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Students will conduct a critical analysis of a heritage tourism site of their own choosing. The analysis should include references to appropriate scholarly literature and assessments about the site’s strengths and weakness as a heritage tourist attraction.


[bookmark: _GoBack]Analysis of St Fagans National Museum of History
St Fagans National Museum of History is an open-air social history museum dedicated to the National story of Wales, located in the grounds of St Fagans Castle just outside of Cardiff. The museum is one of seven operated by Amgueddfa Cymru – National Museums Wales. The museum at St Fagans has gone through a range of changes in recent years and makes the site a good case study for understanding aspects of contemporary heritage tourism. 
St Fagans National Museum of History (Sain Ffagan Amgueddfa Werin Cymru) first opened in 1948, under the name the Welsh Folk Museum (Peate 1965). In 1995 the attraction was rebranded as The Museum of Welsh Life or Amgueddfa Werin Cymru (Mason 2004). More recently the site has been renamed St Fagans National Museum of History in English, while the Welsh name has remained Amgueddfa Werin Cymru. This subtle difference in translation between Welsh and English is seen within the museum itself and will be examined in more detail later.  St Fagans Museum of Welsh Life (or just St Fagans as it is popularly known) is part of the wider organisation known as Amgueddfa Cymru – National Museums Wales. National Museums Wales run six other museums as well as St Fagans: National Museum Cardiff, National Waterfront Museum (Swansea), Big Pit National Coal Museum (Blaenafon), National Slate Museum (Gwynedd), National Roman Legion Museum (Caerleon) and National Wool Museum (Carmarthenshire) (National Museums Wales 2019a). 
St Fagans is an open-air museum that includes a collection of over forty buildings spanning several hundred years, taken from around Wales and reconstructed within the grounds of St Fagans Castle. Part of the castle has been furnished and opened to the public and three modern museum galleries have recently been opened. In addition to these, two buildings based solely on archaeological evidence are part of the museum; Bryn Eryr Iron Age Round Houses and Llys Llewelyn, a reconstructed early medieval Royal Court (National Museums Wales 2018).
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Figure 1 St Fagans consists of over forty relocated historic buildings including the Gwalia Stores. Photo credit C Price.
As part of National Museums Wales St Fagans has been a free to enter site since 2001 (Mason 2004). Situated on the outskirts of Cardiff, the museum benefits from a large catchment area of potential visitors including the Cardiff, Newport and Valleys areas and this can be seen reflected in visitor numbers. Writing in 1965 St Fagans’ first curator Iorwerth Peate (1965) stated the site received 100,000 visitors annually. By 2000-2001 this had grown to 321,810 and the following year 2001-2002, after the introduction of free admissions, had more than doubled at 694,899 (Mason 2004). According to National Museums Wales (2018) St Fagans is Wales’ most popular heritage attraction. In the 2018-2019 period St Fagans received 771,109 visitors, and was the most visited of all the National Museums Wales sites (National Museums Wales 2019b). Data for the period 2015-2016 showed that St Fagans was at the time the second most visited museum of its type in the UK (Thurley 2017). Research conducted in 1986 suggested that the majority of visitors to St Fagans were day trippers from within Wales, and a further survey conducted in 2003 suggested that 61 percent of visitors were from 30 minutes away or less. The same survey concluded that 23 percent of visitors were from the rest of the UK and only six percent were from overseas (Mason 2004). More recently National Museums Wales (Thurley 2017) published data on the geographic origin of visitors to all of their sites: 57 percent were from within Wales, 30 percent from the rest of the UK and 12 percent from overseas. 
In terms of revenue, as the site is free for entry income must be generated from other sources. Much of the income to St Fagans comes from car parking, with retail and catering contributing much less. In 2015-2016 the total profit of St Fagans from catering and retail was only £10,000, while revenue from car parking, charged at £5 per car, was £260,000. Average spend per head in retail outlets at St Fagans in the same period was £0.70, compared to an average of £1.50 at Cadw sites, and English Heritage sites come closer to £2.00. Donations can also be a major source of income, but figures for 2015-2016 across the whole of National Museums Wales was only five pence per visitor (Thurley 2017). By looking at visitor and financial data it can be seen that while St Fagans is a popular heritage visitor attraction there seem to be some underlying issues with turning visitor engagement with the site into actual profits. However, it should also be considered that the report this data is taken from is now several years out of date, and current figures have not been published.  
