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Using two of the establishments visited examine the strengths and weaknesses of their collection rationale. 
Welsh heritage is a prominent feature of the collections at both the National Museum Cardiff and it’s St Fagans branch. Their strengths lie in the ability to keep the past present; the rationale of most museums is to reflect the objective reality of the past, this however, is not without its weaknesses. The National Museum Cardiff’s use of display cases and barriers will be compared to St Fagans’ open-air displays to understand the weaknesses that affect the collection rationale and how the accessibility of objects and buildings encourages critical thought of the past. Museums are establishments associated with learning and remembrance, the strengths and weaknesses of museum education and the nostalgia of preserved objects or buildings will be considered within this essay. 
A heritage boom which began in England during the 1970’s saw a rise in multi-media experiences which drew on human senses rather than the traditional use of display cabinets.[footnoteRef:1] However, the heritage boom and its interest in the ‘living museum’, or the open-air museum, could have its origins in Cardiff’s St. Fagans Museum which first opened on the 1st July 1948. Iowerth c. Peate (head of St. Fagans Museum 1948 -71) explained that the Museum’s aim: [1:  Walsh 1992: 94] 

“was not to create a museum which preserved the dead past under glass but one which uses the past to link up with the present to provide a strong foundation and a healthy environment for the future of their people”.[footnoteRef:2] [2:  National Museum Wales.] 

[image: ]The strengths of this collection’s rationale lie predominantly on utilising the past as a framework on which to not only educate future generations, but also to provide them with a sense of belonging. Architectural museums stand for national identity[footnoteRef:3] and this character can be found throughout St Fagans as it exhibits the everyday lives of the working class. Educating visitors on the lives of the working classes and the social community of Welsh history is a clear purpose in the collection at St Fagans. By walking through the buildings visitors are able to visually see what life is like, instead of reading about it in a textbook, or going of a single object exhibited in a traditional style of museum. Being able to ‘walk through history’ almost fills in the blanks and makes understanding history easier because you can see the lives of the past, not just read about or be told about said lives. To reiterate this point more clearly, the terraced houses originally built by Richard Crawshay, in 1795 and relocated to St Fagans in 1983/4, document the historic living conditions of iron workers.[footnoteRef:4] By [image: ]decorating each house in décors from 1805 to 1985, a nostalgic feeling is present as many members of the public recall life within the 1950s to 80s. Adding to this nostalgia is the heritage that continues after the remembered time period; the changes within the houses and the changes overtime can be seen immediately after one another, using a timeline effect. Not only is there a sense of belonging, but there is also a degree of education that is achieved even if the visit to St Fagans is purely recreational, the open-air layout and the theatrical ambience allow a more critical engagement with the past.[footnoteRef:5] However, nostalgia could be seen as a weakness in this collection rationale; by ‘re-living’ the past many do not look to the future, instead they choose the comforting feeling of revisiting what they know rather than what they do not know. Kevin Walsh justifies the nostalgic feeling created at ‘living museums’, or open-air museums, by writing that nostalgia is of paramount importance when looking to the future. Therefore, one may have a great sense of optimism rather than dreading the unknown.[footnoteRef:6] By promoting the idea of empathy in ‘living museums’ and facilitating the desires of those who wish to escape the present, St Fagans allows the visitor to interpret history in their own way[footnoteRef:7] showing a strength in this museum’s collection rationale. Laurajane Smith comments on visitor interpretation explaining that open-air museums provide a greater range of interpretive techniques and methods.[footnoteRef:8] [3:  Kaufman 1989: 231]  [4:  National Museum Wales.]  [5:  Bennett : 157]  [6:  Walsh 1992: 99]  [7:  Walsh 1992: ]  [8:  Smith 2006: 199] 
[bookmark: _Hlk511165881]Farmhouse, 1678, St Fagans. (own image).
Terraced houses, decorated with décor from 1805 to 1985, St Fagans. (National Museum Cardiff, https://museum.wales/stfagans/stfagans-history/) 

