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PREFACE AND ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS

I became interested in archaeology when, as a bored twelve year-old on a rainy day in Tintagel, I wandered into a small supermarket selling bargain paperback books and bought one on the history and archaeology behind the Arthurian legend. By the time I finished reading it, I realized that there was a lot more to this period of British history – the fifth to seventh centuries AD – than searching for Arthur. I was especially fascinated by how much was yet to be discovered by archaeological research.
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However, this book is on what originally fascinated me so much about Western Britain and the British North in the fifth to seventh centuries, the enduring mysteries of this period, and the possibility of solving them, within decades rather than centuries, through archaeology and historical research. I hope that readers will find it equally fascinating and see how far we have come over recent decades with shedding light on what some people call Britain’s ‘Dark Age’.
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As a student, it was a privilege to learn about the archaeology of this period from Leslie Alcock, Ralegh Radford and Philip Rahtz. I was introduced to identifying imported pottery by Charles Thomas, going through box after box from Tintagel and other sites in Cornwall in the stores of the Royal Institution of Cornwall Museum in Truro, when I was nineteen. In the twentieth century, these same four people – Alcock, Radford, Rahtz and Thomas – had established the field of archaeological research on the fifth- to seventh-century Britons as it exists today.

This book also benefits from informal conversations in Cornwall, at various times from my teenage years to the present, with Bill Arnold, Fred Curtis, Jim May, Joe Parsons, Mark Symons and Chris Weight. I am, of course, also grateful to the many farmers in the Tintagel area who have given access to their land for my archaeological fieldwork. However, in Tintagel, special thanks to Peter Dyer and Harry Sandercock, without whom the Tintagel Hinterland Project would have been impossible.

Last, but by no means least, my former PhD co-supervisor, David Dumville, who died in 2024, discussed all the historical questions covered here with me, including that of the historical Arthur – on which he initiated the current phase of historical interpretation – on numerous occasions, literally over decades. I hope, and think, that he would have liked this book, even if he disapproved of ‘Arthur’ being in its subtitle!
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FIGURE 1. Major fifth- to seventh-century British kingdoms and the Roman-period civitates which preceded them. © Ken Dark.





Introduction

What happened at the end of Roman Britain, and even what exactly we mean by the phrase ‘the end of Roman Britain’, are controversial questions for archaeologists and historians. This is no recent controversy – it has persisted throughout my whole professional career, having started well before that, and shows no sign of being resolved. In summary, current opinions range between those who argue that the Roman period in Britain ended in a catastrophic collapse of society, culture and economy in the early fifth century, and those who think that the end of Roman Britain was a slow process in which much of Roman culture survived into the fifth and sixth centuries. There are many nuances in between.

What is more certain is that some, perhaps many, Britons (that is, people descended from the inhabitants of Roman Britain) emigrated overseas during and after the fifth century. These migrations turned the area of western France called by the Romans ‘Armorica’ into Brittany, named for its new population. Another area with apparently less substantial migration was Galicia in north-west Spain. The Britons, whether by the sixth century they lived in Britain, Brittany or Spain, had been converted to Christianity in the late fourth and fifth centuries. Consequently, it is telling that even Galicia had so many Britons that they had to have their own bishop.

There may have been other areas with British (in this book meaning ‘of the Britons’) communities. For example, in the late fifth century a British commander – either from Britain or Brittany – named Riothamus, is said to have led an army of 12,000 men into central France, the defeated remnants of which are last attested entering Burgundy.

While this British emigration was happening, people – often called by modern scholars the ‘Anglo-Saxons’ – from north of the continental frontier of the Roman Empire migrated across the North Sea into eastern Britain. The number and exact identities of these migrants, along with the reasons why they wanted to move into new territory and the timescale on which they did so, have been matters of scholarly controversy for decades, as has the extent to which British communities survived in the east of the island. But, by the end of the sixth century at latest, kings claiming descent from these ‘Anglo-Saxon’ migrants had established their rule across the whole of what had been the south-east of Roman Britain.

In the west and north it was a different story. There, the Britons set up their own kingdoms, which resisted ‘Anglo-Saxon’ political control for centuries. Even at the start of the seventh century, most of what had been Roman Britain remained under the rule of British kings. It was only during that century that these kings finally lost control of most of what is today England. Even then, they held onto Cornwall for centuries: the death of the last recorded British king of Cornwall, Doniert, was in 875.