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Figure 2 Llys Llywelyn is a reconstructed Medieval Royal Court at St Fagans. Photo credit C Price
Having considered visitor numbers and profitability, consideration should be given to what the museum at St Fagans has to offer the visitor, before the site’s strengths and weaknesses may be analysed.  The main attraction of St Fagans is the collection of historic buildings relocated from across Wales. These include domestic, public, and religious buildings, shops and workplaces, and even a urinal. There is also a recreated Iron Age round house and medieval court. Several of the historic shops act as retail points throughout the site. Most of these buildings are open to the public on a daily basis, and some workshops often have craftspeople demonstrating the activities that would have taken place within the structure. The location of the buildings has been arranged by theme, with the ‘village’ type buildings - shop, bakery, terrace of houses etc. grouped together, with the farms and other buildings further towards the periphery. In addition to the relocated buildings the St Fagans castle has been refurbished and opened to the public, and three galleries have been created to show aspects of life in Wales. Two of these, ‘Life Is…’ and ‘Wales Is…’ which focus on aspects of Welsh life and history, are located in the main entrance building; the third, Gweithdy, focusing on traditional crafts is located towards the edge of the site. St Fagans also offers a programme of free and paid for events throughout the year and a High Ropes experience – CoedLan, at £12 per person (National Museums Wales 2019c). 
While the historic buildings are probably the biggest attraction at the site they are possibly also the most contentious. From the positioning, to the interior decoration, to the types of buildings chosen to be displayed, all have potential issues that need addressing. 
One of the most common criticisms of St Fagans can be applied to all open-air museums of this type. Bennett (1995:110-114) criticises other open-air museums, and Dicks (2000, quoted Mason 2004:21) notes similar comments by others, that such sites can be unified or static in their approach by bringing together buildings of different date and purpose and using them as a representation of a complete place and time. Dicks (2000, quoted Mason 2004:21) notes arguments about sites such as St Fagans as being too simplified in their approach. In a critique of Beamish, which could also be applied to St Fagans, Bennet (1995:112) notes several factors such as the lack of representations of politics or trade unions, and the fact that changes in interior décor of buildings seem to reflect only shifts in taste rather than any other social or political developments that were also happening at the time. Mason (2004) notes the debate surrounding the types of buildings represented at St Fagans, including the criticism that there is a rural bias. However, Mason does note that the museum only takes buildings that are offered, preferring to preserve in situ where possible, and that since the 1980s St Fagans has acquired a number of industrial era buildings. Mason also suggests that the earlier exclusion of industrial representation could be due to the industries in question still being dominant in everyday life for many locals at the time. By evaluating the discussion surrounding this type of attraction it can be seen that the most common critique is that the sites can be over simplified in their interpretation, but it should be remembered that these museums are targeted towards the public, not the academic.
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Figure 3 Oakdale Workmen's Institute is an example of in industrial era building. Photo credit C Price
[bookmark: _Hlk27744300]It should also be considered that it is not just the open-air museum that has come into criticism, and the subject of much theory and discussion, but the heritage industry as a whole; one only needs to look to examples such as Lowenthal’s Heritage Crusade (1998) or Urry’s Tourist Gaze (2002 [1990]). However, both the generalised heritage industry and specific open-air museum heritage debates are probably the concern of academia only, and not that of the visiting public (Bukowiecki 2018). That is not to say that these academic debates do not affect the visitor experience simply that it may not the type of thought that is likely to be considered by the casual visitor.  
While academic debate should be considered as a factor for determining the strengths and weaknesses of a visitor site, the majority of the emphasis should be placed on the visitor experience. St Fagans is a large site that attempts to represent the story of Wales through reconstructed buildings and gallery displays. A variety of factors across the site can be considered for evaluation purposes. 
Upon arriving, the first aspect the visitor can engage with is two museum galleries ‘Life Is…’ and ‘Wales Is…’ to set the scene for the rest of the museum. These are spacious modern galleries covering aspects of Welsh life and history. Displays are broken down into themes such as food and death in ‘Life Is…’, and aspects such as music or specific historic periods in ‘Wales Is…’. Like the whole of St Fagans, information in these galleries is bilingual as is expected of a national museum in Wales. What should be noted however is that there are differences between the Welsh and English text on the same display. This is most notable for quotations, and also appears in the guide book, with different quotes by different people appearing in one but not both languages. To a lesser extent there is also a difference in translation of the explanatory text between languages. The most notable example is in the ‘Wales Is…’ gallery, where a section dedicated to the formation of a reservoir at Capel Celyn, Gwynedd with the English heading ‘Wales Is… Partly Drowned’, while the Welsh is ‘Cymru… Cofiwch Dryweryn’, or ‘Remember Dryweryn’. This refers to a slogan occurring as graffiti around Wales at the time of the flooding, which has been linked to a rise in Welsh nationalism and the use of the Welsh language (Price 2019). It could be considered that the Welsh description is emotive compared to the English, and that it demonstrates that the tone of the display would be vastly different for those who understand the deeper meaning behind the Welsh. During a visit to these galleries in November 2019 it was noted both were very quiet compared to the rest of the site, and that the doors to the ‘Wales Is…’ gallery were of frosted glass, which had a side effect of actually making the gallery look closed. The final gallery, Gweithdy, offers the same format as the other two, but focuses on crafts. Again, it was quiet at the time of the visit and a staff member at another part of the site made the comment that many visitors did not realise the gallery was even there. This may be due to poor signage as it is apparently often mistaken for a café only, or due to the name being in Welsh, with English-speakers not realising the translation to ‘workshop’ represents the craft gallery located here. 
