A Case Study Examining How The Egypt Centre: Museum of Egyptian Antiquities Portrays Ancient Egyptian Culture
The portrayal of ancient Egyptian culture in museums has long been a subject of interest to both academics and the general public. Ancient Egyptian collections are a staple of many museums and is a subject that draws in many visitors (Black, 2018). The portrayal of ancient Egyptian culture by museums is currently being scrutinized for its links to colonial history and the ethical implications of displaying dispersed heritage. 
	Thousands of ancient Egyptian objects were removed from Egypt during the colonial era and dispersed to collections around the world. This dispersal of cultural heritage has important implications as it can lead to a disconnect between the objects and their source communities which can result in a loss of cultural identity (Abd el-Gawad & Stevenson, 2021). It also means that historically the cultural heritage of these nations has been interpreted by people who are not from the source community which may lead to cultural identities being misrepresented in heritage institution such as museums (ibid). 
Decolonisation practices within museums have gained significant momentum in recent years. They aim to address the complex power structures that museums were founded upon and are present today. Decolonisation and anti-colonial practice are not simple procedures and may involve acknowledging the colonial origins of collections, reassessing the narratives portrayed in museum, and engaging with source communities to portray a more balanced view of the past (Museum Next, 2023). 
The Egypt Centre: Museum of Egyptian Antiquities is an interesting case study for examining this work as it is Wales’ only museum dedicated to Egyptian antiquities. Significantly, Wales is alone in the four UK nations to adopt anti-racism into its formal policies and actively encourages museums to undertake decolonisation practices (Welsh Government, 2022, 61). This review will consider how the Egypt Centre portrays ancient Egyptian heritage by examining the history of the Museum’s collection, its interpretation and its educational programmes. It will consider the Museum’s role in both preserving and interpreting ancient Egyptian heritage, its engagement with the public, and how it addresses the complex issues of provenance and representation.
The Egypt Centre is based on Swansea University’s Singleton Campus and cares for over 6000 objects, making it the largest collection of ancient Egyptian objects in Wales (Sharma, 2023). The collection has been part of the university since the early 1970s and opened to the public in 1998 (ibid). Its two galleries, the House of Death and the House of Life, provide a comprehensive view of ancient Egyptian life and death (ibid).
Addressing how objects became part of a museum’s collection is an important aspect of decolonisation work as it can highlight unethical collecting practices and inequality. A large percentage of the Egypt Centre’s objects were collected by Henry Wellcome who was a pharmaceutical giant who assembled a vast collection of objects to create a medical museum (Larson, 2010, 94). At the time of Wellcome’s death his collection amounted to a million objects which was then distributed amongst other museums and collections including Swansea University (ibid). Wellcome collected objects from a vast array of cultures, however, his aim was to promote the idea that western medicine was superior to other practices (Wellcome Collection, 2021). Within the story that Wellcome’s collection told, the contributions of black, indigenous and ethnic minority people were exploited and marginalised (ibid).
The Egypt Centre is open about their collection’s connections to Henry Welcome with an interpretation panel in the House of Life which gives details about his life and work. However, it does not go beyond this and stops short of acknowledging the negatives of his work and does not critically address what this means for the provenance of their collection. The Wellcome Collection itself is addressing the complex history of its founder and the context of its collection. They recognise that Wellcome’s museum followed ractist, ableist and sexist hierarchies and have resolved to present this fact within their organisation (Welcome Collection, n.d). They have pledged to research their collection, work with communities to shed light on previously marginalised information, and to understand previous injustices and prevent future ones (Wellcome Collection, 2021). The Egypt Centre could undertake similar work to confront these histories. Without this important work, museums are in danger of continuing the colonial narratives and power structures that they were created with.
Museums in the UK have also been accused of presenting a Westernised view of Egyptology by highlighting the contributions of Western people and minimising those of Egyptians (Abd el-Gawad & Stevenson, 2021). The Egypt Centre highlights the contribution of several Egyptologist and collectors through three interpretation panels on the landing between the two galleries. All these individuals are white, European men who benefited from the exploitative collecting practices that colonial rule created in the 19th and 20th centuries (Gold, 2019, 1). For example, Egyptologist would use local labour for their digs who would be underpaid and would not get credit for their finds (Gold, 2019, 12). This interpretation highlights Swansea’s links to Egyptology. Although this is an important way of linking the collection to the city, it falls into the trope of highlighting Western contributions to Egyptology above others. This means that the Museum is in danger of continuing historical injustices (Abd el-Gawad & Stevenson, 2021). The Egypt Centre could combat this by updating their interpretation panels to include information about the origins of the collections, their collectors and the context of their removal from Egypt. However, it is acknowledged that updating museum interpretation can be costly and requires time and expertise. Nonetheless, it is important that diverse voices are heard within the interpretation. 
