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Remains on Show
Time has stripped her – a once wealthy Roman woman – of everything: her name, her family, her story and her dignity. All that is left of her is her incomplete skeletal remains, which are now on display for all the world to see, to photograph at every angle and scrutinize under the harsh glare of unforgiving spotlights, inside her broken stone coffin and a pane of glinting glass. The dignity afforded at great cost by her family had been sullied, and for what? Curiosity? Amusement? So that you and I, and bored school children and prying tourists might look upon her in her unpeaceful rest.
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Upon her death in the late third or fourth century AD, she was between twenty-five and thirty-four years of age; although if I were to look at the seventeen word display board, where my eyes were first drawn, such information would not be found. No, for any substantial information, I had to find her in the museum’s online collection. Where it should be noted, you are presented with clear and close images of her, not to mention the ability to zoom. Physically at the foot of her coffin all the information available was that only the wealthy could afford stone coffins in Roman Wales, therefore – the audience must presume – she must have been wealthy during her relatively short life. Even online, only a scrap of knowledge exists, which could have certainly been put on a display board. This poses the question of her purpose in the museum. It cannot be to educate with the miniscule details provided. Perhaps she is purely for our entertainment. 
As I looked away from the display board, my eyes moved inquisitively upwards to take in the sheer size of the spectacular stone creation. Plain as it is, few could deny the exquisite nature of the honey coloured Bath stone imported from across the River Severen. Closer still I looked until, nervous and uncertain, I actually saw her. Her yellowed, incomplete bones from mid-chest to knees. What was she doing here? Flicking my eyes quickly back to the display I saw not a single mention of her presence. Feelings of unease crawled up my spine as my mind unravelled the unmissable truth: a coffin is more noteworthy than a human. However, when you saw her, she was quite unmissable. Impossible to keep your eyes from. But my ears were distracted. Any respect I wanted to give her was quickly evaporated either by the eerie voices of singing and laughing children from another exhibit I could no longer see or by the automatic door nearby, which opened if you dared to move too much. Once the singing quietened and I stood perfectly still, it became apparent it was her I would reflect on, but I questioned how best to capture her whilst hoping for her to retain a level of privacy. My friends and I agreed to stand there with our phones pointed directly into her coffin felt too invasive and disrespectful, leaving a sour taste in our mouths, so a, hopefully, considerate distance was maintained. Yet the distance did not stop her from crossing my mind throughout the day; I could not help pondering what legacy she left behind. Was she caring or disagreeable, humorous or serious? Who mourned her? Most likely she was married, were they in love? Did he remarry afterwards? Did she have children? If so, perhaps a descendant or two exists right now and have visited St Fagans – though quite unaware of their ancestor being on show there. In the end, any answers to my seemingly endless stream of questions existed thousands of years ago; now, in the twenty first century, they are gone, lost in the inevitable marching of time.
She is a mystery.
Maybe it is better this way, I think, this way she cannot be spoon fed to us, the cannibalistic vultures that make up the general public who eat up every story given to us with no regard for others’ humanity or dignity. This way at least she can retain something for herself. Something safe from us.
Signs on how it is and is not appropriate to behave are not an uncommon sight in museums. At St Fagans, there was a notable lack. Common sense of patrons seemed to be assumed instead. However, this leaves the Roman woman vulnerable and at the mercy of museum goers, who would only be prevented from touching the glass – the barrier between her and the modern world – by a flimsy red rope. To make matters worse, unlike other areas of the sprawling museum, I noticed a distinct lack of workers to prevent anyone from invading her space. No protection was afforded to this once living individual; she is treated no different to inanimate objects. Neither old clothing and bed nor a tractor and caravan. The closest thing I could see – perched atop a small shelf over the head of her coffin – was a lion made of stone, according to its also limited display panel, a popular decoration which acted as a guardian. Though the lion predates the woman by a couple hundred years and was in no way connected to her during actual burial, I should like to imagine it continues its role as a protector although this time for her – providing an invisible shield between her and us. 
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By the end of the day my feet were tired, and my jacket struggled against the chilly autumn wind, yet she persisted, ever present in my mind. What right do we have to treat her in this way? Because we are alive, and she is not?
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