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IntroductIon

Timothy G. Anderson

 
Ba r n s s e e m  to have always been evocative symbols of the American 

Midwest, that sizable swath of the country bounded roughly by the Appalachians to the 
east and the Mississippi River to the west. This region’s economy was, from its earliest 
settlement by Anglo-Americans and European immigrants in the early nineteenth century, 
closely tied to the land, whether in the form of commercial crop and livestock produc-
tion or the extraction of natural resources such as timber, copper, and iron ore. American 
geographers often point to the “Midwest” as a textbook example of what are known as 
perceptual regions, places on the map with informal, “fuzzy” boundaries that are open to 
interpretation. While the region’s geographical extent is not formally defined by any 
governmental authority, it can be argued that the idea of the Midwest looms large in the 
country’s national consciousness and collective memories associated with our rural, ag-
ricultural past. Indeed, in his seminal study of the Midwest as an important subculture 
region, cultural geographer James Shortridge (1989, 70–82) argues that American per-
ceptions of the Midwest developed out of a deep nostalgia for a romanticized, pastoral 
ideal that came to be— and continues to be—associated with life in the Corn Belt. Andrew 
Cayton, the noted historian of the Midwest, posits that by the early twentieth century the 
region “seemed to be more a state of mind or attitude than a specific place.” For Cayton, 
the landscapes and people of the Midwest “reflec[t] the combined impact of the democratic 
revolutions of the eighteenth century and the transportation, communication, and indus-
trial revolutions of the nineteenth century. No other place on earth brought so many dif-
ferent human beings together in such a short period of time to negotiate and fashion new 
ways of life” (Cayton 2007, xvix; xxii). Over time, then, the Midwest as both a real place on 
the map and a perceived, constructed ideal came to be associated with a powerful set of 
populist themes and images. Such imagery served to define a new “American” worldview, 
rooted in an idyllic rural and small-town farming way of life that called to mind Thomas 
Jefferson’s ideal of a society built on the toil and virtues of the “yeoman” farmer. 
 A number of noted American artists and writers celebrated such iconic themes in 
works of artistic expression that came to be synonymous with images of the Midwest in 
American popular culture: fertility; frugality; authenticity; self-reliance; social and politi-
cal conservatism; the Heartland; the Corn Belt; barns, windmills, and silos. Juxtaposed 
with these affirmative images, however, are a set of competing, darker metaphors of the 
Midwest lurking just below a seemingly sublime surface: xenophobia; backwardness; hy-
pocrisy; pessimism; smugness; self-centeredness; and, more recently, “flyover” country, 
a place lost in time and inhabited by narrow-minded people that is to be avoided if at all 
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possible. In Grant Wood’s famous painting American Gothic, for example, the strength and 
determination that characterize rural and small-town America in the minds of so many 
Americans contrasts with the drab, stoic stiffness of the elderly midwestern farmer and 
his wife (Kelly 2007). Likewise, the characters in Sherwood Anderson’s Winesburg, Ohio 
live in a seemingly ideal midwestern farming town. But their stubbornness in holding to 
midwestern ideals in the face of social and economic changes wrought by industrialization 
and modernity lead to alienation, dysfunction, isolation, and nostalgia for a preindustrial 
way of life in which the bonds of community instilled a common sense of purpose and 
meaning (Anderson 2007). And in Lake Wobegon Days and until recently in his radio pro-
gram A Prairie Home Companion, Garrison Keillor celebrates the “complex duality” of the 
Midwest in which stereotypical traits such as frugality, tidiness, and antiurban sentiments 
are contrasted with the “piety and parochialism, . . . self-doubt and pessimism” of the mid-
western worldview (Miller 2007, 108). In many ways, then, the Midwest, as both a place 
and a social ideal, figures prominently in the ongoing “culture wars” in which competing 
tropes and imagery struggle for primacy in defining American identity in the twenty-first 
century. In spite of the fact that very few Americans farm for a living (less than 2 per-
cent of the labor force), it can be argued that many in the “flyover” country of the trans- 
Mississippi West nevertheless still identify with social values and norms perceived to be 
associated with a rural or small-town way of life represented by the Midwest, an idealized 
place where community bonds and “traditional” values are still believed to be important. 
Challenging these powerful and nostalgic discourses are a newer set of bicoastal attitudes 
in which values such as “progressiveness,” progress, inclusivity, and plurality are valued 
and forwarded as a set of superior “American” standards.

