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Reflective Essay

Over the past semester, I have been taking part in the Roderic Bowen Library and Archive module. This essay is going to examine the seminars themselves, the assignments which were completed, as well as difficulties and my own personal experience of the module.
The Roderic Bowen Library and Archive module, which I undertook as part of my archaeology degree, was made up of a number of seminars and allowed a hands-on approach to learning about the archives as well as the materials within the archive. Due to the number of seminars that were undertaken, I will not be unable to discuss all of them in the course of this essay, however, I will be focusing on one seminar in particular, the seminar on book binding.
The book binding seminar, as I have mentioned, I found the most interesting, partially due to my own hobbies of making books by hand. It gave me the opportunity to engage with manuscripts in a slightly more unconventional way that had been previously undertaken. I was able to piece together how the manuscript had been made and take a more archaeological stance when examining the materials provided.  I enjoyed immensely the chance to engage with the materials in this way, something I had not previously done.
Throughout the course of the seminars, I particularly enjoyed the chance to analyse and handle the original documents from the archive. It was a unique opportunity that I do not often get to become involved with. 
Throughout the course of this module, I have been presented with the opportunity to develop new skills in regards to using the archives to produce pieces of coursework. The key skill being the ability to use a number of materials from the archive in order to produce academic research. For example, when taking into consideration the student biography, skills were developed in order to successfully research an ex-student of Lampeter’s life to produce an accurate account (see UA/A/18 Tutors Register, UA/A/34/1 & 2 Examination Books for further details). Further skills were developed when writing the book biography. For this assignment, I had to develop new skills as it was an assignment I had never examined before. For example, I had to quickly learn how to effectively examine and record the provenance of a medieval manuscript; something I believe that I managed to do effectively and also something I enjoyed.

The opportunity to use primary sources, as an archaeologist, is one that I always enjoy. The use of primary sources allows for interpretations to be made on the basis of the sources and evidence which is often originating with the eye witnesses or the individuals that were part of the historical and archaeological record of the time. When examining the interpretations that can be made from the use of primary sources, the first two assignments that were conducted were based more on fact that interpretation. It could be stated that the student biography was partially written by basing educated interpretations on the facts provided by the student records of the university, however the assignment which did rely on interpretations was that of the presentation. For this assignment, I looked at the use of colour in manuscripts and how specific colours can be used to obtain educated judgements on individual’s social status and wealth. Here, I had to make interpretations based on four illuminated manuscripts and create a coherent presentation in order to put my points across.  The module helped me to gain an understanding that the ‘facts’ were not themselves always ‘simple’. Facts, even biographical facts, can be subject to interpretation, as well as bias, and the significance of the ‘fact’ being taken into consideration is also open to interpretation.
The aim of this course, and the researches that were carried out, is to provide the students with the skills necessary for archival work and to engage students with the archive material, allowing them to create interpretations of work and produce academic documents in relation to the archive. I believe that these aims have been achieved as I produced in each of the academic documents to the best of my ability and have developed the skills needed to work in an archive; skills that can be further applied later on in life.
There were a number of problems and difficulties throughout the module that I had to learn new ways of working around. The key problem being the fact that I was required to produce academic pieces of work that, as I have mentioned, I had not had to produce in other modules of my degree. Whilst I relished the challenge of learning to complete these different types of assignments, I did find a number of difficulties with each of the assignments. Firstly, with the student biography, the main problem was how to create a piece of writing which flowed and effectively provided the information about the student. Here, I worked around this by re-writing number of drafts and requesting that people read it to ensure that it flowed nicely. The resources used for this assignment were extremely significant as they allowed me to build up a picture of what my student would have been like when he was alive. Not only were the university records used, but also online resources to discover where my student was born and who his relatives were. I found the research aspect of this assignment thoroughly enjoyable, if a little sad due to the nature of it, and the research allowed me to further develop the skills that I can apply to future endeavours in academic fields.
With the second assignment, again the main problems and difficulties were based in the writing of the academic work. However, in this case I also found the research difficult as well, mainly due to the lack of experience with writing up a book biography. Fortunately, a guide was provided to help with this assignment. I was able to successfully follow this guide to produce the piece of work. Furthermore, this new style of assignment has allowed me to develop skills which I would have not developed prior to this. I am now able to understand a book biography, if I come across one in my academic or future careers, as well as being able to effectively produce such a document; an invaluable skill when considering possible careers in archiving and museums. I found that the contents of the source itself in this assignment were not as significant as the physical object itself. It was more concerned with the way the book was bound and its preservation than what was written. However, I did find examining the book in such a physical way an interesting experience as it allowed me to look past what I saw at face value; I could discover the doodles from past owners and learn a lot about how the book was made.
The third assignment, a presentation of your choice around the theme of medieval manuscripts and illuminations also provided a number of challenges which had to be worked around. In this case, I had to provide a presentation on artefacts from a time period which I do not specialise in. As an archaeologist who specialises in 20th Century archaeology, I had to step well out of my comfort zone when examining the medieval manuscripts. However, I enjoyed the chance to examine documents from a different time period to the one I am most interested in. I also found it initially difficult to consider a theme which linked the images together. I eventually managed to decide to take a more archaeological approach to the manuscripts and examine the use of colour, therefore, incorporating my degree scheme into a more historically based subject. The research was conducted mostly through the use of the archives by examining the colour of medieval illuminated manuscripts such as the Lampeter Bible (De Fiscampo, 1279). However, I also used archaeological journals in order to gain an understanding of the processes used throughout the identification process of colour of manuscripts (Wehling et al, 1999 and Aceto et al 2014). These journals were also used to identify the pigments and dyes themselves that would probably be used due to the fact that the archive had little information on the pigments that the manuscripts I examined would have been made up of. In order to obtain the best understanding as possible for the presentation, I had to combine the use of the material from the archive as well as academic journals.
I found the entire experience of working in the archives an interesting one. I was surprised by the wide variety of the types of assignments, although that may be due to my previous academic career. I particularly enjoyed the seminar on book binding as it allowed me to draw on my own hobbies of making books by hand, and allowed me to place it in a more historical context. 
However, despite the seminars which I did enjoy, there were some issues that I found throughout my experience in the archives. One thing I found was that some of marks took a very long time to be returned and, therefore, I would not be able to improve on any of the mistakes I had made in the previous assignments. However, the contrast between the different assignments did result in the fact that it might not be considered necessary to provide certain marks as it would not help us improve our work. I also found that the stark contrasts, as has been mentioned, between the assignments, although all beneficial to the archiving module, made it difficult for me to effectively create a style in which I could work to successfully produce the academic work. To combat this, I had to learn to adapt extremely quickly in order to produce work to the best of my ability. 
I would have also enjoyed being given the opportunity to work in the archive itself and see how the books and manuscripts are preserved instead of just working from the material to produce different assignments. Although aspects of this were touched upon in the lectures, I would have liked, as an archaeologist, the opportunity to work in the archive itself and see how the books are stored extremely beneficial and believe that this would have helped me in future career paths. 
Despite these issues that occurred during my own experience of the archive, I did enjoy being given the opportunity to handle archive material and hope to be given the opportunity to do so again. 
This essay has attempted to provide a reflective report on the course of seminars which I undertook as part of my degree. Throughout this report, I have examined the different types of coursework I undertook, any issues that I had to address and my own personal experience of the module. It has been a module that I have enjoyed, despite any difficulties along the way, and the skills that I have learnt will benefit me in my further academic career. 
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