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Digital projects such as ‘City Witness: Place and perspective in Medieval Swansea’ can deeply widen our understanding of a historical period, however with the increasing popularity of digital resources, can they be long standing? And can they be trusted?
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Description automatically generated with medium confidence]City Witness was a project that took place between 2013-2014 and is still operational online today, offering articles, online tours and interactive maps/games to people visiting/living in Swansea. The project’s main purpose was to map out the landscape of Medieval Swansea via testimonies from 9 witnesses in 1306, from a hanging they witnessed 17 years prior. These testimonies were taken due to the Church trying to get Hereford Thomas de Cantilupe a sainthood, due to the criminal who was sentenced to hang, William Cragh, ‘miraculously’ coming back to life, claiming the deceased Bishop was the reason he was restored to life. 
The information needed to gather this map was to explore the testimonies, as this involved the persons route travelling to the hanging and the viewpoint they had when witnessing the event which was in New Castle. This was then compared to maps pre the world war (due to Swansea being heavily bombed in the blitz and re-built afterwards) with the help of historical geographers. Their findings were then placed onto a current map of today to help people see the comparison of how medieval Swansea was laid out to Swansea today. This is an interactive way to get people seeing Swansea in a historical light due to it being a modern town apart from the castle remains. (Right, One of the maps available on the City Witness website: https://www.medievalswansea.ac.uk/en/mapping/index.html )
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In order to do this, a trip to the Vatican library was required as this was where the testimonies were stored. Without this project and the employment of a scholar to read and translate from the Latin (who also needed a recommendation from a society/another scholar to be allowed access into the Vatican library) we, the general audience, would never have been given the opportunity to see or know the contents of these testimonies due to the exclusively of these primary sources. With the interaction of these primary sources, we also get little gems that otherwise would have been missed if the research team just interacted with the testimonies online already transcribed (if this was an option). Such as the small annotations the integrators drew beside their interviews. These were then copied and sent to a local designer who created characters for the website to further engage with the audience to what these people could have looked like, drawn in medieval style art, historical clothing and traditional colorings. 
(Screenshot, previous page, left: https://www.medievalswansea.ac.uk/en/context/thomas-de-cantilupe-and-the-making-of-a-cult/index.html)

This project was not just online initially, when launched in 2014 the project had stalls in community events to engage with residents/visitors of Swansea who was interested in the history of the town and to spread the word of the project. Imaginations were widened as people could see the same roads as the medieval people walked down as they would walk down today. Schools were also invited to participate to engage the children in local history. 

Online projects such as this makes information more concise and easier to access, due it being in one location, a social network for the topic or person in interest. Instead of someone trawling through articles, books, libraries and museums on a certain topic of interest, they could save time and money (if travel is required) and find it all on one website online if available. There is no exclusivity either, a scholar or non-scholar alike are free to visit these websites, as supposed to someone with a special interest, who would not be able to visit to Bodleian Library in Oxford to interact with rare materials on a whim. However, online projects such as this also has its disadvantages. On the City Witness website, some features are available but not in full working order, such as the witness map. As you can see below, on the witness map once you click on a witness’s icon, the map freezes and the ‘learn more’ icon does not work, rendering the map semi-useless. (Screen shots below: https://www.medievalswansea.ac.uk/en/tour/discover-medieval-swansea.html )
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Description automatically generated]Presentation of the website is also very important, as first impressions can make or break the decision of someone choosing to read/explore further into the website. With people’s attentions spans getting shorter over the years with the increasing use of social media and short content, if a website is not laid out clearly it can put someone off and they can leave the website before properly delving into it. For example, I almost change my essay topic due to the layout of the website and struggling to find the information I wanted! This was obviously an impulsive move on my part, however other people who might have felt the same way could have decided to leave the website. Another problem with online projects such as this is if you have any problems with your online tour (such as the icons/links not working) or have a question relating to the story/history you are not able to ask, as apposed if you were taking a face-to-face tour with a guide. 
(Screenshot below: https://www.medievalswansea.ac.uk/en/context/index.html )

Anyone can start a digital humanities project and set up a website and add information, this does not mean however that the information is correct. Publications such as Wikipedia can be edited by anyone, there is little to no quality control or a vetting process (for unofficial websites/publications). When accessing digital media projects, it’s important to scroll to the bottom of the website and see badges of authenticity. Such badges include research council funding, university involvements and if the project has won any awards. This is a clear indication on who was involved in the project/website and the quality of the work. Below is City Witness’s ‘badges of authenticity’:
(Screen shot below: https://www.medievalswansea.ac.uk/en/index.html )
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Inconclusion, projects like City Witness are an excellent way to engage with anyone interested in history, with certified educational information presented in a fun, interactive way for both adults and children, scholars and non-scholars alike. However, with this project now being 8 years old, the website is not fully functional, and has lost its full presentation. This could be related to backend issues, issues in servers/collaborations from different websites no longer working or loosing of funding which means it cannot be maintained. Hopefully more digital humanities projects will launch, however will this lead to less interaction with primary sources from audiences now experiencing them in one place online through a website? And how sustainable can websites be fully functional for the coming years?
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