l

Of all the various elements that make up the midwestern rural landscape, barns are per-
haps the most iconic and prominent. Together with other characteristic features such as 
small towns, vast fields of corn and soybeans, silos, grain elevators, and windmills, barns 
are symbolic of the nation’s rural, agricultural past and of the deep nostalgia for such a 
past in American popular culture. But while many Americans associate barns with the 
rural Midwest and with a past that is distant yet somehow still viable and significant, most 
of us encounter them only in a fleeting way as part of a landscape that rushes by us at sev-
enty miles per hour. Few have ever set foot in one, much less thought very deeply about 
why a particular barn looks the way it does or how it is constructed, or what these things 
might reveal about its builders and users. Employing the concept of “invented tradition,” 
historian Eric Hobsbawm (1983, 4) writes that “objects or practices are liberated for full 
symbolic and ritual use when no longer fettered by practical use. The spurs of Cavalry 
officers’ dress uniforms are more important for ‘tradition’ when there are no horses, . . 
. the wigs of lawyers could hardly acquire their modern significance until other people 
stopped wearing wigs.” Most Americans no longer use barns as part of their daily lives 
or live in log cabins, but in American popular culture such objects associated with a for-
mer “simpler” time are often imbued with highly symbolic meaning and value. As such, 
they convey meaning and ideas far beyond the utilitarian purposes for which they were 
built (Deetz 1977, 4). The popularity of television programs such as This Old House, An-
tiques Roadshow, and Barnwood Builders reflects our fascination with “old” objects and our 
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nostalgia for the (sometimes invented) past that they exemplify. Through such objects we 
are linked to the past and, in the case of the barn, to place as well, embodied in the Midwest 
as an idealized “past place.” But as geographer David Lowenthal (1979, 124–25) reminds 
us, the past, like the present, is not static and unchanging, for “when we identify, preserve, 
enhance, or commemorate surviving artifacts and landscapes, we affect the very nature of 
the past. . . . To appreciate the past is to transform it.”
 The noted cultural geographer John Fraser Hart (1998, 193) admonishes us to think 
about barns—their construction techniques, styles, and regional typologies—within the con-
text of their function and the needs of the farmers who built them. They are, after all, “farm 
implements, every bit as much as plows and tractors and combines and fences.” Part of the 
difficulty in interpreting barns in this context, however, lies in the fact that the original func-
tions they served in an earlier era are often difficult to ascertain or reconstruct and thus be-
come lost in antiquity. Over the course of the twentieth century most “folk” barn forms were 
replaced with standardized plans designed to serve specific purposes on the modern farm. 
As Hart (1975, 136) curtly states, “On a modern farm the barn is a relict feature; the hayloft 
is obsolescent, the threshing floor is obsolete, and who needs stalls for horses?” Historically, 
regional variations in barn types reflected regional variations in agricultural systems. In the 
Midwest, however, as in most other regions of the country, the rise of industrial agricultural 
(“agro-industry”), shifting market structures, and the adoption of newer technologies have 
significantly altered the nature of agricultural production. The preindustrial Corn Belt ag-
ricultural system that focused on mixed crop and livestock farming has been replaced with 

A simpler time and place: log cabin and “snake” fence. Museum of American Frontier Culture, 
Staunton, Virginia.  
Photo: Timothy G. Anderson
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cash-crop farming concentrated on corn and soybean production. These changes also radi-
cally altered the region’s predominant barn styles and forms. Large livestock “feeder” barns, 
with spaces for hay and grain storage, livestock, and machinery, were no longer worth the 
capital and labor outlays necessary to build them. With less of a focus on livestock, barns 
were now needed primarily to shelter large, expensive machinery, and wooden barns based 
on floor plans diffused from the East Coast and Europe centuries before were replaced with 
cheaper multipurpose metal structures (Hart 1998, 221–23). At the same time, regional 
variations in barn style and form that were once more readily discernible have faded in 
the face of standardized forms that are adopted and reproduced everywhere, eroding tra-
ditional regional distinctions. Perhaps it is because of these changes and the perceived loss 
of important things that we continue to instill value and metaphorical meaning in objects 
such as barns and old houses and in small-town “Main Street” ideals. In objects imbued with 
such meaning, such as the midwestern barn, geographer Richard Francaviglia (1996, 192) 
contends that “we see time (change or stasis and preservation) and space (patterns of local, 
regional, national, even international traits) interacting. These help individuals create and 
sustain social networks as they in turn create place in America.” In the end, such places and 
objects are material manifestations of our values and ideals, our perceptions about our past, 
reflective of our cognitive constructions of time, space, and place.

