “This is 
not right. We’ve got to do this more ... more like 
engineering drawings.” And there was Pencil 
Points.17 You know, I saw a couple of those. I 

said, “These are pretty plans.” I saw Kelly, in Early 
Domestic Architecture of Connecticut. I saw those 
plans (Kelly 1963). I said, “I got to figure out how 
to do that.” 

I had always had—this is odd—but I’d always 
had a good drafting table because I bought it 
when I was in high school at the auction of a man 
called E. W. Donn who had actually been a resto-
ration architect. And it was a nice, old, wooden 
table. I was just doing artier drawings on it. But 
I had it and said, “Heck, you just get a T-square 
and stuff and you can do this yourself.” I just 
taught myself how to do it. The prime motivation 
for my doing that was that I looked at the plans 
I had done of the Wedderspoon Farm and they 
just weren’t any good. And I didn’t know exactly 
why, I just knew these are not satisfactory, I’ve got 
to do this thing better. They weren’t measured. I 
didn’t have anybody talking to me about these 
things. They weren’t measured, but I sort of was 
just envisioning what it would look like from 
above, you know, the plan of the house and the 
plan of the barn. So they weren’t awful, but they 
were ugly. And they just, they didn’t satisfy me. I 
just knew that I had to do them more accurately.

So, you know, I started working with 
Rapidigraphs18 and stuff. And I had already 
been using that equipment for making kind of 
arty drawings. All those first articles that I’d 
written back when I was an undergraduate about 
Appalachian barns, Appalachian outbuildings, 
Appalachian log cabins, and so on, there were 
little funny plans, but they were stupid. But the 
drawing of the building was pretty good. To do 
a drawing of one of those, like, log buildings, I’d 
take fifteen or twenty photographs. All details. So, 
I had a lot of good photographs, so the drawings 
were not bad but the plans were just ridiculous. 
But I didn’t know that ... I knew something like 
that should be there, but I didn’t know what it’d 
look like. And so I snuck around, but I just taught 
myself how to do that. 

When I was an undergraduate at Tulane, 
Fred Kniffen was great friends with Estyn Evans. 
Great Irish anthropologist, geographer, folklorist. 
And I met Evans. So, from meeting Evans, I knew 
that there were people that did write about build-
ings, but I didn’t think of them as architectural 
historians. Evans wrote Irish Heritage and Irish 
Folk Ways (Evans 1957; 1963). Both of them have 
houses in them. And good analysis of houses and 

Fig. 9
Layout of Wedderspoon Farm in 1965. A. House; B. 
Dooryard; C. Ice House; D. Wagon Barn; E. Smokehouse; 
F. Shop; G. Hop House; H. Barns; J. Road to the fields; 
K. Horse Barn; L. Creek; M. Sap House; N. Cider Mill; P. 
Orchard; Q. Main Road. From Glassie 1966: 167.
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typological analysis of houses. Really good. We 
became friends ultimately when I went to Ireland. 
I mean, I was very close to Estyn Evans. I’ve 
written essays about Evans’ work, and so on (e.g., 
Glassie 1996; 2008). I mean, I love him. I love 
Fred Kniffen among dead people most, maybe 
Estyn Evans second. Paul Clayton, maybe third. 
I mean, these people that were hitting me early 
and were so instructive. 

But Evans. I recall meeting him in Baton 
Rouge, and he gave a terrific talk. Obviously, 
the talk he gives when he’s in America is about 
the two Irelands. But he looked at my plans and 
drawings, and he said, “This is the right thing 
to be doing. Not just taking photographs, you’re 
making drawings.” Mr. Kniffen didn’t make much 
in the way of plans. He took good photographs 
and then, for several of his articles when I was 
an undergraduate, he had me draw the buildings 
using photographs or using my own knowledge. 
But he wasn’t interested in—you wouldn’t find 
floor plans in [his publications] that much.

Evans did have floor plans. I can picture them 
right in my head. You know, the two basic Irish 
house types. The fact is, there are a whole lot 
more than two basic Irish house types, but that 
was kind of a vision. But he told me about other 
people, so I got interested in Iorwerth Peate’s 
book on Wales (1946). I began to read especially 
all the English literature, so that from Evans I 
was taken to British vernacular architecture 
study. Ron Brunskill, and so on. And so, I was 
reading all of that. That was really important to 
me. And it was important to me because it had 
a comparability. If you read Brunskill’s work, 
he’s interested in typologies and interested in 
consistent kinds of surveys too (see Brunskill 
1965; 1970; 1974; 1982). 

So, my mind is expanding. But I’m building 
on precisely what I’d learned in the very first 
year. So the next year [after Cooperstown] I go 
to the University of Pennsylvania to get my PhD 
in folklore, committed to folklore. I continued 
to improve both of these kinds of motions 
forward. So, in ’65 and ’66, I was recording Ola 
Belle Reed.19 And I also decided to go off and do 
architecture right. And I didn’t feel like I’d done 
it right yet, but I knew how to do it right. And I 
knew how to do it right, so if I did typologies and 
I did traverses. I was on the right track. 

So Kniffen and I realized—we were really 
working together all this time—that we had pretty 
good information on the western South, but not 
the eastern South. It was kind of a gap. There 
was architectural history writing about it. Henry 
Chandlee Forman (see 1934; 1956). It just didn’t, 
it didn’t have this ... it didn’t move. It wasn’t 
moving. It was kind of: here’s an interesting old 
house, and here’s another interesting old house, 
and aren’t they interesting? Not particularly. But 
we needed to know eastern Virginia, so we kind 
of set that up. I mean, Kniffen and I, when I was 
in New York state, we were talking about it. And 
I said, “We have log buildings pretty much in 
order, but we don’t have framing.” So, we were 
being very consistent. 

So then, eastern Virginia, I’d go there and I’d 
just set up. I just found a place and did these broad 
traverses to try and find a place where there was 
a lot of survival of early buildings. I didn’t care 
where it was. It ended up being in Louisa County, 
Virginia. And I just pitched a tent. I mean, it 
might be said that by this time, I’m married and 
I have a couple of kids. But they’re sort of dragged 
along. You know, without too much kicking and 
fighting. But any rate, they’re sort of dragged 
along. And at that point, I was working on my 
PhD in folklore at University of Pennsylvania.

I was going to do it right. And what I had 
learned about what I’d done wrong up to this 
point was pretty clear. I hadn’t listened enough 
to the folklorist in me. The folklorist in me knew 
that when you record, every word, you’re tran-
scribing. If I’m with Ola Belle and I’m transcribing 
her ballads, I’m getting every word. But I was 
kind of treating architecture too casually. That’s 
what I realized. And so what I knew on the basis 
of transcription of ballads is that I ought to be 
making better records of a few model houses—the 
excellent, especially good houses. So, when I set 
out to do the work that would ultimately become 
the Middle Virginia book (1975), then I had 
another mission for myself. One is I did a traverse, 
made a record of every single house. Two, I made 
a typology, so I knew what every house belonged 
to. But the third thing that I hadn’t done before 
is I made really good measured drawings. I had 
seen that kind in Kelly’s book on Connecticut. 
Nice drawings. And I really wanted to draw, 
anyway, so then I said, “that’s what I ought to be 
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doing. I ought to be making really good measured 
drawings.”

I first made a typology, and then having 
done the typology, I’d say, “Now pick a couple of 
examples from each type and make really good—I 
had rough drawings of them all—but really good 
drawings. Or any house I didn’t understand at 
all. I’d stop and do a measured plan. And so, I 
was sophisticating my drawing (Figs. 10, 11, 12). 
So it was really my studies of oral literature that 
drove me to making good records of buildings. 
More than looking at Kelly’s book. I mean, I didn’t 

stop and look at Kelly’s book and say, “How did 
he do it?” I just said, “I’ve got to figure out good, 
good methods of recording.” So at that point, 
I’ve added to the idea of repertory by recording 
the life history of the singer. That’s getting better. 
I’m adding to the idea of traverses and typologies 
good measured plans. 

On Doing Architectural Field Recording

I just always had a little notebook. I learned early 
that if possible, you measure on the inside, not 
the outside, because then you can just always add 
the width of the walls, and so on. But the insides 

Fig. 12
Smith house, Middle Virginia. 
The stairway of this house used 
to ascend in the room to the right. 
The board-and-batten siding is 
rare and late in the area; much of 
it has fallen away. In the drawing 
parts of the siding have been 
removed to show the construction. 
By 1975, the house had become a 
hay barn. From Glassie 1975: 169.

Fig. 10 (right)
Watson house, Middle 
Virginia. Two-story 
I-house is 18th-century, 
with various wings 
added. From Glassie 
1975: 84.

Fig. 11 (far right)
Parrish house, Middle 
Virginia. Mid-18th 
century house of sawn 
logs, originally with shed 
built off the chimney 
end. From Glassie 1975: 
84.
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have got a lot more detail. And the detail is easy 
because if you’re just one person, which normally 
would be the case for me, you’re measuring short 
distances. So, if you measure from the wall to the 
window, and the width of the window, and then 
from the window to the door, you know, you can 
stretch out your tape measure, and just zip in a 
circle. And you can go really fast. 