It is also important to investigate who voices are being heard in the Museum’s interpretation. The interpretations panels and labels in the Egypt Centre are written in an academic style (Black, 2018). This is not unusual for a university museum as their governing institutions naturally place value on academic achievements with staff having high level qualifications in a relevant field. However, this approach may overlook other forms of expertise such as lived experience (Abd el-Gawad & Stevenson, 2021). This means that the Egypt Centre must look at their existing power structures to break down barriers for other voices to be heard in interpreting ancient Egyptian heritage. Best practice would be to engage with people from the Egyptian community, both in Egypt and is diaspora communities in the Museums local area, to work with them to address these complex issues and create a more nuanced response which includes the opinion of source communities. 
The question of whose voice is being heard within museums is key and must be asked throughout the process of decolonisation. Museums in Wales also have a statutory obligation to ensure this. Museums play a key role in the Welsh Government’s Anti-Racist Wales Action Plan. Museums are called upon to ensure a ‘balanced, authentic and decolonised” historical narrative is being told (2022, 61). Therefore the by engaging in this work and redeveloping how their collection is interpreted, the Egypt Centre could take on an exemplarily role in the anti-racist work of Wales. As Wales’ only museum dedicated to Egyptian antiquities, they could lead the way for other Welsh museums with Egyptology collections to follow.
The above discussion of interpretation leads to the consideration of other curatorial practices. Many museums display ancient Egyptian mummified remains as part of their exhibitions. The display of human remains means that museums must consider a range of ethical issues. Historically, museum exhibitions were created to sensationalise the objects on display and did not take the ethics of the display into account (Bennett, 1995, 2). The display of ancient Egyptian mummies was no different. Ancient Egyptian Mummies were seen as historic curiosities which were removed from their burial places and transported to locations in the West and many were donated to museums (Stienne, 2022, 9-10). Today we see a shift with many museum attempting to right this historical wrong with a focus on sensitively and ethically displaying human mummies. For example, National Museum of Scotland have decided to stop using the word ‘mummy’ and instead use the phrase ‘mummified people’ in an attempt to help visitors think about them differently and humanise ancient Egyptians (Maitland, 2023). 
The Egypt Centre holds ancient Egyptian human remain but does not have a complete human mummy in its collection. It does, however, hold a number of pieces of mummified human remains (Egypt Centre, 2022, 12). The Museum has made a conscious decision not to display these objects on ethical grounds. These objects were part of mummies that were brought back to countries like the UK and publicly or privately unwrapped which destroyed the mummy (Stienne, 2022, 114). By choosing not to display these objects the Egypt Centre is ensuing that the human remains they care for are treated respectfully and not objectified.
It is also important to analyse how the Egypt Centre portrays ancient Egypt in their learning programme. The Egypt Centre has a popular learning programme where schools can choose up to six activities for their groups (Egypt Centre, n.d, 5). These activities are cross-curricula and focus on a variety of aspects of ancient Egyptian heritage such as mummification, gods and goddesses and pyramids. Black argues that visitors expect certain topics to be covered by museums and so it is easy for museums to conform to stereotypes and clichés to attract visitors (Black, 2018). There is therefore a danger for museums to adhere to an Authorised Heritage Discourse (AHD) which is an accepted way for heritage to be portrayed and engaged with (Smith, 2006,14). The concept of an AHD is closely linked to the creation of a national identity and there are negative implications to this is the AHD is being created by people who are not part of these communities or identities as it may perpetuate stereotypes that community members do not agree with (Harrison, 2010, 14). 
As the Egypt Centre is based in Wales not only must follow its statutory obligations in the Anti-Racist Wales Action Plan, but it should also use the new Curriculum for Wales when engaging with schools. The Curriculum for Wales states that schools must ensure that diverse histories are taught in schools (Welsh Government, 2022, 62). As the Curriculum enshrines experiential learning, museums are in the perfect position to provide this service. The Egypt Centre could combine this work with diversifying their interpretation to ensure that their learning offer includes the narratives of diverse communities. This could even be a project that the Museum works in partnership with schools to achieve.
In conclusion, the Egypt Centre does good work in engaging their local communities with the ancient world. It provides opportunities for all ages to learn about ancient Egypt through its exhibitions, events and learning programme. However like most museums, its collection has links to empire and colonialism that must be addressed to ensure past wrongs are not continued in the present day and further damage inflected on source communities. The Egypt Centre has begun good work in this area by ensuring that some of these past injustices are not continued in their work. For example, ensuring that fragments of human remains are not displayed in ways that objectify the lives of ancient Egyptians. However, there is still work that the Egypt Centre could do in this area. The Museum could move away from its academic voice of authority and showcase the expertise of source communities. By working with these groups, the Egypt Centre could give Egyptian people a voice in how their heritage is displayed, interpreted and used. For example, they could work with communities to write the interpretation of the objects so that diverse voices are heard within the narrative of the Museum. This type of work requires museums to acknowledge other forms of expertise as well as their own. The Egypt Centre could be at the forefront of this work if they invest in it and ensure that the voices of the source communities of dispersed heritage are heard. 
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