l

It is against the backdrop of these discourses that we can begin to better understand and 
contextualize Barns of the Midwest. At the time of its publication in 1995 it could be argued 
that the long transformation of the midwestern rural landscape, radically altered as it was 
by the long, slow decline of “traditional” family farming and the rise to prominence of 
industrial agriculture, had reached a tipping point over the preceding two decades. In par-
ticular, the decade of the 1980s saw a series of catastrophic events portend the final decline 
of the once-ubiquitous family farm, producing a kind of catharsis regarding its meaning in 
American popular culture. Thousands of foreclosures of family farms, the failure of many 
rural agricultural banks, declining commodity prices, and a series of disastrous droughts 
and floods in the Midwest and Great Plains produced a crisis in the American heartland. 
For many Americans, these events represented a crisis of identity, a threat to the pastoral 
ideal valued by so many. Evidence for the significance of these events can be seen in a 
number of films addressing the plight of the family farmer (most notably two films from 
1984, Richard Pearce’s Country and Mark Rydell’s The River) and the Farm Aid benefit 
concert for family farmers, organized by Willie Nelson, John Mellencamp, and Neil Young 
in 1985. Accordingly, there was at the same time a surge in interest regarding both the real 
and perceived disappearance of artifacts and relics (such as barns) in the rural landscapes 
of the Midwest on the part of both academics and the lay public. In many ways the efforts 
of Allen Noble and Hubert Wilhelm to gather a variety of noted barn experts to write a 
series of essays on both the nature and the meaning of midwestern barns reflects this re-
surgence of interest in material culture landscape features.
 At the same time, Barns of the Midwest is indicative of significant changes that were 
happening in the social sciences and the humanities in general, but especially in the field of 
cultural geography at the time of its publication, and the book is a measure of how a number 
of noted scholars in the area of material culture studies responded to such changes. Between 
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the 1920s and about 1990 American cultural and historical geographers focused much of 
their attention on documenting and analyzing geographical patterns and processes associ-
ated with the settlement of North America by a variety of population groups, but especially 
by Euro-American and Anglo-American settlers. A large number of early studies produced 
prior to the 1970s, heavily influenced by “traditional” empirical concepts and methods, ex-
hibited a preoccupation with rural areas and tended to focus on the assessment of changes 
in the cultural landscape associated with successive episodes of human settlement. 
 A central focus of these studies was the documentation and mapping of material cul-
ture features in order to uncover processes at work in the formation of culture regions. Carl 
Sauer’s (1925) essay on landscape change over time and Fred Kniffen’s (1965) study of folk 
housing forms are classic examples of such scholarship. Between roughly 1970 and 1990, 
American historical geographers shifted their attention to a more thorough and nuanced 
understanding of the spatial processes underlying the regional and national patterns de-
scribed by an earlier generation of geographers. One of the dominant themes of these stud-
ies was the documentation of cultural transfer resulting from the European and African 
settlement of eastern North America and the analysis of cultural “divergence” in the inte-
rior of the continent. Often informed by detailed analysis of archival data, a central goal 
was an attempt to understand how “American” cultural landscapes and settlement sys-
tems evolved from Old World antecedents (Harris 1977; Mitchell 1978; Jordan and Kaups 
1989). Often referred to as the “cultural turn,” the 1980s and ’90s, however, produced a new 
generation of cultural geographers who now pose different questions about the nature of 
cultural landscapes, focusing on the roles of race, gender, and power. These new studies 
tend to deemphasize the rural and the folk, instead placing greater emphasis on under-
standing the social production of space, especially in urban settings. Informed and heavily 
influenced by post-structural literary and social theory, much of the most recent research 
in American historical geography centers on understanding the manifestations of social 
discourses relating to race, gender, power, and memory in both rural and urban cultural 
landscapes.
 Another common undercurrent in North American cultural and historical geogra-
phy research— implicit in earlier studies, explicit in work that is more recent—involves 
“authorship” of cultural landscapes and the identification of large-scale processes at work 
in their creation. An earlier generation of scholars, heavily influenced by the empiricist 
tradition, viewed the cultural landscape as the sum total of human “cultural” activity, laid 
down over time in layers on the physical landscape; these layers can be peeled back and 
