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What are the issues faced in heritage by Skansen in Sweden and St Fagans in Wales?
This essay will look at the issues that are present in heritage in Sweden and Wales. In this, there will be a specific focus on Skansen’s open-air museum in Sweden and St Fagans in Wales.[footnoteRef:1] The essay will compare the issues faced in heritage including National Identity, Gender, Class, accessibility, and inclusivity of the museums. In addition to this, the museums will be looked at in relation to how they represent the history and heritage of the two different countries, with comparisons drawn between them. Various works by scholars will be looked at in relation to this essay including Anderson (2006), Bäckström (2011), Hobsbawm and Ranger (1983/2021).[footnoteRef:2] [1:  Mattias Bäckström, Loading guns with patriotic love: Artur Hazelius’s attempts at Skansen to remake Swedish Society.  Chapter 4 in Simon Knell et al (eds). National Museums: New Studies around the world (2011). Pp. 69-84: https://doi.org/10.4324/9781315787312 [accessed 24th May 2022]]  [2:  Benedict Anderson, Imagined Communities: Reflections on the Origin an Spread of Nationalism. (Vose: 2006): https://hdl-handle-net.ezproxy.uwtsd.ac.uk [accessed 24th May 2022]; Mattias Bäckström, Loading guns with patriotic love: Artur Hazelius’s attempts at Skansen to remake Swedish Society.  Chapter 4 in Simon Knell et al (eds). (2011) [accessed 24th May 2022]; Hobsbawm and Ranger, The Invention of Tradition. (1983, 2011 eds).] 

Skansen is an open-air museum near Stockholm, Sweden, and is the oldest open-air museum in the world with its opening on 1st June 1893.[footnoteRef:3] The idea behind the museum, which was generated by Artur Hazelius, was to demonstrate the motherliness of Sweden and its society by drawing on the nurturing nature of women. It was considered that women held together the felt love of Swedish society and the traditions surrounding what it meant to be Swedish.  Therefore, Skansen was designed to be a way of demonstrating the patriotic love for Sweden and the traditions held by its people.[footnoteRef:4] The museum itself is folk based in its nature and has had festivals celebrating a National Sweden day, which was also invented by Hazelius.[footnoteRef:5]  [3:  Ibid Mattias Bäckström (2011); Simon Knell, National Museums and the National Imagination. Chapter 1 in Simon Knell et al (eds) (2011) pp. 3-28; Skansen (2022): skansen.se/en [accessed 29h May 2022]]  [4:  Mattias Bäckström, Loading guns with patriotic love: Artur Hazelius’s attempts at Skansen to remake Swedish Society. (2011).]  [5:  Ibid.] 

The focus of the festival, and indeed Skansen itself is to celebrate the love of Sweden and everything that makes Sweden Swedish.  It is this love of Sweden in Skansen that arguably contributes to a national identity.  It is through the performances of people involved with Skansen and National Sweden day that encourages people to relate to the roles played by the volunteers and other participants.  Due to the performances and how the audience (visitors) engage with Skansen provides a sense of nostalgia, pride, and love for the country.  It is through this engagement that not only a sense of patriotic love is created, but also a wider sense of belonging, and being part of a community is constructed.[footnoteRef:6] Indeed, Abbasian, Benyamine and Lundberg (2021) point out that people often feel a sense of belonging to a place, as they form attachments to them.  They also suggest that places influence their identity just as much as their identity influences a place.[footnoteRef:7] [6:  Ibid; Simon Knell (2011)]  [7:  Saied Abbasian, Isak Benyamine, and Anna Lundberg, ‘Festival Venue that makes sense- A Study of Skansen arena in Stockholm. Cogent Social Sciences. 7 (1) (2021) pg. 3-4: https://www.proquest.com/docview/2614517497?accountid=130472&parentSessionId=OmZ%2B5wQDhvDhieQPnERXfJv63lgINZrlqKI2O838jss%3D&pq-origsite=primo [accessed 1st July 2022]] 

