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Video Review: Time Team Battle of Hastings

For their Series 20 Special, Time Team undertook an investigation into the location of one of England’s most famous confrontations, the ‘Battle of Hastings’. In doing so, they hoped to uncover whether the battle took place at the commonly perceived location of Battle Abbey, the nearby site of Caldbec Hill, or a completely new site in the surrounding area. Led by Tony Robinson, Time Team examined the beforementioned sites, excavating the former and surveying the latter, with the aim of discovering archaeological evidence that could conclusively prove the location of the battle (1066 The Lost Battlefield, 2013).
The episode commences with a brief introduction to the political climate of 1066, which suggests a viewership of individuals interested in history and archaeology yet lack specific knowledge of the Early and High Middle Ages. The intended audience is further indicated by minor discrepancies present in the introduction, which are although unclear to the average eye, are factually incorrect when looked at by someone with knowledge of the period. For example, within the first 2 minutes of the episode, Robinson states that the battle was between English and French forces, a statement which is only partially correct (1066 The Lost Battlefield, 2013). The Normans were a Frankish people from the Normandy region of France; however, they were not French due to their connections with their Scandinavian ancestry that continued to dominate their political identity throughout the 11th Century (Webber, 2005, pp. 1 & 85 – 87). Furthermore, just before the 2-minute mark, the episode depicts one of its many action sequences, whereby the conflict itself is depicted using re-enactors. It is during this scene that another discrepancy occurs in that the warrior portraying William the Conqueror is depicted as wearing lamellar, a type of scaled armour exclusive to the Eastern world, meaning that there is no reason for this warrior to be wearing lamellar other than a lack of quality control from the producers (Connolly, Gillingham, & Lazenby, 1998, p. 186). Both examples demonstrate the type of audience that Time Team is attempting to appeal to in that they are only providing a surface level of information to those who know very little about the topic.
In terms of representing the data and information, Tony Robinson does an excellent job narrating the episode, explaining each aspect of the battle, from its location to controversies over its outcome, in a simple yet informative way. Despite instances of repetition due to where advertisement breaks would be, leading to Robinson having to recap and round-off each segment at its respective start and end, the pace of most of the episode is consistent and its content is engaging. This simple but engaging approach is extremely helpful when it comes to understanding the experts and specialists that the team brought in for the episode, in that they range from university professors and local historians to national organisations and the public themselves. For some who have a more academic background, such as military historian John Gream and battlefield archaeologist Glenn Foard, the sites themselves are of interest due to what they potentially contain, however for other academics, such as the likes of Dr Joanna Laynesmith and Dr Laura Ashe, it is the written and textual evidence of the battle and its subsequent location that is of interest (1066 The Lost Battlefield, 2013). Interestingly, it could be claimed that Time Team are being sexist by depicting males undertaking the manual labour of the excavation while females are left to analyse the text and images, however, it is more than likely that this is not the case and is just a result of the sexual distribution within the field of archaeology (Wurtzburg, 1994, p. 135).
Regarding the written and pictorial evidence, the most famous example is that of the Bayeux Tapestry, which although is extremely useful, it must, as rightly pointed out during the episode, be approached with caution due to dissimilarities it depicts compared to the written sources. Furthermore, the written sources analysed in the episode include the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle and another chronicle written 100 years after the battle, both of which provide detail that intriguingly supports Time Team’s proposed locations (1066 The Lost Battlefield, 2013).
Continuing from this, the visual and aural elements of the video are also engaging, with the previously mentioned action sequences demonstrating combat being paired with a complementary soundtrack containing sounds associated with a Medieval battle in a fast-paced sequence that builds the scene for the viewer. Similarly, when themes revolving around death are shown, the soundtrack represents this by becoming morbid and slow. Both examples demonstrate an interesting fact about the soundtrack of this Time Team episode in that the sounds are relevant to the theme rather than relevant to the period in which the excavation dates from. This is not a criticism of the episode, but instead is an interesting point in how a soundtrack can be relevant in one sense yet not in another. Returning to the visual elements briefly, maps and other such diagrams are used throughout the video in order to convey information, such as the locations of any major sites as well as the results from the lidar survey undertaken as part of the excavations, which actually yielded Time Team’s conclusion that the battle was in fact fought where the modern day roundabout is (1066 The Lost Battlefield, 2013).
Despite this conclusion, Nick Austin, a local historian dismissed during his interview with Time Team, still claims that the battle occurred at Crowhurst instead of any of the other proposed sites due to the landscape described within contemporary written sources. For example, all the written sources suggest that the battle was fought up a steep hill, which Austin states this roundabout does not have, as well as claim that the abbey was moved from its original location of the battlefield to a more convenient location (SOTNI UK, 2013b). Due to this, Austin refutes the conclusion of Time Team and other academics and claims that Crowhurst, along with the ruins of a Medieval abbey, was the location of the Battle of Hastings (SOTNI UK, 2013a). Although his archaeological evidence was unconvincing, and the steepness of Crowhurst’s slope is questionable, I personally support Austin’s point of view and believe that of the proposed locations, Crowhurst is the most likely site of the battlefield, due to the contemporary accounts of the landscape. However, I personally would want to see a full archaeological excavation of the Crowhurst site before being fully convinced about the location, but based off Time Team’s video, I disagree with their conclusion and support Austin instead (1066 The Lost Battlefield, 2013).
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