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Abstract

Andrew M. Puhl

The concept of place is extremely important within today’s contemporary society. 
As a result of hyper mobility, many people do not take the time to notice and 

understand the spaces surrounding them. A sense of place is subtle and fragile, yet 
can exist in the most humble of environments. In Appalachian, there are countless 
structures that dot the mountainous landscape symbolizing the sense of place in 
southwestern Virginia. The Virginia pole barn is important for the sense of place 
because of its direct tie to the land. Many of these structures were built from the 

indigenous American chestnut tree and crafted using traditional building techniques. 
These structures are an important contribution to the vernacular of the Appalachian 

region, and much of this is due to the material presence of these structures as 
they give balance and counterpoint to the ridges and valleys. Secondary research 
focused on theories about the creation of place, the spirit or character of a specific 
place, the role of symbols in these creations, and the importance of the American 
chestnut as a material. Primary research concentrated on the people who interact 

with these pole barns on a regular basis, the structures themselves, and the 
prevailing landscapes.
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I’ve spent most of the first 26 years of my life living in Appalachia, a large portion in 
Southwestern Virginia. A sense of community runs deep throughout the region, built 
up from small farming communities nestled throughout the hills of the Appalachian 
Mountains. Interwoven into these communities are aging, yet aesthetically beautiful 
structures that have stood the test of time. These pole barns have fascinated me 
since the first time I laid eyes on them, situated so elegantly within the landscape, 
seemingly blossoming from the surrounding environment. 

The beauty of this organic relationship between the pole structures and the 
surrounding landscape captured not only my eye but the lens of my camera almost 
immediately. As I started to photograph these structures, I naturally started to talk 
to the people that own and use the,. The resulting stories shed light on the history 
of individual barns and the larger context of their group which beginning to offer a 
deeper meaning to the images I was capturing. 

The pole barns of Southwestern Virginia are one of the last remaining architectural, 
and cultural symbols of a region and a community still trying to survive in 
Appalachia. They signify a historic sense of place that still embodies, and embody 
much more that what currently exists within the structure. Its been a journey 
studying, documenting, and visualizing these structures, all in attempt to understand 
what they mean for the surrounding communities and the greater environment. While 
the journey will never truly end, as there will always be one more conversation had 
about these structures, what lies next is my understanding of what these structures 
mean not just to me, but to those who live in Appalachia.  
 

Personal Essay
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Introduction

“Architecture should speak of its time and place, but yearn for timelessness.” 
  - Frank Gehry
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The inherent aesthetic qualities of the pole structure become visible at night through internal illumination. The 
light details the vernacular qualities of the structure, allowing the viewer to focus on the aesthetic beauty and the 
associated qualities of the structure.
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Place

“Places are embodied by means of sculptural forms. These embodiments are 
characters which constitute the place.”
 - Martin Heidegger
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A sense of place is the multi sensory observation of a spatial environment that yields an accompanying feeling or 
perception to an individual or a larger group of people. The genius loci or spirit of place particularly focuses on the 
interactions and experiences of those engaging in a dialogue with specific places. 
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The political geographer John Agnew (1987) defined three key principles for a 
specific space to become a “meaningful location”, and one that resonates with 
those that interact with it. These principles are location, locale, and sense of place. 
Location means the physical position within the landscape and with locale, Agnew 
means the actual space in which people conduct their everyday lives. He defines a 
sense of place as the emotional and instinctive connections people have to specific 
places within a greater environment.

The human geographer Yi-Fu Tuan, who helped pioneer place-based research, 
describes place as a “concept expressed as an attitude to the world that 
emphasizes subjectivity and experience rather than the cool hard logic of spatial 
science” (1974).  Tuan’s focus on the creation of the sense of place typically focused 
on the role of human experiences with a specific, defined area. 

When looking at human feelings and experiences, Tuan looks at the importance 
between the human’s experiences and the built environment. Tuan believes that 
the physical form of the structure plays a active role in its surrounding environment, 
both capable of affecting the humans that live in it. Tuan also believes that the built 
environment can “refine human feelings and perceptions” and plays a critical role in 
the comprehension of their surrounding environment. 
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The creation of this notion of “place” happens within both the micro and the macro perspective of humanity. 
Place is created both daily through human interactions with a specific localized environment and over long 
term engagement through the memories, stories, traditions, and greater folk lore, each element weaves into the 
geospatial fabric of a specific geographic area or a greater region.