analyzed to reveal the values, traditions, and ideals of those who created a given land-
scape. While not disavowing the power of individual agency in the creation of local-scale 
landscapes, geographer Wilbur Zelinsky (1992, 40–41) famously argued that four dis-
tinctly “American” motifs are evident in the country’s cultural landscapes, and that these 
themes—part of an American character or ethos—are evident at a national scale, regard-
less of locale or subregion; that is, “American” cultural idea(l)s, developed especially after 
World War II, came to transcend local and regional political and cultural boundaries and 
were reproduced in the country’s cultural landscapes everywhere. For Zelinsky, “culture 
is . . . something both of and beyond the participating members. Its totality is palpably 
greater than the sum of its parts, for it is superorganic and supraindividual in nature, an 
entity with a structure, set of processes, and momentum of its own.” For more recent schol-
ars, however, such formulations are problematic because they rely on an unproven (even 
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undemonstrated) contextualization of culture as superorganic, with “causative power,” 
and because they tend to minimize the power of individual agency in the creation of land-
scapes. This is to say nothing of the fact that many early studies failed to take into account 
such issues as race, gender, and power and how they might affect landscape production 
and change. A number of geographers, foremost among them Richard Schein (1997, 663), 
offer a “bridge” between these two competing points of view with a “conceptual frame-
work” for interpreting cultural landscapes (especially American landscapes) that centers 
on the idea of decoding discourses that are “materialized” in cultural landscapes. In this 
perspective, any cultural landscape “can itself capture different, even competing, sets of 
meaning, or independent, thematic networks of knowledge. . . . Each seemingly individ-
ual decision behind any U.S. landscape is embedded within a discourse. When the action 
results in a tangible landscape element, or total ensemble, the cultural landscape becomes 
the discourse materialized.” In this way, any given cultural landscape may be contextual-
ized as “a material component of a particular discourse or set of intersecting discourses.”
 Barns of the Midwest was published during this rather dramatic paradigm shift, when 
cultural geographers were rapidly adopting very different strategies for analyzing and 
interpreting cultural landscapes and their constituent material objects. Allen Noble and 
Hubert Wilhelm were two of the most widely cited scholars—both inside and outside 
geography—with regard to their work on midwestern rural landscapes in general, and the 
description and analysis of regional barn types in particular. Both produced an astonishing 
volume of work in the course of their respective academic careers, with Wilhelm publish-
ing dozens of articles in academic journals and Noble focusing more on longer book chap-
ters and monographs. Both scholars were trained by some of the most respected scholarly 
authorities of their time (Noble at the University of Illinois, Wilhelm at Louisiana State 
University) in “traditional,” empirical methodologies in which fieldwork, description, and 
attention to minute details were stressed. They approached their subject matter (barns and 
the rural landscape) from this point of view, stressing meticulous fieldwork in order to un-
cover large-scale historical and social processes at work that have resulted in contemporary 
spatial distributions. The majority of the essays in Barns of the Midwest approach the study 
of the cultural landscape and its material culture components within the context of this 
earlier, empirical paradigm in which “culture” is imagined to be, in Zelinsky’s terminol-
ogy, “superorganic,” or greater than the sum of its parts: the cultural landscape is viewed 
as the sum total of human activity, laid down in layers over time as humans interact with 
and modify the natural landscapes in which they live. These modifications constitute the 
cultural landscape as a whole, and individual material objects within the landscape (such 
as barns) can be “read” and interpreted for clues to the cultural values and traditions of the 
people who built them. Assemblages of material objects can be mapped and their distribu-
tion analyzed in order to delineate regions in which there is cultural homogeneity. 
 At the same time, it is clear that Noble and Wilhelm recognized and appreciated 
the paradigm shift taking place in American cultural geography in the mid-1990s when 
the book was published, evidenced by the inclusion of Jack Matthews’s chapter on the 
metaphorical significance of barns in the American cultural landscape and the expertly 
written concluding chapter by Wilhelm and Noble that addresses the deeper meanings, 
what Schein would call “discourses,” embodied in these rural landscape features. When 
they write that the barn is “a symbol of work, surpluses, income, thrift, and risk-taking . . . 
the embodiment of a people’s economic worth . . . symbol to an ever more tenuous past” 
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