
The Great Hospital Online is the result of a three-
month Knowledge Catalystproject undertaken 
by Professor Carole Rawcliffe from the School 
of History at the University of East Anglia (UEA)
and Mr Michael Brookes from The Great Hospital 
in Norwich. The employee for the project was 
Dr Christopher Bonfield from the School of History 
at UEA.

Background

The Great Hospital, Norwich is the only English
medieval hospital to survive the Dissolution of the
Monasteries and Protestant Reformation with the
greater part of both its fabric and its archives
intact. Founded in 1249, it has functioned without

a break until the present day; it now offers
sheltered accommodation to the elderly, and also
ranks as one of the twelve ̀ Great and Good'
heritage sites of the city of Norwich. However,
the site is currently better known to medieval
historians than it is to local people or tourists.
The aim of the project was therefore to create a
website to widen public awareness of a place of
outstanding national importance.

The website was launched on 7 February 2008 
at the Norfolk Record Office. The site
(www.thegreathospital.co.uk) offers users an
accessible guide to the layout and development of
the precinct and medieval buildings, accompanied
by a series of 3D animations creating an
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impression of the fifteenth-century hospital and its
lavish d"cor. The hospital's history is explained for
the non-specialist, and a wide range of visual
materials such as maps, plans, photographs and
drawings helps to illustrate the role played by the
hospital in medieval times. A number of documents
are provided in translation along with photographs
of the originals, for consultation by local historians,
scholars and students. Web-links to other sites of
interest and suggestions for further reading have
also been supplied.

Collaboration

The partners involved in the project agreed that
the process of collaboration was helped by their
established relationship. Carole Rawcliffe has
worked with The Great Hospital in the past, having
written its official history, and Michael Brookes
commented that this was an important factor in
his willingness to engage with the project. He had
confidence in Carole's awareness and knowledge 
of the hospital, and trusted in her enthusiasm and
interest in the project, which meant that ªit didn't
take much sellingº to get the Trustees on board.

The project ran smoothly, with all partners engaged
in the mutual aims of the project. The Trustees 
of The Great Hospital held meetings with the
academics to discuss and help shape the project,
and had ongoing access and input throughout its
life. This was greatly appreciated by them, as it

meant that they knew what they were going to get
from the start and had opportunities to feed into
day-to-day issues.

The process of collaboration extended beyond that
of the academics with the trustees. Carole and
Christopher both benefited from the additional
collaboration with the web designer and computer
modeller involved in the project. Carole
commented that working with partners was a new
experience for her, as she is more accustomed to
working alone on her research as ªan autonomous
unit.º The opportunity to work with the web
designer and with Christopher was an interesting
new direction; she had never created a website
before, and the web designers had never
collaborated with a medievalist, so it was 
ªa definite learning curveº for all parties.

Christopher noted that, from his perspective,
the main differences in styles of working lay with
the web designer rather than the business partner.
He learnt a new ̀ language' when working with the
designer and modeller, along with the new skills
which came from creating a website. The process 
of collaboration was very positive, giving him
greater aptitude and enthusiasm for web-based
projects which he plans to apply in the future.

The main challenge for Carole and Christopher 
was to produce a website which would be
accessible to a wide, non-specialist audience.
Christopher noted that it was ªliberatingº to write
for a non-academic audience, and that it made 
ªa refreshing changeº from his usual work on
journal articles or monographs. It was a challenge
to pitch the text at the right level, as it had to be
clear and straightforward but not patronising.
The opportunity to present the website to the
residents of the hospital helped the project team
to ensure that they had achieved these goals, since
it provided Carole and Chris with a non-specialist
pilot audience before the official launch in 
February 2008.

Impacts

At a personal level, the project has had a number 
of benefits for the partners involved. Christopher
has gained valuable skills in presenting and writing
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about academic themes for a general non-specialist
audience. The website covers topics such as the
Reformation and the medieval concept of
Purgatory, and presenting them in an accessible
way for a public audience has been both a
challenging and rewarding process.