6



Phenomenological perspectives allow the viewer to understand the landscape in a holistic, environmental manner, 
absorbing the different elements that make up the present landscapes. This phenomenological approach focuses 
on the quality of the human experience, which originates from habit, memory, and stories when applied to pole 
barns in Southwestern Virginia.
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Christian Norberg-Schultz describes the role of place of a location and its 
phenomenological impact on architecture. Norberg-Schultz views the surrounding 
environment as the place, and the physical structures residing in them to be things 
that take place, or actively help shape the surrounding environment through the 
spirit of the place, or the genius loci. (Norberg-Schultz 6-8).

Applying Norberg-Schultz’s phenomenological approach to the genius loci of a 
specific space displays a dialogue between the builder and the environment. The 
creator of the structure, by visualizing the surrounding natural environment, attempts 
to build a structure that symbolizes the immediate environment, lending character to 
both the physical structure and the surrounding environment.

Semiology, or the study of symbols and their interactions with the signifier and 
the signified, can be applied to the landscapes through an existential perspective, 
this offers the viewer the ability to visualize the landscapes with greater meaning. 
Focusing on visual elements and their involvement in the creation of the surrounding 
landscapes displays a sense of place for the region. 

Roland Barthes understanding of semiotics is derived from traditional Saussurean 
ideals. Barthes gives significance to the sign (icon, symbol) and its intersection 
with the signifier and the signified (1977). The sign is composed of the signifier, the 
physical form the sign takes, and the signified, the concept the sign represents. The 
physical form and the belief that it embodies is symbolized by the by the sign.
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The concept of semiotics is important to the pole barns in Appalachian Virginia because it symbolizes the 
relationship between the barn (sign), the tectonic elements of the barn (signifier) and the surrounding landscape 
within Southwestern Virginia (signified). This mutually exclusive relationship between the weathered Appalachian 
structures, the landscape, and the human experience becomes the focus of the semiotic investigation.
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The sense of place within Southwestern Virginia manifests itself within the pole barns. This is visually evident 
in the structural details and the greater aesthetic qualities inherent within different barns throughout the region. 
Signifying not just the greater region but also a particular place within the viewer’s memories and recited stories of 
a specific place.  
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Appalachian vernacular architecture exemplifies a way of life within Southwestern Virginia. The vernacular 
signifies a structure of need and necessity. These vernacular symbols of greater Appalachia are simple by design, 
but vary in utilized construction techniques. These structures display a high level of craftsmanship, originating 
from untrained, yet highly skilled laborers, typically the original owner of the structure. 
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Appalachia as Place

“There’s lots going on in these mountains. Appalachia is a wonderful place with 
great people. It’s not dirt farms with families in worn overalls.”
- Peggy Boone 
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Appalachia is a culturally and visually distinct region within the eastern United States existing within the 
Appalachian Mountain range. The region is rich with natural resources and its abundant rural landscapes were 
one time economically deprived due to the region’s reliance on inconsistent industries like agriculture, mining, and 
logging. In this graphic Appalachia greater Appalachia is shown in green (described by the Appalachian Recovery 
Comission) and red is the section of Appalachia within Virginia.
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Rolling hills bleed into the Appalachian Mountains. Small settlements and tightknit communities play an active 
role in the culture of the region. For many years subsistence farming was critical in the regional economy and a 
way of life for many, and still remains active today.

14



[fair use]

The abundance of natural resources such as coal and timber also played an important factor in the regions 
economic and cultural development. At one time the region had some of the nations largest stands of Yellow Pine 
and American Chestnut which were harvested and used all over the east coast. The harvesting of lumber and 
other tree byproducts involved entire communities regardless of social status. 
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The sense of place within Appalachia embodies a rural environment with picturesque landscapes and distinctive 
communities with longstanding cultural traditions. Meadows and grazing pastures are filled with farmhouses and 
the remnants of aged of rustic barns within the rural landscapes. 
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This notion of place exists in part due to human existence and is embodied within the culture of the region. The 
sense of place of in Southwestern Virginia is not only a visual cue, symbolized by the pole barns of the region, but 
is manifested by human interactions developed from memories, traditions, rituals, and stories. It is these qualities 
that allow the sense of place to exist within the experiences of the individual and the communities of the region.
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Pole Barns Presenting Place

“It is a process through which the order of a building or a town grows out 
directly from the inner nature of the people, and the animals, and plants, 
and matter which are in it.”
- Christopher Alexander
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The pole barns of Southwestern Virginia operate as symbols of the region. These specific structures are woven 
into the surrounding landscapes, paying homage to the past, signifying a building type and a way of life that is 
disappearing form the Appalachia Mountains. Built out of necessity these structures detail both a lifestyle choice 
and a physical need for a multipurpose structure.