This seventh-century political takeover by the ‘Anglo-Saxon’ kings created Wales, with its border approximately along the line of the eighth-century earthwork called Offa’s Dyke. By that time, ironically, most ‘Anglo-Saxons’ were probably of mixed British and ‘Anglo-Saxon’ descent. Following a papal mission to Kent in 597, by the end of the seventh century they also had been converted to Christianity, the same religion as their British neighbours. While the language of the ‘Anglo-Saxons’ – which we call ‘Old English’ – had become dominant in their own kingdoms, Brittonic (the Celtic language spoken by the Britons) remained spoken in Wales as Welsh and in Cornwall as Cornish.

The final vestiges of British political control took a long time to be extinguished. The British kingdom of Gwynedd, in north-west Wales, was only conquered by King Edward I of England in 1282. It was the last area of what had been the Western Roman Empire to leave the control of rulers descended from local Roman citizens.

Although the Eastern Roman Empire (often today called the ‘Byzantine Empire’) had lived on in the eastern Mediterranean – it only fell there in 1453 – the Britons were unique in the west in preserving their independence for so long. Elsewhere, attempts to establish kingdoms ruled by the descendants of Roman citizens were short-lived. By the sixth century Western Europe was a patchwork of kingdoms, but these were – except in Britain – kingdoms established by peoples who had moved into what had once been territories of the Roman Empire.

Consequently, the history and archaeology of the fifth- to seventh-century British kings are of much more than regional, or even national, significance. It is relevant to the whole story, and explanation, of how and why the Roman Empire ended, and of how the later cultures and kingdoms of Western Europe originated. Nationally, it is also crucial to understanding the origins of England, Scotland and Wales. But, compared to other peoples of this period, the Britons are seldom discussed.

Few written sources survive for the Britons in this period – that is the reason it is sometimes referred to as ‘Dark Age’ (nothing to do with their lack of intelligence, civilization or sophistication) – so our knowledge of them relies heavily upon archaeological research, the study of the past through its physical evidence. Scarce written evidence also means that the few available sources assume a much greater importance than might otherwise be the case. These sources – written in Latin and the Celtic languages – show that their heritage in the Roman Empire and Christian beliefs inherited from that Roman background were the basis of their self-identity.

The key text for understanding the British kings of this period is De Excidio Britonum (‘Concerning the Ruin of the Britons’), probably more correctly called De Excidio Britanniae (‘Concerning the Ruin of Britain’). The author, Gildas, strongly criticizes five British kings, calling them tyranni in Latin. Although tyrannus (the singular of tyranni) is often translated as ‘tyrant’ – hence ‘tyrants’ in the title of this book – it really means just someone who has no legal authority to govern. That said, according to Gildas, the British kings criticized were in our sense tyrannical!

Gildas mentions other British kings without naming them. These, and British rulers before and after Gildas’ time, are the ‘Lost Kings’ of this book’s title. Gildas and his account of the British kings are the subject of Chapter 2 here, and current knowledge of the ‘Lost Kings’ based on other sources is covered in Chapters 3 and 4.

The title of this book also refers to traders, the subject of Chapter 5. One of the things we know most certainly about the British kings is that they traded with overseas merchants. Imported goods – especially pottery – have been found across much of Western Britain, and in British contexts north of Hadrian’s Wall. These show how, rather than being an isolated island at the end of the known world, the Britons were in contact with France, Spain and the Mediterranean.

The place where these imports were first found by modern archaeologists is Tintagel Head on the north coast of Cornwall. Even today, more imported pottery of this date has been found at Tintagel than anywhere else in Britain. Almost certainly a royal centre, it was probably a court of the ruler of Dumnonia, the British kingdom encompassing all of Cornwall and Devon, and part of Somerset, the sixth-century king of which – Constantine – Gildas denounces. Its exceptional importance to the archaeological study of the British kings means that Tintagel, the subject of Chapter 1, is considered in greater depth than any other site in this book and deserves a place in its title.

Recognizing imported pottery and glass enabled archaeologists to identify British sites of this date for the first time. However, except in south-west England, these imported goods are rarely found, so that elsewhere in Britain even settlements which may be royal often have only one or two pieces (what archaeologists call ‘sherds’) of imported pottery or one or two fragments (‘shards’) of imported glass, if that. Some areas seem to have had little or no access to these types of objects at all.