The most fun I ever had in the field probably 
was when Rusty Marshall and John Vlach and 
Steve Ohrn and I went to do this project in Greene 
County, Pennsylvania.20 And, I’m telling you, we 
could hit a lot. We found a lot of buildings—early 
log buildings. I can’t remember, something like 
fifty-three. We could measure those things like a 
rocket because we had three guys. Then it’s really 
easy. So, one guy’s stretching out the tape, calling 
out the numbers. The other guy’s making the 
drawing. That’s all really easy. But even if you’re 
alone, you can do it very, very rapidly. It gets to 
be troublesome when you have asymmetrical 
masonry buildings. It gets harder to do, but if you 
get framed buildings—you know, log, wooden 
buildings—it’s really very quick.

When I have all the data I can spread wide, 
and I usually make the drawings maybe three 
times the size that they will be appearing in 
the books. I also like it. It’s a matter of personal 
taste. I draw the straight lines with a pencil and 
a ruler, but I draw them with a pen free-hand. 
And it makes a kind of vitality. If you take that 
and reduce it a lot, you don’t see the wobbliness, 
but you get a sense of kind of an energetic mind. 
That’s just a matter of aesthetic taste there. As 
accurate as anything else, but I tend to do the final 
thing entirely by hand. Just going over the pencil 
lines that I’ve drawn with pen. You feel it—a kind 
of vibrance in the drawing, even though it’s just a 
straight line representing a straight line. 

Entering Public Sector Folklore: Glassie 
as Pennsylvania State Folklorist

I was a graduate student at Penn. It was a time 
that I was writing the Pattern book (Glassie 
1968a) on the one hand, but I was also spending 
just a lot of time with Ola Belle. I really was very 
fond of Ola Belle and very fond of especially Burl 
Kilby, who played the banjo in her band. And I 
was down as often as I could to Oxford. It’s not 

far from Philadelphia. You go down to Oxford, 
Pennsylvania, which is where Campbell’s Corners 
was—this store where every Sunday night, Ola 
Belle and her band, the New River Boys and Girls, 
with her brother Alex, performed. I was probably 
there every midnight Sunday for two years. So, 
that was the kind of setting.

And MacEdward Leach was in charge of the 
department at that time.21 And he had to retire. 
It was in those days required at a certain point 
to retire and he didn’t want to retire. He had no 
interest in it at all. So, he said, “If I’ve got to retire, 
I’m going to make a job for myself.” And the job 
he made for himself was to be the state folklorist 
of Pennsylvania. He invented the whole idea of 
having a state folklorist. Mac Leach was lobbying 
through the legislature of Pennsylvania with the 
support of ethnic groups. A Polish group from 
Wilkes-Barre, Scranton. Italians from Pittsburgh. 
African Americans from Philadelphia. And he 
was just smart enough to say to these different 
people “you all are different. But you know what, 
you are joined by the study of folklore.” He made 
this argument.

And so they passed a bill that was put 
through. A wonderful African American guy 
called Leroy Irvis, who eventually I befriended, he 
was the Speaker of the House of Pennsylvania. He 
got this bill through for the Ethnic Culture Survey, 
the state folklorist position. And MacEdward 
Leach worked for that because he wanted a job. 
Then what happened? They told him he’d have 
to live in Harrisburg. And he said [laughing], 
“Me? Living in Harrisburg? Come on! I live 
in Philadelphia. Philadelphia is a great city, 
Harrisburg is a kind of dead-end place.”

And so, he literally—I was in Tris Coffin’s 
class and Mac came to the door and said, “Glassie, 
come here.” And I went outside and stood in the 
hall. He said, “I’ve got a great job for you.” It was 
just because he didn’t want to live in Harrisburg! 
And, you know, what can I say? I, at that time, 
was married and had two kids. I could use a job. I 
wasn’t through with my studies at all. And I said, 
“You know, I haven’t finished my coursework 
here.” Mac said, “Come on. Independent study. 
We’ll just knock it out with independent study. 
You can do whatever you want to. Just go out to 
Harrisburg and get this good job.” You know, 
it paid something like eight thousand dollars a 

Fig. 13 (opposite, left)
Nelson-Gardner barn 
plan, northeast of York 
Springs, Adams County, 
Pennsylvania, 1968. 
The barn contained two 
log cribs, central floor, 
constructed of V-notched 
logs. From Glassie 1969, 
1 (1): 10.

Fig. 14 (opposite, right)
Section through the 
Nelson-Gardner barn. 
This is the wall of the 
northeastern crib which 
faces the floor. Note 
the small door into the 
stable, the large opening 
into the hay mow, and 
the different pitches of 
the rafters of the rear 
shed. From Glassie 1969, 
1 (1): 11..
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year. I mean, we’re talking big money. And so, I 
said, “Oh, okay.” 

That’s exactly what happened! [Laughing] 
So I just did it because he didn’t want to do it. 
And so, I went out to Harrisburg and, you know, 
it was kind of a dream come true. I was working 
with Ola Belle all the time. And so I thought, I’m 
going to live south of Harrisburg. And I’m going 
to live near Pennsylvania Dutch Country. And 
I’m going to live near Ola Belle. And so I found a 
little, tiny farm in northern York County near a 
town called Dillsburg. And it was a Pennsylvania 
Dutch log house. Tiny. But real. And I was just 
exhilarated. I paid $8,100 dollars for a four-acre 
farm. It had a barn. Log house on it. I was in my 
radical hillbilly nationalist phase. [Laughing] I 
was so excited to own my own farm. I had two 
pet cows that I milked. It was so corny. But I loved 
it. I really loved it. I fit right in. [Glassie’s work 
as state folklorist included the documentation of 
architecture in the area (e. g., Figs. 13, 14, 15)].22

And, you know, I’ve already mentioned it, 
that was a time that I was employed at the state 

government of Pennsylvania and I could be sent 
to work in the Smithsonian, and was. Constantly. 
So, I worked with every folk festival, I was there 
with Ralph Rinzler.23 It was great fun. I wanted 
to advance Ola Belle’s career. I got her into the 
Folklife Festival and so on. Ralph and I applied 
for money all over the place. We went to all these 
big foundations trying to get money for folklore. 
We were not successful, but ... Ralph and I were a 
kind of team there for three or four years. 

That was really crucial. Ralph—very im-
portant. I was a minor character. But it’s really 
important, getting public folklore going. The 
Smithsonian, the Library of Congress—all that 
is a direct consequence of Ralph’s work at the 
Smithsonian. And I could work with him and 
did as state folklorist. Pennsylvania had one [state 
folklorist], so Maryland decided it wanted one. 
Hired George Carey. George Carey is a friend of 
mine—a great, good guy. He got his PhD from 
Indiana; so, pretty soon you got state folklorists 
all over the place. 

Folklore and Politics in the 1960s and 
Today

We were political. I mean, everybody was aware 
of politics. And the United States today—the 
very concept of politics is depressing. I don’t 
even want to say the name of the president of 
the United States at all. But, even countering that 
sort of drags you into it. You know, it’s kind of 
evil. In those days, we had evil and it was called 
Nixon. And we knew it was evil and it was just 
recognized as evil. And every day, kids were down 
there bringing Nixon down. And now people are 
wishy-washy because they think they’re doing 
something by ... you know, sending email mes-
sages to their friends about how much they hate 

Fig. 15
Nelson-Gardner barn, 
strap hinges. A. This is 
from the stable door. 
It is unusual in that it 
turns on a staple rather 
than a pintle. B. From 
the small door in the 
large front door. From 
Glassie 1969, 1 (1): 12.
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Trump. That’s not going to get anywhere. I mean, 
people ought to be down there in the streets. I feel 
the whole thing is extremely depressing. It’s not 
an energetically political time.24

But at that time, it was energetically political 
and we knew that folklore was a political act. 
That it was oppositional—that’s the whole point 
of it. But if you think that doing folklore on the 
Internet is folklore, though it’s not oppositional, 
then you’re sucked in too. You’re complicit. You’re 
part of the, you know ... they used to talk about 
“the system” all the time. But if you’re sending 
messages on Facebook, you’re part of the system! 
You can’t be against the system. You are the 
system! But in those days, of course, you could be 
oppositional. And in those days, if you wanted to 
get half a million kids to Washington, DC, there 
was no Internet, but everybody would show up. 

You know, after the kids were killed at Kent 
State,25 I’m telling you, everybody was there in 
Washington. Nobody had to tell anybody about 
it ... there’s no planning. It was my first year of 
teaching at a university. I felt like my students—
my personal, beloved students—had been 
murdered. I’m going to go to Washington, DC, 
and when I’m down there, everybody is there. Earl 
Scruggs is there “pickin’ for peace.”26 You know? I 
think without question that folklore is inherently 
political. It’s inherently oppositional. You can 
call yourself a folklorist and not feel that way. 
In the old days, the first time I was going to the 
American Folklore Society, a part of the delight 
that I felt.... There’s a lot of old conservative guys 
that used to come. Mostly from the Midwest and 
the South. It wasn’t a bunch of radical people. 
But there were a lot of radical people there. But 
those old conservative guys also thought they 
were being oppositional. That was interesting to 
me. They were oppositionally conservative to a 
liberal disaster, in their minds. And I was [laughs] 
opposition to a conservative disaster in my mind, 
but we kind of got along.

