Video Review (1,000 Words) – Heritage & Archaeology of Conflict

Film title: The Last of The Plantagenets | Richard III | Absolute History (https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=4-4cp4fonbE) 

This Documentary focuses on the period of the War of the Roses, culminating in the Battle of Bosworth in 1485. In particular, this program focuses on the character of Rhys ap Thomas, a famous Welshman who helped Henry VII to win the Battle of Bosworth by betraying Richard III. While being written out of many pieces of literature, he is now believed to be instrumental to the success of Henry VII. It covers the life of Rhys ap Thomas, his role in the Battle of Bosworth, and the aftermath of Henry VII’s victory on the field, and its effect on Thomas. It eventually concludes that Rhys ap Thomas is likely to have killed Richard III, and was therefore secured a place on his Council and in the country as an important figure. As this program was once broadcast on television and now resides on YouTube, it is extremely accessible to the general public, as its target audience. There is little to no expectation of prior knowledge, as all the concepts are explained in the video’s narration. This narration is clear, concise and explains each part of the video with enough detail to answer any questions a watcher may have in regard to the topic. In addition, the narration has clear pronunciation of many Welsh places and names, further adding to its credibility in regard to telling the story of a Welsh historical figure. 

The documentary brings in a range of experts of different ages and genders in order to back up historical fact and, in some cases, debunk historical myths or untruths that the documentary brings up. This is possibly a sign of the work trying to debunk fiction in order to make itself seem like fact. In one case, this documentary introduces someone from Bangor University, a Welsh academic institution that advertises itself as being ‘steeped in history’. The documentary also brings in the Richard III society, in order to explore different viewpoints on Richard III instead of simply framing him as a villain, as is common in most documentaries surrounding the wars of the Roses. This use of a alternative view to a common figure in the narrative surrounding the Wars of the Roses gives the program a kind of ‘false authority’, where by flipping a commonly perceived historical opinion, the documentary comes across as more knowledgeable in comparison to other programs of its kind. This documentary also includes members of the public through use of re-enactment footage, notably two people in plate armour fighting within a circle, as well as re-enactment from a yearly Battle of Bosworth event. This both shows how the public is involved with the Battle of Bosworth and helps those who are unfamiliar with the period to see what fighting of the time was like. Although re-enactment is vague and cannot ever be truly accurate to the time due to lost knowledge, it does showcase what is known of period combat, and is often steeped in research and cross referencing of period texts. 

This documentary does rely on much of its evidence being oral testimony from figures with expertise in the subject. While the experts it brings in come from academic backgrounds, this still is not as reliable as evidence from the period. While the video does include narrated pieces from the figures mentioned in the documentary, these are not referenced or mentioned in any way apart from the narration. While some viewers may choose to believe that they are in fact, period pieces of writing, it is unclear whether they are from a letter or diary, or if they are dramatizations or interpretations of the thoughts of figures from this period. Therefore, they would not be as reliable as if they were shown to viewers as a physical letter or document. Furthermore, this documentary also includes graphics of maps to accompany the narration. This provides the viewers who are unfamiliar with the landscape and setting with a visual of where mentioned events take place. These visuals are simplistic and stylised, designed to only show key information and thus are appealing to those viewers who do not have much outside knowledge of the period or landscape. 

The program uses a mix of media to tell its story. While the majority of the program is spent with re-enactment footage and ‘talking head’ shots of experts giving testimony, there are also sections dedicated to digital animations of maps and other visuals. The transitions between these three types of visuals are smooth and do not cause any discomfort for those viewing. They all help to build an atmosphere of reliability and a narrative within the documentary. The re-enactment portions showcase what many believe the combat and thus, war, of the time would have been like, and allow viewers to picture the time period for themselves. In addition, the narrated letters allow viewers to feel like they have an insight into the figure of Rhys ap Thomas and feel like they understand his thoughts and motivations throughout the narrated events. The talking head sections provide more clear and concise information, in addition to the narration throughout, and give the documentary a feeling of academic validity and reliability. By listening to many different figures, viewers feel like the information provided is clear, concise, and correct. And the digital animations of maps provide geographical information, and allow those not familiar with the landscape to understand better the narration and events. Furthermore, the program uses a soundtrack made of period sounding instruments, that emphasise places in the documentary where they introduce tension, adding to viewer engagement in the narrative. 

Overall, this medium is very affective at conveying the story of Rhys ap Thomas and the Battle of Bosworth, delivering its information in a chronological manner and summarising events clearly and concisely. The documentary is well organised, edited, and knows how to convey a story to the audience. It leaves viewers feeling like they learned and understood what was being said. 
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