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Archaeology for Well-being

Simon Kaner and Andy Hutcheson

Abstract

As archaeologists with an interest in the longue durée and in landscape change we have come to the view that
people shape and experience landscapes in an embodied way through social and material networks (Tilley
1994; Tilley and Cameron-Daum 2017; Strathern 1999; Fowler 2004; Merleau-Ponty 1945 [2012]). Questions
around how landscapes were experienced in the past and how personhood was constituted are on-going
interests. These ideas flow into thinking about what constitutes health and well-being, and how heritage,

landscape, places, and ideology contribute to contemporary mind-states.

We began developing the Later Norfolk Prehistoric in late July 2021 when a workshop was held with
archaeologists, schoolteachers, and potential volunteers, visiting two prehistoric Norfolk sites: Arminghall
Henge and Warham Camp Hillfort. Although both these sites are well-known, key research questions remain
to be asked. Both were felt to be compelling places for a community archaeology project with a focus on health
and well-being. We made the decision to devote the time to developing a set of funding proposals.

We next involved the Restoration Trust, a charity focused on the benefits of heritage for people suffering
from poor mental health who we knew from their work on the Human Henge and the Burgh Castle Almanac
projects. These projects focused on the creative exploration of a historic landscape.

A central aim of the Later Prehistoric Norfolk Project is to extend the work of previous projects and explore
the potential benefits of taking part in archaeological fieldwork and research for well-being. Pioneering work
in this area has been done by the UK Ministry of Defence through the work of Operation Nightingale
(Winterton 2014; Everill et al. 2020). That work showed improvements in well-being amongst military
veterans participating in the 2018 fieldwork season, demonstrating a reduction in depression, anxiety, and
perceptions of isolation, with increased feelings of being valued (Everill ef al. 2020). Questions of specificity
remain; what is causing these improvements? Is it finding a place in a structured social setting? Is it being
outdoors? Or is it the nature of the work and perhaps a mindfulness that it elicits? Based on the work of
Operation Nightingale, there is now a global interest in the therapeutic use of archaeology, particularly for
veterans (Everill et al. 2020: 213).

Community archaeology can be a collaborative way for people from potentially diverse backgrounds, to



explore and produce narratives related to the past and its relationship to the present. What can be gleaned from
recent research in this area is a strong potential for heritage as a way of maintaining and improving well-being,
particularly through engagement with ancient landscapes, and that the practice of archacology can make a
difference to people’s mental health. We are in a mental health crisis in the UK and there is a need to create
programmes connecting people to landscapes and heritage, alongside mainstream medical practice. Everill
(2022) points out that for many, the process of undertaking archaeological fieldwork and the methodological
systems employed are appealing and perhaps in themselves can be therapeutic; further noting that William
Cunnington, a pioneer of the subject, suffered from a pituitary gland disorder, acromegaly, and may have found
relief in the methodologies he developed which later become the commonplace practices of archaeology.

Two previous projects led by Simon Kaner and latterly Sam Nixon, were also influential in determining
the course of the Later Prehistoric Norfolk Project. The first was a programme twinning of the Neolithic flint
mine of Grimes Graves, Thetford, with the Jomon period obsidian mine of Hoshikuso, Nagawa-machi.
Thetford Ancient House Museum, English Heritage and the Hoshikuso Museum participated in the project
which facilitated high school students from Thetford going to Japan, and students from Nagawa-machi coming
to Thetford. The effect of this broadening of horizons on some of the students was significant. Thetford is a
relatively deprived medium sized town in Norfolk, with a wonderful historic environment but poor educational
outcomes. Several of the students went on to study archaeology at university level. The other project was
Global Perspectives on British Archaeology, which aimed to provide an international view on some of East
Anglia’s most significant archaeological sites and compare them to sites in other parts of the world.

The project broke ground in 2022 with the reinvestigation of Arminghall timber circle and henge located
just to the south of the Norwich. In keeping with one of the main themes, Arminghall Henge was discovered
by aerial photography on 18th June 1929 by Wing Commander Gilbert Insall VC, who recognised it as a likely
prehistoric monument and dubbed it ‘Norfolk’s Woodhenge’ (Crawford 1929). In 1935 Grahame Clark, who
had recently been employed as an assistant lecturer by Cambridge University’s Department of Anthropology
and Archaeology, led an excavation of both the henge and the timber-circle at its centre. Clark was asked to
direct the excavations by the Norfolk Research Committee, who were concerned about the encroachment of
electricity infrastructure on the monument, which had been scheduled; this did not prevent the building of a
large electricity pylon between its inner and outer ditches. There was therefore an early rescue archaeology
theme to Clark’s 1935 excavation.