Feedback from the presentation to the residents
has been very positive. Most of the residents, their
friends and families attended and they were very
interested in the work of the project. As many of
the elderly residents do not have access to a
computer, Christopher created a DVD of the
website for them to take away. This has proved
extremely popular, and there has been a keen 
take-up rate for the DVDs.

Working on the creation of the website has led
Christopher to consider the future course of his
academic career. This is the first time he has been
involved in a web-based project, and he intends to
apply his new skills to future applications and
projects. Working as the employee on the project
gave him the time and the opportunity to learn
new skills, which he would not have acquired in his
customary academic work. He commented that
collaborating with the computer people gave him
the confidence to consider developing his web-
based skills further; before the project he ªthought
it would be beyond [him]º.

As a result of the project, the School of History at
UEA has agreed to fund a course for Christopher in
the School of Computer Sciences on web design,

which will further improve his computer skills.
He has also been invited to give a number of
presentations and seminars about the website,
and will be speaking about it at an international
conference on ̀ Hospitals and Communities'
in Barcelona in 2009.

Carole has also benefited from the opportunity to
work with the technicians involved in the project.
She has been heavily involved in traditional
`outreach' activities in the past, but this was a new
approach for her; she has not had the opportunity
to put together a website aimed at the general
public before. She found it very useful to see ªhow
computer people workº, and is now more aware of
the process of constructing a site. This experience
will be helpful in formulating future grant
applications and projects, as it has made her think
about the potential use of websites for outreach 
to the public.

The website has also provided source material 
for her teaching at several levels. It gives students
an accessible range of primary material for essays
and presentations, and the more challenging
documentary material is suitable for palaeography
teaching at postgraduate level in both English and
Latin. The website will also be used as publicity
material at student Open Days, showcasing the
work of the School of History to potential students.

Partly as a result of their collaboration in this
project, the Schools of History and Computing at
UEA will now be working together more closely.
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Plans are already advanced for the creation 
of a Centre for Computing in the Humanities 
to promote further ventures of this kind.

For the hospital, the impact of the project is clear.
Michael commented that the website ªsimply
wouldn't have happened without UEA's input.º
The combination of the knowledge brought 
to the project by the academics, the time involved
in creating the site, and the technical knowledge 
of the designer and modeller brought about
something which the Trust would not have been
able to achieve on its own.

The website is important to The Great Hospital,
as it addresses an identified need to generate wider
publicity for the hospital. Although the hospital
offers a small number of guided tours, they are
limited by the ̀ working' side of the building as a
residential home. In addition to these constraints,
a large number of local people and tourists are not
aware of the hospital's existence or importance.
The website addresses both issues; the ̀ virtual tour'
gives greater access to the buildings and the
archives, and the website will raise the profile 
of hospital with a much wider audience.

There are a number of plans for future
collaboration between UEA and the hospital 
arising from the project. As many of the older
buildings are not suitable for the residents to use,
The Great Hospital is keen to employ them as an
educational centre. Carole will be closely involved
in the establishment of this centre, as a result of
which the partners plan further collaboration with
the Norfolk Record Office which holds the
hospital's archives. It is planned to make the
website available in the educational centre, and 
to run the DVD produced by Christopher 
on a continuous loop.

The website will also be integrated into the
Norwich Heritage and Economic Regeneration
Trust's (HEART) guide to the city's most important
tourist attractions, and has already served to secure
additional funding for the development of public
open days. The project partners plan further

collaboration with HEART, using the expertise
gained on this project to produce similar websites
for the city's other sites of historical interest.

The Great Hospital website is the first to present
3D animations depicting a medieval hospital ̀ at
work', and it therefore offers a template for other
potential sites. The National Trust has expressed an
interest in using a similar type of website for some
of its properties, notably Blickling Hall in Norfolk,
and is calling upon the School of History for advice
and possible partnership. Christopher's presentation
at the Barcelona conference of the International
Network for the History of Hospitals will offer the
website as a model for other hospitals.
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