HPAR7004 Archaeological Research Methods: Assignment 1 

With reference to a specific archaeological project, critically assess the methods of archaeological investigation employed, and the nature of the archaeological materials/ data recovered.
Introduction
No archaeological site is the same and according to Carver (2009, pg. 22) there inherently cannot be a single template of investigation methods that fits all sites. Therefore, archaeological research methods that are tailored to fulfilling a specific project’s aims and objectives must be better at outputting new and meaningful archaeological knowledge, contributing to the delivery of a successful project. However, what makes an even better project is when these methods of research and their outputs create a significant impact for a wide range of beneficiaries, not only including researchers, academics, industry professionals and other members of the heritage community, but also arguably the largest potential consumer audience for archaeology; the general public. Therefore, authors such as Wilkins et al. (2019, 2021) argue that issues such as social impact in archaeology are fast emerging as issues that must be considered when delivering any archaeological project.

The Pontefract Castle Gatehouse project, delivered by DigVentures Ltd between 2019 and 2020, is an excellent example of such a project. For a comprehensive background to this community-centred archaeology project, please refer to Casswell et al. (2019). The following discussion will critically assess the two main research methods employed as part of the project; remote sensing and excavation. This will be done by evaluating the outputs they produced and how well they fulfil their project specific aims and objectives as well as the wider overarching aims of the project, which included producing a tangible social impact through public and community engagement activities.





Remote Sensing

Remote sensing in the form of an aerial survey of the castle and its immediate environs was carried out during the fieldwork stage of the project and the resultant 3D photo-realistic model and DSM (Digital Surface Model) was made available to view on Sketchfab; a publicly accessible 3D model sharing website (DigVentures Ltd, 2019).

According to section 5.1.1 of Casswell et al. (2021), the purpose of this programme of remote sensing was to better understand the extent and character of the remains at Pontefract Castle, representing the fulfilment of the project’s first aim listed in section 3.2.2 of the same report. This addresses part of the research agenda of Historic England (2017), requiring methods of survey that help to better understand monuments around the country whilst also helping to improve public understanding.

With regard to standing the test of its own aims, the programme of remote sensing performs well. The DSM encapsulates the entirety of the external upstanding remains of the castle and associated earthworks. As a geo-referenced model, accurate measurements can be obtained of the size and extent of visible features along with their topography. Different phases of construction can also be inferred from the 3D photo-realistic model of these remains, revealing more about their character. Of particular note is the proposal of a new interpretation derived from the results of this model in section 10.2 of Casswell et al. (2021) for the development and phasing of the Great Tower; one of the castle’s most perplexing features. Furthermore, the inclusion within the surveyed area of the newly excavated southern gatehouse, excavated as part of this project, places its previously unknown form and character within the wider context of the castle. All of the above outcomes represent new and meaningful archaeological data produced in partial fulfilment of the project’s remote sensing research aims for both its stakeholder and public audiences.

Beyond the tailored aims of the programme of remote sensing, the open access aerial survey also provides additional outcomes for a wide range of public consumers in line with part of the overarching aim of the project outlined in the project design by Casswell et al (2019), which includes addressing ‘the potential for archaeology to contribute to the story of Pontefract and its development.’ The 3D photo-realistic survey and DSM captures the evolution and development of a nationally important historic location into what it is today. The inclusion of modern footpaths, tree-planting, organised gardens, the visitor centre and the encroaching present-day town of Pontefract in the model is an excellent method of recording this current chapter in the castle’s, indeed the town’s, history and development. Increasingly, this is being viewed as a useful contribution to the archaeological record when seen through the lens of new materialisms by researchers such as Govier and Steel (2021), who argue that all ‘matter’ is constantly fluid, interacting and producing new phenomena. The same can be said of Pontefract Castle; as an entity it is continually changing and being changed, as it always has. Therefore, this aerial survey provides a unique record of the archaeological site, the town and its development at the time of survey.

Furthermore, by placing the castle within the context of the present day through the medium of aerial survey, its wider social impact and relevance to the people of Pontefract and beyond is amplified, becoming more of a part of the identity of the town and its inhabitants. These changing perceptions are evaluated by Wilkins et al (2021), who as part of their comprehensive survey of the social impact of the Pontefract Castle Gatehouse project observed that 83% of surveyed respondents had an improved impression of Pontefract as a better place to live, work or visit. Whilst this survey represents the impact of all elements of the project, not just remote sensing, it undoubtedly contributed to its success with approximately 2,500 views of the Sketchfab 3D virtual tour of the site at the time of writing (Wilkins et al. 2021).

There are of course some limitations to this method of remote sensing. From a data collection perspective, the aerial survey has only produced results based on what is visible externally from the ground level or above. Internal structures that could also inform the character of the remains such as the Norman wine cellar and the Keep cellar were not mapped. A synthesis of the geophysical surveys of Harrison (2012) and others before them with the remote sensing results of Casswell et al. (2021) would also have had the potential to inform the character and extent of the remains.


Excavation

Excavation in the form of a hand dug trench measuring approximately 15 metres by 10 metres was carried out over the area of the southern gatehouse in partial fulfilment of the project’s second listed aim, which was to refine the results of the programme of remote sensing through targeted excavation to establish a phased chronology.