19



From the chosen building materials to the localized building techniques these structures are and living testaments 
to the architectural vernacular of Appalachia. The structure signifies a “architecture of necessity”, an organic 
relationship between the aesthetic values and the end usage of the structure. Displayed through the lack of an 
exterior finish veneer, the natural effects of the elements, and the farmers level of craftsmanship during initial 
construction and repair of the structure. 
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Charles Pierce believed everything around him had the ability to act as a sign and signify something greater. 
He belief that virtually everything has the ability to take on the role of the sign as long as it is understood to be 
signifying or standing in for something other than its physical self (172, 1940). The pole barns of Southwestern 
Virginia are embody many different things, signifying the both the relationship shared between the barn and 
owner, but also the role of the barn symbolizing the character of the region in its aesthetic values. 
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The importance of the pole barn exists in the physical, tectonic elements of the structure. These structures, 
while at first glace seem to be weathered and dilapidated, display a level of craftsmanship that handles all of the 
important conditions a structure must withstand. All the while they respond to the physical and natural forces 
applied to a structure within rural Appalachia.
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Farmers initially built many of these structures. Construction generally involved the entire family, or even 
neighbors to help lift rafters into place or attach the roofing material. The lasting  permanence is a direct 
byproduct of the quality of construction, reflecting on the initial builder and their level of craftsmanship. This 
permanence allows the structures to exist within the landscapes today.
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This high level of craftsmanship is evident in the different joints utilized in the structure. The design and 
techniques used to fabricate these joints is individualistic and unique considering many were built with 
nothing more than hand tools. The precise quality in these joints as the large, notched wooden beams accept 
other designated support structures and are connected with a delicate wooden peg. The importance of this 
craftsmanship can be found in many aspects of the barns structural elements. 
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In the early 1900’s the value of the chestnut timber industry in the United States was worth over 20 million dollars, 
most of it coming from Appalachia. As a building material, though, the Chestnut found its way into virtually every 
tectonic aspect of the pole barns in Appalachian Virginia. The most popular use was for the vertical members or 
poles of the structure due to the large size of the trunk. 
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These barns are not just sporadically placed in the Southwestern Virginia landscapes. Many of the pole barns 
were carefully sited, with every attention to detail paid to the structure fitting into the surrounding landscape. 
Grading of the surrounding environment was rarely necessary as the dirt floor construction of the pole barn 
allowed it to conform to the slope and grade of the immediate landscape. 
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The pole barns start to seamlessly blend into its surrounding environment as the structural members of the barn 
meld together and flow into the landscape. The exterior façade starts to blend into its surrounding landscape, 
symbolizing its surrounding environment though its use of indigenous materials appropriated from the neighboring 
region. These pole barns become a byproduct of their environment while symbolizing their environment. v 
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Fig. 1 [used with permission]

[fair use]

The stories that surround these barns could go on for a thousand years. These stories live within the barns and 
help personify these structures. Many of the farmers that utilize these structures reminiscence over stories that 
detail the 24/7 lifestyle customary to a farmer. Even those structures that are as simple as a corn-crib or a chicken 
coop still recite memories and stories directly involving human interactions with the structure. 
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The American Chestnut Tree