But I don’t think that the kind of political 
nature of folklore would necessarily come into 
the mind of the students today. We were profes-
sionalizing; now they have professionalized. And 
I think it’s just not even a part of the question. 
That doesn’t mean everybody is like that, but I 
think that it’s possible to be a folklorist without 
even thinking about whether doing folklore is a 
political act. But nobody in 1967 wouldn’t have 

thought politically. Folklore was a political act. 
Even though they might be on opposite ends of 
the political spectrum. They certainly thought 
this was a political act.

And I went to all those things, all those events 
in Washington, DC. I mean, I went to them all. 
And I really believed in them, you know. And 
ultimately, I worked for the Southern Christian 
Leadership Conference. I mean, I wasn’t outside 
civil rights. I was inside, hard inside. And so, I 
believed in it. 

The Perils of Fieldwork and Pattern in the 
Material Folk Culture 

Here I am, a first-year graduate student at the 
University of Pennsylvania in folklore. And Don 
Winkelman27—older than me—says, “Well, you 
are the person who could write the first thing that 
could be written about material culture and why 
folklorists should be interested in it.” That’s a very 
welcoming thing. It’s also true of that period that 
there was a great welcoming to young people. I 
mean, it was interesting that I was into this busi-
ness, you know, a sort of professional folklorist 
well before I was thirty. And in those days, there 
was a lot of need to have young people. That was 
just like you would include Black people or gay 
people today—which, of course, God knows we 
should—but then it was the young, and being 
twenty-six or twenty-seven years old and writing 
books, I got invited to be in a lot of places. And 
so Winkelman said, “Well, you ought to write 
this thing.”

Well, I didn’t think much about it, but I 
was doing fieldwork in Virginia for the Middle 
Virginia book. I didn’t know I was writing 
Middle Virginia, but at any rate, I was doing the 
fieldwork. For the simple reason I wanted to do 
great fieldwork. That was really, really my goal. 
Not to come to any historical conclusion. But I 
came across a house, and everybody knew it was 
built by a man called Samuel Dabney. It was a tiny, 
little, square house. Basically, a one-room house 
with a chimney at the end.28 And it was really, very 
beautifully made. And it was a type of a house that 
I’d began to find other places. There’s two things 
you can do if you want to make a beautiful house. 
You can make it big or you can just make it really 
well. Occasionally what you find in early days is a 



Revue de la culture matérielle 90-91 (automne 2019-printemps 2020) 189

lot of little houses are just gems. Beautifully made. 
All the mouldings and everything, but it’s tiny. 
It’s a different attitude about what you do with 
your time. You make a beautiful, small house or 
a big, lumpy house. So, Sam Dabney’s house was 
one of those gems; everything in it was beautiful. 
Beautifully made, everything was. 

And so, what was the problem? It was 
completely covered with poison ivy. And so, me 
being the intrepid fieldworker ... I just went into 
it. And I made a measured plan of Sam Dabney’s 
house. And I caught an amazing case of poison 
ivy. I got poison ivy in my lungs. And I was 
dying. And I was rushed to the hospital at the 
University of Virginia in Charlottesville, which 
was the nearest place. And they gave me all kinds 
of steroids and saved my life. Literally, my lungs 
were filling with poison ivy junk. You know, my 
eyes were closed. They had to put straws up my 
nostrils to have me breathe. It’s like brave? It was 
stupid! It wasn’t brave, but dumb. 

I’m out in Virginia. And I’ve got this field-
work to be done, and I got poison ivy all over me. 
I’m out there, nowhere, with no electricity. You 
know, just ... gaslit lanterns and such. But I was 
too hurt to do fieldwork for a while. So, I started 

writing that book [Pattern in the Material Folk 
Culture of the Eastern United States (1968a)]. And 
it was about why folklorists should care about 
material culture. That was what I did. It started 
out there in Middle Virginia, because I couldn’t 
do anything else for a while. I got better and I 
continued to heal, and then I went back to Penn 
for my second year. I just kept writing that book. 
And I just kept writing the thing, and kept writing 
the thing, and kept writing the thing [Glassie 
basically was compiling the fieldwork he had 
done over the years: while at Tulane (Figs. 16, 17, 
18, 19), Cooperstown (Figs. 20, 21), and then in 
his public-sector job at Harrisburg (Fig. 22)]. The 
University of Pennsylvania library was fantastic. 
And with that library and with my interests, I saw 
the introduction to ... material culture. 

I think it’s good to say, it’s simple to say that 
what really we could teach to American history 
was regions. And I believe that. That is what I 
really profoundly believed, and do believe, that 
the United States is a kind of a thin overlay on 
really rich traditions. Regional traditions. I don’t 
want to say rural, because sometimes they’re 
quite urban. Memphis, New Orleans, Chicago, 
you know. But there are these deep, deep regional 

Fig. 16 (above)
Choctaw Log Cabin, located south of Philadelphia, Neshoba County, Mississippi, 
documented November, 1963. Inhabited at the time by a Choctaw Native American, the 
structure displays many of the features common to folk houses of the Deep South: it has 
a front porch and rear kitchen shed, its roof extended to cover the external gable and 
chimney of brick, it is supported by piers rather than a full foundation, and it is built of 
small pine logs, split in half, the round side facing outwards, with boards nailed vertically 
to the insides of the logs in lieu of chinking. From Glassie 1968a: 215.

Fig. 17 (above right)
The Two-Level Outbuilding Type. A. Half-dovetailed log upper level, limestone lower level, west of Chilhowie in Washington County, Virginia (July, 
1964); B. Frame upper level, cinder block lower level, west of Allen Gap, Greene County, Tennessee (May, 1964). While this example is brand new, the 
idea of having the upper level overhang the lower is old in the mountains and known on the Continent. From Glassie 1968a: 87.
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Fig. 18
Catted Chimneys. (A) newly constructed chimney on a half-
dovetailed log square cabin, east of Newhope, Pike County, 
Arkansas (March, 1964). (B). On  V-notched round log 
cabin, south of Athens, Howard County, Arkansas (March, 
1964). From Glassie 1968a: 114.

Fig. 19
Hall and Parlor House Type. Full-dovetailed log with stone chimneys, west of 
Boonesville, Albemarle County, Virginia (August, 1964). The rafters are framed 
together at the peak in an open mortice joint (there is no ridge pole), and are tied 
together with halved in collar beams. From Glassie 1968a: 81.

Fig. 20 (above)
Thatched Corncrib. Located northeast of Whig Corners, 
Otsego County, New York (March, 1965). A. Front view. 
The shed had fallen in before the building was discovered, 
but the parts were there to be seen, and this is a not-too-
conjectural restoration. B. Cross-section. From Glassie 
1968a: 210.

Fig. 21 (right)
Thatched Corncrib (continued). C. Plan. D. Plan of the 
roof of the crib showing the positions of the purlins and the 
rafters. E. Detail of the thatching. From Glassie 1968a: 211.
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traditions that are really profound. And material 
culture revealed that. That was as good an idea 
as I could have at that particular moment for 
telling people why they should study material 
culture, was that it was a great revealer of regional 
difference. 

It was done in the Kniffen School. I was 
just nothing more but Fred Kniffen’s boy when 
this was all going on. But we were reading Hans 
Kurath’s A Word Geography of the Eastern United 
States and noticing its incredible correlations 
(Kurath 1949). That just where, you know, log 
construction pushed up into southern Indiana 
was exactly the place that linguists called the 
“Hoosier Hump.” There’s a little place of southern 
dialect that’s up there. You followed all these 
dialect lines with architecture lines, and Kniffen 
and I were thrilled by that. And so the idea that 
I thought that I could have, that I could offer to 
the world as a reason why folklorists should be 
attentive to material culture had entirely to do 
with regions. And it fit perfectly well with, you 

know, all the Laws indexes of broadside ballads 
and American ballads, and you see these regional 
patterns. You can certainly see them. That was 
what I thought I could offer to folklorists. And I 
was just writing that book. 

We’re talking about the late 1960s. And so I 
was very active in the desire to stop the war, and 
so on. I was downtown Philadelphia, and I was 
sitting-in on the street. Blocking traffic because 
... I don’t know [laughs], somehow, I thought 
that by blocking traffic in Philadelphia we were 
going to stop the war in Vietnam. I didn’t know 
[laughs] why that was going to work, but we did. 
So, I was sitting-in, blocking the traffic. You know, 
we’re sort of bored out there stopping traffic. 
Big, burly cops in front of us. And the guy next 
to me, named John Bernheim, just said, “Well, 
what do you do?” I said, “Well, folklorist.” And 
he said, “Well, what are you doing?” And I said I 
was writing this book about, kind of, the regional 
nature of the United States based on things like 
barns, old houses, food, clothing, and furniture. 
He said, “You know, I’m an editor at the University 
of Pennsylvania Press. Let me have your book.” 
I said, “Well, okay.” I was a graduate student, so 
indeed I handed it to him. And Bernheim said, 
“This is really great. I’ve never seen anything like 
this.” And I said, “Well, Fred Kniffen is my man.”

