
In this book, I develop an archaeology of the modern world by examining the relationship
between material things and the words through which people describe, justify and contest
their circumstances. I argue that houses, landscapes, clothing, everyday possessions and
urban designs are not merely illustrations of history. They are forms of expression in their own
right. Their meanings emerge through their interaction with written accounts, images,
memories and practices.

My principal focus is the colonial world created by European expansion from the fifteenth
century onwards. I compare two societies established during the seventeenth century: the
Dutch colony at the Cape of Good Hope and the English colony around Chesapeake Bay.
Although these colonies developed under different political and cultural traditions, both were
incorporated into global systems of trade, settlement and forced labour. Both produced
landed elites whose authority depended upon slavery, territorial dispossession and the
conspicuous display of order. Comparison allows me to show how broadly circulating ideas
and commodities were given distinctive local forms.

I begin by considering the “material conditions” through which historical meanings are
produced. The expansion of European colonial power generated unprecedented movements
of people, objects and information. Commodities such as tobacco, porcelain, spices, textiles
and furniture travelled through global networks, while architectural styles, scientific
classifications and concepts of civility circulated alongside them. These global systems were
realised locally through the actions of particular people, including colonial administrators,
plantation owners, craftspeople, enslaved labourers and indigenous intermediaries.
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To interpret these relationships, I bring archaeological evidence into direct conversation with
historical texts. Drawing on Michel Foucault’s concept of discourse and James Scott’s
distinction between public and hidden transcripts, I treat a transcript as a web of
relationships encompassing both words and things. Public transcripts assert authority: they
include official histories, symmetrical house façades, geometrically ordered towns and the
self-representations of colonial patriarchs. Hidden transcripts become visible in acts of
evasion, appropriation, parody and resistance. Material culture therefore records not only the
intentions of those who exercised power but also the pressures exerted by people whom
colonial records attempted to silence.

I examine colonialism as a regime of order. Fortifications, gridded towns, gardens, plantations
and great houses translated claims to possession into material form. Cape Town, Batavia,
Annapolis and Williamsburg exemplified attempts to impose geometric order on unfamiliar
environments and subordinated populations. Yet these schemes never worked exactly as
intended. Local landscapes, environmental conditions and everyday resistance disrupted
their apparent regularity. The persistence of these disruptions reveals the instability
concealed beneath colonial representations of confidence and control.

The household provides a more intimate arena in which to investigate these relationships. At
the Cape and in the Chesapeake, elite houses expressed the authority of their owners through
their scale, symmetry, furnishings and organisation of space. They also served as centres of
production sustained by enslaved and dependent labour. Probate inventories, excavated
objects, architecture and personal writings reveal households as contested environments in
which gender, race and status were continually negotiated. Women, servants and enslaved
people exercised forms of agency that are often obscured by the patriarchal façades of the
surviving buildings and documents.

I give particular attention to figures such as William Byrd II in Virginia and to Cape
commentators including Pieter Kolbe, François Valentyn and Otto Mentzel. Their writings
show how public claims to mastery coexisted with private uncertainty. Byrd’s grand house
and formal accounts projected the image of an assured plantation patriarch, while his private
diaries reveal anxiety about his body, sexuality, family, slaves and estate. Such inconsistencies
are not defects in the historical record that can be eliminated by further research. I argue that
they are evidence of the contradictions inherent in colonial authority.

The human body is central to this analysis. Colonial classifications of racial and cultural
difference were repeatedly expressed through clothing, sexuality, health, bodily discipline
and representations of indigenous people. The life of Krotoa, who moved between Khoikhoi
society and the Dutch settlement at the Cape, demonstrates how dress and bodily conduct
could communicate changing identities more powerfully than words. Encounters between
European men and indigenous or enslaved women similarly reveal the interdependence of
desire, fear, racial classification and patriarchal control.
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I then carry this approach into the contemporary politics of memory and heritage. The
meanings of colonial material culture have never remained fixed. Cape Dutch architecture, for
example, has signified colonial mastery, Afrikaner nationalism, commercial heritage and
tourist nostalgia at different moments. In the Chesapeake, sites associated with Thomas
Jefferson and Colonial Williamsburg expose continuing tensions between celebrations of
liberty and the historical realities of slavery. Public presentations may acknowledge enslaved
people while still separating their experience from an implicitly white historical “mainstream”.
District Six in Cape Town provides a contrasting example. Its destruction under apartheid
attempted to erase a community by demolishing its physical setting. Yet former residents
have used maps, street traces, household objects, religious buildings, artistic installations and
archaeological remains to maintain their connection with the area. Here, material fragments
give substance to memory and enable dispossessed people to mark the landscape again.
District Six remains a lived and contested place precisely because its surviving material traces
continue to generate meanings.

Across these studies, I identify six connected themes: the global circulation of people, objects
and ideas; the local transformation of these global systems; the multiple meanings carried by
material things; the ambiguities and anxieties within colonial authority; the continuing
reconstruction of the past in the present; and the violence underlying colonial collections,
landscapes and institutions.

Ultimately, I argue that an archaeology of the modern world must seek the effects of voices
that cannot always be recovered directly. Enslaved and colonised people were frequently
rendered socially and materially invisible, but their actions left impressions on the structures
designed to control them. Archaeology can identify these impressions by examining
contradictions between words and objects, public declarations and private conduct, imposed
order and material disruption. In doing so, I show how the modern world was formed through
the unstable interaction of domination and resistance, and how that history continues to
shape identity, memory and heritage in the present.
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