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Bramber Castle, Steyning, West Sussex: A critical review of a heritage site
The ruins of Bramber Castle rise above the Arun River Valley and are, even today, the dominant structure in this historically strategic location. The castle was clearly an important structure and remains a prominent presence in the local landscape. It has drawn local visitors for several centuries and is now a visitor attraction managed by English Heritage. This paper will provide a critical review of how the castle remains and their history are presented and interpreted by the information available to visitors to the heritage site, in light of its historic context and issues in heritage and museum studies.
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Figure 1   Long view of Bramber Castle seen from across the River Arun from a distance of more than 1km (105mm focal length photograph)
The castle is managed by English Heritage, and is located close to the settlement of Steyning, in West Sussex (see Figure 2, overleaf). The castle has a small parking area, and information boards are placed within the castle for the benefit of visitors. Entry to the site is free, but there is a small parking charge for those travelling by car.[footnoteRef:1] [1:  English Heritage, “Bramber Castle,” English Heritage, accessed April 11, 2023, https://www.english-heritage.org.uk/visit/places/bramber-castle/.] 
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Figure 2   Bramber Castle location
The castle is also protected legally, both as a scheduled monument and a grade I listed building.[footnoteRef:2] According to Government policy, these designations mark the castle out as a heritage asset of the highest national significance.[footnoteRef:3] [2:  Historic England, “Bramber Castle, Bramber - 1012174 | Historic England,” historicengland.org.uk, accessed April 11, 2023; and Historic England, “BRAMBER CASTLE RUINS, Bramber - 1286805 | Historic England,” historicengland.org.uk, accessed April 11, 2023.]  [3:  See paragraph 200 in Ministry of Housing, Communities and Local Government, “National Planning Policy Framework,” July 20, 2021, www.gov.uk/government/publications.] 

History of the castle
Bramber Castle was built by AD 1073 by William de Braose, an ally of William the Conqueror. The castle was built as a defensive and administrative centre to secure the area following the Norman Conquest. Following this the castle remained an important centre for several centuries. An honour court was held there, and a mint may have been present during the reign of King Stephen in the 12th century. The castle played a role in the civil war between King John and the barons in the early 13th century and was visited by King Edward I later in the 13th century. The castle seems to have fallen into disuse by the 15th century, and was a tourist attraction by the Victorian period, and possibly earlier.[footnoteRef:4] [4:  A. P. Baggs et al., “Bramber,” in A History of the County of Sussex: Volume 6 Part 1, Bramber Rape (Southern Part), ed. T. P. Hudson (London, 1980), 200–214.] 

The castle’s location was carefully chosen. The settlement of Steyning is known to have early Saxon origins, and was a significant enough settlement that King Ethelwulf was buried there in the mid-9th century. Steyning also had a navigable port at that time, making it a strategically significant settlement.[footnoteRef:5] The route of the River Arun has since changed, and there is no longer a port at Steyning, however the location of the castle at a key crossing point in the South Downs is still clearly discernible in the current landscape (see Figure 3, below). [5:  A. P. Baggs et al., “Steyning,” in A History of the County of Sussex: Volume 6 Part 1, Bramber Rape (Southern Part), ed. T. P. Hudson (London, 1980), 200–214.] 
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Figure 3   Topographic model of the castle and surrounding area generated using Environment Agency Lidar data. Darker blue lines indicate higher elevations. The model clearly shows the Downs, the route of the River Arun and associated low-lying ground, and the small knoll on which the castle is located.
Historical context of the castle
The construction of the castle, and its presence today, is the direct result of the Norman Conquest of England in AD 1066. There was no documented use of the site of the castle prior to the invasion, and its location seems to have been chosen by the Normans purely for strategic reasons.[footnoteRef:6] The Norman Conquest was a violent and foundational event in the history of the United Kingdom, which resulted in far reaching cultural and landscape impacts, although the significance of this event in the present day is often not recognised due to the time that has past. In her analysis of how the Norman Conquest has been mythologised and remembered, Brownlie highlights a key difference between recent memories of traumatic events such as the Conquest, which have a higher level of affect and resonance, as opposed to distant memories, where this is often reduced.[footnoteRef:7] As an example she highlights early contemporary accounts of the Conquest, which convey the sense of injustice and pain of the invasion, and subsequent related events such as the harrowing of the North, in which up to 100,000 people were killed:[footnoteRef:8] [6:  Roland B. Harris, “Bramber: Historic Character Assessment Report” (East Sussex County Council, West Sussex County Council, and Brighton and Hove City Council 2004, 2004), 12.]  [7:  Siobhan Brownlie, Memory and Myths of the Norman Conquest (Boydell & Brewer, Boydell Press, 2013), 1.]  [8:  Mark Cartwright, “William the Conqueror’s Harrying of the North,” World History Encyclopedia, January 18, 2019, https://www.worldhistory.org/article/1319/william-the-conquerors-harrying-of-the-north/.] 