“Everyone loved them chestnuts, especially for the lumber. They were big, easy 
to work with, and lasted a real long time. Hell, it was easy your saw blade and 
put dinner on the table.”
 - Johnny Gelpi
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While there are countless stories and memories that surround the pole barns of Southwestern Virginia, there are 
equally as many stories that the surround the American Chestnut tree. At one time the American Chestnut tree 
made up over 25% of the regions forests (region displayed above). As evident in the pole barns of the region, 
these trees were a popular building material throughout the entire Appalachia region. Unfortunately the Chestnut 
Blight hit the region in the early 1900’s and by the middle of the century it became virtually impossible to find a 
mature Chestnut tree. 
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The use of indigenous materials ensures a sense of authenticity for the structures, maintaining the semiotic 
relationship between the physical structure, what they embody, and the surrounding environment. Edward 
Relph deals with authenticity and its active role in the creation of place in specific spaces. The sense of place is 
dependent on authenticity as it exemplifies the relationship between the cumulative forces in the creation of place 
(ie. the pole barn (symbol), the material (signifier), and the surround landscape (signified)) (Relph 1976).
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Culturally, the value of the Chestnut tree was far greater. The nuts that fell from the Chestnut trees in Appalachian 
became a commodity of their own becoming a multi-million dollar industry in their own right. This industry was 
so lucrative that it lead to a direct railroad line going from Stuart, Virginia to the major metropolitan areas of the 
Northeast. The nuts from the trees were used for everything from soups to jewelry, spreading a bit of Appalachian 
culture through the eastern United States. 
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The American Chestnut tree is an important element in the material qualities and significance in the place making 
in Appalachian Virginia. Susan Freinkel analyzed the cultural implications of the now extinct American Chestnut 
tree and its role Appalachian life (2007). The American Chestnut was a cultural icon that played an integral role in 
the creation of the pole barns in Southwestern Virginia that act as a symbol for the region and define a sense of 
place in Appalachian Virginia.
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The American Chestnut tree has not existed in its original manner since before World War II. By the early 1950’s 
the Chestnut Blight wiped out almost all of the mature chestnut trees in Appalachia, and left the juvenile trees 
struggling to exist for more than a few years before imminent death. When the blight was recognized in the early 
1900’s there were a multitude of theories presented to preserve the American Chestnut. Unfortunately one of the 
popular ideas was the mass logging of the trees for lumber, which only helped increase the blight’s devastation 
on the Appalachian region.
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Since the 1950’s numerous organizations have been trying to bring the American Chestnut tree back to the 
Appalachian region. For example one tactic is cross breading different types of chestnut trees (mostly American 
and Chinese Chestnut trees) to develop a breed of blight resistant trees. Regionally a group of researchers in 
Southwestern Virginia at Virginia Polytechnic Institute and State University have been working on a strand that 
hopefully will be able to bring back a tree that signified the Appalachian region for over a century. 
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The American Chestnut Foundation (ACF) recently planted over 1,300 genetically modified saplings in 
Southwestern Virginia, a cross breed of American Chestnut and Chinese Chestnut. The ACF has been working 
since the 1970’s using the plant breeding technique backcrossing, the crossing of a hybrid with one of its parents 
(a blight resistant tree) to create an a byproduct that is similar to its parent. The backcross-breeding program 
using Chinese Chestnut trees as a parent has yielded a tree that is 15/16th American Chestnut. If these initial 
plantings work well it is hoped that the hybrid Chestnut saplings could turn into a large scale restoration project 
bringing back a blight resistant American Chestnut tree Appalachian. 36
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The American Chestnut Cooperators’ Foundation, which was co-founded by a plant pathologist at Virginia 
Polytechnic Institute and State University, concentrates on finding the handful of remaining fully-grown American 
Chestnut trees that have managed to survive the blight. The foundation is trying to interbreed these enduring 
trees that display a resistance towards the blight to create higher levels of blight resistance trees. Through 
interbreeding, it is hoped that whole stands of American Chestnut trees could become blight resistant and 
compete in the regions forests. 
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Fig. 9 [fair use]

A 3rd organization outside of Southwestern Virginia has also taken up the cause. A research group at the State 
University of New York (SUNY) College of Environmental Science and Forestry has started the American Chestnut 
Research and Restoration Project. The organization has been using single and pyramided resistance-enhancing 
gene designs that are associated with the Chinese chestnut tree. The restoration project utilizes Chestnut tissue 
culture to transfer the resistance-enhancing gene’s into existing chestnut populations. 
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Regardless of the organization, everyone shares the common goal of helping a region restore an important 
economic and ecological product. It’s starting to become clear to researchers and community members alike 
that the return of the American Chestnut tree could be extremely beneficial for the Appalachian region. A critical 
food source would return for both humans and animals. Besides the benefits of the nut crop, the lumber industry 
would also greatly benefit from the return of a once popular building material. 
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Understanding through Deconstruction

“The existential purpose of building (architecture) is therefore to make a site 
become a place, that is, to uncover the meanings potentially present in the given 
environment.”
 - Christian Norberg-Schulz 
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Visual explorations with the structures help to understand the role of the pole barn and its semiotic significance 
in the portrayal of place within the region. These explorations symbolize the aesthetic importance of the structure 
and its relationship with the material, the landscape and the people interacting with the structures.  
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The landscape in the surrounding Appalachian hills play an integral role in exemplifying the aesthetic qualities of 
the of pole barns in Southwestern Virginia. The rolling hills and peaks that make up the Appalachian mountain 
range mimic the double pitch roofs that makes up many of the roofs covering the pole structures in the region, 
pronouncing the skills of the farmers through the strategic siting of the structures within the surrounding landscape. 
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This image depicts the metaphysical nature of the pole barns within Appalachia. The aesthetic quality of the image 
lies within the sighting of the structure and its orientation to the surrounding mountains. Like the roofline mimicing 
the tops of the surrounding mountains, the southern facing façade opens up to the sunlight, cascading down into 
frame. The metal roof is able to quickly capture the sunlight, allowing it to glisten off its reflective surface.
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Revitalization Through Illumination