Clark’s work thus formed the basis for the questions we wanted to ask and provided a historical context
for our work. It set the tone for the experience that our group was to have and gave us a narrative. This was
useful as it was the first time we had attempted an archaeological investigation and all the partnerships were
new. Having Clark’s pre-existing narrative helped enormously in explaining the work and in understanding its
place in the development of the subject. This connection with a past community of archaeological researchers
was an added dimension to the fieldwork. It helped us visualise and imagine the monument during the past,
even as we were uncovering it again. Several participants undertook artwork on site, and it was useful for their
own artistic process to have these prompts.

The archaeologist Michael Shanks has explored a notion that he has termed ‘the archaeological
imagination’, suggesting that some of the most fruitful explorations of the subject can be found in

contemporary art (Shanks 2012). Fine art and contemporary art are ways of relating aspects of the past to the



present, complementing practices of archaeological methodology and the scientific basis for them. The
relationship between fine art and archaeology has been noted before and it is interesting that one of the great
20th century methodological innovators in archaeology, Philip Barker, taught art in school before switching to
archacology (Everill 2022). It is perhaps particularly in the realms of fine art and its mindful and
methodological practices, that the possibility of ‘co-creation’ opens. This creates the space for multiple
perspectives and views. Pearson and Shanks (2001) have further explored the idea of archaeology as theatre
or performance; perhaps this is where the locus of ‘co-creation’ might be found? Hopefully, this ‘co-creative’
opportunity also provides empowerment and perhaps through that, can lead to feelings of well-being. This was
our experience at Arminghall, where a remarkable set of drawings, paintings, photographs, poems, prose, and
discussions were produced in and around the investigations of the timber circle and the henge. Not all of this
was obvious at the time, but only came to light after the fieldwork was finished and we began to talk about
what could happen next. The Restoration Trust had documented a few of their previous projects, including the
Burgh Castle Almanac, producing a book showcasing the writing and art produced during the project. Our
colleague Rob Fairclough produced that volume and did the same for Arminghall (Fairclough 2021).

The evaluation is not yet complete at the time of writing, and we are mindful of the need to remain focused
on participant perceptions of their experience, rather than imposing project staff interpretations (Baxter and
Burnell 2022: 17). To guard against this potential pitfall, the project has employed an analyst from Norwich
Medical School to objectively evaluate the collected data, both quantitative and qualitive. It is also important
to be aware of the culturally specific nature of much of the literature on well-being and its assumed link to
notions of mental health (Baxter and Burnell 2022: 16). One aim of the project is an examination of the
potential effects of being in the landscape and any feelings of continuity that may bring to participants. In
future work it may be useful to separate the examination of groups by the types of specific activity they
undertook during fieldwork. As heritage specialists, we also need to undertake more theoretical work on why
participating in an archaeological project, or spending time in a historic place or landscape, may provide an
emotional and intellectual basis for notions of well-being.

To further examine the effect of community heritage projects, subsequent work has begun to explore this,
using experimental community test pitting excavations. That work examined a control group who were not
involved with test pitting. It found increased perceptions of community support, higher self-efficacy, life-
satisfaction and positive emotion were associated with the test pitting group, but were not observed in the
control group (Brizi ef al. 2023). In tandem with this blind control group approach, there is also a need for a
better conceptualisation of the range of human responses to landscapes, historic places, and the potential
benefits of archaeological methodology.

Creating the conditions for both a methodological and creative investigation of the archaeological elements,
and the connections with the surrounding landscape is the fundamental basis of a successful project. The
relationship between achieving this and making funding and logistical arrangements, can be challenging. It is
important that as practitioners we do not gloss over the difficulties and the disconnects. Discovery is a key
rewarding aspect of the work; both the exercise of ‘archaeological imagination’, as Michael Shanks terms it,
and the appeal of the actual process of doing archaeology recently noted by Paul Everill (2022). It is a

communal exercise and one that benefits from the involvement of many different people and perspectives.



Introducing Jomon at Stonehenge

One of the ambitions of the Centre for Archaeology and Heritage at the Sainsbury Institute for the Study
of Japanese Arts and Cultures is to introduce Japanese archaeology to audiences outside Japan who are
unfamiliar with what Japanese archacology has to offer. To this end, we use a variety of media to present
Japanese archacology, sometimes using a comparative approach.