The results of the excavation, available in section six of Casswell et al. (2021), inform a narrative for seven distinct phases encountered in the gatehouse area and the drawbridge pit, dating between the 12th and the 19th centuries. These include the initial construction of a casing wall before the addition of a gatehouse with barbican passageway and drawbridge pit. After alteration during the civil war and later demolition, Victorian remodelling of the gatehouse was evident. This new information establishes a chronology for the occupation of the site and its changing character. The results are contextualised in the discussion element of the analysis report, available in section 10.3 of Casswell et al. (2021), which ultimately builds upon and expands beyond the output of the remote sensing. All of these outcomes are effective in helping to fulfil the aim for the excavation element of the project. They address key parts of the research agenda of Historic England (2017), requiring fieldwork to produce new information about historic monuments that is of public benefit. Furthermore, in their research framework for Yorkshire, Roskams and Whyman (2005) suggest that the discovery of surviving medieval deposits within which assemblages can be recovered from controlled contexts in medieval towns (including Pontefract) are of great value and deserve particular attention because of their rarity. A summary of the most pertinent contributions to the objectives of the excavation methodology are made below.

By far the most substantial and prominent feature excavated during the fieldwork stage of the project, and major driving factor for its initiation, was the drawbridge pit. Measuring to a final depth of 6.5 metres, this was the main focus of excavation upon its discovery. Its existence was alluded to by the results of an earlier watching brief conducted in 2016 and its further investigation formed part of the requirements of the brief for the project submitted by Sanderson (2018). Therefore, establishing its existence, size, form, construction origin in the 14th century and abandonment in the 17th century are all key outcomes of the excavation phase of this project.

Whilst all below ground deposits represent new information that builds upon the story of the gatehouse and drawbridge at Pontefract Castle, of particular note is the new interpretation that substantial elements of the above ground upstanding masonry remains of the southern gatehouse tower and passageway steps are actually subject to late Victorian remodelling. Without excavation, this could not have been ascertained through the results of the remote sensing alone and therefore this research method contributed new and useful information to the character of the site and further fulfils the project aim of refining the results of the remote sensing.

The excavation methodology of the project was undoubtedly a success with regard to the fulfilment of its aims as well as generating new and meaningful archaeological data, but perhaps one of its greatest triumphs is the social impact of the community dig. This is where the excavation element ties in with the overarching aim of the project as stated by Casswell et al. (2019), which includes ‘creating multiple educational and participatory learning experiences for community participants.’ These opportunities included guided tours, school room sessions, excavation and finds room experiences for adults and children, photogrammetry and creative workshops. The success of these elements is evaluated by the social impact survey of Wilkins et al. (2021), who found a wide representation of gender, age and occupation with 80% of those surveyed having never been actively involved with archaeology before. Analysis also suggested that a significant proportion of participants were children, families or people of low-income status. This implies that the project produced a wider social benefit by presenting opportunities for people with potential heritage access barriers to get involved with archaeology, addressing the issue of social value in archaeology; one of the nine most impactful priorities of the research agenda set out by Historic England (2017).

Although the excavation method of research for this project was clearly successful in contributing new and valuable data as well as numerous positive social impact outcomes in response to its objectives, there were some limitations to its outputs. Due to the unexpected depth of the drawbridge pit it could not be fully excavated within the initial time frame allocated. Whilst excavation was completed after a second period of fieldwork had been organised, this stage could not involve a public presence on site due to health and safety concerns. However, public involvement was still possible from afar due to digital activities such as live and recorded virtual tours and regular social media updates.

Excavation is also inherently limited in its informative capabilities by its scope, which in this instance only focussed on the area of the southern gatehouse and drawbridge pit. Whilst this falls specifically within the research remit of this project and provides valuable new information about the castle’s chronological form and character, as required by Sanderson (2018), no direct evidence of Pontefract’s pre-Norman borough was recovered from the excavation. This is one of the main research goals for the medieval town of Pontefract as discussed in section 6.2 of Roskams and Whyman (2005) in their Yorkshire archaeological research framework and also in the review of the Medieval town of Pontefract conducted by Roberts and Whittick (2013).

Conclusions

It is clear that the output of both the remote sensing and excavation techniques employed in the Pontefract Castle Gatehouse project exceeded their tailored aims of producing new information about the extent, form and character of the castle (Casswell et al. 2021). They not only provided key outcomes for numerous stakeholders including the research interests of Historic England (2017) and representatives of the academic community such as Roskams and Whyman (2005), but also produced a tangible benefit for the wider public benefit as evidenced through the social impact evaluation of Wilkins et al. (2021).

Whilst there are some limitations to the research undertaken, mainly focussed around scope and extent, it is clear that this does not detract from the valuable contribution that the research methods of this project have made to the production of new knowledge and crucially its dissemination through inclusivity of a wide range of audiences. This consists not only of academics, researchers, professional practitioners and other members of the heritage community, but also of arguably the largest audience for archaeology of all; the general public. This advocates the benefits of well executed community archaeology projects and has led to the production of an evaluative framework for social impact and community archaeology by Wilkins (2019).

The success of this project and its contribution to good quality archaeological research is in no small part due to the rigorous implementation of good archaeological research methods tailored to answer specific research aims and objectives, informing multiple audiences of new and meaningful archaeological knowledge resulting in tangible social impact.
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