The University of Pennsylvania Press ac-
cepted it for publication. At which time, it was 
sent over to the Folklore Department. The Penn 
Press said to Kenny Goldstein, “This folklorist 
has written a folklore book.” And so, Kenny said, 
“What do you mean? This is Glassie, my student!” 
Kenny said, “Yeah, it’s really good. Let’s publish 
it.” And so he did. 

Meanwhile, I was doing fieldwork with 
African American teenagers, boys from my 
neighbourhood in Philadelphia. I was planning 
a dissertation on their stories and jokes, their 
verbal play. But Kenny convinced me not to 
write the dissertation I was writing, but he would 
accept the book I’d already written [Pattern in the 
Material Folk Culture of the Eastern United States] 
for my dissertation. I wanted a PhD. Kenny gave 
me one for the book. That’s great. I’ll accept it. 
And I agreed for a very important reason. By 
that time I was so involved with civil rights that I 
was ambivalent about white people writing about 
Black people. I’d recorded music from Black folks 
in North Carolina. Easy, comfortable. I’m excited 

Fig. 22
Outdoor Bakeoven. Between Heidlersburg and Biglerville, Adams County, 
Pennsylvania (May, 1967). This building is located a few steps out the back door of the 
dwelling. Its oven is a brick dome—“beehive”—the internal dimensions of which are 
only approximated in the measured plan at the right. From Glassie 1968a: 42.
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that the work Pravina Shukla and I are doing in 
Brazil has mostly been with people of African 
descent (see Glassie and Shukla 2018). Brazil is 
different, and what mattered here back then was 
the fight for civil rights.

Folk Housing in Middle Virginia

Evans wrote a great book, The Personality of 
Ireland (1973). I was writing “the personality 
of Middle Virginia.” That’s what I thought I was 
doing. What happened there in Virginia, however, 
is that as soon as I began to write about the per-
sonality of Virginia, the thing that I had not been 
taught to pay any attention to—you won’t find it 
in Kniffen and you won’t find it in Evans—was 
time. They were really tight. They were telling 
you a geographer’s story. I liked it. I appreciated 
it. I still am more apt to think of it that way. I’m 
much more apt to look at a building and think it’s 
characteristic of New England than I am to think 
it’s characteristic of 1830. I think first about space 
and second about time. 

But when I really did the Virginia book, all 
of a sudden I realized that I didn’t have a spatial 
story at all, I had a historical story. I didn’t know 
it. I wasn’t trying to do that. All I was doing was 
making a good record of the buildings that I had, 
what I wasn’t even looking for is that there was a 
pattern of change. And that wasn’t what I wanted. 
I wanted to do a kind of personality of Middle 
Virginia, but the personality of Middle Virginia 
was about time. 

Completely shocked me. And once I un-
derstood that, then that’s what I wrote about in 
the book. It may be scientifically incorrect, but 
if you do really good fieldwork, you don’t really 
have to know where you’re headed. By that time 
I was reading about structuralism and being 
exhilarated by the writings of Claude Lévi-Strauss 
and Noam Chomsky and so on. I had all this 
data about architecture and it fit.29 It wasn’t that I 
was trying to make it fit, it’s just by doing all this 
reading and having all this data, and finding the 
data was good, when I went back to the place, I 
found no problems.

I wrote the book in 1972.30 I was excited by 
the historical pattern from open to closed forms 
and from asymmetrical to symmetrical forms 
(Fig. 23). It seemed to be a principle, in that it 

seemed to be generalizable. I didn’t know that, 
but I presumed that there was a kind of generaliz-
able principle that I had found on the ground in 
Virginia, without even looking for it. It’s kind of 
like an archaeologist would do. I’m just digging 
down, and you find stuff you didn’t expect to find.
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And so, the archaeological metaphor is pretty 
good because around this time, I met Jim Deetz 
and begin to think a lot about archaeology. So, 
archaeology was kind of pouring into my think-
ing as well.31 Jim and I became great friends and 
sort of traded ideas back and forth. And we both 
dedicated books to each other.

Ireland

I got really interested in this historical pattern. 
Then I made—it was a little bold that I did—an 
application to the Guggenheim Foundation 
thinking that my discovery was really important 
and that it needed a test. And so, I made a per-
fectly reasonable, hypothetico-deductive test that 
I would try out my ideas in Ireland. The reason it 
would work in Ireland was that I theorized that 
the change from open to closed and asymmetrical 
to symmetrical happened before the Revolution. 
It was a sign of revolution coming. That is the 
change that had already been made in hearts, and 
minds, and men. It was a predictor. 

So, if it happened in 1760 in Virginia, it 
should happen around 1900 in Ireland. And the 
reason that was beneficial to me was that nobody 
had studied contemporary Irish buildings. They’d 
only studied the earlier traditions. So, I knew 
what the earlier tradition of buildings were, 
and I knew the earlier tradition of buildings in 
the west of Ireland was exactly like the earlier 
tradition of buildings in Middle Virginia. That 
is, they were open and asymmetrical (Fig. 24). 

I had to theorize that somewhere around 1900, 
what would happen is those buildings, they’d sud-
denly get closed and symmetrical. If my theory 
that in advance of a revolution, in advance of a 
political-military act, the culture has to change 
for that political-military act to actually happen. 
That was the kind of idea. Politics doesn’t really 
matter. Military things are mop-ups. What re-
ally matters is culture change, and that culture 
change registers eventually in politics. But it’s 
already registered in the buildings that the people 
are building for themselves because that’s the 
intimate world. They can control the intimate 
world; they can’t control the big world. I had to 
theorize that was going to happen in Ireland in 
1900 and the Irish scholars hadn’t written about 
20th-century rural buildings. 

That allowed me to do the first real piece of 
fieldwork that I could do. Because I had money, 
I had a grant. And that grant would allow me to 
actually spend time doing nothing but fieldwork, 
and I’d never been in that situation before. When 
I was doing the Otsego County project, I was 
taking classes and I was in school. When I was 
doing the Virginia work, I was taking classes, I 
was in school, and I was stealing the time from 
what I was supposed to be doing. But now I could 
go off to Ireland. I had always wanted to go to 
Ireland because I loved the literature. Maybe 
that’s off topic here, but it’s true. So, I went off to 
Ireland and my goal was to test the theories of Folk 
Housing in Middle Virginia. In a month I knew 

Fig. 23 (opposite top)
Diagram of the Middle Virginia Housing Revolution. These houses correctly exemplify 
the local forms, both statistically and conceptually, before and after the housing 
revolution. Compare them for their presentation of symmetry and intensive and 
extensive features. From Glassie 1975: 186, and caption on 187).

Fig. 24 (opposite bottom)
The old form of Irish house-type, Ballymenone. Above: Ellen Cutler’s; below: Rose 
Murphy’s. Both houses faces east, both have new porches, built to shield the front door. 
The door gives into the kitchen, next to the dresser, across from the hearth. The Room 
(or parlour) above the hearth is partitioned to provide a bedroom at the back. Below, 
behind the dresser’s wall, there is a bedroom to the front, a pantry to the rear. Both 
houses have a byre off the northern end; Mrs. Cutler’s has a stable off the southern end. 
From Glassie 2006: 195.

Fig. 25 (right)
Plan of Thornton’s home, Ballymenone, built 1900. From left to right: Parlor to the 
front, office behind. Kitchen, entered through porch and hall with a second kitchen 
behind, closed-down hearth, couch in the front, table and television in the rear, 
sideboard cross the hearth beneath the stair. Dining room to the front. Bedroom behind. 
From Glassie 1982: 411.
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I was right. Since the Irish event had happened 
a whole lot more recently, I could know that the 
very first symmetrical enclosed house in the rural 
area where I was living was built by a Protestant 
policeman in a Catholic neighbourhood (Fig. 
25). Just the kind of person who would be 
anxious about change and whose anxieties about 
change would register in the buildings first. [A 
similar enclosed plan is Fig. 26]. So that in that 
community, that was the first and it was literally 
built in 1900, that is sixteen years before the 1916 
Rising, just as 1760 would have been sixteen years 
before 1776. 

Well, they continued to build the old-time 
houses until 1956. So, there’s a long period of 
change, and that was a corrective to what I had 
thought about in Virginia because I just didn’t 
have the evidence. I just didn’t know, really, when 
those houses were built. It’s like archaeologists. 
It was a seriation. It was a correct seriation in 
that these came first and these came second, 
but exactly what year they came in and all that 
kind of thing I couldn’t really know. In Ireland, I 
could. So, I knew that the change took a longer 
time to happen than I had imagined was the case 
for Virginia. That was a corrective. But it didn’t 
change the basic story any. So that what I was able 
to do in Ireland first was test that historical idea 
that had impressed me in Virginia. 