The Britons themselves made few distinctive objects during this period. At most British sites of this date, locally made objects look like those manufactured in the preceding Roman period. In fact, the Britons probably also kept on using actual Roman-period objects until they broke or wore out. This means that the material culture, in the sense of the everyday objects, used by fifth- to seventh-century Britons probably looked much like that of their fourth-century ancestors. Without other dating evidence this makes occupation of this date hard to recognize across much of Western and Northern Britain. Radiocarbon dating and other laboratory-based methods of archaeological dating help identify some sites, of course, but these types of ‘scientific’ dating depend upon the availability of suitable samples and undisturbed deposits, which is often far rarer than might be hoped.

Lastly, we come to the controversial question of whether Arthur, popularly known as King Arthur, was a real person or just a myth. If he was real, he was almost certainly a Briton of this period. Tintagel has also had a legendary association with King Arthur since at least the early twelfth century, when it features as Arthur’s birthplace in the fictional De Gestis Britonum (‘Concerning the deeds of the Britons’), previously and more widely known as the Historia Regum Britanniae (‘History of the Kings of Britain’), written by Geoffrey of Monmouth. Although this medieval ‘bestseller’ made King Arthur internationally famous, Arthur had been a British hero since at least the early ninth century. For these reasons and, of course, his enduring fame, the historical existence – that is ‘historicity’ – or otherwise, of Arthur is the topic of the last chapter. After all, in many ways, Arthur is the ultimate ‘lost king’ of Britain.

Who is this book for?
This book is for three main groups of readers. First, the general reader just wanting to know more about the British kings and kingdoms of this period. There is no up-to-date and reliable equivalent work for them to read.

Second, it is for students of archaeology, history and other subjects who need an introduction to the fifth- to seventh-century Britons and the sources for them. This could be in the context of undergraduate or postgraduate (in US terms, graduate) degrees or continuing education. Likewise, there is no up-to-date introduction to this subject suitable for that purpose.

Third, it is for archaeologists and historians. For them, every chapter includes my own, previously unpublished, research-based discussions or interpretations. That is, this is a research work rather than simply a guide to current knowledge. Because there is no overall specialist consensus on fifth- to seventh-century Britons in general or the specific themes discussed here, any book on this subject must necessarily present the author’s own interpretations. It is, therefore, easy to incorporate original research here.

Introducing the political geography of fourth- to seventh-century Britain
Before progressing with the first chapter, it may be useful to set out the framework of the political geography of Late Roman Britain and the British kingdoms which succeeded it, as these may be unfamiliar to many readers.

In the fourth century, much of the island of Britain was under Roman rule, as it had been since AD 43. By the end of that century, the former Roman province of Britannia – all the island south of Hadrian’s Wall, which runs between the modern cities of Carlisle and Newcastle – was divided into four smaller provinces, each with their own administrative capital. The ones which concern us here are Britannia Prima, the west of Britain south of the River Mersey – with its capital at Cirencester – and Britannia Secunda, the area north of the Mersey and the River Humber as far as Hadrian’s Wall, with its capital at York. These provinces were subdivided into civitates (singular civitas), county-sized administrative units, each also with their own capitals (called by archaeologists civitas-capitals) at major towns. A fifth province, Valentia, might have existed from the late fourth century, although this may have been just a renamed version of Britannia Prima, or even the area between Hadrian’s Wall and the long-disused Roman Antonine Wall to its north, approximately running between modern Glasgow and Edinburgh.

British kingdoms emerged across what had been Britannia Prima in the fifth century (Figure 1). Those we can be confident existed by the sixth century are Gwynedd in north-west Wales, Dyfed in south-west Wales, Gwent in south Wales, Brycheiniog immediately north of Gwent, Powys on the Welsh border and, as has already been mentioned, Dumnonia in south-west England. All except Brycheiniog probably had their origins in Roman period civitates.

The kingdom of Brycheiniog could well have been part of Dyfed for some of its history, as both had an Irish rather than British cultural identity. Inscriptions attest that the Irish language was spoken in these areas in the fifth and sixth centuries, but whether this means that the kingdoms were established by immigrants from Ireland is highly debatable. The Roman-period linguistic border between Irish and the Brittonic language is only assumed, rather than known, to have been the Irish Sea.

There may well have been other British kingdoms which are less well attested, or even unattested, in written sources. The most probable are a post-Roman equivalent of the civitas of the Dobunni, broadly where Gloucestershire is today, and another the equivalent of the civitas of the Durotriges, approximating to Dorset and part of Somerset.