[image: ]Despite this, there are clear weaknesses in the purpose behind St Fagans’ collection. The nostalgic feeling appeals to the Welsh visitors, whilst those who do not have Welsh heritage may overlook this link to the past. Heritage is what makes ‘living museums’ so popular, but their inability to relate to the wider world can be perceived as a weakness. By representing the workings of the past and its relative importance to the shaping of the future,[footnoteRef:9] assuming that the wider world would feature in the collection is not totally amiss. However, this is not the case, as it focuses solely on the everyday lives of the working class throughout Welsh History. Another weakness can be seen in the building’s removal from its original setting and relocation to the St Fagans. Tony Bennett argues that by placing an object into a museum, it becomes rhetorical and is layered with interpretations, thus removing the object from reality and away from the visitors’ direct contact.[footnoteRef:10] This contradicts Bennett’s earlier statement that open-air museums offer a more critical engagement with the past.[footnoteRef:11] Bennett’s comment may be referring only to the traditional style museum, but without specification as to which type, Bennett’s argument is questionable. On one hand, the strengths of having the object or building at an open-air museum where visitors may ‘re-live’ history, may create the feeling of familiarity with the past. On the other hand, how can a visitor make their own interpretation when the object is moved to a new site, removed from its original reality, with only very simplistic and basic information given on a notice board. Bennett’s argument also doubts Walsh’s statement that ‘living-museums’ allow people to interpret the object or building by themselves. These contradicting points can be used to argue both the strengths and weaknesses of ‘living-museums’ or open-air museums like that of St Fagans.  [9:  Smith 2006: 29]  [10:  Bennett 1995:146]  [11:  Bennett 1995: 146] 
Interior of Pen-rhiw Chapel, 1777, St Fagans. (own photography).

[image: ][image: ]Moving on to discuss the collection rationale of the National Museum Cardiff (NMC), weaknesses are evident in the use of display cases. Museums aim to showcase the past and to instigate the history of the world, however, by placing an object into a display case, it affects how the audience perceives the part of history that surrounds the object.[footnoteRef:12] The glass case or railed barrier around an artefact distances the visitor from the object and therefore distances any affect that the object had, or has, on the modern world.[footnoteRef:13] Most, if not all, of the objects exhibited in the NMC, are barricaded from the publics touch, often obstructing any personal connection that visitors are able to make. This is a weakness in the NMC’s collection rationale as it distances history from the modern day. Bennett shares this view, theorizing that the preservation of an object in a frame removes it from the present; once removed from its original setting, the meaning behind the object is altered.[footnoteRef:14] With these views in mind, it is clear that this is a weakness of the collection rationale.  [12:  Walsh 1992: 176]  [13:  Walsh 1992: 176]  [14:  Bennett 1995:129, 146] 
Hippopotamus skull, National Museum Cardiff. (own photography).

Furthermore, the traditional style of museum and its purpose could be a weakness in itself; Walsh explains that there are complaints about the imposing nature of traditional museums.[footnoteRef:15] Museums have long been seen a place that emits authority within the wider world; for example, signs in front of the museum entice visitors with the promise of ‘World Class Art’. This promise is certainly upheld, what with Renoir’s ‘Blue Lady’ and Monet’s ‘Gardens’, but is this to excite visitors, or is it to assert authority? With Walsh’s statement in mind, it is reasonable to suggest that, whilst keeping the interest of visitors, the authority of NMC is a weakness in the collection rationale as it gives off this imposing power. Many people view a museum to be a place where expensive works of art and historical are bought and sold or donated, and that what sits behind a display case has nothing to do with the modern world. By placing of an object within a museum, it ceases to become something that could affect the modern world, it is removed from current society, it becomes on object of authority. There is an implication of control over the past as the yesteryears of the past, art the commodities of the present and the future.[footnoteRef:16] Quite obviously, the purpose of showing authority is a weakness within the collection rational. [15:  Walsh 1992:98]  [16:  Walsh 1992: 31, 182] 
Renaissance paintings, National Museum Cardiff. (own photography).

