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Introduction

The main function of archaeological research frameworks is to facilitate a way of understanding what is significant in a given area and then to use this knowledge to produce aims and objectives that inform and focus strategies for future research (Historic England, 2021). The application of archaeological research results can be broad and diverse, so inherently research frameworks should also be widely varied in their form, scope and application. But too often these documents are defined by boundaries and borders; geographically, chronologically, institutionally and professionally (Belford, 2020). Therefore, when contextualising and synthesising results from a specific site it can be difficult to choose just a single research framework with which to do this.

In the example of recent work by DigVentures in partnership with Durham University focussing on the early medieval monastic site at Lindisfarne, framing the results exclusively within the geographical boundary of the North East of England (via the North East Regional Research Framework (NERRF) authored by Petts and Gerrard (2006)) could disregard connections that the island has to monasteries and other sites in southern Scotland, the North West of England and ultimately to the spread of Christianity from Iona via St. Aidan. In addition, the document itself is now fifteen years old and it would be difficult to argue that its contents are truly current. Therefore, a broader digest of research should be considered alongside the NERRF when contextualising the results of recent archaeological work on Lindisfarne.

This report will use the example of investigations at Lindisfarne to show that the results of research from this site can and should be contextualised within a broader and more relevant framework encompassing an area where modern borders and boundaries do not apply so as to extract the most value from the research.



Research Frameworks: A Summary

The frameworks used in this report in addition to the NERRF include the North West Regional Research Framework (NWRRF) by Brennand et al. (2007) and the national Scottish Archaeological Research Framework (ScARF). Whilst there is no dedicated ecclesiastical thematic research framework, numerous journals exist focussed on research in this area such as the peer-reviewed journal published by the Society of Church Archaeology that complement the above documents. Other frameworks could also be applied, but for the purposes of this report and as a representative example of the point it seeks to make, the three regional frameworks mentioned above are the main resources considered.

Gaps in knowledge are identified in the NERRF by Petts and Gerrard (2006) as extensive within the early medieval time period in the North East of England. Research priorities are highlighted as the early medieval landscape, settlement, architecture, the coastal area, the role of trade, Christianity, burial and the impact of other cultures such as the Vikings. There are 32 key early medieval sites identified in the region including Lindisfarne. In an ecclesiastical context, monasteries at Monkwearmouth, Jarrow, Hartlepool and Lindisfarne are noted as internationally significant with the first three having seen extensive excavation work by Cramp (1969) and Daniels (1986), whilst Lindisfarne has seen remarkably little work in comparison (Gameson, 2017 pg.1). With the exception of the excavation of an early medieval settlement at Green Shiel (O’Sullivan and Young, 1991), very little work has been done on Lindisfarne beyond occasional small-scale developer led investigations and unpublished trial trenching by Brian Hope-Taylor (Petts, 2013). A similar story is seen further afield at other suspected monasteries in Hexham, Tynemouth and Chester-le-Street where very little work has been carried out. Consequently, a need for investigation and research specifically within the boundaries of early medieval monastic sites has been identified in the NERRF and this extends to cemetery studies, burial archaeology, analysis of sculpture, carved stone and other material culture where the surviving resource is minimal but the potential for information gain is high.

In the North-West, the NWRRF by Brennand et al. (2007) identifies gaps in knowledge in the early medieval period as equally extensive and highlights key research priorities that include; the transition period from Roman Britain, early medieval settlement, land use, religion, burial, technology, trade and defence. Very few sites in this region have been identified in an ecclesiastical context, with only one likely candidate for an early medieval monastery at Ninekirks near Brougham (Historic England, 1998). A comparatively more numerous, though still substantively minimal, resource in this respect appears to be the distribution of burials and skeletal remains throughout the region. Another informative and diagnostic resource is worked and sculpted stone from this period. Beyond this, very little evidence for the early medieval of note from this region has been discovered. Because of this lack of resource, the NWRRF expresses a desire for fundamental knowledge such as identifying the cultures and people groups that mixed in the early medieval period to help form the region’s distinctiveness.

In Scotland, the national ScARF framework focuses on research priorities from a more inter-regional and inter-periodical perspective. Therefore, research themes include establishing how and when a border identity was established, if cultural factors such as ethnicity and spirituality influenced that identity contributing to the establishment of something recognisable as a medieval period. In an ecclesiastical context, numerous important monastic sites exist, but only a couple have seen extensive excavation such as at Iona (O’Sullivan, 1998) and Whithorn (Hill, 1997). Many others such as at Hoddom, Portmahomack, Inchmarnock, Isle of May and Govan either require much more investigation or have very limited surviving archaeological remains. This has resulted in research priorities of the ScARF for the ecclesiastical resource including many basic questions such as; how extensive are these sites, what took place at them, how were they managed and by who? Carver (2009) suggests this could be a complex issue with influences from further afield and also from different time periods, such as perhaps even the prehistoric.

There are a number of similar themes that are emerging here where research priorities from different regions clearly link and interrelate to form a broader framework within which results from Lindisfarne could be contextualised. Some of these linked priorities will now be used as an example within which results from Lindisfarne could be contextualised, following a brief background to recent work on the island.