We also know of four British kingdoms in the North. The kingdom of Rheged is usually agreed to have encompassed the Lake District, but how far it extended outside that area has long been debated. Elmet may have been much smaller, and is known to have been around Leeds, but again how far beyond that is uncertain. North of Hadrian’s Wall, written sources attest two other British kingdoms: one later called Strathclyde, centred on Glasgow and the River Clyde; and the Gododdin, in the east of Scotland south of, and centred on, Edinburgh.

All these kingdoms probably comprised hierarchies of smaller kingdoms, which modern historians call sub-kingdoms. A few of these sub-kingdoms, such as Ercing (also spelt Erging or Ergyng) in Herefordshire, were big enough to feature in what might be contemporary written sources from the seventh century but, as we shall see in Chapter 2, others were very small.

A further complication is that at some point during this period, Gwent, which has a name derived from a Roman town – Venta Silurum, the civitas-capital of the Silures – was divided into two parts: Gwent in the south-east and Glywysing in the central part of south Wales. Later, other major kingdoms were subdivided, but that was after the period discussed in this book.

There may also have been British kingdoms in the eastern part of what had been Roman Britain, but their existence is so uncertain that they are left undiscussed here. In Argyll there was the Irish kingdom of Dál Riata and to the north of that – and of all the British kingdoms – were the kingdoms of the Picts.

Consequently, Britain was no longer administered as a single political unit after the end of the Roman Empire. There was no king of Britain in any part of the period covered here, as much as a few rulers might have aspired to that role.

A few practicalities
I shall use the BC/AD system of dating, conventional elsewhere in the European archaeology of the first millennium. Metric measurement is used throughout this book. The term ‘circa’ – that is, ‘around’ – is abbreviated to ‘c.’.

When used of a point made elsewhere in this book, ‘above’ means earlier, ‘below’ means later.

In describing shape, rectilinear means ‘more-or-less rectangular’ and curvilinear means ‘more-or-less circular’. These terms are especially useful, because many fifth- to seventh-century buildings and enclosures fall into one of these two categories.

In the sense used here, a ‘hillfort’ is a hilltop or hillslope enclosure, usually for settlement.

Geographical areas and locations are described in terms of modern Britain. For example, England and Wales are used as geographical terms, without implying their existence as political units or identities in the centuries being discussed here. The term ‘the West Country’ is reserved for the historic counties of Dorset, Somerset and Gloucestershire as a region. Likewise, ‘south-west England’ is used as a geographical term for Cornwall and Devon. When capitalized, ‘Western Britain’ refers to the south-west, West Country and Wales; the ‘British North’ to the areas under British rule in this period north of the River Mersey.

‘Roman’ refers to the Roman Empire and its culture as a whole – including Roman provincial cultures – and ‘Byzantine’ to the continuation of the Roman Empire in the eastern Mediterranean after the fifth century. ‘Medieval’ is used to designate the Norman period, starting nationally in 1066, until the sixteenth century. ‘Modern’ indicates the period from the Reformation onward.

‘Irish’ refers to people and cultures of the island of Ireland and to their Celtic language. ‘Anglo-Saxon’ refers to those populations and artefacts usually described in that way by British archaeologists over the past century.

‘Archaeology’ is used here to mean reconstruction of the past based on material sources, such as pottery or the remains of buildings. ‘History’ is reconstruction of the past based on written sources. Overlapping with both archaeology and history, ‘epigraphy’ means the study of inscriptions. Historical linguistics, or ‘philology’, is also a useful source of information about this period, applied both to the study of the meaning and dating of place-names, especially those in the Celtic languages, and to understanding and dating written texts.

Elsewhere in Europe and the Middle East, local communities and their cultures in the fifth to seventh centuries have often been considered part of ‘Late Antiquity’, and so termed ‘Late Antique’. These are useful terms, applying to any community or its products combining in this period anything of Roman provincial, Christian and non-Roman cultures. As such, ‘Late Antique’ is the most appropriate term for the society and culture of the fifth- to seventh-century Britons, and ‘Late Antiquity’ for this period of British history

Although some archaeologists and historians use ‘post-Roman’ or ‘sub-Roman’ to describe the Britons’ in the period covered by this book, both terms are problematical. Post-Roman is so vague as to be useless unless qualified by ‘immediately’ as ‘immediately post-Roman’. ‘Sub-Roman’, while meaning only ‘derived from Roman’, can convey the wrong impression about the period overall, by sounding as if suggesting that something is ‘sub-standard’. However, it can be useful when describing something obviously copying what was considered Roman, like a fifth-century copy of a Roman pot.