[image: ][image: ]However, this authority can be seen as a strength within the collection rationale as the NMC houses this ‘World Class Art’ and historical objects that are used to educate the masses. Imposing authority aside, the education and the exposure of certain time concepts to urban areas,[footnoteRef:17] is a strength that the NMC uses for visitor motivation.[footnoteRef:18] Whether as a recreational trip or a class field trip, education surrounds the visitors. The collections of art feature French, Medieval Welsh, Italian renaissance, and contemporary art forms, that educate the visitor. Paintings that show everything from the sufferings of Christ and other individuals in a religious backdrop, to the fashion of Medieval Welsh elites, thus providing visual aids that help to better understand the history of the world’s societies. Eileen Hooper-Greenhill’s identification of cabinets of curiosity that developed in the late sixteenth and early seventeenth centuries[footnoteRef:19] helps to identify the collection of art and its rationale. It educates visitors through an almost chronological setting of these visual parts of history. Despite this, the Medieval welsh art may be overlooked as it is tucked away in a small room and as the museum is in a Welsh city it is possible that Welsh people make up a high percentage of visitors. This can be seen as a weakness of the collection rationale.  [17:  Walsh 1992: 32]  [18:  Smith 2006: 198]  [19:  Walsh 1992: 18] 
Medieval Welsh art, National Museum Cardiff. (own photography)
Monet’s ‘Gardens’ 1920, National Museum Cardiff. (own photography).

[image: ][image: ][image: ]Another example of the educative nature of the NMC, is the evolution walk. Beginning with the formation of the earth hundreds of millions of years ago and ending with the industrial revolution and a guess at what the future might hold, this collection brings all of natural history into one place. This is a strength of the collection rationale as it brings the concept of time to the visitor and places them in a situation where they are forced to question the workings of the natural world. This ‘walk through time’ facilitates a desire to escape the present which is why many people visit museums.[footnoteRef:20] The inclusion of sea creatures, dinosaurs, early mammals, and pre-historic reptiles, is not there only to educate, but also to excite the visitor. It is the opinion of many that museums are boring and only a place for learning, but the use of sound effects, lighting, and detailed stage sets, spike the interest of even the most passive of visitors. Furthermore, a trip towards the discovery and education centre takes visitors past jars filed with rare and unusual fish from around the British Isles. This display shows the fascination of the ‘weird and wonderful’ world and it is brought closer to home because the creatures were found in the British Isles, a place the visitor will be familiar with; it shows how much is left to learn about the natural world, that such rare and unusual creatures live in our immediate reach. Additionally, the inclusion of taxidermized insects and winged creatures show the diversity in the world, a diversity of creatures that would not otherwise be known in an urban setting, maybe seen on television but not seen in person, seen up close. The strength of this collection rationale is that it fascinates visitors whilst educating them on the natural world. [20:  Walsh 1992: 102] 
Preserved Rare and Unusual Fish of the British Isles, National Museum Cardiff. (own photography)
Dinosaur exhibition, Evolution Walk, National Museum Cardiff. (own photography)

On final thought, the collection rationale at both St Fagans and the National Museum Cardiff are driven by education and fasciation. The ability to ‘walk through history’ at St Fagans allows one to educate themselves even if visited as a recreational activity. Visual aids both excite and educate visitors in a way that may traditional museums cannot do. The open-air museum allows people to experience the everyday lives of the working-class throughout Welsh history. Similarly, the NMC’s collection educates visitors in ‘World Class Art’ and the evolution walk allows visitors to walk through the evolution of the natural history of the world. The ability to walk through history is a similar strength of the collection rationales at St Fagans and NMC and it strengthens the educative purposes of the collections. However, these strengths are not without their weaknesses. The emphasis on Welsh heritage at St Fagans museum obstructs the visitor from seeing the place that Welsh culture has in the wider world. Although the NMC establishes its place in the wider world by housing ‘World Class Art’, weaknesses of the collection rationale can be seen in the emphasis on the authority that the museum emits and how Welsh Heritage can be forgotten when hidden away in a small room. However, due to the NMC owing the St Fagans museum, the weaknesses of both museums are dressed in one another as they word together to educate both on Welsh Heritage, and to show its place in the wider world.Taxidermized insects, National Museum Cardiff. (own photography)
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