This sense of being part of a community, and place, is arguably not something that is not necessarily evidently seen, but rather something that is felt, something that is experienced - one that is imagined.[footnoteRef:8] According to Anderson, ‘communities are to be distinguished, not by their falsity/genuineness, but by the style they are imagined’.[footnoteRef:9] He continues by suggesting that in a community not everyone would know each other, but that they would feel connected to one another as a wider republic.[footnoteRef:10] This is rather similar to what occurs within a Christian community, or a Church whereby not every single Christian would know every person who happens to be a Christian but shares the same faith and belief systems as other people within the same congregation or indeed denomination.  They share the same body, but they are all separate individuals who have a relationship with God.  In relation to nations, however, it could be argued that all nations have an imagined community; they have something which binds them as a nation, which is a national identity.[footnoteRef:11]  [8:  Benedict Anderson, Imagined Communities: Reflections on the Origin and Spread of Nationalism. (Vose: 2006): https://hdl-handle-net.ezproxy.uwtsd.ac.uk [accessed 24th May 2022]]  [9:  Benedict Anderson, Imagined Communities: Reflections on the Origin and Spread of Nationalism. (Vose: 2006) pg. 6.]  [10:  Benedict Anderson, Imagined Communities: Reflections on the Origin and Spread of Nationalism. (Vose: 2006).]  [11:  Benedict Anderson (2006) ibid.] 

On the one hand, a national identity roots itself in the cultural systems that is particular to a country, on the other it is perceived as something which is formed as a result of social interactions.[footnoteRef:12]  While a national identity can bind people together and may be a positive thing economically for a particular state or country, it can also exclude many people who do not fit into the norms of that society. This is due to the way national identity is essentially nationalistic and centres on the traditions and overarching values of a country and its people.[footnoteRef:13] Although this may be the case, Hobsbawm argues that many traditions are not as old as people may think.[footnoteRef:14] This is further supported by Trevor-Roper, who points out that Scottish tartan did not exist until sometime after the union of Great Britain and Northern Ireland.  According to Trevor-Roper Scottish tartan was developed as a way to protest against the union.[footnoteRef:15] Therefore when discussing traditions and linking it to a national identity, it is important to bear in mind the history of such traditions. [12:  Catrin Greaves, ‘Visitor Experiences at St Fagans National Museum, and their Role in the Politics of Welsh Identities.’ Irish Journal of Anthropology. 16 (2) (2013) pp. 31-34.]  [13:  ibid]  [14:  Eric Hobsbawm, Introduction: The Invention of Traditions. Chapter 1 in Hobsbawm and Ranger, The Invention of Tradition. (Cambridge University Press: 1983/2021)]  [15:  Hugh Trevor-Roper, The Invention of a tradition. Chapter 2 in Hobsbawm and Ranger, The Invention of Tradition. (Cambridge University Press: 1983/2021)] 

It is not only the history of traditions that come into question when looking at what contributes to a national identity, but also other factors such as class, gender, and race. At Skansen in Sweden, there are issues that have emerged from Festivals. For instance, the festival of National Sweden Day celebrates traditional roles and generally uses people from the same class to portray themselves as they would have been in 19th century Sweden.  This may cause internal conflicts at Skansen with their volunteers who may very well come from all sorts of backgrounds and thus not be portrayed in the way they would like to be. The dressing up by women in 19thCentury attire and in their ‘traditional’ roles therefore could be quite detrimental, not only to the women involved but to the way Skansen is portrayed.[footnoteRef:16] [16:  Mattias Bäckström, Loading guns with patriotic love: Artur Hazelius’s attempts at Skansen to remake Swedish Society.  Chapter 4 in Simon Knell et al (eds). National Museums: New Studies around the world (2011) pp. 69-84.] 

