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This edited volume provides a unique opportunity for the reader to take an 
in-depth look at the comprehensive reach of historical archaeology in one 
place—Williamsburg, Virginia, but especially at Colonial Williamsburg. At 
the same time, it presents analyses that go beyond Williamsburg to con-
nect other local places, some comparative cities, and even faraway com-
munities in the Atlantic World such as the Caribbean, Africa, and Britain. 
Archaeologists and associated scholars have coalesced around powerful 
topics and themes to provide in-depth insights about Williamsburg not 
only during the time it was the eighteenth-century capital of Virginia, but 
for earlier and later centuries of the town’s history as well. The volume il-
lustrates how Williamsburg has remained a significant site in the practice 
and development of historical archaeology. Williamsburg is indeed a place 
where archaeology has delivered lessons of consequence about the past and 
the present.
 Archaeology in Williamsburg is reconstruction “or it is nothing.” This 
adaptation of Gordon R. Willey and Philip Phillips’s powerful adage that 
has intertwined American archaeology with anthropology (Willey and 
Phillips 1958, 2) also aptly describes this body of work on the buried and 
other physical remains of Williamsburg’s past in a broad narrative covering 
aspects of the tangible and intangible in America’s history and culture. This 
collection of essays deals with the theories, methodologies, and results of 
many decades of interdisciplinary studies of this tidewater town in south-
eastern Virginia as well as its surrounding areas of Jamestown and York-
town. Many of the volume’s chapters focus on the historic area of the town, 
now the living-history museum of Colonial Williamsburg, to highlight the 
development of archaeology as well as architectural reconstruction. As a 
body of work showcasing the dexterous and applied nature of historical 
archaeology and reconstruction, the volume explores how various projects 
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and practices, both individual and collaborative, have strengthened this 
field of anthropology with many lessons learned over the years.
 The archaeology of Williamsburg is uniquely linked to educational 
goals, especially in public history and reconstruction. Nowhere is the 
power of research and its public consequences more evident than at the 
Colonial Williamsburg Foundation. Historical archaeology has a long, var-
ied, and pivotal role in the institution’s mission and achievements. Many 
leading scholars in anthropology, material culture studies, and history rose 
to prominence through their work and association with the practice and 
results of archaeology in Williamsburg, and especially at Colonial Wil-
liamsburg and the College of William & Mary. This is clearly the case for 
most of the contributors of this volume, who are veterans in the field of 
archaeology or architecture with many years of their work histories spent at 
Colonial Williamsburg. All share affiliations through William & Mary and 
the Society of Historical Archaeology. This group of accomplished scholars 
is joined by others who have started working more recently and, together, 
they bring new perspectives to topics and themes in archaeological field 
and laboratory techniques, landscape analyses, environmental studies (in-
cluding zooarchaeological and botanical), architectural research and re-
construction, historical research, conservation, collection management, 
digital history and virtual applications, artifacts and material culture stud-
ies, bioarchaeology, and public archaeology.
 The book uses a four-part division to group the chapters by main themes 
and important topical areas integral to an understanding of American life 
and culture, changes in the society through times, as well as diversity of 
people and cultures in different centuries. Part I provides the historical 
underpinnings, covers earlier sites, and connects early and later periods of 
Williamsburg, Colonial Williamsburg, and the practices in the discipline 
of historical archaeology, as well.
 The chapters in part II group similar topics on people, animals, and their 
physical and cultural environment. This section also deals with reconstruc-
tion of artifacts and sites in the interpretations of the past. The two chapters 
of part III share a focus on community, neighborhood, and identity; they 
reflect on the differential experiences of Williamsburg populations who 
were not white, within specific sites as well as broader neighborhoods of 
slavery and freedom. Part IV houses chapters on conservation, preserva-
tion, and different types of reconstruction. The book’s four sections de-
lineate soft boundaries, serving more as hermeneutic devices rather than 
hard separations. They interconnect themes and issues that each chapter 
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addresses. These points are further underscored by how the chapters ex-
plicitly study changes in the town but use different approaches and data.
 The individual and collaborative projects have largely an eighteenth-
century emphasis of America’s history. This concentration, however, does 
not limit diachronic perspectives and references or inclusions of materials 
from earlier and later periods to enrich the analyses. While the range of 
the volume chapters are diverse, they coalesce around the key questions of 
how did demographic changes, some tied to large-scale events, impact the 
social, material, and cultural life of the town? What can the environmental 
data tell us about humans, animals, and their occupations of and interac-
tions within Williamsburg and its surrounding areas? What were the ur-
ban and rural dynamics in the town’s development, provisioning, and land 
management? How is the landscape reflective and constitutive of social 
and political changes? What are some of the main ways of understanding 
strategies and spaces important to identity and inequality? And how can 
these be read from the archaeology and the reconstruction of the historic 
landscape?
 While dealing with the specifics of their research data and topics, the 
contributing writers address larger theoretical and ethical questions about 
archaeology and reconstruction. For example, the issues of significance: 
whose heritage is strongly represented on the built historic landscape of 
today and why? What does reconstruction conceal as well as reveal? Some 
of these scholars rely on access to materials from a number of sites; some 
count on the reservoir of information from previous work for reconstruc-
tion data and include artifacts, human remains, buildings, and images 
for the digital layout of the town; and others focus on recent excavations. 
Whether using data from single or multiple sites and excavations, these re-
searchers seek to break new ground. These studies also presage the increas-
ing orientation of historical archaeology as a discipline willing to address 
the often uncomfortable and unresolved legacies of early modern colonial-
ism. Several of the projects described in this volume highlight the value 
of engaging with contemporary communities—work that has materially 
aided the process of challenging and overturning traditional narratives of 
early Virginia’s history in favor of more inclusive and more honest histo-
ries. In this effort, the longstanding motto of the Colonial Williamsburg 
museum remains highly relevant: “So the future may learn from the past.” 
The result is a body of work that promises to innovate, making significant 
contributions to the discipline in ways that count.



Map 1. James–York peninsula, Norfolk to Richmond and Chesapeake Bay. Based on 
map created by Heather Harvey as part of Provisioning Early American Towns, The 
Chesapeake: A Multidisciplinary Case Study (Walsh et al. 1997). Historical Research and 
Digital History. The Colonial Williamsburg Foundation.
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