Personal reflection: Poetry and St. Fagans. 
[bookmark: _Int_VY4TVxt9][bookmark: _Int_uShUrsdl][bookmark: _Int_Mr9zmt6E]Whenever visiting sites like St. Fagans[footnoteRef:26473], my mind naturally gravitates back to poems and prose that I love as a way to process my own feelings about what I’m seeing. St. Fagans was no exception to this, however the literature that I recalled while there differed from the romantic poets that generally come to mind when at other ‘historical’ tourist attractions. Typically, it’s the works of Wordsworth, Sappho, and Rossetti that I naturally link to castles and gentile gardens; but my immediate reaction to St. Fagans seems to have been, on reflection, far more melancholy as the author who came to mind was Dostoevsky. Superficially, there was a lot to titillate me as an aspiring poet: the manicured horticulture, grand physical history, and tales of nobility; but I also got the feeling that something was a little off about St. Fagans as a whole.  [26473:  St Fagans National Museum, 2023.] 

[bookmark: _Int_TOkLUi75][bookmark: _Int_eMbJRiEm]There are a number of valid critiques that could be made against St. Fagans: the stereotypical idealised depiction of Wales, the ethics[footnoteRef:8954] of removing historical buildings from their original sites (or whether that’s just the nature of museums), the visual divide between Welsh and English identities as seen in the upkeep of the castle compared to other buildings, the lack of heart/atmosphere in many of the sights. But I must admit that this wasn’t what I was actively feeling or thinking while walking through the site. Perhaps because most of our time was spent in the gardens, my reaction was one deeply connected to literature rather than contemporary politics. For instance, there was a moment where my friends and I were entirely alone in the walled garden, no one spoke, and the very atmosphere seemed still. A section[footnoteRef:9930] from Dostoevsky’s ‘The Dream of a Ridiculous Man’ came to mind: “I may almost say that the world now seemed created for me alone...that as soon as my consciousness is extinguished the whole world will vanish too and become void like a phantom, as a mere appurtenance of my consciousness, for possibly all this world and all these people are only me, myself”. This is one of my favourite works by Dostoevsky, and the phrase perfectly encapsulates the (undoubtedly deliberately cultivated) atmosphere of the castle’s grounds. Outside the walls of the garden, there were dozens of families and tourists thronging the site, but it felt to me as if we had found a sort of vacuum in which no one else could enter – perhaps only for a moment, but it was enough time for my senses to become amplified. There was no breeze, no sound, the clouds were still; in short, I felt I could physically touch the quiet. [8954:  Bülow and Thomas, ‘On the Ethics of Reconstructing Destroyed Cultural Heritage Monuments’, p. 483-501.]  [9930:  Dostoevsky, The Dream Of A Ridiculous Man. ] 

[bookmark: _Int_5z2IvVbK][bookmark: _Int_xgSfttiO][bookmark: _Int_jehKtytM][bookmark: _Int_kCVt9eUR][bookmark: _Int_yQSSqxVp][bookmark: _Int_zbXXIR4J]Moving beyond that immediate reaction, upon reflection there is a part of me that views the gardens as simply nothing special. Venetian gardens are incredibly common, particularly in England (the castle was owned by an English Earl, after all), and the walled gardens of St. Fagans were akin to those found throughout National Trust properties. Considering this brought another quote[footnoteRef:16815] from Dostoevsky to mind, this time from ‘The Idiot’: ‘Lack of originality, everywhere, all over the world, from time immemorial, has always been considered the foremost quality and recommendation of the active, efficient, and practical man’. This quote is particularly apt because the gardens were entirely predictable, yet it’s this ‘lack of originality’ that makes them so effective. A visitor to St. Fagans knows what they are going to see, even a mere cursory glance on their website[footnoteRef:5692] informs you of the Italian garden, rosery, and vinery; and that’s why it is an ‘efficient’ tourist attraction – which is, arguably, the aim of all museums. But it also follows that this commonality doesn’t necessarily detract from the beauty of the gardens, quite the opposite. Gardens such as these are so common in castles/manors because they are beautiful - they depict an ideal, one which anyone visiting a National Trust property is seeking to experience. There is also something to be said in the fact that it was Dostoevsky who came to mind so often during my time at St. Fagans. Dostoevsky was known for his philosophical, often melancholy, perspective on life and human interaction – he also happens to be my favourite novelist. Given his tendency for cynicism, perhaps I was subconsciously criticising the manufactured nature of St. Fagans even during my preliminary experience of it.  [16815:  Dostoevsky, The Idiot.]  [5692:  Museum.Wales, 2023.] 

