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Introduction

Emerging Approaches to the Landscapes  
of the Early and Middle Woodland Southeast

A l ic e  P.  W r ig h t  A n d  e dWA r d  r .  h e n ry

On a pleasantly balmy morning in November 2009, several dozen archae-
ologists crowded into a small conference room in Mobile, Alabama, to hear 
David Anderson and Kenneth Sassaman comment on the current state of ar-
chaeological research in the American Southeast. Their paper, now expanded 
into a book (Anderson and Sassaman 2012), covered considerable topical, 
chronological, and theoretical ground. In a mere 20 minutes, they discussed 
how new techniques for archaeological prospection, dating, data manage-
ment, and environmental reconstruction were changing our views of the 
southeastern past, from the Paleo-Indian period through European contact, 
and they outlined several directions for future study of these issues.
 Notably absent from their presentation, however, were the Early and Mid-
dle Woodland periods, dating, respectively, to circa 1000–200 BC and 200 
BC–AD 600–800.1 For researchers interested in the Woodland period, this 
omission by two giants of southeastern archaeology was, to say the least, dis-
concerting. Surely, future research in the region could not ignore nearly two 
millennia of cultural development, which encompass critical social, politi-
cal, and economic changes associated with the adoption of horticulture and 
semipermanent settlement and with a florescence of ceremonial activity and 
subcontinental interaction networks? Surely, the methodological develop-
ments and theoretical perspectives discussed in the context of Archaic and 
Mississippian research could be applied with equal success to the intervening 
periods? Surely, we could not be the only people interested in this stuff?
 In an effort to answer these questions, we mustered a sizable contingent of 
Woodland period specialists at 2010’s Southeastern Archaeological Confer-
ence in a symposium entitled “Ritual and Domestic Landscapes of Early and 
Middle Woodland Peoples in the Southeast.” This more manageably titled 
volume is the outcome of our session. The chapters herein demonstrate the 
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vibrancy of research across the Early and Middle Woodland Southeast (fig-
ure 1.1) and argue strongly for their continued investigation and inclusion in 
discussions of recent developments in southeastern archaeology (Anderson 
and Sassaman 2009). 
 As the titles of both the symposium and the volume indicate, this as-
sembly of Early and Middle Woodland research finds collective footing in 
the concept of landscape archaeology. Although this approach to prehistory 
is not lacking in southeastern archaeological research, this umbrella term 
has never been explored, unabridged, in one publication. In the remain-
der of this introduction, we explore the theoretical foundations of land-
scapes in archaeological research, examine the methodological challenges 
and opportunities inherent in investigating past landscapes, and propose 
how landscape-based perspectives can shed light on the Early and Middle 
Woodland periods in particular. Our goal—and that of our contributors—
is twofold. We aim not only to present cutting-edge interpretations of di-
verse Early and Middle Woodland data sets, which were last synthesized 
more than a decade ago (Anderson and Mainfort 2002a), but also to de-
velop a flexible theoretical framework with the potential to illuminate the 

Figure 1.1. Location of Early and Middle Woodland sites and subregions examined in this volume. Map 
prepared by Edward Henry.
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dynamic and multiscalar historical processes exhibited in the archaeologi-
cal record of the Greater Southeast.

