Reflective Report
Al Williams-Spooner

At the start of this academic year, myself and my fellow second year students were given a choice for our last module; Into the Field or Professional Placement. Personally, I experienced the Into the Field module the previous year at around the same time, an experience that gave me various new skills in the realm of the archaeological field. However, although I am a historian, an amateur one I will admit, I am not the kind that thrives in the archaeological aspect of the subject, a fact I very quickly learned while participating in Into the Field. I much prefer written work and research in the library. 
But I did not choose Professional Placement just by the process of elimination. Choosing Professional Placement would give me a chance to expand by working experience skills to prepare me for later on in my life when I step into the workplace, wherever that might be. It would help me develop my problem solving and communication skills, which one can never go wrong with having, as well as help figure out what manner of work I would like to go into, as that’s something that I have been struggling with deciding.
At first, I was hoping to spend this module volunteering somewhere, perhaps a museum or a National Trust site or a library. But the decision of where I ended up working was not confirmed until later on in the academic year, which falls down to my indecision and lack of communication with the university staff. Looking back now, I realise that I expected to be told where I was working and to just get on with it and report back, but that, I believe, defeated the purpose of Professional Placement. The first step was to make the decision myself and take some initiative. So, already I was not doing the best. 
Before it was confirmed that I would be helping out with an exhibition named the Museum of Lies (Museum of Lies, 2025) with Dr Katharina Zinn, I actually volunteered at a National Trust site called Llanerchaeron in the month of February for two weeks. The reason I mention this particular detail is because when Professional Placement started, there was, unfortunately, weeks of not hearing anything about the exhibition or what was needed of me, which left me in the dark on whether the exhibition was actually going to take place at all. This persistent worry of the work experience I had planned to conduct not happening was very stressful, particularly when thinking about what I would do this very report on if not the exhibition. It would have been too late to try and arrange something else, which left me with the options of resitting the module or doing an independent project over summer for another module. I discussed my concerns with a friend and she helpfully reminded me of my volunteer work at Llanerchaeron, which led me to the thought of reporting that as my Professional Placement work. Thankfully, though, that was not the case. 
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The exhibition was centred around the artefacts from Cyfarthfa Castle Museum that myself and other students examined earlier in the academic year with Dr Katharina Zinn. I was a bit apprehensive going into this project as I had not examined all of the artefacts personally, but it turns out that I didn’t have to have done so. My analysis and cataloguing of one particular artefact; the string of small amulets; would end up being my focus from a creative standpoint. 
Dr Zinn remembered when I had mentioned to her that I enjoyed creative writing in my spare time and decided that the exhibition would be the perfect time to practise that hobby. Upon first hearing the idea, I was ambitious to write a short story with a full narrative and clear characters, but it became clear that within the timeframe we had that would be unmanageable. So, I ended up writing a poem. 
The aim of writing a poem was to demonstrate the two different sides of my interpretation of the amulets. On the one hand there was my catalogue entry, which is solely focused on the facts that we could determine from analysing the amulets, such as the dimensions, colouring, material, symbolism and possible date of creation. And on the other hand is the poem, which stood as a creative interpretation of why the amulets were strung together. 
I think having the two different interpretations of the same amulets was a good way to demonstrate the different ways of thinking academically vs creatively. In my presentation/interview with Dr Zinn (2025), I talked about how approaching the amulets from an academic mindset put my focus on research, both primary and secondary, and turned my goal into fitting the artefacts into what I already knew about Ancient Egypt. But with the creative approach there was more freedom to take it anywhere I wanted. In the interview itself I stutter quite a bit (which is something I need to work on) and that’s because there are so many thoughts racing through my mind it’s hard to articulate one properly, but what I was trying to convey, and hopefully I did to an extent, is that in academics there is more a focus on facts and evidence, which can feel very distant and purely logical, whereas when discussing something creatively your main thought process is of the emotions that can be tied to what you’re looking at and how it can reach out to people from every walks of life. 