I was in a community where these old houses 
were still being lived in. They weren’t relics, they 
were the way that people lived. And the houses 
were still thatched, they were still whitewashed, 
they were still, for the most part, exactly the kind 
of houses that Evans had talked about. And what 

that did was to move me into a better understand-
ing of house interiors. 

Why I was in  Ireland, why I was in 
Ballymenone in south Fermanagh on the border, 
was to check the historical pattern that I had 
found in Virginia. But that wasn’t really what 
interested me. What interested me was that these 
houses were a part of the living system like I had 
never seen before. You know, a lot of the log 
cabins and so on in the mountains had been kind 
of abandoned. They remained, maybe someone 
had covered them with asbestos, you know, but 
the difference in Ireland was that I happened to 
be in a community that still didn’t have electricity, 
still didn’t have running water. There was only 
one automobile in the entire community. So it was 
a kind of a drop back in time. Not to some ancient 
time, but probably the 1930s. It was an anomalous 
community. And when I was talking to my friends 
in Dublin, they doubted there was even a place 
like that anymore in Ireland. But there was. And I 
was living there, I was documenting it. Electricity 
came in 1976, but I’d been there in ’72. So, I got 
real experience of what it was like to live with 
an open hearth (Figs. 27, 28). Cooking was all 
done at the fireplace with all these things. It was 
enlightening. 

So, what did that do? That shifted my view 
inside. And when my views shifted to the inside, 
it left the men who were doing the thatching and 
building the houses, and favoured the women 
who were minding the hearth (Figs. 29, 30). And 
so, the story has been that by simply just following 
my nose, a whole sequence of changes have been 
made. So that from typology to traverses, from 
traverses to good measured plans, from good 
measured plans to historical understanding, 
from historical understanding to Ireland. And in 
Ireland, what I did was to really begin to think 
more about female homemakers than about male 
housebuilders. Though both were interesting. 
The book that reported all that came out in 1982. 

I think that’s sort of a stopping point for 
more questions and so on. But that’s the course 
that I took. And what it had, if you were to think 
about it, was very little architectural history, a 

Fig. 26 (left)
Plan of McBrien’s home, Ballymenone, built 1944. From left to right: Room to the front. 
Bedroom behind. Kitchen, entered through a hall with a second kitchen behind, closed-
down hearth, couch in the front, table in the rear, press across from the hearth. Master 
bedroom to the front. Bedroom behind. From Glassie 1982: 413. 
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lot of social history. Much more anthropology, 
more geography than anthropology. The works 
that I was reading that were influential on me 
were mostly European. They were from Ireland, 
Wales, Sweden. Those were the works that I read 
that inspired me. But the people who inspired 
me, really, in the architectural business were 
Fred Kniffen and Estyn Evans. Evans was an 
archaeologist, Kniffen was a geographer. And so 
that geography that Kniffen practiced and the 
archaeology that Evans practiced, just blended 
with folklore so nicely. It’s kind of a rant, but that 
is really how I got into it. That is, it went from 
music to material culture. 

But I would say that we’ve gotten to a certain 
point and the two things that I learned at the very 
beginning had to do with architectural recording 
and oral literature recording. And when I got to 
Ballymenone, I came to a conclusion for myself 
that I recorded the complete repertory, not of an 
individual, but of the entire community. That 
seemed to be what a folklorist ought to have done. 
But I don’t know if anybody else has done it. So, 
I recorded every single story that every single 
person told in Ballymenone. So that was the 
conclusion of the thing that began with George 
Pegram a long time ago, singing a country song 
and an old ballad in the same session. And the 
other thing that I did was not only, you know, sort 
of make a record of the houses, I made a record 
of every one. I actually made a measured plan of 
every house in Ballymenone, save one. And so 
that was, you know, kind of the ultimate version 
of all the things I’d been doing between the period 
1960 to 1982. 

And that doesn’t mean that I didn’t do new 
things, but actually, I felt what I did, to say it 
very simply, was become confident in a method 
that I could go and really use in difficult places. 
Then it was Turkey (Glassie 1993). Then it was 
Bangladesh (Glassie 1997). Then it was places 
that were a whole lot more challenging. But that 
method, honestly, has held together right to the 
present. That if I’m really attentive to repertories 
and if I’m really attentive to traverses and to 
typologies, I’ll get a record that makes some 
sense of wherever I am. Brazil, Nigeria, it doesn’t 
really matter.

Fig. 27 (above)
Longitudinal section, 
Flanagan’s house, 
Ballymenone. From 
Glassie 1982: 328.

Fig. 28 (right)
Flanagan’s house, 
Ballymenone. Top: 
hearth wall; bottom: 
dresser wall. From 
Glassie 1982: 329.
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The New Folklore: Shifting Disciplinary 
Perspectives and The Emergence of 
Vernacular Architecture Studies

We’ve gotten to a certain point by following a 
personal trajectory. What I want to do now is 
then double back and suggest how that relates 
to the general development of folklore. Folklore 
was changing in 1964, and it was changing rap-
idly, primarily because it was professionalizing. 
Instead of being an amateur folklorist who made 
a living as a scholar of romantic poetry, you were 
now a folklorist first. I think that’s exactly what 
happened. In ’64 there’s this robust expansion. 
It’s still centred on oral literature, but there’s 
a robust expansion. The department at Penn 
became Folklore and Folklife. So, there’s a kind 
of willingness to gather in these other things, 
and this is what was happening. Now, as that 
happened, what everybody was doing (I’m talking 
about American folklore) was looking wider. The 
consequence of that looking came in 1972 when 
Dorson published Folklore and Folklife.

In that moment of widening to folklife, I was 
already present. I wasn’t causative, but I benefitted 
enormously from people noticing that in Europe 
they have this folklife. The term. The term folklife 
got into the United States from Ulster Folklife,32 
which was a translation from the Swedish folkliv. 
Ulster Folklife gave the term to Don Yoder who 
named his magazine Pennsylvania Folklife.33 The 
term [folklife] in folklore isn’t used very much 
anymore, except by the Library of Congress,34 

the Smithsonian.35

Those things were all developed at the same 
time so that what was happening in that crucial 
sixties period was, first of all, the expansion of 
the discipline and its incorporation of a more 
ethnographic method. The second one was excit-
ing new topics. The third was that public folklore 
was invented. If you think about it, all the public 
folklore programs were developed in that period.

The first Smithsonian Folklife Festival 
event was in ’67. I think the key to the whole 
development of public folklore was Ralph Rinzler 
establishing the Folklife Festival in Washington, 
DC, in 1967. In 1967, I was the first state folklor-
ist in the United States. So, Ralph could call on 
me from Pennsylvania and I could cooperate 
with Ralph on a number of projects, which I 
did because basically Ralph at the Smithsonian 

and I in Pennsylvania were the ones on govern-
ment payrolls. That had a very simple, direct 
consequence. The directors of the institutions 
for which we worked could cooperate very easily. 
So, it was no problem at all for S. K. Stevens in 
Pennsylvania to second me to the Smithsonian a 
number of times.36 Ralph Rinzler and I were just 
working on all this because we were among the 
few public folklorists.

So, a lot of things are happening at once. The 
discipline is professionalizing. The discipline is 
expanding into public work. The discipline is 
in a mood of expansion. I benefitted from that 
tremendously because people looked around and 
knew that people in Europe did these other kinds 

Fig. 29
The hearth at the home 
of Paddy and Mary 
McBrien, Ballymenone. 
From Glassie 2000a: 50. 

Fig. 30 (below)
Mrs. Cutler’s kitchen, 
Ballymenone. From 
Glassie 1982: 355. 
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of things. And for people 
like Dorson I was about 
the one who did them. So 
I got drawn into very many 
more things than I would 
have been drawn into. But 
I was actually brought in as 
a kind of token, almost, like 
a token European folklorist 
who had never been to 
Europe, but who did that 
kind of work. Because I 
knew Evans. By that time, 
I was corresponding with 
Evans, corresponding with 
Alan Gailey in Ireland,37 
corresponding with Kevin 
Danaher.38 I’d not been to any of those places, 
but I was corresponding with Sean O’Sullivan.39 

So, I was a person who was making these 
connections. I benefitted tremendously from a 
particular moment in folklore that lasted from 
’64 until about ’72. You can put Dorson’s Folklore 
and Folklife at the end of that. And that’s Richard 
Dorson saying, “I accept architecture. I accept 
folk art. I accept costume. I accept food. All these 
things.” Because, if, for example, Don Yoder at 
Pennsylvania accepts those things, that’s no big 

deal because he was always interested in those 
things. Or if Warren Roberts at Indiana accepts 
them, it’s no big deal because Warren did that.40 

So, ’72, I think, is the end of that particular era. 
And I benefitted personally by being fairly young 
in that period, and I was a kind of exemplar of a 
very important part of that expansion. A lot of 
people have negative things to say about Dorson. 
I liked Dorson. I think Dorson was good. He was 
a liberal. And he just looked and said, “You know, 
it’s okay to study old houses and it’s okay to study 
costume.” It’s not that he was going to do it. But 
the very last panel that Richard Dorson had at 
the American Folklore Society was a panel on 
material culture. That’s just true. It wasn’t his 
interest, but he embraced it. 

