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Book Review For Lived Experience In The Later Middle Ages 

Studies Of Bodiam And Other Elite Landscapes In South-Eastern England 

Edited by Matthew Johnson 

751 words (allowance 750) 

This volume reports on the well-known and long running research project on Bodiam Castle, spearheaded by Matthew 

Johnson with research partners from the University of Southampton, Northwestern University and the National Trust. 

This edited volume comprises thirteen largely stand-alone chapters by various authors involved in the project. It 

includes new architectural, geophysical and topographical surveys of Bodiam, and studies of comparative sites at 

Knole, Igtham, and Scotney. Further chapters contribute a variety of topics from environmental and human impacts to 

historic mapping and public engagement, as well as an examination of political ideologies expressed through the 

moated sites of the Wealden landscape. Johnson’s introduction and his two concluding chapters tie these wide ranging 

contributions together. Overall, the production quality is good but some images are of poor quality.  

This book aims to explore the lived experience of the later middle ages through a series of case-studies on elite 

residences and their landscapes. This is a welcome departure from recent approaches in castle-studies. The discipline 

has undergone a profound transformation in Britain and Ireland in the past 20 years with a new wave focused on 

landscape studies, championed by Robert Liddiard, Oliver Creighton, and Kieran O’Conor. However, the macro-scale 

of landscape analysis does not generally address questions relating to the practices of daily life. Catriona Cooper’s 

chapter stands out within this volume for engaging with how medieval people experienced buildings. Her 

methodology is innovative and multi-sensory; utilising soundscapes, lighting, and textile modelling. Cooper tries to 

capture how the past felt. Whether this has worked or not is beside the point; she must be commended for trying 

something new. Increasingly, a host of young female researchers are intent on addressing the serious gap that exists in 

castle studies: the experiences of people, in particular women, and those who existed on the margins of mainstream 

society. Equally insightful in this volume is Becky Peacock’s personal account of public engagement, which keenly 

observes the importance of trust in the relational dialectic that exists between herself as researcher and ‘outsider’ 

participants. 

Phenomenological approaches can be applied thoughtfully in landscape studies when grounded in empirical research. 

Substantial new research was completed during the project and endeavours were made to embed this within 

interpretative analysis. However, this marriage was not always successful. For example, arguments put forward for the 

designed landscape of Ightham Mote (Johnson, Timothy Sly and Carrie Willis), are not convincing. Much of the data 



gathered was inconclusive: there was no secure archaeological evidence for water features, routeways and parklands. 

Furthermore, no environmental scientific work was carried out so it remains unknown if the landscape was tree-

covered or not. Problematically, this chapter reimagines a landscape with all of these features present. The recreations 

involved a reliance on nineteenth century maps, despite the fact that the chapter begins by informing us the landscape 

was remodelled in the post-medieval period. It seems that a ‘template’ of a medieval landscape was decided upon and 

then the story of how it was experienced by the medieval person was told.  

One interesting absence from the book was a question relating to time – how medieval people experienced time and 

how this may have been mediated through the landscape. There are surprising assumptions made in the book in 

relation to movement: it is assumed that the most straightforward or expedient way of moving through the landscape 

was prioritised. This assertion was phrased carefully ‘difficult and costly – in terms of energy’ yet it remains that 

movement in the landscape was discussed in terms of time / energy-cost analysis. However, these concepts are 

modern. Medieval people from various positions within the social hierarchy may not have had the same adherence to 

time-keeping or energy saving as the modern world. If a route took longer or expended more energy, maybe that did 
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From the outset it is clear that there was an agenda to this volume: firstly to challenge those who have suggested that, 

whilst Bodiam may have an associated designed landscape, it may not be the same as those intentionally Designed 

Landscapes of the post-medieval period. Secondly, the aim to firmly establish the importance of Bodiam within the 

context of English archaeological and cultural heritage. Johnson suggests that the question we should be asking of the 

landscape is ‘How do modifications in the landscape constrain and facilitate human work, movement and other 

practices?’, rather than ‘for what purpose was this landscape designed?’ This volume does not fully deliver the goal of 

its title but it is asking the right questions to inform future work. 