“Photographic reproduction, with the aid of certain processes, such as 
enlargement or slow motion, can capture images which escape natural vision.”
 - Walter Benjamin 
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Similar to how the light in the last image pronounces the aesthetic beauty of the pole barn situated in the 
Appalachian mountains, light can also be used to accentuate the visceral beauty of the construction, and 
subsequent construction techniques that exist within the structures. A study involving the insertion of light at 
nighttime helped with the investigation of the different physical characteristics of these structures. 
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These investigations expose the physical tectonic relationship between the pole barn and the surrounding 
environment. The insertion of light illuminates the authentic, purist elements of the physical form of the structure. 
Illuminated by the light are tectonic elements of the structure, many of the textural qualities of the physical form, 
and the dialogue between the structure and immediate environment. Hidden from view are outside perceptions of 
dilapidation, giving way to an internal resurrection of the structure.
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These studies involve exterior photographic documentation of multiple pole structures across Southwestern 
Virginia, which allows the light to detail the tectonic and exterior elements of the structure. Each image details an 
individual investigation of the chosen structure. The utilization of large format, long exposure photography allows 
for the creation of a photographic reproduction of the investigation, capturing details that escape the natural 
vision of the ordinary viewer (Benjamin).
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On the literal surface, the photographic reproduction from these investigations yields an intimate understanding 
of the structure, its harmonious, organic relationship with the surrounding landscape, and intricate details that are 
involved in the creation of the structure. From a phenomenological perspective these investigations document 
the physical authenticity of the individual structure in view, and the role of this authenticity in the creation of place 
within Southwestern Virginia (Barthes).
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By viewing the structures at night with a light source installed in the interior, the intricate physical qualities of 
these structures are highlighted. The light begins to engulf the entire structure as it seeps out through the voids 
between the boards making up the façade, presenting details of the structure not visible during the day.  
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As the viewer lends their gaze inside the structure the beams, rafters, vertical poles, and other tectonic elements 
of the structure begin to become illuminated, displaying the physical elements that have helped to keep the barn 
standing over the year. In the light, the intricate details of the structural members become ever present. The 
physical makeup becomes visually pronounced in way that can’t always be seen outside of this lighting situation.
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The internal light source radiates out of the structure, giving a new life to the pole structure situated so perfectly 
within the Virginia landscape. The photographic documents of these lit structures begin to cut out some of the 
visual clutter that exists during the daytime. These images allow the viewer to focus on the structure at hand, 
seeing the physical intricacies of the pole barn. As light illuminates the structure, the initial gaze for the viewer 
is fixed on the light spilling out through the cracks of the boards of the barn. As time passes, the load bearing 
elements of the barn becomes present, allowing for the analysis of the physical makeup of the structure. 
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The overall vernacular of the pole barn becomes pronounced to the viewer as the gaze is lengthened. The 
uniqueness of the structure displays the place making qualities of high level of craftsmanship, and the relationship 
of the physical structure to the landscape. The quality of the craftsmanship becomes is pronounced, against the 
backdrop of the midnight sky. Regardless of the training and skill level of the builder, the internal lighting brings 
craftsmanship in full focus for the viewer to see. 
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Internal lighting displays the farmers ability to resolve both basic and advanced construction problems, generally 
solved with nothing more that basic hand tools and lumber harvested within carrying distance. The structural 
poles become pronounced, as dark vertical members seemingly holding up the entire structure. The rest of the 
physical structural becomes present through shared connection points with the vertical poles. Beams and rafters 
are connected through both basic and intricate joints typically crafted by hand in the field. 