In the history of this first segment, there 
was no resistance on the part of the people of 
folklore. Alan Dundes had read European work 
and knew perfectly well that Europeans were 
interested in houses and costumes, too. He 
wasn’t [going to study it], but that didn’t mean 
he didn’t understand it. And so, Alan Dundes 
and Roger Abrahams were the powerful leaders 
of the new folklore. They didn’t do it, but they 
absolutely embraced it. So I would say both of 
those men were tremendously supportive of me. 
I was younger, but I was doing the kind of work 
that they were absolutely convinced should be 
done because they knew that Europeans did it. 
Not because it was done in America, but because 
Europeans did it. And I just accidentally [became] 
a kind of European folklorist. Maybe because 
I’d met Estyn Evans, but more because I just 
liked it. I mean, really, I liked material culture. I 
responded to it. And I could say that first period, 
’64 to ’72, is the professionalization period of the 
discipline of folklore, and that expansive moment 
was tremendously welcoming.

I was hired to teach at Indiana University 
in 1970. And when I arrived, Dorson was very 
welcoming to the idea of material culture. I knew 
that Warren Roberts had committed himself to 
material culture after his time in Norway so I 
said, “I don’t have to teach material culture, I’m 
interested in”—and it’s true—“all of this stuff.” 
So, “I’d like to teach the fieldwork class.” And I 
was assigned by Dorson, my first semester there, 
the general introduction to folklore theory. I was 
happy. Warren could do the houses, it was just 
fine. But what it meant was that in that period, say 

Fig. 31
Central chimney house 
with gambrel roof, 43 
Warner Street, Newport, 
Rhode Island, recorded 
by Henry Glassie, July 
1967. From Dorson 
1972: 67.

Fig. 32
Various log corner-
notching techniques, 
recorded by Henry 
Glassie. From Dorson 
1972: 68-69.



198 Material Culture Review 90-91 (Fall 2019-Spring 2020)

1970, it’s the shifting period just before Folklore 
and Folklife came out (Figs. 31, 32).41 All this is in. 

So, then you have students. They start show-
ing up. You [Gerald Pocius], Bernie Herman, 
Rusty Marshall, John Vlach.42 A lot of people are 
all of a sudden interested in material culture. And 
it’s because it’s valid, validated. And everybody 
is accepting it as being part of the study of 
folklore. But it’s also true that it was a kind of 
swashbuckling period. People came in. They 
didn’t care that much about theories. They cared 
about fieldwork. And so teaching the fieldwork 
class, fieldwork was where it was at. I mean, that’s 
really where it was at. 

 I think that in the sixties and mid-seventies, 
there was a democratizing energy [in American 
history]. So, all those things combined. Folklore 
is in expansion. There’s a kind of sixties quality 
to a lot of the students who find it exciting to 
go out and they’re not embarrassed or troubled 
to meet other people. They want to meet other 
people! They indeed want to befriend and hang 
out with, maybe, right-wing people that don’t 
agree with them politically, but have a lot of 
information about, maybe, how to make a shingle 
roof. Who cares what their politics are? You add 
the expansion of folklore from ’64 to ’72 with me, 
bicentennial, and the democratizing of American 
history, and there’s a kind of synergetic exhilara-
tion that happened right around that time. There 
was a reason for this all to be happening. And 
then the question is, how long could that be 
sustained? The answer was not very long. But a 
lot of things did happen. And the exhilaration of 
the people of the sixties were still going strong in 
the middle of the seventies. 

I mean that people like me who were active 
in civil rights had a kind of energy. You know, we 
stopped the war in Vietnam. I mean, I was in that 
generation. We watched Nixon resign. Do you 
know how happy we were? Because we did it! By 
just ... you know, putting his feet to the fire. He’d 
be in Washington, we’d be down there screaming, 
you know, for his neck. So, there’s kind of a sense 
of victory that was there. Democratizing ... a kind 
of victorious thing. And then ... things slumped. 
I mean, in general, there was kind of a slump in 
the American environment. Its exploration would 
be interesting. The professionalization of folklore 
continued, but it seems to me that the exhilaration 
of the first generation couldn’t quite be sustained 

in the second generation. And that’s one of the 
problems. A lot of people who were really good 
folklorists, still couldn’t have that sensation of ... 
creating this thing. 

I could have that sensation, though I was 
younger than, say, Alan Dundes and Roger 
Abrahams. I was doing something that they valor-
ized. They thought this was right. “Somebody 
ought to be doing this” kind of thing. So that 
the next generation, maybe Dick Bauman, me, 
Barbara KG [Kirshenblatt-Gimblett]—Dan Ben-
Amos is kind of in between—we were welcomed 
by the old masters. And I think that in the 
combination of those two generations there were 
people who felt they were creating the discipline, 
and the next crowd felt less exhilaration. “We’re 
not really creating this.” 

The number of folklore departments has 
declined. It’s a relatively conservative era. I’m not 
making some original statement there, but once 
the democratization of America was celebrated 
in the bicentennial, it seems to me that historians 
slid back into an interest in the Founding Fathers, 
and those conventions. There was a moment we 
were talking about everyman America, and I 
think at the moment it has passed. I think the next 
generation had a hard time trying to figure out, 
“what are we going to do new?” when the thing 
had been so well done. I think there’s a slightly 
lost generation. 

The Future of Vernacular Architecture 
Studies and Face-to-Face Fieldwork 
Within Folklore

GP: Why do you think there are no longer 
vernacular architecture papers at the American 
Folklore Society meeting?

HG: I think that’s true. To some extent that’s 
the direct result of the Vernacular Architecture 
Forum. A lot of folklorists drifted away because 
there was another society that met their needs. 
It wasn’t that folklore was an unwelcoming 
home, but for people who were very interested 
in architecture the AFS just wasn’t the place to 
get the best response, though there continue to 
be architecture panels—a really good one recently 
on historic preservation.
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But what I think, if we think about the future 
of vernacular architecture studies within folklore, 
we have to reckon with large cultural changes. 
The two things that drove the exuberance of 
vernacular architecture studies in the past were, 
first, the desire to do fieldwork and, second, 
solving historical problems.

The people who come into folklore today, 
generally speaking (there are exceptions), don’t 
want to do fieldwork. Fieldwork is a little bit hard. 
You know if there’s a word for our particular 
age it’s comfort. There’s comfort food, desirable 
feelings of being comfortable. People say, “I don’t 
feel comfortable with this. I don’t feel comfortable 
with that.” Fieldwork is about discomfort. You 
endure discomfort to learn something new. If 
the desire is to stay home in comfort, you’re not 
going to go out and seek discomfort.

I have, in fact, enjoyed difficult environ-
ments. Ireland during the Troubles, the heat 
of Bangladesh. Now Pravina and I are doing 
fieldwork in Brazil, right on the Equator.43 People 
in Canada can’t imagine that heat, and what else? 

Mosquitos, sickness. You get hurt in fieldwork, 
seriously hurt. So if the main thing you want is 
comfort, fieldwork is not for you. The point is to 
learn to endure discomfort. You know, I lived all 
that time in Ballymenone. I was living without 
electricity, without running water, just like 
everyone else around me. That was instructive, 
but it surely wasn’t comfortable.

So, one of the things that seems to be 
characteristic of our era is that people want to be 
comfortable, physically and socially comfortable. 
And so you think, “What can I do that’s just 
absolutely comfortable?” I would say, absolutely 
unchallenging. “Well, I’ll just stay home and look 
at the computer and do Internet folklore.” There’s 
no need to do Internet folklore. Our job is to 
get information that is not available through 
the conventional media. Ralph Rinzler defined 
folklore as the art which is not supported by the 
capitalist system. The Internet is a function of the 
capitalist system, a mechanism to make the rich 
richer and the poor poorer. It is an advertising 
medium. I stay as far away from it as I can, but if 
people want to study it, that’s all right with me, 
but for me, folklore is alternative, oppositional, 
and the Internet is anything but alternative or 
oppositional. It is complicit in the system of 
oppression.

I’m on a rant here, but the point is that it is 
comfortable to sit in front of the computer where 
you’re not challenged by the weather or mosqui-

Fig. 33 (above left)
Susler Cini workshop, Kutahya, Turkey. 1. Storage of the raw materials for the ceramic body. 2. Camurhane. 3. Mill. 4. Bath. 5. Bath with the silk. 6. 
Vans. 7. Drying vat. 8. Table for shaping tiles and balling the clay. 9. Cark. 10. Cark with the sablon. 11. Drying racks. 12. Racks for kiln furniture. 13. 
Small kiln. 14. Big kiln. 15. Hatch for the stair to the ateshsane. 16. Wood piled for firing. 17. Room for glazing. 18. Office. From Glassie 1993: 454.