When I am studying for modules and spending hours in the library or anywhere in my spare time doing research, I am solely focused on getting facts that are proven and backed up by academics to present to my lecturers. But when I am dabbling in my hobby of writing, my focus shifts to a more emotional one. Everything I write, whether it be poetry or short stories or a larger novel, it all stems from personal experiences I have had in my real life in one way or another, which means that the last thing on my mind is siting my sources and proving what I’ve written is correct, because I have lived it already and that makes it real. It makes it tangible. And it is that emotional tie that connects with an audience who may not have studied what I have. 
The exhibition’s catalogue details the string of amulets as “four wedjat eye amulets, also known as the Eye of Horus, with three distinct types, a scarab, a papyrus column, and the head of a human figure” (Zinn et al, 2025, p. 26). In my own catalogue entry, I brought attention to the theme of Horus that seems to be present amongst the amulets, and it was that theme that I allowed to lead my thought process of the poem. 

An eye for an eye and the world goes blind,  
Is what they tell me.  
But you, Great King, gave the moon of yours to save your father, 
And in return was made legend and leader.  
I wish for no such legend nor leadership,  
Simply for the life of my love to run free again amongst the reeds.  
I have collected not only the moon but also the sun threefold,  
Yet my love remains cold in the domain of the next life.  
If the eyes of the falcon are not enough,  
Then surely a mother will hear me.  
I have collected beads from the Queen’s neck and the head of the Goddess,  
Yet my love still is cold and silent.  
The colour of life glistens along the black thread,  
Yet there is no such shine to my love’s eyes.  
If the next life is so eager to receive my love,  
Then let them pass with protection from the King and his Mother.  
Let them recognise my pleading bound around their wrist,  
And know that I loved them so much I turned blind.  
For what is there to see if not my love.  

Because the amulets that we studied were deduced to be originally separate, meaning that they were later brought together on the black string, this arose the questions of who tied them together and why? With the freedom of the creative approach, I could turn the answers to these questions into whatever I wanted. I looked at the book The Gods and Symbols of Ancient Egypt by Manfred Lurker to remind myself of the mythology of the god Horus, as well as his mother Isis, since the deity head of the amulets is likely to be her. Although it was a very condensed description, it spoke of the myth where Horus sacrifices his eye to resurrect his father, Osiris, after he is killed by Seth (Lurker, 1980, p. 67). 
This painted the eyes of Horus in the light of them being objects of sacrifice towards resurrection, and because there were four wedjat eyes amongst the amulets, it had me thinking that maybe whoever brought these together wanted to bring someone back from the dead, or at the very least protect someone from death, since amulets themselves were used for protection. But the appearance of the goddess head and the running theory that it is Isis, made this fictional story that was developing even more interesting. Why involve the mother of the king? Why seek her approval, or at the very least her attention? Would the king’s attention not be enough? Why would the king’s attention not be enough? 
Although it is not directly mentioned in the poem, all of the questions above led me to the thought of a mother seeking to resurrect her deceased child through pleading with the gods and collecting amulets of their symbols to appease them. This concept was also fuelled by the fact that the amulets are strung together in a circle like a bracelet, yet it is far too small to fit on the wrist of any adult. But it could be worn by a child. This brought more concepts of a mother making a protection bracelet for her child to keep them safe in the afterlife. 
The process of writing the poem was in all honesty very quick after the idea materialised. I remembered the phrase ‘an eye for an eye and the world goes blind’ and thought it fitted with the myth of Horus’s eye and my fictional grieving mother quite well, and once I started writing the rest came so easily it was as if I blinked and suddenly the words were there already written. 
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After everything was written, what came next was physically setting up the exhibition in the Roderic Bowen Library on the Lampeter campus. Myself and the two other students who were volunteering for the exhibition went to the office of Dr Zinn, where she gave us a number of scrapbooks detailing and presenting the artefacts and directed us to go through the ones she had favoured and decide which of those to display alongside the artefacts themselves. 
All of the scrapbooks were interesting in their own way, but the process of thought on our end was of the audience who would be stepping into an exhibition with a possibility of knowing nothing about Ancient Egypt. So, this meant that the scrapbooks best suited for obvious display were the ones that could catch the attention of an individual and hold it with clear, easy to read handwriting that was engaging with its bright colours and carefully laid out information. 