53



The different joints of the pole barns become a visual artifact of their own, a defining quality of the barns ability 
to signify a sense of place within Southwestern Virginia. The internal lighting pronounces the joinery within the 
structure, the quality of the different joints, and their physical ability to handle the different forces placed upon 
them. The decisions on how handle load transfer and deflection become apparent as the internal light silhouettes 
these structural elements. 
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Similar decisions and ways of handling these conditions of construction become apparent across Southwestern 
Virginia, defining both an architectural vernacular for the region, and a sense of place for the region, all based off 
of the craftsmanship of the traditionally untrained Appalachian farmer. The internal lighting of the structure calls 
attention to the different physical characteristics as a response to the conditions of construction. 
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As the light seeps out through the abundant voids between the boards of the façade, it outlines both the 
physical structure and its relationship with its immediate physical surroundings. The nature of the façade and its 
intersection with the ground becomes pronounced by the light. 
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The pole barns accentuation of the landscape displays the farmer’s intention (whether purposeful or not) of siting 
the structure within the landscape, allowing it to become a byproduct of the landscape. The farmer’s decision to 
situate the barn within the existing grade of the landscape displays their conscious decision to create a structure 
embodying the greater landscape, celebrating its integration with the surrounding landscape. 
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The lighting and visualization of the structure symbolizes this celebration, and its role in symbolizing both the 
Southwestern Virginia landscape and the greater sense of place within the region. This building tradition is 
evident within many structures that define the architectural vernacular, and the subsequent sense of place within 
the region. Place is pronounced through the use of localized building techniques that were passed down from the 
traditionally untrained farmers erected these structures within the landscape These building technique and their 
role in construction of the pole barns symbolize the traditions of the region, which create a sense of place within 
Southwestern Virginia. 58



(Re)construction through Deconstruction

“Literary descriptions and landscape paintings are not, of course, themselves 
places. A work of sculptural art or architecture, on the other hand, creates place 
materially as well as in the imagination.”
 - Yi Fu-Tuan
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The physical deconstruction of an Appalachian pole barn yields an intimate understanding of both the physical, 
and the aesthetic qualities of the structure. The deconstruction process is one of provocation, invoking all of 
the ornate characteristics that define the structure and the place making qualities that reference back to greater 
Appalachia. In attempts to understand these different characteristics, the provocateur dismantles each individual 
member of the structure, beginning the investigation into the place making qualities of each physical member 
of the structure. Rebuilding the structure yields an understanding of the tectonic qualities and the semiotic 
relationship between the structure, the landscape, and the genius loci of the region. 60



The exploration of the structure begins as any exploration would, with a visual overview of the structure. 
Documentation involving photographs and sketches of the structure begins to ensure that during deconstruction, 
all of the physical qualities were maintained and adhered to during the reconstruction. As the barn is 
documented, a plan a derived to deconstruct the structure piece by piece, allowing for a deeper analysis of the 
structure and the different construction techniques utilized in the initial building of the barn. 
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During the deconstruction the provocateur enters into an intimate relationship with the chosen structure. As the 
process begins, the initial vantage points offered are often untraditional views of the structure, typically only seen 
by farmers who built the barn. Standing on top of the roof of the structure, one is able see how the once popular 
5V roofing is attached to the structure, and the textural quality added by the overlapping V’s in the material. As 
each piece of the roofing material is removed, the ad hoc construction techniques utilized by the farmer become 
apparent. Nails driven through the metal roofing is commonplace, but so is thin gauge wire fed through small 
holes and wrapped around the structural supports. 62



Over time as the roofing material begins to wear away, the farmers improvised repair techniques become 
apparent through the different patches in the metal roofing. Pieces of sheet metal nailed, screwed or riveted to 
the rest of the roofing were common ways to repair problems with the roofing. This raw improvisation displays 
an architecture of necessity that is evident within Southwestern Virginia and greater Appalachia. The craftsman’s 
true ingeniousness is the backbone of this architecture of necessity, utilizing only what is essential, displaying 
simplicity in construction.

63



As the deconstruction of the pole barn moves downward from the roof, the straightforwardness in construction 
and design becomes more evident. The pole barn display how the roof load is carried by a one way system of 
rafters connected to wall plates and horizontal beams that transfer their load to the vertical members. Again 
importance must be placed on the joints within the pole barn, often elegant and simple notches connecting 
various load bearing members. Sometimes a simple wooden peg is used at the connection point to pin together 
the different members.
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Displayed behind the rough-cut boards that make up the façade are the vertical members that manage the 
different loads of the structure. These poles are made up of oversized rough-cut timber, typically made of 
American Chestnut sourced within the Appalachian region. The precision of the layout become evident as 
the vertical members become exposed from behind the façade. Rarely are tectonic elements of the structure 
perfectly laid out, following a scientific method of construction. The improvisation within the framing of the pole 
barn displays the raw and organic nature of the structure and its creator. This architecture of necessity highlights 
a region historically left to its own devices for solving problems. 65



