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ABSTRACT 
I am trying to write a book that takes a big-picture approach 
to the material record of the English in the Atlantic world.  I 
aim to trace landscapes and identities of ‘the English’ from 
their medieval and earlier origins and antecedents through to 
the colonial experiences of the 17th and 18th centuries.  To 
succeed, such a book must do a number of things.  First, it 
must be interdisciplinary.  Second, it must bring together ‘old-
school’ and avant-garde theory – it must work from 
traditional landscape histories of Cyril Fox and WG Hoskins 
through to postcolonial theory, current political ecology, and 
identity.  Third, it must bring together a series of spatial scales 
from the household and parish though to the global, and its 
temporal scale must span the medieval and early modern. 
Fourth, it requires a detailed engagement with the material 
record of particular places from English villages to Welsh 
castles to Irish ‘plantations’ to the Caribbean, Chesapeake and 
New England.  This is a big project; this keynote will address 
just a few of the formidable theoretical and empirical 
challenges that it raises. 
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Matthew Johnson is Professor and Chair of 

Anthropology at Northwestern University in 

the USA.  He moved there seven years ago 

from the University of Southampton, where he 

remains a Visiting Professor.  Matthew spent 

thirteen years at Durham University before 

moving to Southampton and then 

Northwestern.  His interests focus on 

the  archaeology of Britain and Europe in the 

2nd millennium CE, especially castles, 

traditional houses, and archaeological theory, 

including interdisciplinary and interpretive 

approaches, theory of medieval/historical 

archaeology, and archaeology in its cultural 

context.  Matthew has authored seven books, 

including An Archaeology of Capitalism, 

Ideas of Landscape (1996 and 2007 

Blackwell), and English Houses 1300-1800 

(2010, Longman).  His Archaeological 

Theory:  An Introduction (2nd edition 2010, 

Blackwell) has been translated into six 

languages.  Matthew has just completed a 

programme of research at Bodiam and other 

sites in south-east England, published in Lived 

Experience in the Late Middle Ages (2017, 

Highfield Press).  He is now thinking about, 

among other things, materialities, landscapes 

and identities in the British Isles, and what a 

political ecology of the medieval and early 

modern period could or should look like.  
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