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A reflective response to one of the field trip experiences from the perspective of your chosen discipline.






























[bookmark: _Int_Tm2QmpD6][bookmark: _Int_ZiC7OVj6]Going through St Fagans National Museum of History (St Fagans) offered me an opportunity to think further about what constitutes a museum exhibit. In the vast majority of museums I have visited both in and outside the United Kingdom, the space in which the exhibits lie is a liminal one, existing primarily as a transitory series of rooms and hallways in which the items of interest are found. In St Fagans, however, the buildings which would otherwise serve as these transitory spaces are crucial to the experience. Most buildings at St Fagans are historic buildings, whether moved brick-by-brick to the museum or reconstructed from archaeological evidence, with the entrance building being the most prominent piece of newer construction. It contains the only traditional museum exhibitions found at St Fagans, with artefacts from several thousand years of human habitation being available for viewing.

In the context of history, these artefacts are important for understanding the greater context of Welsh culture. One part of the indoor exhibit is dedicated to Welsh funerary practices, with artefacts ranging from c.2200 BCE to the early 20th century. While I am most interested in 18th-19th century studies, I found these to be very interesting. A coffin of a wealthy member of Roman Welsh society (see fig. 1) provided some context which I find important historically in general – there is almost always more evidence of the wealthy and general upper classes historically than there is of the middle and working classes. A stone coffin like the one in St Fagans will survive far longer in a far more intact state than a wooden coffin would. The modern funerary tradition pictured was also interesting, as the higher rates of child mortality in the early 20th century made it necessary to have the apparatus needed to transport children's coffins (see fig. 2). Again, however, there is survivorship bias here. The wagon shown in which the children’s coffins would travel is ornate and clearly of high value, so only the people who could afford such a thing would be able to use it. While this is not explicitly stated in the display, the subtext of it is clear, especially when the other exhibits around show a clear wealth disparity and a long history of meagre working class lifestyles.

The closest comparisons I have to St Fagans are to the likes of London Bridge in Lake Havasu City and the period rooms of the Metropolitan Museum of Art in New York. Both hold structures which were entirely taken apart and re-erected as they were in their original locations. In both cases, however, they were moved to places with little to no connection to their origins: Lake Havasu City is in western Arizona and has no historical link to London, and the Metropolitan Museum of Art’s holdings of the likes of original 18th century French boudoirs[footnoteRef:1] and late Ottoman reception rooms[footnoteRef:2] are not linked to the museum’s New York City location. St Fagans being a national museum of Wales necessarily means it holds more connection to the Welsh buildings on its grounds. However, this national connection does not map neatly to having a local one. Of the forty-five historic buildings and structures listed as being on the grounds, only six are originally from Cardiff, with three of these – the castle itself, a dovecote, and Llwyn-yr-eos farmhouse - being from the land of St Fagans castle before its conversion into a museum[footnoteRef:3]. The ramifications of moving these structures, the majority of which come from small towns and villages to the capital is twofold. While it allows for people to more easily see sites of important historical context for how life has been lived in Wales, these buildings being moved or reconstructed creates a Cardiff-centric perception, with all ways of life smoothed down into the capital. There are further historical wrinkles around the fact that St Fagans Castle has a long history with English nobility. While it was built in Cardiff, it was owned and used as a summer home by the English Earl of Plymouth from 1885 to 1910, having been in the possession of the Earls of Plymouth from 1730 onward[footnoteRef:4]. The significant amounts of land occupied by the former home of English nobility and its surrounding gardens take up around half of St Fagans. This demonstrated to me the often-contentious relationship between English and Welsh history – a building like St Fagans Castle can simultaneously be English and Welsh history despite now being used as a national history museum of Wales.


St Fagans represents an alternatively designed museum to the majority of those found in the United Kingdom. It is more of a full-body physical experience than a traditional, purely audiovisual one, as I experienced in the Carmarthenshire Museum. The distinctive layout, in which historical buildings are reconstructed and open for visitors to enter and view the period-accurate contents, allows visitors to more intently feel a sense of place in the various time periods depicted. As a national museum, it represents a physical space that embodies, in a literal sense, the history of the nation, while simultaneously being a fundamentally created space. It is both authentic and inauthentic, both national and supranational, and both a preservation of memory and an act of creation. As a prospective historian, I found it an interesting place for new methods of historical preservation with an inherent dichotomy between its English history and Welsh present.
 [1:  Metropolitan Museum of Art, Boudoir from the Hôtel de Crillon (2025). <https://www.metmuseum.org/art/collection/search/199496> [accessed 26 October 2025]]  [2:  Metropolitan Museum of Art, Damascus Room (2025). <https://www.metmuseum.org/art/collection/search/452102> [accessed 26 October 2025]]  [3:  Amgueddfa Cymru/Museum Wales, Historical Buildings at St Fagans (c. 2025). <https://museum.wales/collections/historic-buildings/> [accessed 26 October 2025]. While 46 buildings are listed here, Gweithdy is discounted as it is the only building to be confirmably newly built.]  [4:  Amgueddfa Cymru/Museum Wales, St Fagans Castle (c. 2025). <https://museum.wales/collections/historic-buildings/31/St-Fagans-Castle/> [accessed 26 October 2025]] 
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Figure 1. Roman Welsh coffin for a wealthy woman, 200-400 CE. Picture taken in St Fagans National Museum of History by Corentine Byrd.
[image: ]Figure 2. Children’s coffin carrier, early 20th century. Picture taken in St Fagans National History Museum by Corentine Byrd.
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