Theoretical Background: A Diversity of Landscapes

Encompassing high mountains and rolling hills, wide floodplains and mean-
dering river valleys, dense forests and sandy coastlines, the American South-
east has provided a stage and a means of human habitation, sociopolitical and 
economic interaction, and ceremonial performance for more than 10,000 
years. During this time, native peoples engaged with and modified the physical 
landscape in a variety of ways. They built houses, villages, and towns; erected 
earthworks and burial facilities; established overland trails and traveled along 
rivers and streams; and visited and marked special natural places. Archaeologi-
cal studies in the Southeast have tended, at least for the past several decades, to 
examine the records of these and other activities in relative isolation—in other 
words, with a topical emphasis on subsistence strategies, exchange patterns, 
mortuary ritual, and so forth. At least partially attributable to increasing de-
mands for technical expertise and contextual specialization in particular times 
and places, this body of research provides the building blocks for new interpre-
tations of the southeastern past that simultaneously consider the many differ-
ent ways in which native communities experienced their natural and cultural 
surroundings. To that end, this volume presents new research on the social 
landscapes of the Early and Middle Woodland Southeast, drawing on diverse 
concepts of landscape archaeology developed over the past three decades.
 As others have noted (Anschuetz et al. 2001; Knapp and Ashmore 1999), 
there are, in fact, many different archaeologies of landscape. The field is uni-
fied by a common purpose: to detangle the relationships between people, 
their natural environment, and their cultural domain. Different sorts of land-
scape archaeology, however, entail different field methodologies, theoretical 
foundations, and interpretive biases. Distinctions between American and 
British schools of landscape research comprise the most commonly cited in-
tellectual and methodological divides in landscape archaeology.
 Briefly, and with admitted oversimplicity, the American school emerged 
in the context of processual archaeology ( Johnson 2007; Kantner 2008) and 
has traditionally been associated with rigorously empirical investigations of 
human-environment interaction. Influenced by Julian Steward’s (1955) eco-
logical approach in anthropology, large-scale regional surveys in the Western 
Hemisphere (e.g., Sanders et al. 1979; Willey 1953) generated data poised to 
address several issues central to the American school and, more generally, the 
processual endeavor. For example, the identification of sites and settlement 
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patterns had the potential to reveal relationships between human populations 
and environmental resources, as well as various forms of political and eco-
nomic organization (Knapp and Ashmore 1999). Marching to the beat of a 
processual drum, seminal studies of the American school collected and inter-
preted these data to produce cross-cultural generalizations regarding funda-
mental human-environmental processes, such as risk management strategies 
and the establishment of regional settlement hierarchies.
 Meanwhile, the British school of landscape research in archaeology, argu-
ably shaped by long-standing Romantic views of the English landscape ( John-
son 2007), emerged in the context of the postprocessual critique.2 In sharp 
contrast to the empirical approach of the American school, hardline postpro-
cessual landscape archaeologists claimed the fact that the past can be known 
only from the perspective of the present invalidated objective or universalizing 
truth claims about past landscapes (Bender 1998). The ways in which this posi-
tion has been implemented in actual landscape research have varied widely.
 Phenomenologists, for example, have undertaken multiscalar and multisen-
sory investigations of past landscapes, tackling the movements of individual 
bodies, the evocation of collective memories, and the tangible and intangible 
experiences rendered by the built environment (e.g., Pearson and Shanks 2001; 
Thomas 1996; Tilley 1994, 1999; but see Barrett and Ko 2009; Lekson 1996). 
More generally, postprocessual or British approaches are credited with promot-
ing “a more ‘peopled’ form of landscape history, especially for periods which are 
not text-aided” (Fleming 2006: 271). Rather than subsuming all past landscape 
interactions within an environmentally determined or systemic framework, 
the British school considers the myriad ways that past peoples shaped, cog-
nized, and dwelled in the world around them (Ingold 1995).
 These days, the epistemological fault lines that served to differentiate 
American and British landscape approaches in the 1990s and early 2000s 
are less pronounced, particularly with the fairly regular incorporation of pro-
cessual-plus (Hegmon 2003) and historical processualist (Pauketat 2001) 
frameworks, at least by archaeologists in North America. Nevertheless, simi-
larly distinctive research agendas continue to characterize the study of land-
scapes of certain “types” of societies. In his review of place, landscape, and 
environmental research in anthropological archaeology, Christopher Rod-
ning (2010: 183) noted that “[m]any archaeological studies of mobile hunter-
gatherer societies emphasize themes of risk management and resource pro-
curement . . . and many studies of sedentary societies emphasize the social 
dimensions of architecture and monuments.” Put another way, research on 
mobile foragers has followed in the footsteps of the American school by ex-
amining cultural responses to the environment. In contrast, researchers con-
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centrating on sedentary societies have adopted social and ideational perspec-
tives to understand how so-called complex societies influenced, experienced, 
and understood the world around them.
 Certainly, this trend results in part from the differences in the archaeologi-
cal records of mobile and sedentary societies. The latter have a considerably 
higher impact on the landscape through the establishment of a permanent 
built environment amenable to long-term preservation and, in turn, archaeo-
logical analysis. Yet the result of this research trend is a false dichotomy be-
tween environmentally determined and culturally mediated landscapes, as if 
sedentary societies did not require the natural environment to survive or as if 
mobile foragers did not imbue their surroundings with cultural significance.
 In our minds, the inadvertent perpetuation of this patent fiction demands a 
more holistic approach to past landscapes. Fortunately, the blurring of trans-
Atlantic differences in landscape research suggests that such an approach is 
both possible and in practice among anthropological archaeologists. Histori-
cal ecologists (Crumley and Marquardt 1990: 74), for instance, have main-
tained their processual roots by conducting scientifically informed research 
on “physical structures” (such as climate and topography) as well as “socio-
historical structures” (such as social and political institutions). At the same 
time, they have also sought to identify the “aesthetic, symbolic, religious, and 
ideological” dimensions of such structures and their interrelationships. In so 
doing, historical ecology eschews the stereotypical American school view of 
landscapes as “passive backdrops[s] or forcible determinant[s] of culture” 
(Knapp and Ashmore 1999: 2) and encourages an examination of the re-
cursive relationships between humans and their surroundings: “how human 
impact has created a particular landscape and how that resulting landscape 
has in turn shaped human behavior” (Kantner 2008: 56).
 In many ways, the chapters in this volume follow historical ecology’s lead, 
in that the authors espouse theoretical perspectives derived from both the 
American and the British school of landscape archaeology. This effort is es-
pecially relevant for Early and Middle Woodland research. As we discuss be-
low, these time periods witnessed the gradual reduction of mobility among 
indigenous communities in the Southeast as they began to cultivate native 
plants and establish sedentary or semisedentary lifestyles. A comprehensive 
approach to Early and Middle Woodland landscapes thus has the potential to 
bridge the divide Rodning (2010) identified in modern landscape research, 
and to clarify the roles of the natural, built, and ideational environments in 
the important shift from mobile to sedentary social landscapes.
 To that end, we have adopted Christopher Fennell’s (2010: 1) thoroughly 
inclusive definition of the field: “Landscape archaeology addresses the com-
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plex issues of the ways that people have consciously and unconsciously shaped 
the land around them . . . for a variety of purposes, including subsistence, eco-
nomic, social, political, and religious undertakings.” Like the editors of other 
volumes on archaeological landscapes (e.g., Ashmore and Knapp 1999; David 
and Thomas 2008), we embrace this diversity and the resulting complexity 
of our interpretations of the interactions among Early and Middle Wood-
land peoples, their environment, and each other. Collectively, this volume’s 
contributors have begun to answer Kurt Anschuetz and colleagues’ (2001: 
163–64) call for an “objective demonstration of the usefulness of a landscape 
approach as a processual, interactive, contextual, and interdisciplinary frame-
work . . . [that] helps contribute to the building of fuller understandings of 
relationships among the various spatial, temporal, ecological, and cognitive 
contexts in which people creatively interact with their environments.”