[bookmark: _Int_rW3x5RSq][bookmark: _Int_VhRtAaCB]
That’s not to say that my experience was entirely positive. The castle itself felt disconnected and, bizarrely, was the space that conjured up the most questions around the purpose of poetry and why I constantly feel so connected to it. For me, identity and memory are crucial to the creation of poetry; but there was such a jumble of identities within the castle, that I felt emotionally disconnected from their narrative. This disengagement really began when a guide informed us that none of the paintings within the three open rooms were original to the castle before Cadw took over the site, and the identities of the actual subjects in the paintings are entirely unknown. Learning this made me question the authenticity of the rest of the space – what had seemed a whimsical, romantic depiction of a time-gone-by suddenly felt uncomfortably false. A quote[footnoteRef:14882] from Virgil’s ‘Aeneid’ springs to mind: ‘...the fluttering of disembodied spirits, a mere semblance of living substance’; the castle felt like a stage-set for English gentility in rural Wales - a caricature, a void. 
Like any wishful poet, I’m in love with how the word ‘stanza’ comes from the Italian for ‘room’ (or, more literally, a ‘standing place’): I revel in thinking of how poems consist of rooms, they can stand as houses and live as meeting places. The only way I can begin to understand the disconnect cemented in me upon leaving the castle itself, is by viewing it as an antiquarian meeting place for trinkets/stories from various sites. Yet I must admit that my overall impression is that the castle is utterly artificial. [14882:  Virgil, The Aeneid, chpt. 6. ] 


[bookmark: _Int_2YgKuvNk]Strangely, there was one element of St Fagans that genuinely disturbed me: within the main room of the castle, there was a sofa made of embroidery squares, each of which had been sewn by a different woman. While all artifacts come from dead hands, and that’s often what makes them so interesting, there was something about this sofa which made me deeply uncomfortable – so much so that I felt driven to write about it on the journey back: 
‘Muted Death’ [footnoteRef:25817] 
The music of mourning terrifies me.
I shut my windows at the sound of death. 
Corpses fill the quiet.  [25817:  Author’s own, (2023). ] 

We drown ourselves in the relentless nature of life, 
the ashes of our dreams leave stains on us. 
We trudge over the series of stale time and lost souls. 
The silence of life is striking. 
Over the booming radio broadcast, 
I shut my eyes. 
[bookmark: _Int_4cs7HIb8][bookmark: _Int_wbRalD8g][bookmark: _Int_uAfakKaa][bookmark: _Int_YRE9NXim]I think it was the sheer humanity of the sofa that struck me. Unlike an ornament, a painting, or a desk; it was so personal – in a way I could only liken to a love letter because neither can be exactly replicated. And that links back to the question that occupied my mind throughout the visit: how and why do we form poetry? I have concluded that it must be through actively observing our surroundings, by being able to see the endless possibilities and potentials in the ordinary. We put far too much emphasis on style, formation, and worth when discussing poetry: we question the poetic metre, literary techniques, how arbitrarily ‘good’ or ‘bad’ a piece is. But I really don’t think that is what matters, nor what the actual purpose is. I think poetry is there to reflect humanity - to allow a person to understand the other without exposing them to outright agony. The essence of poetry is that it is difficult and unclean; indecent and emotional, and it should not be boiled down to technique. For me, this relates to our interpretation of these historical sites turned tourist attractions: technically, they are artificial and disconnected from objective history; but they provide a space for people to feel something, to imagine, and that’s powerful.
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