An entire paper could be dedicated to the evaluation of the relocated buildings themselves, but this essay will focus on the points most salient to a touristic visit.  Information about buildings is provided by a concise bilingual sign outside, with additional information provided by staff stationed in the property. This allows most visitors to access some form of interpretation by providing both written and verbal information. Each building is furnished in keeping with a certain period that it was occupied, often around the date of construction or major alteration. Much of the furnishing consists of period antiques rather than modern replicas, which can lead to problems. The furnishings look old and well used in these displays, despite the fact that they may well have been brand new in the era depicted. Whether this is due to St Fagans catering to visitor expectations of how furnishings should appear, or a matter of collecting and preserving historic furnishings is unclear. An additional problem to using historic furnishings is that visitors are unable to interact with them. Visitors are not allowed to handle items on display or sit on seats. However, fires are lit in many of the buildings and crafts are often being displayed which provides some additional sensory interaction. Some buildings act as retail points within the site, including a bakers and sweet shop, providing a novel experience for visitors and income for the museum. During the visit in November 2019 the outside areas and buildings were noticeably busier than the galleries. 
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Figure 4 Houses are furnished, but visitors are not allowed to sit or touch. Photo credit C Price
A successful visitor heritage attraction is about more than just the heritage, other visitor service aspects must also be provided. In 2001 the USA Visitor Services Association produced a ‘Visitor Bill of Rights’ outlining the necessities for a good visitor experience, applicable to museums as well as many other situations. This bill includes aspects such as communication, learning, and enjoyment but also concepts such as comfort, orientation and respect. This second set of ‘rights’ consider the needs of visitors such as toilets, catering, access for less able customers and even maps and signposting (Black 2005:32-36). National Museums Wales (n.d.) provide an access statement on their website for St Fagans, with information relating to accessibility and different disabilities. While useful, this access guide is quite brief. A better example of this can be found at the Jorvik Viking Centre, York which provides a very detailed access statement (York Archaeological Trust 2019). Maps of St Fagans show suggested routes to use for wheelchairs, pushchairs and other mobility aids. Prams, pushchairs, and dogs (excluding guide dogs) are prohibited from entering most of the historic buildings, and while wheelchairs are allowed there can be access issues due to the physical nature of the historic buildings.  Overall St Fagans tries to be accessible but faces difficulties due to limits imposed by site topography and the physicality of historic buildings. As St Fagans is a large site, the museum caters for people staying for several hours by providing catering outlets and picnic areas. The catering options are fairly standard, and a little overpriced, but comparable to eating at other visitor attractions. Toilets are situated throughout the site and at the time of the November 2019 visit seemed clean and regularly checked. 
As a visitor attraction St Fagans National Museum of History has a number of strengths and weaknesses. Visitor and income data show that the museum has always been popular, and that a significant increase in visitor numbers occurred after free entrance to the site was introduced. While the site does receive a large number of visitors it does not necessarily translate well into terms of income, with comparable spends being much lower than those at Cadw or English Heritage properties. It is unclear why this is, and could provide potential for further study.  Lack of income from visitor sources could be a major weakness in St Fagans’ continued ability to provide a quality visitor attraction. Academic debate surrounding open air museums such as St Fagans tends to be rather negative, but the issues raised by these critiques seem to have little impact on visitors to St Fagans. With recent changes to the site to include greater representation of places, periods, and people, some of these criticisms have become outdated. The museum galleries are one attempt at increasing representation, but present some flaws. First is that they do not seem to be as visited as the historic buildings, and second is the difference in translations which means an English-speaking visitor has a different experience from a Welsh-speaker. While providing increased representation is commendable, it is of little merit if visitors do not engage with the provision. With regards to the interpretation of the historic buildings, the use of both signs and guides can be considered a strength allowing the visitor to have as much or as little information as desired. Factors around presentation, furnishing and decoration are more complex. Being able to enter these buildings, smell the smoke, watch demonstrations or buy freshly baked bread is a strength as it is likely to create a more memorable and enjoyable visitor experience. However, the use of historic furniture means that this is not applicable in all buildings. Visitor facilities are average for the size and type of site, and access for disabled visitors is not ideal, but the nature of the site makes these difficult to improve further. Overall St Fagans National Museum of History is a relatively strong heritage visitor attraction drawing a large number of visitors, but does have weaknesses regarding income and interpretation. 
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