Whilst this seems to be true of class issues, it would also be the case that there are gender-related issues at Skansen also.  This is as the men tend to carry out roles including that of politicians and intellectuals, whilst the women mostly undertake the caring and nurturing roles.  This is especially during the National Day of Sweden on 6th June when one of the festivals is held at Skansen.  In a way, these set roles restrict the possibility that there would have been women who were also intellectual and taking active political roles during the 19th century, albeit it was probably less common during this period. How Skansen portrays women during its National Day of Celebration is perhaps not only inaccurate but also arguably promotes patriarchy and not the women it so seemingly loves.[footnoteRef:17] On the one hand, it could be ‘traditional’ to have men and women play these roles, on the other it does not consider potential differences.  In addition to this, the accessibility of Skansen to the public is limited due to the way it has been constructed and because of a lack of transportation to and from there. This has had consequences for both Skansen and Swedish society, not only due to accessibility issues but also because of a lack of representation.[footnoteRef:18]   [17:  ibid]  [18:  Saeid Abbasian, Isak Beynamine, and Anna Lundberg, ‘Festival Venue that makes sense- A study of Skansen arena in Stockholm.’ Cogent Social Sciences. (2021) 7 (1). Pg. 3-4: https://doi.org/10.1080/23311886.2021.1886652 [accessed 31st May 2021]] 

This would seem to be true for people who regard themselves as Sámi, who also appear to be misrepresented at Skansen.  This is because Sámi folk are not only Swedish, but many consider themselves to be a combination of Finnish, Swedish and Nordic. In addition to this, people who regard themselves as Sámi are generally nomadic in lifestyle and can move around from one place to another.  Although during festivals the Sámi often come there to wear their ‘traditional’ attire, representing them as being totally Swedish at Skansen is not entirely accurate.  Also, as Sámi people live in places that are largely derelict, and generally far cooler, this too does not represent how they live nor the ecological climate they find themselves in.[footnoteRef:19] [19:  Mattias Bäckström, Loading guns with patriotic love: Artur Hazelius’s attempts at Skansen to remake Swedish Society; Per Widén, ‘National Museums in Sweden: A History of Denied Empire and Neutral State’, Building National Museums in Europe 1750-2010. Conference proceedings from EuNaMus, European National Museums: Identity Politics, the Uses of the Past and the European Citizen, Bologna 28-30 April 2011. Peter Aronsson & Gabriella Elgenius (eds) EuNaMus Report No 1. Published by Linköping University Electronic Press: http://www.ep.liu.se/ecp_home/index.en.aspx?issue=064 [accessed 28th May 2022]] 

How people, places, and the nature of nationalism are represented are not only seemingly problematic in Skansen but are also issues faced in other countries.  One example which is very similar to Skansen is St Fagans in Wales, UK. Whilst Wales is a vastly smaller country compared with Sweden, the way that St Fagans was built was emulated from how Skansen in Sweden was constructed.  In Wales there is also a national pride for the country and a felt love for everything that is Welsh, particularly at St Fagans, where, supposedly Wales, and all that is to do with Wales is represented. Similar to Skansen, St Fagans is also an open-air museum with different buildings and places to visit which are thought of as being famous in Wales.[footnoteRef:20] Some of these include a bakehouse, farmhouses, Church, St Fagans castle, and a Celtic village. In addition to this, Wales has a national day of celebration on the 1st of March – St David’s day where previously at St Fagans, celebrations have included scheduled events such as harp performances and traditional folk dancing.[footnoteRef:21] [20:  St Fagans National Museum of History: https://museum.wales/stfagans/ [accessed 27th May 2022]]  [21:  Rhiannon Mason, ’Nation Building at the Museum of Welsh Life,’ Museum and Society, 2 (1) 2004, pp. 18-34; St Fagans, ibid, Event St. David’s Day: https://museum.wales/stfagans/whatson/9883/St-Davids-Day-/ [accessed 28th May 2022]] 