Perhaps the worst term for this period, long popular with historians, is ‘early medieval’. Almost everything about British society, economy and culture in the fifth to seventh centuries was an innovation which failed to last beyond the seventh century, or looked back to the Iron Age immediately before the Roman conquest, or is found in the Roman period and often ceased before or during the seventh century. That is, whatever continuity there was from the Roman period, there was much less continuity from the seventh to later centuries. If ‘early medieval’ is applicable to the Britons at all it is only, therefore, in the eighth century at earliest, after the massive political, cultural and economic upheavals discussed below in the latter part of Chapter 5.

The term ‘early medieval’ is especially problematical because many people think of King Arthur as living in a time and place in which truly ‘medieval’ things, such as knights, suits of armour and castles, were common. To give an example, I remember walking up the muddy path to South Cadbury hillfort, also occasionally called ‘Cadbury Camelot’ because it has been claimed Arthur had his court there, behind a tourist couple, when one of them exclaimed in exasperation: ‘I can’t see the towers yet!’ They were thinking of the movie version of ‘many towered Camelot’, but South Cadbury’s fortifications were really built of timber, drystone and earth, impressive in the sixth century but today looking like a series of, to be fair quite large, humps and bumps in the grass.

Lastly, it must be said that inclusion of an archaeological site, or any other place, in this book cannot be taken to mean that it is publicly accessible. A few sites mentioned, such as Tintagel Head, are open to visitors. However, most places referred to in this book are either on private land, for which the landowner’s permission is required to visit, or have been destroyed since they were excavated. What is more, almost all the sites and monuments mentioned here are protected by law and any disturbance on or around them without formal written government or ecclesiastical permission is illegal.

Referencing
To avoid clogging up the text for the general reader with bibliographical notes, the references for what I say when based on an archaeological site, object or academic work published before 2000 can be found in my 1994 book Civitas to Kingdom: British Political Continuity 300–800 and my 2000 book Britain and the End of the Roman Empire. Naturally, some of the interpretations or dating of archaeological material or texts presented there have been superseded by discoveries and analysis since then. When that is so, you can find my own current position in this book. For material or interpretations published after 2000, especially important books and papers for that chapter, or in support of my own original interpretations published for the first time here, please see the Bibliographic Essay at the end of the book.




[image: A colour photograph shows a moss-covered rectangular stone lying on an earthen bank beside a shallow stream, its surface partially obscured by bright green moss. Faint, weathered Latin inscriptions run lengthwise down the centre, surrounded by small pebbles, dark soil, and ferns.]
FIGURE 2. The Slaughterbridge inscribed stone in north-east Cornwall. © Ken Dark.





1

Tintagel: Where History and Legend Meet Archaeology

Introduction
The magnificent thirteenth-century ruins of Tintagel castle, on a craggy coastal headland – Tintagel Head, or Tintagel Island as it is sometimes called – attract literally thousands of visitors each day in the tourist season (Figures 3 and 4). Slate cliffs tower above a broad sandy bay, Tintagel Haven (or ‘Castle Haven’), with its own waterfall. But what draws the crowds is the association – dating to at least the twelfth century, before the castle was built – between Tintagel and the Arthurian legend.

In the modern period, this combination of coastal beauty and legend has proved so popular with tourists that the economy of the nearby village is based upon the Arthurian associations of the castle. Once called Trevena, it is known today as ‘Tintagel village’ and full of Arthurian-themed businesses, from the King Arthur Café to the Camelot Castle Hotel. One of the main tourist attractions in the village is an early twentieth-century, pseudo-medieval building, ‘King Arthur’s Great Halls’, with evocative displays about the Arthurian legend based primarily on Alfred, Lord Tennyson’s Idylls of the King – a Victorian retelling of Sir Thomas Malory’s fifteenth-century work of Arthurian fiction, Le Morte d’Arthur. This is adorned with heraldic shields, a round table, throne and stained-glass windows illustrating the Arthurian legend.