“the English were groaning under the Norman yoke, and suffering oppressions from the proud lords […] The petty lords who were guarding the castles oppressed all the native inhabitants of high and low degree, and heaped shameful burdens on them”.[footnoteRef:9] [9:  Orderic Vitalis, Historia Ecclesiastica. Ecclesiastical History, Vols II–IV, ed. and trans. Marjorie Chibnall (Oxford, 1969–73), Vol. II, p. 203. Quoted in: Brownlie, Memory and Myths, 175.] 

By contrast, Brownlie notes that modern accounts of the Conquest often treat it as a neutral event, perhaps useful as a widely known historical reference point but nothing more.[footnoteRef:10]  [10:  Brownlie, Memory and Myths, 175.] 

However, it is not the case that the Conquest is now only seen as a neutral historical event, with no modern relevance. Brownlie herself acknowledges that Irish nationalists have tended to see the invasion as the starting point of later English oppression.[footnoteRef:11] Similar sentiments can be seen in a speech given by Plaid Cymru MP Adam Price in 2009, where he equated the Norman invasion of Wales with the colonialism of the British Empire.[footnoteRef:12] Bonacchi noted a similar trend with British nationalist groups, who equated the perceived encroachments of the EU in British affairs with the Norman Conquest when campaigning to leave the EU in the Brexit debates.[footnoteRef:13] [11:  Brownlie, Memory and Myths, 175.]  [12:  Adam Price, “Wales, the First and Final Colony - by Adam Price MP,” WalesOnline, November 16, 2009, https://www.walesonline.co.uk/news/wales-news/wales-first-final-colony---2070487.]  [13:  Chiara Bonacchi, Heritage and Nationalism : Understanding Populism through Big Data (London: UCL Press, 2022), 86.] 

Other subaltern groups may also have alternative understandings of the meaning of the Norman Conquest, however, as Brownlie has noted, relatively limited work has been undertaken on the Conquest from a Memory Studies perspective, so information on this is currently limited.[footnoteRef:14] However, it is clear that Bramber Castle is a physical relic of the Conquest, and a potentially potent symbol of the impact and legacy of the Norman Conquest due to its still legible local prominence, whose meaning to visitors may vary depending on their personal background (see Figure 4, overleaf). [14:  Brownlie, Memory and Myths, 1.] 
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Figure 4   Photograph of the remains of the tower at Bramber Castle
Theoretical issues in the presentation of history
The presentation of difficult and contested histories at museums and heritage sites has been subject to academic scrutiny in the 20th and 21st centuries. This has led to an increased recognition that the collections and sites at these locations have meanings aside from those given by the professional curators who organised their presentation.[footnoteRef:15] Smith has noted in her research on visitor reactions to exhibits on the transatlantic slave trade that visits to museums and heritage sites are not merely educational, even when visitors state that as their main purpose.[footnoteRef:16] She found that these visits are also used to reinforce existing cultural views and identities, using the information provided to that end rather than to inform or challenge pre-existing understandings of the history presented.[footnoteRef:17] [15:  Eilean Hooper-Greenhill, “Changing Values in the Art Museum: Rethinking Communication and Learning,” International Journal of Heritage Studies 6, no. 1 (January 2000): 11, https://doi.org/10.1080/135272500363715.]  [16:  Laurajane Smith, “Theorising Museum and Heritage Visiting,” in The International Handbooks of Museum Studies: Museum Theory, ed. Andrea Witcomb and Kylie Message (London: John Wiley & Sons, Ltd, 2015).]  [17:  Smith, “Theorising Museum and Heritage Visiting”, 459-460 and 472-475.] 

