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Archival exercise: Dunstanburgh Castle
Introduction
	Dunstanburgh Castle caught my attention due to its part in English medieval history throughout the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries, impressive placement at the rugged shore of the Northern Sea and otherworldly ambience. It is also notably curious how the castle played a role in Arthurian mythmaking during the conflict between Thomas Earl of Lancaster and Edward II.[footnoteRef:1] Given that the fortification holds a noteworthy place in history and culture, there are relevant primary sources supporting this concept.   [1:  Al Oswald, Jeremy Ashbee, Katrina Porteous and Jacqui Huntley, Dunstanburgh Castle, Northumberland: Archaeological, Architectural and Historical Investigations, Research Department Report Series no.26 (English Heritage, 2006), pp. vii, 94, hereafter DC <http://services.english-heritage.org.uk/ResearchReportsPdfs/026_2006WEB.pdf> [accessed 28 October 2025]] 

Nowadays, the site represents cultural and symbolic importance far beyond the scope of local history. The stronghold keeps luring researchers, tourists, and artists who find themselves inevitably mesmerised by its dramatic nature. Decaying towers and stone walls looming above the dark waters serve as a reminder of the power’s frailty and the enduring mark some leave upon the landscape. Research on Dunstanburgh Castle allows us to refine and, possibly,  reimagine the view on human memory, heritage, and national identity.
Primary sources 
Calendar of Patent Rolls Preserved in the Public Records Office: Edward II, A.D. 1313-1317, issued under superintendence of the Deputy Keeper of the Records (Her Majesty's Stationery Office, 1898) <https://archive.org/details/calendarofpatent02grea_0> [accessed 31 October 2025]
The original document is kept in the Public Records Office in London. This primary source reveals to us the phase of the legitimisation and foundation of the castle. By informing us of its legal status, it allows us to see that the construction was politically sanctioned.
Given-Wilson, Chris and Seymour Phillips, eds, The Parliament Rolls of Medieval England, 1275-1504, vol.3, Edward II, 1307-1327 (Boydell, 2005) <https://www.british-history.ac.uk/no-series/parliament-rolls-medieval/may-1322> [accessed 31 October 2025]
The Parliament Rolls are held by The National Archives.[footnoteRef:2] The mention of the castle here demonstrates its significance as the potential bastion of resistance. It also encourages reflection on the personal and symbolic connection between the castle and the owner’s identity – how the decline of authority ruins the political meaning of the fortification, how the symbol of loyalty becomes a symbol of treason.  [2:  UK Parliament: Parliamentary Archives, ‘Proceedings and Journals’, [n.d.] <https://archives.parliament.uk/online-resources/proceedings-and-journals/>  [accessed 31 October 2025] para. 5] 

Halliwell, James Orchard, ed., Warkworth’s Chronicle of the First Thirteen Years of the Reign of King Edward the Fourth” (Camden Society, 1839) <https://archive.org/details/chronicleoffirst00warkrich> [accessed 31 October 2025]
The original chronicle is stored in the St. Peter’s College Library in Cambridge. It reveals the later history of the stronghold and provides an example of military and political revival in the context of civil strife.
Letters and Papers, Foreign and Domestic of the Reign of Henry VIII, vol. XII, pt. 1, January-July 1538 (Her Majesty's Stationery Office, 1892) <https://archive.org/details/letterspaperspt218greauoft> [accessed 31 October 2025]
Original letters and papers are in The National Archives, The British Library, Hatfield House and private collections.[footnoteRef:3] The content marks a shift of perception – the castle is viewed as a relic rather than a military object. It encourages reflection on the historical memory, ideological devaluation of the symbols of power and the ambivalent potential – either on the path to becoming a heritage or falling into oblivion. [3:  The National Archives, ‘Letters and papers of Henry VIII’, [n.d.] <https://www.nationalarchives.gov.uk/help-with-your-research/research-guides/letters-papers-henry-viii/>  [accessed 31 October 2025] para. 4.1] 

Lodge, Eleanor C. and Robert Somerville, eds, John of Gaunt’s Register, 1379-1383, vol. II (Offices of the Royal Historical Society, 1937) <https://archive.org/details/in.ernet.dli.2015.226236> [accessed 30 October 2025]
The register is kept by The National Archives. It is insightful on the matters of construction and household management under the new ruler, John of Gaunt.
Place, Francis, The Ruines of Dunstenbrough Castle in Northumberland in 1678, 1678-1728, pen and grey and brown inks on paper, 12.5 × 48.5 cm <https://www.britishmuseum.org/collection/object/P_1850-0223-813> [accessed 31 October 2025]
The original drawing can be found in the British Museum. It is the first preserved source to ever capture the exterior of the fortification; thus, providing us with a priceless opportunity to keep track of the progress of its decay and compare the literary evidence to an image.
The National Archives, Kew, Duchy of Lancaster, MSS DL 25/3392, 28/4/9, 29/1/3, 29/361/5971-2, 29/361/5976, 29/361/5978, 29/361/5983, 354/5837, 29/4/24, 29/76/1497, Indenture of agreement, Ministers’ and Receivers’ accounts
One of the most complex sources of all is stored in the National Archives. It incorporates toponymy, architecture and administrative data.[footnoteRef:4] The manuscripts reveal information about construction stages and the founder’s approach to this process and to the castle itself.[footnoteRef:5] Such insights – notably the lack of evidence that Thomas Earl of Lancaster ever stayed there – open space for considering the conceptual divide between representative and inhabited castles.[footnoteRef:6] [4:  Oswald, Ashbee, Porteous and Huntley, DC, p. 17]  [5:  Ibid. p. 18]  [6:  Ibid. p. 96 ] 

University of Oxford, Bodleian Library, MSS Yorkshire Rolls, Box 1, no.2, Surveys of 1538 and 1543
The rolls can be found in the Bodleian Library in Oxford. They help to elaborate on the architectural and defensive details of the fortification in its later history.[footnoteRef:7] The manuscript also speculates on the difference between the semantics of the structural shapes and their actual use.[footnoteRef:8] [7:  Ibid. p. 46]  [8:  Ibid. p. 52] 

Conclusion
	The abovementioned primary sources represent exceptional value because together they reveal not only separate episodes of the monument’s history but weave a tapestry of insight into the dramatic existence of Dunstanburgh Castle. They create a multilayered research field that consolidates power, architecture, intrigue, memory, and human essence. Documents that mention orders, bills and construction works allow us to recreate the material fabric of the fortification and the structure of its management. Chronicles and rolls reveal the castle’s role in conflicts, treason, and resistance. Later evidence and visual imagery allow us to understand how the site transcended the political arena, entering the cultural memory.
	To sum up, the importance of these sources lies not only in their informative nature, but in the way they form a system of coordinates which allows us to view Dunstanburgh Castle as both a historical monument, a symbol of power, and an idea rewritten by time. Together, they transform the stronghold into a perfect example of how a material structure becomes a carrier of ideological and emotional meanings – a space where politics, architecture and myth are inseparable.
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