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GEOGRAPHICAL REVIEW ESSAY

READING THE APPALACHIAN LANDSCAPE

GEORGE TOWERS
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The books reviewed in this essay explore greater Appalachia’s cultural landscape
and regional identity. Discussion of the regional cultural landscape begins with the
late Terry Jordan-Bychkov. In The Upland South, a short, attractively designed work,
Jordan-Bychkov distills a lifetime of reflection on his subject and his method. “Read-
ing the landscape has long remained a leading methodology for cultural geogra-
phers and with good reason. People reveal a great deal about themselves in their
greater artifactshouses, barns, town plans, graveyards, church structures, fences,
and the like. People often lie, if unintentionally, but their artifacts, if correctly read
and interpreted, invariably tell the truth” (p. ). “Ethnogenesis,” the swirl of diffu-
sion and assimilation that adapts ethnic lifeways to ecosystems and culminates in
regionally definitive landscapes, is the truth that Jordan-Bychkov is after.

With the confidence to be concise, Jordan-Bychkov carefully chooses five “greater
artifacts” as diagnostic of the Upland South: half-dovetail notching in log construc-
tion, dogtrot houses, tranverse-crib barns, courthouse squares centering the county-
seat gridiron, and gravesheds. Each manifests an organizing element of cultural life:
shelter, making a living from the land, political organization, and spirituality. Each
also embodies ethnogenesis through diffusion, retention, modification, and inno-
vation. Where they co-occur, the diagnostics map “a distinctive culture and way of