Hooper-Greenhill noted that a visitor’s identity and background will inform, and to an extent determine the understanding a visitor can derive from experiencing a painting, or indeed a historic object.[footnoteRef:18] Equally, as Smith has argued, authoritative discourses about heritage and history (which Smith calls “Authorised Heritage Discourses”) help to shape cultural identity in the present, and therefore the identity and background of visitors to museums and heritage sites.[footnoteRef:19] Bennett’s work suggests that museums play a role in such discourses.[footnoteRef:20] For example, when describing the Beamish Museum, Bennett notes that significant political and social details were omitted from the presentation of elements of the museum. Among several examples Bennett highlights how the Anfield Plain Industrial Co-operative Society stores were used to highlight historic weights and measures, and pre-decimalisation currency, with no mention of the co-operative movement or its socialist history, which explained the building’s existence in the first place.[footnoteRef:21] [18:  Hooper-Greenhill, “Changing Values in the Art Museum”, 23.]  [19:  Laurajane Smith, Uses of Heritage (London; New York, N.Y.: Routledge, 2006).]  [20:  Tony Bennett, “Museums and ‘the People,’” in The Museum Time Machine (London: Routledge, 1988), 109–27.]  [21:  Bennett, “Museums and ‘the People’”, 112.] 

Both Bennett and Smith see the decisions on how history is presented within museums and heritage sites, and what is omitted from presentations of history at these sites, as political in nature.[footnoteRef:22] Smith has developed this further and argued that how people construct their understanding of the information presented to them in museums and heritage sites has political implications.[footnoteRef:23] The political dimension and significance of people’s constructed understanding of the past, as argued by Smith, is readily observed in the nationalist groups’ use of the Norman Conquest as documented by Bonacchi, and indeed in the use of the memory of the Conquest the speech by Price.[footnoteRef:24]  [22:  Bennett, “Museums and ‘the People’”, 118; and Smith, Uses of Heritage, 6.]  [23:  Smith, “Theorising Museum and Heritage Visiting”, 479.]  [24:  Bonacchi, Heritage and Nationalism, 86; and Price, “Wales, the First and Final Colony”] 

Presentation of history at Bramber Castle
The history of the castle is provided on information boards which are located at the entrance to and within the castle. The information boards at the castle are well illustrated, and the reading age of the writing has been aimed at lower secondary school level, ensuring the information should be accessible to a wide audience.[footnoteRef:25] In addition to the historic narrative, the information boards also contain historical images of past uses of the site and archaeological information (see Figure 5, below). The English Heritage website provides a history of the Castle, which is largely the same as that presented in the information boards at the site.[footnoteRef:26]  [25:  Rebecca Mileham, “Wise Words,” Museums Association, November 13, 2009, https://www.museumsassociation.org/museums-journal/opinion/2009/11/14018-2/.]  [26:  English Heritage, “History of Bramber Castle,” English Heritage, n.d., https://www.english-heritage.org.uk/visit/places/bramber-castle/history/.] 
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Figure 5   Information boards present within Bramber Castle site; top left board is located at the entrance, the remaining boards are distributed within the castle.
Many of the issues highlighted by Bennett and Smith are evident in the presentation of the history of Bramber Castle. For example, the description of the establishment of the castle in the “Welcome to Bramber Castle” information board treats its construction as a neutral fact, with no mention of the potential societal impacts which would have resulted, or the human costs involved, in an interesting echo of the example Bennett provided of the co-operative store at the Beamish Museum.[footnoteRef:27] The information board on the tower does note that it was built to display the power of the De Braose family, but this is juxtaposed with a narrative of the physical decline of the castle into a picturesque ruin and eventual tourist attraction. The fact that this board highlights the enjoyment of the castle by tourists and locals from the 16th century onwards stands in a telling contrast to the absence of any mention of the local societal impacts of the Conquest or of the castle’s historic role as an Honour Court and prison, which would have doubtless had significant impacts on the local population, and on how the local landscape developed.[footnoteRef:28] [27:  Bennett, “Museums and ‘the People’”, 112.]  [28:  Baggs et al., “Bramber,” 200–214.] 