While it may be positive to celebrate Wales and its culture, St Fagans is rather selective in what it chooses to show to the public.[footnoteRef:22]  This is not only due to the rural elements of Wales that it seems to favour but also a lack of representation of parts of North Wales.  Although much of North Wales is rural, there are other parts, like Wrexham (and other towns) that are industrial.  On the one hand St Fagans is supposed to represent all areas of Wales, on the other there does seem to be a preference for the experiences of rural living.  Indeed, it would appear that visitors associate themselves with rural Wales in comparison to the more urban industrial side.[footnoteRef:23]  Although St Fagans is meant to represent all areas of Wales quite a bit of it seems to focus on the rural areas of South Wales and what is in that area by representing what is available there. This may be due to its location with it being close to Cardiff but could also be a choice based on what funding is received and curatorial influences.[footnoteRef:24] Therefore despite St Fagans being thought of as a place that represents what Wales is, its heritage and culture, what constitutes Welsh National Identity goes further than any museum can attempt to explain or represent.  This, of course is true of all national museums, and similar to how Skansen cannot represent the whole of Sweden, St Fagans cannot do this for Wales.  This is not simply to do with the size of the museums in comparison to the countries, but also it would be quite impossible to get everybody’s story and represent them at a national museum.  Therefore, there is a selection of what is portrayed and what is not, what is represented and what is not. Arguably it is the essence of a country that is represented, what makes Sweden Swedish, what makes Wales Welsh. However, in doing so this does not always paint an accurate picture, especially when there are so many diversities and historical controversies.[footnoteRef:25] [22:  Rhiannon Mason, ‘Nation Building at the Museum of Welsh Life.’ Museum and Society (2004).]  [23:  Catrin Greaves, ‘Visitor Experiences at St Fagans National Museum, and their Role in the Politics of Welsh Identities.’ Irish Journal of Anthropology. 16 (2) (2013), pp. 31-34.]  [24:  Ibid.]  [25:  Catrin Greaves, ‘Visitor Experiences at St Fagans National History Museum, and their Role in the Politics of Welsh Identities.’ Irish Journal of Anthropology. 16 (2) (2013), pp. 31-34; Rhiannon Mason, ibid.] 

At Skansen, there is a lack of pre-Swedish history and the wars that occurred between the Scandinavian countries including Sweden, Finland, Norway, and Denmark.[footnoteRef:26] According to Widén, in the 1560s Sweden demonstrated imperial desires to acquire the Baltic area and this led to a 30-year war during the 1600s.[footnoteRef:27]  These desires were detrimental as there was a reduction in the land Sweden held previously in the Baltic regions.  Later at the end of the Napoleonic wars, Finland then belonged to Russia, which as a result meant that it no longer belonged to Sweden, which it had done since the 1200s.[footnoteRef:28] At Skansen, there appears to be no mention of these conflicts nor Sweden’s prior imperial ambitions.  This is because there was a shift in focus from what was archeologically and historically based to what was a more popularist, patriotic approach of the felt love for the country.[footnoteRef:29] [26:  Peter Widén, ‘National Museums in Sweden: A History of Denied Empire and a Neutral State’ (2011).]  [27:  Ibid, pg. 883.]  [28:  Ibid.]  [29:  Peter Aronsson, Explaining National Museums: Exploring Comparative Approaches to the Study of National Museums. Chapter 2 in Knell et al., (2011) pp, 29-54.] 

A very similar approach has been adopted in St Fagans, where a patriotic sense of being Welsh is celebrated.[footnoteRef:30] Much of Wales’s history, like Sweden’s, is also contested.  For instance, whether or not Celts were in themselves Welsh, whether they would have considered themselves as such and when a person identifies themselves as Welsh what that means.[footnoteRef:31]   Wales, similar to Sweden also has its own language, but unlike Sweden is part of one country, the U.K.[footnoteRef:32] However, it does have its own devolved government located in Cardiff, albeit not totally independent of Westminster.[footnoteRef:33] The interconnections Wales has with England and indeed the rest of the UK is something not generally highlighted at St Fagans.  Similar to Skansen, it is the folk-rural ‘traditional’ elements of Wales that are focused on and not on historical conflict.[footnoteRef:34]  [30:  Rhiannon Mason, ‘Nation Building at the Museum of Welsh Life.’ Museum and Society 2 (1) (2004) pp. 18-29.]  [31:  Catrin Greaves, ‘Visitor Experiences at St Fagans National History Museum, and their Role in the Politics of Welsh Identities.’ Irish Journal of Anthropology. (2013)]  [32:  Ibid; Per Widén, ‘National Museums in Sweden: A History of Denied Empire and a Neutral State’ (2011) pp. 881-897.]  [33:  Charlie Jeffery and Daniel Wincott. ‘Devolution in the United Kingdom: Statehood and Citizenship in Transition.’ Publius, 36 (1) pp. 3-18 (2006): https://www-jstor-org.ezproxy.uwtsd.ac.uk/stable/20184939?sid=primo&seq=1 [accessed 29th May 2022]]  [34:  Catrin Greaves, ‘Visitor Experiences at St Fagans National History Museum, and their Role in the Politics of Welsh Identities.’ Irish Journal of Anthropology (2013) pp. 31-34; Rhiannon Mason. ‘Nation Building at the Museum of Welsh Life,’ Museum and Society (2004); Per Widén, ‘National Museums in Sweden: A History of Denied Empire and a Neutral State’ (2011) pp. 881-897.] 