[image: An aerial colour photograph of a rugged coastal headland with a wide grassy plateau edged by steep, layered rock cliffs. Below, deep blue water churns against the base, forming white foam along the jagged shoreline. A narrow footpath winds across the clifftop and continues toward a smaller adjoining outcrop in the distance to the right, separated by a rocky inlet.]
FIGURE 3. Tintagel Head in north-east Cornwall from the air, showing the plateau and in the distance, on the right, Barras Nose. By John Fielding from Norwich, UK, licensed under the Creative Commons Attribution 2.0 Generic license.


[image: An eye-level photograph of the slanting sea cliffs of Tintagel Head rising steeply from blue-green water. Layered grey rock is dotted with sparse vegetation, while a modern footbridge on the right connects the mainland to the headland with small figures crossing. In the foreground, rocks are speckled with orange lichen under a clear blue sky.]
FIGURE 4. Tintagel Head from the south-west, showing its naturally defensible sea cliffs. © Ken Dark.

Just when you think that things could get no more Arthurian, there is a life-size ‘sword in the stone’ outside one of the pubs – complete with warning sign not to pull out the sword – and a gold-coloured statue of a knight in full medieval armour, complete with lance and shield, on the roof of another.

Tintagel Haven and the Iron Gate
Before discussing the headland itself, it is worth briefly considering the harbour beside it. The Elizabethan maritime hero Sir Richard Grenville conducted a survey of the defensive features and landing places at Tintagel in 1583, when the castle was already a partial ruin, writing that Tintagel Haven was a good sandy bay in which to anchor. Earlier, an Extent (tax assessment) of the Duchy of Cornwall of 1345 implies that five fishing boats moored there. In Grenville’s estimation four or five of the largest ships could also anchor at the Iron Gate – the medieval landing place on the headland itself – in most weather. It was probably here that timber for fifteen three-piece trusses for the stable roof, forty-five lengths in all, was brought in 1306 from Padstow to Tintagel.

The Iron Gate landing place on the head seems to have been disused when the castle was abandoned but, as late as the start of the twentieth century, Tintagel Haven was used by ships. Fred Curtis, a local man, in his eighties when I met him in about 1980, said that he could just remember boys running down to the harbour to see ‘Captain Calloway’ come in to the haven with his sailing ship. Curtis said that this was only possible at high tide, so Captain Calloway had six hours to load and unload.

James McBlane – a Cornish maritime archaeologist specializing in the identification of anchorages worldwide – tells me that the large rock in the middle of Tintagel Haven enables longer-term anchorage for sailing ships. This system requires only ropes and simple pulleys being used to secure the ship aft and stern, enabling the vessel to be held firm in all but the roughest seas. Using it, sailing ships could anchor overnight. As James points out, such a system can be seen in action in the nineteenth-century photograph reproduced here (Figure 5).

In his 2015–16 archaeological survey of Tintagel Haven for the Cornwall Archaeological Unit (CAU) and English Heritage (EH), the Cornish archaeologist Peter Herring analysed traces of two pre-castle trackways immediately outside the medieval gate of the castle. One approached the gateway from the landward side, showing that the route to Tintagel Head was across the fields east of Tintagel church, rather than the modern tourist track today through Castle Valley. The other zigzagged up from the haven to Tintagel Head in a way which suggests that it was designed to be monitored from the headland. As we shall see later in this chapter, the Iron Gate landing place was also used long before the castle was built. Evidence for this comes from archaeological excavation on the headland, which has produced other fascinating evidence of Tintagel’s royal and commercial past.


[image: A sepia-toned nineteenth-century photograph shows a sailing vessel moored on the beach at Tintagel Haven, positioned near the shoreline between steep rocky cliffs. A narrow winding path leads up the rugged hillside towards stone ruins visible on the crest. The water appears calm, with small figures visible near the vessel.]
FIGURE 5. Nineteenth-century photograph of a sailing ship secured on the beach at Tintagel Haven, using the anchoring system described in the text. Source: Historic England Archive.

Excavation at Tintagel Head, 1845–1960
The first excavation on Tintagel Head, in 1845, found graves lined with stones on the south side of the headland, one of which contained a pottery vessel. In Cornwall, pots were seldom, if ever, put in graves after the Roman period, so this probably refers to a pre-Roman or Roman-period burial.

