To what extent can projects like ‘City Witness: Place and Perspective in Medieval Swansea’ deepen our understanding of a historical period?
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Digital projects such as ‘City Witness: Place and Perspective in Medieval Swansea’ provide us with additional insight into historical periods through a multi-modal medium. The researchers involved have access to technology which aid both visual understanding and ease of research which enables them to relay their findings to others in an easy and accessible way. The digital presentation of these projects also allows the general public to gain a deeper understanding as there is generally easy access to technology for most. However, these projects require funding to ensure the digitalisation of research is to a high standard to be used to develop understanding and there is only limited funding which, if not adequate, can greatly limit the usefulness of these projects. Overall, this essay argues projects such as ‘City Witness: Place and Perspective in Medieval Swansea’ have the potential to greatly deepen our understanding of historical periods, however, there are still factors present at this point in developing such digital resources which mean they deepen our understanding only to a limited extent.
The accessibility of the information gained from projects such as ‘City Witness: Place and Perspective in Medieval Swansea’ can greatly deepen our collective understanding of the researched historical period as they enable a more widespread sharing of information. Anyone who interacts with the websites made for these projects, whether they are an academic or part of the general public, has easy and free access to the researchers’ work, as opposed to either paying to read academic books on the historical period at hand, or needing to conduct individual research, which can be timely, and require specialised knowledge and/or access to protected archives, which can be very inaccessible to many. These projects offer a free alternative which can lead to scholars having the ability to both learn and add their own input, whether it be in line with the research or opposing, creating a deeper and more conceptualised understanding academically. The general public having equal access to academic research also allows a deeper collective understanding of historical periods, leading to greater appreciation and preservation of historical sites.
The interactive nature of the digital projects also allows those of different ages and levels of academia to gain a deeper understanding of historical periods. ‘City Witness: Place and Perspective in Medieval Swansea’ has a game on their website which is engaging for all ages, creating a wider reach of audience, contributing to the communal understanding of the public.
However, despite the ease of digital mediums in accessibility of projects, creating these resources requires funding which is a factor which can greatly limit the ability a project has to deepen our understanding depending on the amount awarded to said projects. ‘City Witness: Place and Perspective in Medieval Swansea’ was funded by the Arts and Humanities Research Council, which can only award around 700 research funds per year (GOV.UK n.d), therefore not all similar projects have the money to produce the most effective and useful resources. There is a need to constantly change and adapt the digital mediums research is available on due to the ever-changing nature of digitalisation (Kretzschmar and potter, 2010) which require workers and funding to achieve, both of which are difficult to get. James McGrath (Boyles et al., 2018) outlines how the workers needed to conduct the much needed labour to maintain digital programmes are often ‘underpaid, or even missing completely from the planning and implementation stages of these projects’, showing if a project isn’t adequately funded, the resources made and used will be to a lower standard limiting their usefulness in deepening understanding of historical periods in both immediate and future uses. 
Digital projects also have accessibility limitations due to the sheer number of publications available. The internet allows a large number of people, both academic and not, to publish their own materials which can be varying levels of usefulness and reliability. Due to the number of links that appear from an internet search, on average a search through Google on a mobile gets 8.5 organic results per page (Josifovska, 2022), one who is not certain how to find the most credible sources has the potential to select links to projects which are not the most informative and miss the ones with more substantial research and information. Furthermore, a common debate in the field of digital humanities is deciding which works should be preserved digitally (Smith, 2004). The conflict of this due to differing opinions results in many different sources to get similar information on, as shown by the number of google search results, instead of a centralised, easy to navigate resource. This shows it is easy for projects to get ‘lost’ to the huge number of online publications, limiting how accessible they are and therefore limiting how they can deepen our understanding.
However, looking at the research projects themselves, the researchers have the ability to gain historical insights that otherwise may not be made without technology. ‘City Witness: Place and Perspective in Medieval Swansea’ created visuals based on their GIS research to recreate Medieval Swansea. Multiple versions were made with varying levels of interpretation added since very little still exists of the structures present at the time (City Witness, n.d). There are limits to the use of these visuals as the interpretations cannot be taken as fact as there isn’t the evidence to confidently support them, however they are very useful in deepening understanding of historical periods as it provides a visual aid to which help engagement with the work.
Overall, projects like ‘City Witness: Place and Perspective in Medieval Swansea’, deepen our understanding of a historical period to a partial extent. There is the potential for these projects to be significantly more useful at deepening our understanding, however at this point there are too many limitations which mean the resources made only have short term usefulness as they constantly need updating to ensure the operating systems work, which isn’t sustainable for many projects. The use of technology in the projects is extremely useful in conducting research which would be difficult/impossible to do otherwise, however this is outweighed by the requirements for maintaining the technology long term. 
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