Although this would appear to be the case, Greaves argues that at St Fagans, Wales is represented in the context of the wider world, which she suggests is through trade.[footnoteRef:35] While this may be the case, Greaves suggests that a Welsh national identity is contrasted to that of an English identity.  This is largely evidenced by language differences and how St Fagans portrays rural and industrial life.[footnoteRef:36] Much of this is down to how ‘traditional’ crafts and cooking methods have been passed down through the generations.  For instance, the making of gingerbread biscuits is seen as being Welsh, although like many other things does not have intangible heritage links to Wales. It is according to UNESCO, from Northern Croatia and therefore cannot be Welsh.[footnoteRef:37] Although this is the case, the memory of gingerbread making and it being available in St Fagans, encourages a national identity.[footnoteRef:38] [35:  Catrin Greaves ibid. (2013) pp. 31-34.]  [36:  ibid]  [37:  UNESCO, Gingerbread Craft from Northern Croatia. (United Nations Environmental, Scientific and Cultural Organisation, 2010) https://ich.unesco.org/en/RL/gingerbread-craft-from-northern-croatia-00356 [accessed 1st July 2022]]  [38:  Catrin Greaves ‘Visitor Experiences at St Fagans National History Museum, and their Role in the Politics of Welsh Identities.’ (2013).] 

The Welsh language and its promotion is also something that can encourage a national identity. At St Fagans, there are people who speak (and perform) in Welsh, with some not originally being from Wales.[footnoteRef:39]  The Welsh Language and its survival have been attributed to the translation of the Bible by William Morgan in 1588.[footnoteRef:40] Whilst according to P. Gruffydd, the survival of the language has been threatened due to the industrialisation of Wales, the language is more widely promoted and there are many people who do not live in Wales who speak the language.  This is not only due to the Eisteddfods that are carried out in Wales, but also because there is a general promotion of the Welsh language not only at St Fagans and other historical-educational places in Wales but also through the wider media, particularly those that are government-funded.[footnoteRef:41] [39:  Ibid; Rhiannon mason, ‘Nation Building at the Welsh Museum of Life.’ (2004) pp. 18-34.]  [40:  Catrin Greaves (2013) pp. 31-34.]  [41:  Ibid; Rhiannon Mason ibid, (2004) pp. 18-34; Charlie Jeffery and Daniel Wincott. ‘Devolution in the United Kingdom: Statehood and Citizenship in Transition.’ (2006) pp. 3-18 ] 