Most recently, following several years of preparation working in partnership with English Heritage, the
Niigata Prefectural Museum of History and the Jomon Sites of Northern Japan UNESCO World Heritage we
held a special exhibition at the Stonehenge Visitor Centre, which opened in 2012. Circles of Stone: Stonehenge
and Prehistoric Japan opened for a year in September 2022 and closed with a conference on. the theme of
Stone Circles Across Eurasia and performances by Japanese taiko drummers. The exhibition was sponsored
by the Ishibashi Foundation.

The exhibition, which included some 70 exhibits borrowed from Japan and the UK, was.based around four
themes: Japan at the time of Stonehenge, with a focus around 5000 years ago; representations of Stonehenge
in the work of woodblock print artists Urushibaru Yoshijiro; Japanese connections in the research history of
Stonehenge, in particular, through the work of William Gowland; and Japanese stone circles. Materials
associated with William Gowland were borrowed from the British Museum and the Society of Antiquaries of
London.

The exhibition provided an unprecedented opportunity for English Heritage to engage with Japanese
archaeology. Associated events included Jomon pottery making workshops, a display of obsidian working by
Japanese students from Nagano prefecture, bilateral visits by specialists from the UK and Japan, and lectures
at the Embassy of Japan in London. The project also resulted in a smaller longer-term display at Avebury, the
largest known stone circle, part of the same World Heritage Site as Stonehenge. The final stages of preparation
for the exhibition coincided with the first major exhibition about prehistory at the British Museum in many
decades, The World of Stonehenge, which greatly increased interest in prehistoric archaeology generally.

English Heritage was originally established in 1983 as the UK government agency with responsibility for
the historic environment, a role previously fulfilled directly by the Department of the Environment. In a major
reorganisation in 2016 English Heritage became an independent charity with responsibility for managing over
400 sites of national importance. The role of advising the government on archaeology and the historic
environment, including the scheduling (or designation) of ancient monuments, was given to a new organisation,
Historic England. English Heritage was established with a major grant for 8 years from the UK government,
following which (i.e. from this year, 2024) it has to sustain itself using entry charges to sies such as Stonehenge
and through raising funds from its membership and other sources.

A series of major research projects investigating both Stonehenge and associated sites in the landscape
have transformed our understanding of this most famous of archaeological sites in recent years. In particular
the Stonehenge Riverside Project directed by Mike Parker Pearson of the University of London and a team of
leading British prehistorians included new excavations at Stonehenge itself and a major reassessment of
previous investigations, the recognition of the importance of the nearby River Avon in the Stonehenge
landscape, the excavation of a large Neolithic settlement at Durrington Walls, and the identification of the
remains of a previously unknown stone circle, Bluestonehenge. I have introduced these discoveries in a series

of recent publications.
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The exhibition provided the opportunity to present research at Jomon stone circles, in particular Oyu and
Isedotai in Akita prefecture, and to consider comparisons between stone circles in the British Isles and the
Japanese archipelago. These comparisons included the use of such monuments for funerary rituals; the
archaco-astronomical significance of stone circles, in particular in relation to the winter and summer
equinoxes; the occupational histories and developmental sequences at these sites, now supported by large
numbers of high resolution radiocarbon dates; the relationship between stone circles and their surrounding
landscapes; the petrographic analysis of the stones used to build the stone circles, and where they came from;
and the material culture associated with stone circles and what this tells us about prehistoric social interactions.

In addition to the purely archaeological interest of these sites, the exhibition project allowed us to consider
the significance of stone circles as cultural heritage, and their role in the modern world. Stonehenge attracts
over 1.5 million visitors each year from around the world, and access is granted for free at the equinoxes and
solstices, occasions which bring many people to the site who still regard it as having sacred importance. The
inscription of the Jomon sites of northern Japan as UNESCO World Heritage is encouraging greater tourism
to Jomon stone circles, as well as enhanced visitor facilities including interactive digital displays and much
more information in languages other than Japanese. As well as bringing economic benefits, increased tourism
can impact on the preservation and conservation of fragile archaeological remains, including stone circles.
There is currently much public scrutiny of plans to build a road tunnel within the Stonehenge World Heritage
Site, and there was great interest in the situation at Washinoki in Hokkaido,.Where the stone circles were
preserved through building a road tunnel directly beneath the site.

As with all good international research projects, Circles of Stone fostered new research networks, and we
hope that the exhibition and the associated research has laid the foundations for further collaborations between

British and Japanese archaeology.
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