Fig. 34 (above right)
Sogukkuyu pottery, Bursa, Turkey. 1. Toprak in storage. 2. Pit for mixing the camur. 3. Camur piled before milling. 4. Vans. 5. Camur after milling. 6. 
Table for balling the clay. 7. Workshop in use. 8. Workshop not in use. 9. Drying rack. 10. Kiln in use. 11. Kiln not in use. 12. Wood piled for firing. 13. 
Storage of finished ware. 14. Courtyard. 15. House. From Glassie 1993: 402.
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tos or people you don’t understand. So, one of the 
things that has happened to folklore is that people 
want to be comfortable, which means they don’t 
want to do the fieldwork you’ve got to do to study 
vernacular architecture. And the second thing is 
that people are not much interested in history. 
And the truth is that vernacular architecture’s 
greatest virtue is what it teaches us about history.

So if you want to study—and I can use 
myself as a good example—the contemporary 
creativity in any place—Turkey, Bangladesh, 
Brazil, Nigeria—architecture is not the thing that 
teaches you the most. It just isn’t. Architecture 
really teaches you a lot when you are trying to 
find out about people who are no longer here, 
about people who built buildings centuries ago. 
There’s no reason we can’t study architecture as 
part of the contemporary scene, except you can 
get the results, the results vernacular architecture 
can provide, much quicker through interviews 
and watching people in action. It’s just true. So, 
it doesn’t mean that I don’t study vernacular 
architecture anymore. I do and always will. But 
it is usually as an adjunct to a living tradition, 
let’s say, as I’ve done in Turkey (Figs. 33, 34), 
or in Bangladesh (Figs. 35, 36, 37), or in Brazil. 
Vernacular architecture is just not the thing that 
calls me most loudly today.

But if I want to know history, it is the most 
important thing. There is no historical source that 
we have that is better than vernacular architec-
ture. I’m firmly convinced that the landscape is 
the most important text we have if history is the 
goal. W. G. Hoskins,44 Estyn Evans, and the other 
historical geographers were right. If you want to 
know about the past, then look at the landscape 
(Figs. 38, 39). You can read the archival record 
until your eyes fall out, but you will learn a whole 
lot more and a whole lot quicker by going out into 
the field. That is the case for history, but if you are 
interested in contemporary culture, vernacular 
architecture is useful but—I’m being honest 
here—I think it will only rarely prove central.

So, I think the two things that led to the 
exhilaration in, let’s say, the mid-1970s, were the 
desires to democratize history and the desire 
to get outside. They are no longer operative. I 
think many scholars today would prefer not to 
go outside. They don’t want to get dirty or sick. 
They may not want to have conversations with 
people who are radically different. They want 
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to be comfortable and if they lack an interest in 
history then fieldwork on vernacular architecture 
is just not for them.

But the work is not over, the record is not 
complete. We need to know more about the 
buildings in upstate New York and the northern 
Midwest, about Alabama and Mississippi, about 

Fig. 35 (opposite top)
Kagajipata, Bangladesh. The northeastern neighbourhood of the village is unified by a path that runs parallel to the river. Workshops and circular kilns 
are stippled to show their orientation to the path. Broken lines collect the buildings of particular bares and connect them to kilns, one of which is shared 
by two families. From Glassie 1997: 69.

Fig. 36 (opposite bottom)
Subash Chandra Pal’s home and workshop, Bangladesh. Jafatsabad Road runs along the front, at the bottom of the plan. A. Workshop. B. Old wood-fired 
kiln. C. Gas-fired kiln. D. Wood-fired kiln used by Chittaranjan Pal. E. Porch with wheel. F. Chittaranjan Pal’s dwelling. G. Porch where Chittaranjan Pal 
works. H. Yard behind the house where ware dries in the sun. I. Dwelling of the children. J. Stup. K. Subash Chandra Pal’s dwelling. L. Porch with wheel. 
M. Former position of the chak in the workshop that is now used for drying and storage. N. Amar Chand Pal’s dwelling. From Glassie 1997: 248.

Fig. 38
Map of Braunton, Devonshire, England. The railroad 
and the new highway that cut along the River Caen have 
been omitted to reveal the old plan. A dotted line shows 
the extent of the village in 1978. St. Brannock’s Church is 
marked by a cross. Buildings strung along the old streets 
are hatched. Town Farm (see Fig. 39) is black. Town Farm’s 
dispersed buildings are stippled, arable in the Great Field to 
the southwest, pastures on Braunton Down to the east From 
Glassie 2000a: 111.

Fig. 37
Mata Chand Paul’s home and workshop, Bangladesh. 
This plan represents Maran Chasnd’s place in 1988. The 
workshop on the road in the front has been renovated since. 
A: Clay supply, sheltered by a palm tree. B: Vats for clay 
processing. C: Dwelling. D: Studio. E: Porch with wheel. F: 
Kiln. G: Workshop. From Glassie 1997: 263.

Western Canada and the Caribbean. The field 
calls. We have excellent new books on the West 
by Tom Carter (2015) and Chris Wilson (2011), 
inspiring recent books by Tom Hubka (2013), 
Kingston Heath (2001), and Gabi Berlinger 
(2017). The work goes on. The interest has 
diminished, but the need has not.
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1. A digital video was made of the interview by 
Christopher Jones, who directs the Rotary Music 
Performance Room and Digitization Lab at Cape 
Breton University, Sydney, Nova Scotia. He also 
helped prepare the illustrations. Annabelle Bugay 
transcribed the interview, and the text has been 
edited only for false starts and other distracting 
items. Portions of the interview that were not 
directly related to vernacular architecture were 
not included. The interview has been extensively 
annotated to provide further context for the 
reader in relation to the people and publications 
Glassie makes reference to throughout the 
interview.

2. Beginning in the late 1940s with Stinson records, 
up until 1962, Kenneth S. Goldstein—by his own 
estimates—produced 530 albums on 13 different 
record labels. These included an extensive series 
on ballads for the Riverside label—records that 
Henry obviously listened to (Rosenberg 1996: 
457-61).

3. John A. Lomax and Alan Lomax produced a 
number of pioneering folk song collections 
from their field work together (Lomax and 
Lomax 1934; 1936; 1947; Lomax, Lomax, and 
Seeger 1941). Later, Alan Lomax would publish 
a number of collections on his own (e.g., Lomax 
1964). John Szwed has written the definitive 
biography on Alan Lomax (2010).

4. Arthur Kyle Davis edited C. Alphonso Smith’s 
massive ballad collection that he had compiled 
for the Virginia Folk-Lore Society. Smith died 
in 1924, and Davis prepared a sampling of the 
collection, published under Davis’ name as editor 
(Davis 1929); the preface (vii-x) describes the 
collection and Smith’s early work.

5. “Boston Burglar” was widely known in the 
American South; a discussion can be found in 
Malcolm Laws L16 (Laws 1957: 175).

6. See: “Ellen Smith” F11 (Laws 1964: 196-97).
7. “Love Letters in the Sand” was first recorded in 

1931 by Ted Black and His Orchestra (78 rpm; 
RCA Victor 22799A). Pegram’s version may have 

Fig. 39 (left)
Town Farm, Braunton, Devonshire, England. Ernie Hartnoll’s Town Farm exemplifies 
the village pattern that England shares with Sweden and Bangladesh. The farmstead 
collects the main buildings around a courtyard, the house to the right, the barn, shop, 
and stable to the left. The shippen for cows closes the courtyard, then sheds for pigs on 
the right, carts, root crops, and chickens on the left, run toward the orchard to the rear. 
It is located on North Street in the town. The fields (see Fig. 38) are scattered south and 
east. From Glassie 2000a: 110.

Fig. 40 (above)
Plan of the Johnson pottery, North Carolina, in 2012. The log shop to the left, to the 
north, was built in 2009. It ends with Kate’s studio, her wheel is on the south wall. 
Daniel Johnson works in the log shop, where he stands at the wheel on the west wall 
or sits at a wheel in the middle, in front of the racks of wareboards. The apprentice’s 
wheel is on the south wall in the middle where the big pots dry. The open shed to the 
northeast offers space for work and storage. From Glassie 2019: 54.

Notes
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been adapted from Pat Boone’s 1957 45rpm hit 
(Dot Records 45-125570).

8. For Clayton’s life see Coltman 2008. Glassie 
was contacted by Coltman to contribute his 
reminiscences of Clayton to the biography, but 
declined, feeling that Coltman was not interested 
in a serious interview about his friendship with 
Clayton. 

9. Paul Clayton Worthington is credited with 
editorial assistance on the book’s title page.

10. For his work with Tab Ward see Glassie 2003: 
185; he reviewed Ward and Jack Guy’s LP, 
Walking in the Parlor (Glassie 1965b: 377).

11. Glassie describes early childhood memories 
with his grandmother making rabbit stew for 
him and telling folktales (with Aarne-Thompson 
numbers), which he later recorded (Glassie 2003: 
185-86).

12. Most of the illustrations found throughout this 
interview were suggested by Glassie. He writes 
that they “provide variety: plans from towns 
down to cabins, plans of outbuildings and 
shops, details, elevations of different kinds, more 
photographic, more schematic” (Henry Glassie, 
personal communication, May 17, 2020). 