A Background to Recent Work on Lindisfarne

Fieldwork on Lindisfarne by DigVentures in partnership with Durham University began in 2016 and is ongoing as part of an extended community-based research project. The project’s overarching aims, objectives and methodology can be viewed in the original project design (Wilkins and Petts, 2016, section 2) and updated project designs (Casswell et al. 2018, 2020). The main focus of work is centred around Sanctuary Close, an area of open land immediately to the east of the upstanding Norman priory remains which it is believed lies on top of or very close to the original early medieval monastery (Finlayson and Hardie, 2010). A total of seven trenches have been excavated on the island since 2016, targeting anomalies identified as part of a geophysical survey conducted in 2012 of open areas in and around Holy Island village (Villis, 2012). Work on Lindisfarne is ongoing but for the purposes of this report, published results from the 2020 field season and previous years will form the centre of discussions in the following section. The results themselves are summarised from Casswell et al. (forthcoming).

Contextualising Results at Lindisfarne

Undoubtedly the central focus of excavations has been the discovery of an extensive multi-phased cemetery that seemingly extends throughout most of the land at Sanctuary Close and ranges in date from at least the 8th century through to the 13th century. In excess of fifty articulated in-situ burials have been identified within the limits of excavation, of which eighteen have been excavated and lifted as of the 2020 season. Burials are aligned East-West with the head to the west in a supine position with no grave goods, in keeping with early Christian tradition. They are of individuals of a wide age range from neonatal through to juvenile and mature adult. Sex has yet to be determined, but a number of individuals show good potential for identification. These results tie into key research priorities identified by a number of the research frameworks summarised previously; including themes EM3 and EMvii of the NERRF, EM25 of the NWRRF and priority 4.6.7 of the ScARF that demand more evidence for burial practice and cemetery studies in the early medieval period.

The application of the Lindisfarne results to these research demands is represented in a number of ways. Firstly, by the potential to build up a picture of the population size, demographic and the relationship that the monastery had with the local lay community as well as the size and layout of the cemetery itself. Furthermore, as a valuable addition to the early medieval skeletal assemblage, the potential exists for scientific techniques (such as stable-isotope and strontium analysis) to be applied to these remains and a selection of others from sites in Scotland and the North West of England. This could reveal invaluable information such as the migration of people groups and cultures, providing an understanding of who the people were that influenced life at monastic sites across these regions. This is another key priority of the NERRF, NWRRF and ScARF frameworks but one that has not yet come to fruition as a result of work on Lindisfarne and could therefore represent an important recommendation for future work. There is significant potential here to link the results of work on Lindisfarne to the research frameworks of the other regions mentioned. 

Excavations have also identified hints of possible stone and timber-built structures of early medieval date, including ephemeral, remains that may relate to pre-conquest structures of as yet unknown function. In 2020 an area of early medieval metalworking activity, possibly a smithy, was discovered dating to between the 8th and 10th centuries via radiocarbon dating techniques.

The discovery of newly identified possible early medieval structures likely within the boundary of a contemporary monastic enclosure partially meets the demands of research priority EMvi of the NERRF; to better understand the spatial distribution and function of structures within a claustral complex. Continued work in the future based on further identifying these structures and perhaps even their functions would have potential to inform other regions, such as in the North West of England and Scotland, where the existence and layout of early medieval monastic sites is difficult to identify. Additionally, identifying and dating any evidence of early medieval metalworking is a priority identified in multiple research frameworks such as EMv of the NERRF as well as EM4.46 and EM4.47 of the NWRRF. An understanding of how much metalwork is being produced locally versus how much is being imported is another important element in establishing links between regions that justify considering these results from Lindisfarne in the context of an interregional framework.

Other artefacts of significance to have been discovered are a modest yet important collection of early medieval sculpted stone fragments, including grave markers, thirteen early medieval coins dating from the late 8th to early 9th centuries, worked bone objects such as combs and knife handles and a glass ‘tafl’ gaming piece of a similar date (see: https://bit.ly/3nZMQFi). These objects have the potential to unify a number of key priorities from multiple research frameworks due to the rarity of surviving material culture from this period and the ability of diagnostic objects to identify cultural and societal links amongst the people groups settling in different regions. EM4, EM5 and EMv of the NERRF, EM4.34 and EM4.46 to EM4.48 of the NWRRF and priority 4.6.4 of the ScARF are all relevant here; citing the need for an updated corpus of stone sculpture throughout each region and an understanding of how early medieval technologies, trade and economy functioned.

Conclusions

Recent work on Lindisfarne by DigVentures and Durham University has shown the potential for archaeological results from the island to be framed within the context of multiple research frameworks. The discovery of possible early medieval structures, artefacts and a cemetery are all applicable to a number of key research priorities from frameworks including the NERRF, NWRRF and the ScARF. Furthermore, there is significant potential for these results to contribute further to research priorities in the future with additional work on resources such as the skeletal assemblage.

These outcomes identify the limitations of archaeological research frameworks being bounded in their scope by issues such as modern geographical borders. They also highlight the significant potential that research frameworks have when they interrelate and when they are used together to contextualise archaeological results. If results from Lindisfarne can be used to inform the priorities of multiple research frameworks, then the same must be true of other sites. Whilst this will by no means be true for all sites everywhere, investigating the potential for results from a site to be applicable to more than the priorities of just a single research framework is something that should be considered by all researchers and practitioners, especially if the goal of research is to maximise knowledge.
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