In 1855, digging in the ruins of medieval Saint Juliot’s chapel on the landward side of the plateau of Tintagel Head found what archaeologists today would call ‘long-cists’, graves where the body is surrounded and covered by un-mortared stone slabs. Then, in 1918, following a cliff fall from below the Inner Ward of the medieval castle, forty objects, mostly pottery but also stone and fragments of bones, were collected from the beach below. Separately, a small, ring-cross-shaped, copper-alloy object, probably a Frankish import of the sixth century, was also found on Tintagel Head prior to the Second World War but has since been lost.

The first proper archaeological excavations at Tintagel began in 1930. Henry Jenner, a historian, suggested in an academic paper that the castle might have been the site of a pre-Norman ‘Celtic monastery’. This, and the need to display the castle ruin when it passed into state ownership, led Courtenay Arthur Ralegh Radford – usually just called Ralegh Radford – to excavate there on behalf of the Ministry of Works (MOW, a predecessor of English Heritage). Radford (born in 1900) became a leading archaeologist of the mid-twentieth century and is usually considered the founder of the archaeological study of the fifth- to seventh-century Britons. It was excavating at Tintagel that established his reputation.




[image: An elevated view of two roofless rectangular stone ruins at Tintagel Head on a grassy cliff above a calm blue sea. Grey stone walls of stacked slate are partly covered with dry grass and wildflowers, with a rocky hill to the left and a gentle slope to the water on the right under a clear sky.]
FIGURE 6. Partially reconstructed ruin of a fifth- to seventh-century building on Site C at Tintagel Head, showing the general appearance of the structures excavated by Ralegh Radford. © Ken Dark.

Radford’s excavations were by far the most extensive ever undertaken on Tintagel Head, lasting from 1930 until 1960. A turning point came in 1933, when he found drystone structures both on a terrace on the east of the headland and by the medieval chapel (Figure 6). Thereafter, he recognized similar buildings at ten locations (called by Radford ‘sites’ and labelled by him A–J) (Figure 7). Some of these were on terraces on the hillslope down to Tintagel Haven, others on the headland plateau and some, in more fragmentary form, under both the medieval castle’s Inner and Upper Wards. Mostly, they had floors of compressed black soil, but a few were floored with stone slabs.

Site A, around – and partly cut through by – the medieval chapel, was the most extensive and complicated series of buildings, plainly of several building phases. Radford realized that the relationship of the drystone buildings to the medieval chapel necessitated that some at least pre-dated the castle.




[image: A black-and-white site plan presents a layout of Tintagel Head, outlining the island’s rugged coastline and labelling excavation locations at the Tintagel Castle as Sites A through G. It also marks features such as a garden, tunnel, wells, and the Inner and Outer Wards, with a north arrow, scale in feet, and the title ‘Tintagel Castle’ below.]
FIGURE 7. Radford’s plan of Tintagel Head, showing the location and plan of his Sites A, B, C, D, E, F and G and the medieval castle’s Inner and Outer Wards. The latest plan of the headland, so detailed that it cannot be reproduced on a scale suitable for inclusion here, is available online via the Archaeology Data Service at: https://archaeologydataservice.ac.uk/library/browse/issue.xhtml?recordId=1141147. 

At Site A, Radford also found what he interpreted as a leacht – an open-air, free-standing, Christian altar of a type known from early monastic sites in Ireland. Other structures were also associated with stone-built features. At Site D there was what is probably a corn-drying kiln, Site F had underfloor channels – perhaps drains – and there were the stone bases of benches or cupboards on Sites B, C and F, discussed below. However, the most impressive pre-castle feature, which Radford called ‘the Great Ditch’, was on the mainland. This is a massive earthen bank beneath the wall of the medieval castle’s Outer Ward, with a deep and wide external ditch. On this basis, Radford realized that there was an extensive and enclosed pre-castle settlement on the headland.

Although excavation methods at this time were much less developed than those of today, when he made these discoveries Radford was aware of the best archaeological fieldwork practice of the day, not least through his friendship with (later, Sir) Mortimer Wheeler, the pioneer of the standard excavation method of the mid-twentieth century. Finds were kept by soil layer, and both finds and layers numbered so that they could be related to each other. Plans and sections were drawn by an MOW draughtsman after each trench had been fully excavated, a few photographs taken and details written down by Radford in notebooks, of which two copies were eventually made. One copy was destroyed in wartime bombing; another kept in Radford’s Devon cottage until at least the 1980s seems to have subsequently been lost.

In practice, Radford’s work at Tintagel involved two excavation techniques, both using long trenches, typically four feet wide.
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