One element missing from many of these structures is lateral bracing. Lateral bracing within the structure would 
help combat racking or torsional flexing of the structure. With the smaller structures the façade is typically enough 
to counteract any horizontal movement. In the larger structures though the façade doesn’t have the physical 
capabilities to counteract any torsional flexing. Evident in some of the larger structures are some spontaneous 
solutions to the twisting problem. This usually includes furring strips or other thinly cut boards, nailed in a 
diagonal fashion, either behind the façade to add additional torsional support, or between beams to help offer 
additional lateral bracing. 66



Ironically the deconstruction of the pole barn follows in a reverse fashion of the original construction of the 
structure. The deconstruction ends with the removal of the vertical poles, only after all of the façade has been 
removed and any of the horizontal load bearing members have been removed. As one begins the removal process 
of these vertical poles, the initial effort in landing the poles is obvious. The shear size and magnitude of the poles 
display their ability to withstand substantial loads transferred on  them by the rest of the structure. 
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Once again it becomes clear that the farmer, typically lacking any classical training in construction, designs, 
sources, and erects a structure to fulfill the needs of the farm and withstand the test of time. The role of the 
American Chestnut tree becomes evident within this process of deconstruction. The physical characteristics of 
rot resistance, girth, length, and the availability of the tree within greater Appalachia display the popularity of the 
tree in construction. 
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The real beauty lies within the reconstruction of the pole barn. While the deconstruction of the pole barns 
sheds light on the many of the different tectonic elements, the reconstruction process allows for an intimate 
understanding of the actual construction techniques utilized in building. To maintain as many original qualities as 
possible, attention to every detail must be paid to successfully reconstruct the barn, without damaging any of the 
existing ornate qualities. 

69



While going through this somewhat idiosyncratic process of deconstruction and reconstruction of a great 
Appalachian symbol like the pole barn, one is truly able to understand many of the different qualities of the 
structure. It become evident how these structures, each different, yet sharing similar qualities, have the ability 
to symbolize a region and a way of life that exists within Southwestern Virginia. This process yields an intimate 
understanding of the relationship between the pole barn, the farmer, and the landscapes within the region that is 
tough to understand any other way.
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The aesthetic appeal of the barn, the intentional lack of finishing of both the interior and exterior of the structure 
illuminates the relationship between the farmer and the landscape. The ornate details and the texture is evident 
within the structure displaying the farmers craftsmanship and the ongoing effects of the Mother Nature. This 
organic relationship between the surrounding environment and the farmer, who’s decisions reflect a way of life 
within Southwestern Virginia, symbolizes the role of the structure and its ability to signify a sense of place within 
the region. 

71



Revealing Form by Dismantling

“The perspectival understanding of space gave rise to an architecture of vision, 
whereas the quest to liberate the eye from its perspectival fixation enables the 
conception of multi- perspectival, simultaneous, and atmospheric space.”
- Juhani Pallasmaa
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Initially the deconstruction and reconstruction of a pole barn for exhibition seems counterproductive to the 
belief of that the organic relationship between the structure and the surrounding landscape create a sense of 
place within Southwestern Virginia. In practice, the installation of the structure brings focus to a symbol for the 
sense of place and allows the viewer to enter into a unique relationship with the structure and its placemaking 
characteristics.
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Placing the pole barn in an empty room allows the viewer to be completely trained on the structure. By itself the 
pole barn seems out of place, disconnected from the reality of the Appalachian landscape. With the insertion of 
light inside the structure, and a removal of light from the surrounding environment, the viewers focus becomes 
trained on the physical form of the structure. 

74



The goal of exhibiting a pole barn in an unnatural environment is to welcome the viewer to focus on the dialogue 
between the loadbearing structural elements that make up the frame of the structure, and finishing elements that 
allows the frame to become a recognizable structure. The contrast between darkness and light removes from 
sight the relationship between the original structure and the Appalachian environment, and brings to focus the 
form of the barn.  
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Specific construction techniques become evident as the viewer enters into a personal dialogue with the structure. 
From afar one is able to view the overall form of the installed pole barn, and the details of the overall form of the 
structure. Close up, the viewer is welcomed to peer between the boards making up the façade, and gaze at the 
structural relationship taking place underneath the façade. The internal illumination allows for the viewer to focus 
on the different details that makes up the physical form displayed in front of them creating an entirely new rela-
tionship with the placemaking features of the barns.  
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Final Thoughts

“Knowledge ceases to be an end in itself”
 - Jean – Francois Lyotard
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The Appalachian pole barn plays a valuable role in Southwestern Virginia.  Sprouting 
up from the surrounding hills the structures complement the surrounding landscape, 
just begging for the viewers gaze to be straightened upon them for any period 
of time. From a humanistic point of view, these structures signify an architecture 
of necessity, where only the important elements of the building are used and the 
original intent for the structure was traditionally to serve the farm. 