The history of the castle is also related largely through the experience of the De Braose family, although nothing is said of their role in the Conquest, beyond the fact that William De Braose “accompanied” William the Conqueror from Normandy. Again, this is in contrast to the description of the treatment of William De Braose III, who is described as having been “crushed” by King John in the 13th century, and highlights how this played a role in the baron’s rebellion and the signing of the Magna Carta. While the De Braose family did undoubtedly suffer greatly at the hands of King John, no mention is made of the family’s broader role to contextualise this. For example, De Braose led the conquest of parts of Wales in the late 12th and early 13th centuries, and captured the King’s nephew and rival, Arthur of Brittany, at the battle of Mirebeau in France.[footnoteRef:29] Arthur of Brittany’s capture led to his murder, either by John or on his orders.[footnoteRef:30] Arthur’s murder is also noted in historical accounts of the Magna Carta as one of the key grievances the barons held against King John, meaning that the De Braose family were participants in the injustice of the King as well as victims of it.[footnoteRef:31] [29:  David Carpenter, “2. Magna Carta 1215: Its Social and Political Context,” in Magna Carta: History, Context and Influence, ed. Lawrence Goldman (University of London Press, Institute of Historical Research, 2018), 17–24; and Daniel Power, “The Briouze Family in the Thirteenth and Early Fourteenth Centuries: Inheritance Strategies, Lordship and Identity,” Journal of Medieval History 41, no. 3 (June 11, 2015): 344.]  [30:  The Editors of the Encyclopaedia Britannica, “Arthur I | Duke of Brittany | Britannica,” www.britannica.com, March 25, 2023, https://www.britannica.com/biography/Arthur-I.]  [31:  Carpenter, “2. Magna Carta 1215: Its Social and Political Context,” 19.] 

Therefore, the presentation of the history of Bramber Castle leaves difficult elements of its history unexplored, and intentionally reinterprets the castle from being a symbol of domination and violence to a pacified area of natural beauty. The parallels with Bennett’s observations of the Beamish Museum are clear:
Many of the artefacts displayed might well have been exhibited in such a way as to suggest their association with popular political movements. However, the tendency is for them to be severed of such associations and to serve, instead, as vehicles for the nostalgic remembrance of sentimentalised pasts.[footnoteRef:32] [32:  Bennett, “Museums and ‘the People’”, 112.] 

The selective nature of the historical narrative of the De Braose family seems to have been deliberately crafted to highlight their legitimacy and victimhood, while ignoring the violent nature of their power, and their partial culpability in their own downfall. This, combined with the emphasis on the castle’s beauty and tourist value serves to legitimise the aristocratic ownership and control of the castle and surrounding land, which resulted from the Conquest. This presentation also marginalises subaltern understandings of the meaning of the castle and its history, which may be relevant to groups such as those studied by Bonacchi. It is a clear example of “Authorised Heritage Discourse”, which celebrates monumental architecture and reinforces existing power structures.[footnoteRef:33] The presentation of the history of Bramber Castle therefore comprises an interesting case study in the political nature of the description of history at heritage sites. It also shows that the issues highlighted by Smith and Bennet in relation to the presentation of difficult 18th and 19th century history are also relevant to the presentation of events in the deep past such as the Norman Conquest. [33:  Smith, Uses of Heritage.] 
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