Scalar Challenges and Methodological Opportunities in Landscape 
Research

The convergence (or, minimally, the complementarity) of such diverse forms 
of landscape archaeology likely stem from the challenges faced by all re-
searchers when it comes to the actual implementation of landscape research. 
Questions of scale and units of analysis have provided considerable fodder 
for debate for as long as there have been spatial interpretations of the archaeo-
logical record. For some, landscape analysis is to be undertaken at a regional 
scale, juxtaposing site-based studies that have historically received the most 
archaeological attention. In this regard, distributional archaeology, off-site ar-
chaeology, and siteless archaeology (e.g., Dunnell 1992; Dunnell and Dancey 
1983; Ebert 1992; Foley 1981; Wandsnider 1992) have been adopted by in-
vestigators striving to overcome the subjectivity of site identification (Cherry 
1983) and to “facilitate the study of diffuse human remains—such as field 
systems, farms, industrial sites, roads, and the generally more ephemeral 
traces of non-sedentary people—that never fit comfortably within traditional 
operational definitions of ‘sites’” (Knapp and Ashmore 1999: 2). Addition-
ally, these approaches enable a more explicit investigation of natural caves, 
springs, mountaintops, and other locations as places with special, often sa-
cred, significance to the people who experienced them (e.g., Bradley 2000).
 While these non-site-centric approaches to the landscape have undeniably 
allowed for more thorough accounts of people’s relationships with their sur-
roundings, we hesitate to throw the baby out with the bathwater. Limiting our 
focus to those culturally significant spaces “in-between sites” means that our 
interpretations of past landscapes are incomplete. Those places with sufficient 
anthropogenic activity to merit the designation of “site” are arguably among 