The rough and weathered structure continues this notion of necessity, where the 
erection of the structure was the focal point during the initial building. Applying 
typical “fit and finish” techniques were of no concern to the farmer who built the 
structure. Traditionally built out of indigenous lumber that was sourced from the 
surrounding hills of Appalachia, the barn signifies the essence of Southwestern 
Virginia’a natural beauty and function. The notion of architectural necessity and the 
use of local building materials like the now extinct American Chestnut tree allow 
these structures throughout the landscape to symbolize the region and a time not so 
long ago. 

Traditionally, the farmer, not classically trained in the art of timber frame 
construction, was able to design and erect a structure standing the test of time. 
The craftsmanship of the structure becomes an overarching theme in relation to 
life of the pole barn. Overtime, an exterior addition, or an interior partition added as 
needed by the farmer, continues this harmonious relationship between the farmer, 
the structure, and the surrounding landscape. 

Hundreds if not thousands of pole barns still exist in Southwestern Virginia, 
and countless more in greater Appalachia. These structures display a semiotic, 
organic relationship exists between the builder, the material, the structure, and the 
surrounding landscape. All of the elements, directly relating back to Southwestern 
Virginia, symbolize a time and a way of life, which is struggling to maintain its 
existence within the region..

The sense of place within Southwestern Virginia and greater Appalachia is embodied 
by a rural environment with picturesque landscapes and distinctive communities 
defining a specific section of American heritage. Human existence within the region 
and the subsequent memories, impressions, rituals, and stories shape this sense of 
place within the region. The pole barn symbolizes both this role of human existence, 
and that of the localized environment within the region. 

Years worth of stories and memories live within these structures, which are 
recounted by those still close to the pole barns still standing within the region. This 
sense of place is one that is greatly rooted in the culture and the tradition of the 
region. Exemplifying the small, tightknit farming communities that, for generations 
found pride in the making more with less, and enjoying a slightly slower place of life 
found in the Appalachian mountains. 

As the trend continues to grow of small farms disappearing from Southwestern 
Virginia, a way of life leaves with these small farms. In danger is the one of the last 
remaining artifacts of this way of life, the Appalachia pole barns that still exists within 
the landscapes of the region. Quickly becoming a thing of the past is the notion of a 
families tie to the surrounding landscape. The pole barn is one of the last remaining 
symbols for this way of life. 

The study of the pole barns in Southwestern Virginia, and all of the intricacies that 
make up these structures allows for a greater understanding of this notion of place, 
and the way of life that struggles to exist within the greater Appalachian region. As 
the modernization of the region continues, the threat of completely loosing this way 
of life, and the artifacts that signify it slowly become a painful reality.  The sense of 
place within the region is invariably liked to the Appalachian pole barns, and all of 
the embodied storylines that run through them. Studying these majestic structures 
preserves and symbolizes a way of life and a overarching sense of place that is 
fleeting from the region.
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Figure 10: [Image of family with American Chestnut tree]. Retrieved May 7, 2013, 
from: 
http://theroanokestar.com/2009/10/01/mighty-giants-survive-first-year-in-the-
woods/

Figure 19: [Image of loggers with American Chestnut tree]. Retrieved May 7, 2013, 
from:
http://lutherlynnature.blogspot.com/2012/12/100-american-chestnuts.html

Figure 22: [Man with American Chestnut tree]. Retrieved May 7, 2013, from: 
http://www.pri.org/stories/2014-06-21/residents-appalachia-try-give-new-life-old-
mines-using-beloved-chestnut-tree

Figure 25: [Chestnut crop harvest time]. Retrieved April 23, 2013, from:
http://www.borsinodellecastagne.it/il-borsino-delle-castagne

Figure 27: [Stand of dead American Chestnut trees]. Retrieved April 23, 2013, from:
http://ctacf.org/page.cfm/ChestnutBlight

Figure 28: [Chestnut blight affects]. Retrieved April 23, 2013, from:
http://www.starkbros.com/blog/the-solution-for-chestnut-decline/

Figure 29: [Chestnut seed]. Retrieved June 5, 2013, from:
http://www.acf.org/seeds_seedlings.php

Figure 30: [Chestnut seed with burrs]. Retrieved June 5, 2013, from:
http://tcpermaculture.blogspot.com/2012/09/permaculture-plants-chestnuts.html

Figure 31: [American Chestnut tissue culture]. Retrieved June 5, 2013, from:
http://www.esf.edu/chestnut/#.VH_edqTF-lc
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