Whilst the promotion of the Welsh language and its culture is beneficial to the Welsh economy and indeed its identity, actually, whether or not there is a Welsh Identity is something that can also be contested.[footnoteRef:42] Whilst at St Fagans there is a general feeling of what it means to be Welsh and the associations people have, not everyone may feel the same way and Greaves suggests that people who may have dual heritage may feel unclear about their own identity when engaging with the artefacts and activities at St Fagans.[footnoteRef:43]  This could also be said of people who visit Skansen in Sweden, as again there is a lot of overlap between what constitutes something as Swedish, Nordic, or Scandinavian.[footnoteRef:44] This is not only due to the common cultures shared, but also the similarities in languages (and discourses) of the Scandinavian countries.[footnoteRef:45] Therefore what constitutes an identity whether it is Swedish or Welsh, is something that cannot be defined very easily as there are various elements to what makes someone associate themselves as belonging to a particular country and the culture. Even culture is something that is largely debated, as in both cases of St Fagans and Skansen only a selection of objects and traditions are presented, and therefore it is only what is displayed that seems to be celebrated and represented.[footnoteRef:46]   [42:  Catrin Greaves ibid (2013).]  [43:  Ibid ]  [44:  Per Widén, ‘National Museums in Sweden: A History of Denied Empire and a Neutral State.’ (2011) pp. 881-897.]  [45:  Peter Aronsson, Explaining National Museums: Exploring Comparative Approaches to the Study of National Museums. Chapter 2 in Knell et al., (2011) pp. 29-54.]  [46:  Ibid; Peter Widén, ‘National Museums in Sweden: A History of Denied Empire and a Neutral State’ (2011); Mattias Bäckström, Loading guns with patriotic love: Artur Hazelius’s attempts at Skansen to remake Swedish Society. (2011); Catrin Greaves, ‘Visitor Experiences at St Fagans National History Museum, and their Role in the Politics of Welsh Identities.’ (2013).
] 

In both cases, Skansen and St Fagans tend not to look at the culture of people who are underrepresented, including people who have disabilities and other people who are perhaps on the fringes of society including refugees and people who find themselves homeless. Therefore, both museums tend not to associate themselves with ‘negative’ culture or anything that may tarnish the reputation of the museums, thus maintaining a rather ‘Rosie-eyed’ picture. However, this is perhaps not surprising given that they are trying to attract visitors, even though transportation links to Skansen, and likewise to St Fagans can be unreliable and inaccessible at times.[footnoteRef:47] Indeed, the accessibility of St Fagans has been highlighted by Burrow (2015) who points out that some of the buildings were not accessible to wheelchair users and were not very well lit.[footnoteRef:48] Similar to St Fagans, Skansen would also appear to have these issues with lighting, especially during the Fire festival that took place in 2019.[footnoteRef:49] Whilst this festival had a generally positive impact on visitors and was very diverse in the sense that people involved with the fire festival came from various backgrounds, the implications for Skansen and indeed Sweden have sparked debates surrounding immigration and inclusion.[footnoteRef:50]  [47:  Saeid Abbasian, Isak Beynamine, and Anna Lundberg, ‘Festival Venue that makes sense- A study of Skansen arena in Stockholm.’ Cogent Social Sciences. (2021). Pg. 3.]  [48:  Steve Burrow, ‘From Celtic Village to Iron Age Farmstead: Lessons Learnt from Twenty Years of Building, Maintaining and Presenting Iron Age Roundhouses at St Fagans National History Museum.’ EXARC Journal (2015) 4: https://exarc.net/issue-2015-4/aoam/celtic-village-iron-age-farmstead-lessons-learnt-twenty-years-building-maintaining-and-presenting [accessed 1st June 2022].]  [49:  Saeid Abbasian, Isak Beynamine, and Anna Lundberg, ‘Festival Venue that makes sense- A study of Skansen arena in Stockholm.’ (2021). Pg. 3-4.]  [50:  ibid] 

Therefore, although museums such as Skansen and St Fagans attempt to be all-inclusive, there are some people who would struggle to access such museums.  Despite there being websites for both Skansen and St Fagans, this is not the same as physically visiting the museums.  Certainly, both seem to have accessibility issues as well as other important matters which concern heritage and how the history of Sweden and Wales are represented.  Most of the history displayed is one that focuses on the ‘successes’ of each country and misses a large portion of potentially contentious matters. On the one hand, both museums try to appeal to the public by using their buildings, items, and performances to promote an all-inclusive message, on the other how they represent their histories, and what they do include can lead to some people feeling or being physically excluded.  The feeling of exclusion may be due to people not having a sense of connection to the place or people.  Equally, physical exclusion may occur due to accessibility issues that may arise as a result of the general construction and layout of the place.  On the whole, both museums endeavour to include everyone, but not everyone may want to visit, and it is only possible to show certain items due to them being much smaller in scale in comparison to their respective countries and of course, certain histories are not as well documented, and some are not as well represented due to the contentions mentioned.
(Word count: 4010)
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