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Time Team S20 Special - 1066 The Lost Battlefield

This video is an episode of Time Team, produced by the BBC and hosted by Tony Robinson, in which the titular team try to lay to rest the location of the Battle of Hastings of 1066 in which William the Conqueror defeated King Harold and would lead to Norman control of Great Britain. 
The most important axis in reviewing this video is education versus entertainment, as is the case with any TV show produced for a wide audience on a mainstream channel such as Channel 4. There are myriad instances in which aesthetic presentation is clearly leaning towards entertainment – the cut-away battle scenes illustrating the conflicts share a lot with the film 300 in presentation, with muted colour palettes, shaky camera work and dramatic music.
In fact, one of the most obvious facets of presentation is the music. One hears the dramatic music in the battle recreations, different but equally dramatic music over sweeping aerial shots of the site, more dramatic music over the discussion of the Bayeux Tapestry, and slow suspenseful music during the discussion of archaeological access. The reasoning for this is obvious – elevating the excitement and creating moods makes the product more exciting and more engaging to more audiences, and any loss of audience who may find such a presentation ‘distasteful’ are acceptable – Channel 4 are looking to sell advertising space after all. 
In this same vein of accessibility, Tony Robinson plays a fine role as host. While he may not do many favours for the perception of archaeology as something enjoyed by stuffy old men (and he does not try to), he presents in a friendly manner without pomp or overcomplication. He uses simple language when appropriate and comes across as knowledgeable despite being the voice to ask many questions to the experts and other members of the team that help to inform the viewer, and he does this all with a smile. The expectation of prior knowledge upon the audience is not great – almost all relevant details of the battle or the discussion around it are outlined in the programme by Robinson or by helpful experts. Again, this adds to accessibility to make the programme an easy watch.
The real core of the episode however is in the archaeological work itself, and the academic findings that result from it. In this, the programme is unfortunately lacking. Of course, it would not make for particularly exciting television (for most people, at least) to see endless clips of archaeologists on their hands and knees in trenches scraping away at layers of mud and finding rocks, and little else. Indeed, an episode of an archaeological programme in which one of the key points is that not a lot of evidence can be found, as is the case in this episode, makes for little possibility for exciting presentation of archaeology. This naturally leads to more discussion of the surrounding issues, discussing differing theories and of more time spent on the indulgent dramatic scenes. This is not necessarily a bad thing – we get more time on a quite extensive discussion of the Bayeux Tapestry, when a tenth of the time could be spent without losing critical information, for example. 
Because of this increased contact time with experts, the presentation of the experts becomes more important. Generally, they are treated with respect – Tony Robinson plays his part as a representative of the curious audience well, and he asks questions that allow the experts to fully explain and expand on their points, despite likely knowing the answers himself. However, this dignity cannot be said to be fully extended towards Nick Austin, who proposes a different theory of the battle site’s location to the two offered by the narrative of the programme (though obviously presented by the programme itself, even if discarded.). They allow Austin little screen time to explain and justify his theory, and once he does then there is another expert immediately at hand to argue against him and tell the audience why his theory does not hold water. Whether Austin’s theory is correct or not, none of the other theories are presented in such a way, and it could be seen as disrespectful to Austin to be shown in such a light. 
The final findings as presented are questionable – the Time Team researchers use the lack of archaeological findings on the two sites they’re exploring (neither of which are the Crowhurst site championed by Austin) and contemporary water levels combined with LIDAR scans of topography to conclude that the most likely site is in fact neither of the two sites but a nearby roundabout in the town of Battle. However, the presentation that seems to be declaring a near definite truth is at odds with the limited evidence presented during the programme. It may well have been that the team had found more evidence that could not be shown due to time restraints or not being ‘exciting’ enough for television, but one has to be wary of this especially when considering the treatment of Austin, who in his own video presented ample counterarguments to those laid out by Time Team. Why was none of this shown during the programme? It’s entirely possible that Time Team are trying to preserve their own authority and their own image, but it seems much more likely that either the fact that audiences not particularly interested in the rigorous academia and want concrete answers, or simple time restraints are to blame. 
The episode serves its goals well enough, though is lacking for the more entrenched enthusiast or academic. It presents the archaeology of a battle that most people are familiar to and likely have at least some interest in, relevant as it is to the national British identity, in a manner that is accessible and interesting, without sacrificing truth in any blatant or ‘offensive’ way.
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