
Roomies Taking a page from Tod Williams and Ricardo Scofidio's exhibition 
Window, Room, Furniture, mounted at Cooper Union in 1981, Joyce 

Rosner, Joe Self, and Greg Snyder invited architects and artists last summer to submit 
three small, thematically interactive panels on the subjects City, Room, Garden. The 
results were shown at the University of Houston College of Architecture in fall 1993, 
then traveled to Texas AtfcM, the University of Texas at Arlington, and CalArts, 
Pasadena. Billie Tsien's triptych message, homespun with colored tissue paper, typescript, 
pipecleaner, Elmer's glue, and other kitchen- (or needs be, dining-1 table ingredients, 
slices through the subjects with the aptitude of Der Scutt's cliff-dwelling breakdown from 
the original show and catalogue (Rizzoli, 198 I), this time adding a touch of unstill life 
and even poesy. The catalogue for City, Room, Garden will be published next year. 
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No Place Like Home 
Back of the Big House: The Architecture 
of Plantation Slavery by John Michael 
Vlacb. Chapel Hill: University of North 
Carolina Press, 199.1. 258 pp., illus., 
$37.50 hardcover, $18.95 paper 

Reviewed by Stephen Fox 

John Michael Vlach, one of the foremost 
historians of African-American material 
culture, has compiled drawings and pho-
tographs from the Historic American 
Buildings Survey into a catalogue of 
19th-century buildings associated with 
slave-worked plantations in the American 
South. Vlach's purpose is to document 
the architectural accommodation of 
iorced labor in the cash-crop agricultural 
economy of the South and to shift the 
reader's conception of the plantation 
awa> from [lu- planter's house the "big 
house" of the title), with the perspective 
of racial, economic, and class privilege it 
represented, to the "outhouses" and the 
perspectives of those who , because they 
lacked privileges, were compelled to live 
and work in them. 

Vlach's presentation of documentary 
material reproduces the spatial division 
of labor on the rice, indigo, sugar, and 

cotton plantations that stretched from 
Maryland south to Florida and west to 
Texas (Vlach illustrates the buildings of 
the H, Sterling C. Robertson cattle ranch 
near Salado). Chapters are devoted to 
buildings generally associated with the 
planter's house: the kitchen, smokehouse, 
and such outbuildings as the ice house, 
chicken house, and dovecote. Barns, sta-
bles, and cribs are examined, as are 
buildings associated with processing (cot-
ton press, cotton gin, rice mill, sugar 
mill). So also are residential buildings: the 
quarters of house slaves and field slaves, 
as well as overseers' houses. Vlach inter-
sperses descriptions of buildings with 
excerpts from interviews conducted by 
the 1 ederal Writers Projei i with ex slaves 
in the late 1930s and early 1940s. In this 
way he seeks to re-present the outbuild-
ings of plantations as the center of a par-
ticular world of experience rather than its 
vague periphery. 

Despite their wide variety of uses, the 
buildings illustrated tend to share some 
architectural attributes. Most are devoid 
of conventional architectural ornament . 
Many are one room deep. They are cov-
ered either by low-pitched hipped roofs 
or expand laterally beneath high-pitched 
gabled roofs. Vlach includes log build-
ings, framed buildings faced with milled 
lumber, and buildings of brick and stone, 
as well as such exceptional structures as 
the classically detailed stone barn and 

experimental rammed-earth slave cabins 
built by the progressive Virginia planter 
John Cocke in the 1810s and 1820s. 
Because many of these simply massed, 
geomerrically precise buildings were in a 
state of picturesque decay when they 
were first documented in the 1930s, the 
photographs are tinged with a nostalgic 
allure that is somewhat at 
cross-purposes with Vlach's 
desire to examine these build-
ings critically. They look pret 
ty rather than sinister. In the 
most provocative portions of 
his text - the preface and the 
introductory and concluding 
chapters - Vlach describes 
ways in which slaves symboli 
cally appropriated the territo-
ry in which they lived and 
worked and how they sought 
to subvert the coercion, regi-
mentation, and anonymity 
imposed upon them by slav-
ery. However, the analysis of 
i xamplcs pr< sented in the 
intervening chapters tends to 
emphasize the formative 
power of white planters over 
their domains, rather than 
slaves' strategies of spatial 
resistance. In this respect, 
Back of the Big House 
appears more like a prelimi-
nary disclosure of basic evi-
dence that Vlach has made 

easily available to scholars. As such, 
it should stimulate analysis of artifacts 
and texts that will yield new, synthesizing 
insights into the culture of American 
slavery. • 
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