‘Like pulling teeth’ - a personal reflection of my St Fagans visit
As part of the Exploring the Humanities module our cohort visited 3 different heritage locations in Wales, the one however that elicited the strongest emotional response was St Fagan’s National Museum of History run by Amgueddfa Cymru. What follows is a personal reflection of my visit and details the personal research I undertook to explore the legitimacy of these feelings. 
St Fagans was created by Iorwerth Peate in 1948 who at the time stated his intention ‘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’. (A Brief History of St Fagans, 2026). It is located outside Cardiff and was the first open air museum in the UK. It is a tranquil location despite being just off a main arterial road into the city. It has 3 indoor gallery spaces however its main attraction are the numerous buildings that have been relocated from their original location and resurrected brick by brick, making it a popular choice for school visits and families.
The overall feeling from my visit was disappointment, a sense that despite its intentions to showcase to the outside world what Wales has to offer, that vision was sanitised, romanticised and overly cautious. Many buildings are generally intertwined with fields of sheep giving a sense of tranquillity, however in reality many of the buildings were originally located in noisy and smelly industrial, urban, or farming areas. I felt the history displayed was superficial, as demonstrated by a visit to the recently opened Vulcan Pub. A cursory glance made it appear old  but the sensory experience you would expect from an old pub (years of cigarette smoke and stale vomit) were missing, it smelt like a new hipster gin palace. The staff members knowledge, whilst engaging, was not researched first-hand but shallow, restricted by a plastic folder of information provided by the museum. 
One exhibit I want to use that demonstrates this emotional experience is St. Teilo’s Church. It was  originally located in Pontarddulais, the town I currently reside and to explore the feelings the St. Fagans display generated I visited the location of the original church. 
Initial comparisons between the current and original locations revealed both are tucked out of the way. At St Fagans, the church is one of three buildings furthest away from the entrance and in Pontarddulais, the churchyard was nearly a mile from the town centre in a marshland environment. 
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   Fig.1 - St Teilo’s Church, St Fagan’s			                 Fig.2 - Original location of St. Teilo’s Church, Pontarddulais
St Teilo’s Church was built in the 1200’s was built on the site of a mid-7th century Celtic church (see information board image below). The church was in constant use until 1851 when it was replaced by a new church closer to the town. It stayed in occasional use until 1970 and then in 1984 was moved to its current home at St Fagans.
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    Fig. 3 Info board at St Teilo’s Churchyard, Pontarddulais		            Fig. 4 – Original footing of the church at Pontarddulais
One insight I strived for was the impact the move had on the local community, querying if the building, whilst preserved, would have been missed by the local population. The journey there was a meandering one, overgrown with reeds along marshland, like the overgrown path at the museum. However, unlike St Fagan’s this was not peaceful location as there is a constant drone of traffic from the M4 less than half a mile away. The path was well defined, inferring that it is still in regular use.
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   Fig. 5 -Overgrown reeds on the path to church.   Fig. 6 – M4 motorway very close to original location  
As I neared the site there was a sign erected by a local farmer that was far from the friendly welcome that St Fagans would have us believe is part of our culture. This sign was there to show the direction of the public footpath, but the addition of barbed wire wrapped around it was quite menacing.

[image: ]
    Fig. 7 – Farmer sign on approach to St Teilo’s churchyard.

An even more unnerving sight greeted me once I entered the graveyard. The care and attention the churchyard has received at St Fagans contrasted with neglect of the graveyard. Nearly half the headstones were damaged and had collapsed, this was particularly noticeable for the once grand table tomb graves. 
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    Fig 8. - Destroyed tabletop tomb       	  Fig. 9 - Overgrown grave with iron fence       Fig. 10 - More ruined tabletop tombs

In summary whilst St Fagans should be commended for preserving buildings that may otherwise fall into disrepair, it does have a similar feel to National Trust properties, where the focus is on the picture-perfect location and I feel this is where the museum lets itself down. Rather than focussing on the memorialisation of buildings, it is the character of its people that should be its unique selling point. Welsh identity should have a greater focus, yet it feels that just like the graves in the original St Teilo’s church, the character of Welsh people has been left behind. The analogy that came to mind was that of a dentist extracting a tooth and leaving an unsightly gap or masking that gap with a shiny new veneer. The only real location at St Fagans where Welsh citizens were really showcased was one of the exhibition galleries, though this was mainly through the more modern subjects of Hip-hop, Black Lives Matters and LGBTQ+. 
The galleries were an example of where the focus seemed disjointed, I expected to be guided on a journey through either different eras or regions, however it felt too haphazard and distracted from exhibits. I wanted to see specific items and after a lot of searching I was advised it was in a gallery that  was closed was due to a staff sickness. This felt poor as there were many staff around the welcome desk who did not appear to be busy. 
Finally, it is worth noting I have visited St Fagans many times before and whilst viewing on a superficial level it was of interest, taking an academic approach, it fell short of expectations. Therefore, it could be its target audience is the casual and future historians as well as visitors to Wales, however, to promote yourself as a museum of Welsh heritage whilst leaving out the people on which that heritage was built is disappointing. 
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   Fig. 11 – Welcome board at entrance to original churchyard         Fig. 12 – Information board showing grave types and location
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