13. For Stuart see Blair 1967; for Lumsford see Jones 
2002.

14. This early work is summarized in Kniffen and 
Glassie 1966.

15. The MA thesis was Glassie 1965c; a shortened 
version was published as Glassie 1968b.

16. Glassie earned money as an undergraduate 
sketching portraits in public squares. He also 
drew the occasional LP album cover. One was 
for a solo album by Jim Croce’s guitarist, Maury 
Muehleisen, who was killed in the same plane 
crash as Croce (for this album cover see the 
Discogs website, entry for Maury Muehleisen, 
Gingerbreadd, Capitol ST 644, released in 1970). 
Glassie also drew the cover for a progressive 
album that Paul Clayton was working on at 
the time of his death (March 30, 1967), which 
was never released. The album was titled 
Gingerbreadd Mind. The cover is in the Clayton 
estate papers, illustrated in Cotman’s book, 
identified as “artist unknown” (Cotman 2008: 
167).

17. Pencil Points was an architectural magazine 
containing drawings and sketches of all types 
of architecture, produced by professional artists 
and technicians. Publication began in 1920. In 
1945, the magazine was renamed Progressive 
Architecture. The drawings served as models for 

what was considered professional architectural 
drawings.

18. A Rapidograph is a trademark name of a technical 
pen used in architectural drawings.

19. Glassie’s work on Ola Belle Reed was published 
years later in Glassie, Murphy, and Peach 2015.

20. The Greene County project is briefly de-
scribed in Glassie 2000a: 38-39. The full 
report, “Architecture in Log in Southwestern 
Pennsylvania,” was submitted to the Information 
Office of Northern Ireland in 1973. This report 
became the basis for the log building replications 
at the Ulster-American Folk Park, Camphill, 
Omagh, County Tyrone, Northern Ireland. The 
proposal for the replications can be found in 
Glassie 1978.

21. MacEdward Leach was an important ballad 
scholar who originally taught in the English 
Department at the University of Pennsylvania. 
He became chair of the new graduate program 
in Folklore Studies at Penn in 1962. Leach was 
a both a library scholar (Leach 1955), and a 
fieldworker who recorded material in Atlantic 
Canada (see Leach 1965; Memorial University 
of Newfoundland 2004).

22. Additional buildings and farm plans Glassie 
documented during this time in York County 
can be found in Leach and Glassie 1973: 55-62.

23. Ralph Rinzler was involved with the folk revival, 
playing mandolin and banjo with the Greenbrier 
Boys. He was a classmate of Roger Abrahams at 
Swarthmore in the 1950s, both performing in 
the Philadelphia area. In 1967 he was hired to 
develop the first Smithsonian Folklife Festival 
and eventually became director of the new Office 
of Folklife Programs at the Smithsonian. For 
more on his career, see Gagné 1996.

24. This interview obviously took place before the 
onslaught of COVID-19, the murder of George 
Floyd, and the widespread social protests of 2020, 
including the Black Lives Matter movement.

25. During an anti-Vietnam War protest on Kent 
State University campus, Kent, Ohio, on May 4, 
1970, Ohio National Guardsmen killed four and 
wounded nine unarmed students taking part in 
the demonstrations.

26. Earl Scruggs performed with his Earl Scruggs 
Review at the Moratorium to End the War in 
Vietnam on November 15, 1969, in Washington, 
D.C. See David Hoffman, “1 Million People 
See Earl Scruggs Perform,” Youtube Video, 
July 13, 2009, https://www.youtube.com/
watch?v=nGDp--0SbX8 (accessed May 2020). 
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27. Donald M. Winkelman studied folklore at 
Indiana University, and later taught at Purdue 
University in Lafayette, Indiana, and Bowling 
Green State University. He was editor of Abstracts 
of Folklore Studies for many years. During this 
time he met Glassie, who was a young graduate 
student.

28. The Samuel Dabney house is depicted in Glassie 
1975: 104-105, and discussed in various sections, 
elsewhere, in this book.

29. Glassie discusses the works on structuralism that 
were important in his work on Middle Virginia 
in Glassie 1975: 215-18.

30. Folk Housing in Middle Virginia was published in 
1975.

31. These connections are discussed in Glassie 1977.
32. Ulster Folklife was a journal published in 

Northern Ireland, beginning in 1955 under the 
Committee on Ulster Folklife. From 1961-1964 
it was published by the Ulster Folklife Society, 
and from 1965 by the Ulster Folk Museum. 
Apparently, it ceased publication in 2005, with 
vol. 51.

33. Pennsylvania Folklife began as the Pennsylvania 
Dutchman (later The Dutchman). It was started 
by Alfred L. Shoemaker, J. William Frey, and 
Don Yoder, affiliated with Franklin and Marshall 
College. In 1958, the name was changed to 
Pennsylvania Folklife after Yoder’s genealogical 
and folklife research in Germany. For a history 
of the journal see Fryer 1980: 2.

34. The American Folklife Center in the Library 
of Congress was created in 1976 to preserve 
and present American folklife. The Archive of 
Folk Culture (created in 1928 at the Library of 
Congress) became part of the new Center. For a 
brief account of its history see Groce 2011.

35. The term “folklife” was first used for their an-
nual festival that began in 1967, and, later, for 
the Office of Folklife Programs. In 1999, the 
Office was renamed the Center for Folklife and 
Cultural Heritage.

36. Sylvester K. Stevens was Executive Director 
of the Pennsylvania Historical and Museum 
Commission from 1956-1972. See https://pa-
history.org/about/leadership/bio/s-k-stevens/ 
(accessed May 2020). 

37. Alan Gailey worked for many years with the 
Ulster Folk Museum in Northern Ireland. He was 
editor of Ulster Folklife, and was a prolific writer 
on Northern Ireland’s material culture—espe-
cially vernacular architecture. One of his most 

important books was Rural Houses of Northern 
Ireland (1984). For his career see Ballard 2004. 

38. Kevin Danaher joined the Irish Folklore 
Commission in 1940, which evolved into the 
Department of Irish Folklore at the University 
College Dublin in 1971. Danaher lectured and 
published on a wide range of topics. One of 
his most important books remains Ireland’s 
Vernacular Architecture (1975).

39. Sean O’Sullivan was hired by the Irish Folklore 
Commission in 1935, and remained archivist 
there all his life. He was sent to Sweden to 
learn folklife approaches and documentation 
techniques, and from these trips eventually wrote 
the Handbook of Irish Folklore, which remains as 
one the most important fieldwork guides ever 
written (O’Sullivan 1942). He specialized in 
oral literature, and published many important 
collections (e.g., O’Sullivan 1966; 1974). For his 
life see Séamas Ó Catháin 1997.

40. Warren Roberts received his PhD in Folklore at 
Indiana University in 1953—the first awarded 
at the institution. His dissertation and early 
teachings centred on folk narrative and the 
folktale. Roberts had actually began teaching at 
Indiana in 1949, where his career spanned 45 
years. In 1959 he was awarded a Fulbright grant 
to study folk narrative in Norway. During the 
year he was there, he was introduced to the work 
of Norwegian folklife scholars on vernacular 
architecture and material culture. When he 
returned to Indiana, he continued to teach the 
folktale, but soon shifted to courses on material 
culture and architecture. As Henry Glassie noted: 
“Warren Roberts was one of those who labored 
in the beginning to make material culture a part 
of the folklorist’s discipline in the United States. 
He gave a paper in the first panel on material 
culture at a meeting of the American Folklore 
Society in Denver, Colorado, in 1965. He became 
a leader in three professional societies that were 
founded after that meeting and were dedicated 
to material culture study: the Pioneer America 
Society, the Association for Gravestone Studies, 
and the Vernacular Architecture Forum” (Glassie 
2000b: 199).

41. Warren Roberts wrote the chapter on “folk 
architecture” for Dorson’s collection, but Roberts 
had few illustrations. Dorson charged Glassie 
with providing additional drawings for the essay. 
After criticisms from an art historian about 
the lack of the treatment of art in the volume, 
Dorson asked Glassie to provide a chapter on 
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folk art—which he had a weekend to write and 
illustrate in order to meet publication deadlines. 

42. Pocius, Herman, Marshall and Vlach were 
all folklorists who did PhDs on vernacular 
architecture, all taking courses with Glassie, 
and then—in turn—teaching a new generation 
of folklorists (and students in other disciplines) 
vernacular architecture. Examples of their work 
include: Pocius 1991; Herman 1987; Marshall 
1981; Vlach 1986.

43. Pravina Shukla is Henry Glassie’s wife. She and 
Glassie have co-authored a study of folk art in 

Brazil (Glassie and Shukla 2018), and are cur-
rently completing a further volume on Brazilian 
material culture. Shukla has also published 
important studies of costume (2008; 2015).

44. William George (W.G.) Hoskins was a pioneering 
historian of the English landscape. He taught at 
Leicester University (beginning in 1931), later 
at Oxford, then returned to Leicester. His most 
influential book is The Making of the English 
Landscape (1955). For his contributions and life 
see Thirsk 2008.
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