Once the scrapbooks had been looked through and chosen, we carried everything over to the Roderic Bowen Library and began setting up the display cases that would hold the artefacts, as well as the posters that would advertise the exhibition and its attributes. These posters had needed to be cut down after being printed, which I took on as my task with the guillotine cutter. It had been a while since I used said equipment and I forgot how satisfying it was. 
Alongside the posters and scrapbooks, we worked on organising the artefacts themselves. The larger ceramic pot had its own display case on its own table, and it would be paired with the second creative work by Phoenix Chandler. This table was situated on the left side of the exhibition as people in the UK tend to move in that direction when entering somewhere; an interesting titbit we learned from Dr Katharina Zinn. This placement, however, ended up being unimportant as because of the tight space people instead moved to the right to view the scrapbooks first, rather than the artefacts. 
The other artefacts, that being the black topped beaker, the granite statue head, the small clay head, and the amulets, were separated into different display cases. 
The amulets were placed into a case on their own and situated above a circular mirror that Dr Zinn found from somewhere and removed from its frame. I ran back to my accommodation and grabbed some window cleaner I had left over to clean the mirror and the display cases, which made sure that everything could be seen clearly. My poem had also been printed out and was placed in a picture frame next to the amulets, along with my catalogue entry of them which had also been printed. This display allowed the audience to view the difference in my academic and creative approaches to the amulets. 
The remaining three artefacts were placed in the final display case next to the large ceramic pot. We used white fabric to cushion the bottom of the case, as well as make it look aesthetically pleasing, before organising the artefacts in a way that accentuated their individual properties and complimented each other at the same time. There was a lot of trial and error on this part, from deciding what colour paper to put under the clay head to highlight its features to figuring out how much tissue paper to use to prop up the granite statue head so it wasn’t lying flat on its back. Lukas O’Sullivan proposed the idea of using the library’s display cushions and from there we were able to arrange them so that the statue head was easier to see without bending over the display case on tip toes. 
After the artefacts were arranged, I set up a secondary poster display outside of Roderic Bowen Library that would be used to entice people to come in and point them in the right direction. The Velcro strips that I used to stick the posters to the poster board were extremely difficult to cut into the small slivers that I needed, but other than that the final result looked well put together. 
Once we realised that we had done everything we could for the exhibition, had half and hour to get ready and come back to welcome people in. To this day I’m still not sure how I managed it, but I was able to get back to the library with ten minutes to spare. Upon arrival, myself and the other volunteers stood off to the side and watched as people came through. Then, it was time for the exhibition to open. 
Dr Katharina Zinn spoke about the exhibition and how it started and how it was affected by the pandemic in 2020. I was able to get a front row seat and although the space we had was small it still felt like such a huge achievement. To hear the history of the exhibition before my involvement, and the trials and tribulations it had gone through to achieve what it has, it felt like such an honour to be a part of and to know that I contributed. After Dr Zinn completed the introduction, Lukas O’Sullivan conducted a presentation, the same presentation I had witnessed at the start of the year, and as always it was incredible to watch him work with pride. Also included in the introduction was a contemporary dance video conducted by Friederike Zinn, which I was mesmerised by with her interpretive movements. 
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Throughout the entire introduction and opening of the exhibition I felt disbelief that we had managed to pull everything together, but alongside that disbelief was pride. Pride in the work that had been conducted and displayed; pride in the people I had worked with; and pride in myself for knowing that I had played a crucial role by doing something I considered a hobby. That feeling doubled when, afterwards, friends who had come to see the exhibition congratulated me on my poem with smiles on their faces. 
Overall, the Professional Placement experience started with lots of questions and even doubt, feeding into a feeling of stress that helped nobody. But in the end, I came out the other side with my problem solving and communication skills stronger than they were before, and a newfound belief in my own abilities that had been unfortunately lacking beforehand. The Museum of Lies was an honour to be a part of, and if the opportunity presented itself I would do it again. 
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