HPHE5508 – Museums, Heritage and Representation

Using one of the establishments visited how easy is it to gain a sense of what constitutes Welsh culture?

It has become apparent through the module and field trips that gathering an understanding of any form of culture is difficult because of the sheer amount of influence and aspects that any place interacts with. It makes sense as our world, lifestyles and needs have been developing throughout all of history and therefore the space we take up on our planet must also be modified to continue evolution. There may never be an absolute happy medium between progression and respecting cultures and heritage because there is a tendency to scrub out, gloss over and replace time and time again in order to assert power or to hide the skeletons in the closet. The important thing to do now is be self-aware and make an effort to recognize and preserve as much of our history and culture as possible from this point onwards.

It can be said that this has become the reality for Welsh culture. While it could be argued that the establishments that are cared for and restored today constitute Welsh culture, it is not hard to see that Welsh history is fractured with different eras of rule and culture. Although this means that heritage sites in Wales have a layered and fascinating story, it also suggests that the importance of their Welsh origins are diminished and makes deciphering what is actually Welsh culture is difficult. Nevertheless, the Welsh have a strong national identity that was ‘formed over centuries as the people […] struggled against being absorbed into neighbouring cultures’ (everyculture). Perhaps Welsh culture could be said to be forged by fire as they have managed to remain connected to their roots while encompassing other aspects into their history and heritage.

Wales has been identified as having been populated by humans for around 230,000 years through the uncovering of Neanderthal remains in north Wales. However, the country went through a considerable era of Roman occupation from 48AD to 383AD (Jones and Mattingly, 1990, p.153). Emerging from this, several small kingdoms began – Gwynedd, Powys, Deheubarth – but even these were influenced by Ireland (Davies, 1982, p.94). With varied success, Welsh rulers tried to unite the kingdoms and annex parts of England but by 1093 the Normans had successfully invaded Wales (Lloyd, 1911, p.398). Already there is considerable evidence that Welsh culture has faced significant interference from invading cultures.

Take, for example, Carew Castle. This stunning site, tucked into the rural landscape of Pembrokeshire, could quite easily be the highlight of any daytrip. A beautifully rich history, incredible views with green space, and always another nook or cranny to climb into – the castle is everything a heritage site should be. However, how much does this castle symbolize the essence of Welsh culture? The Carew Castle webpage describes its history as ‘shaped by conquest and conflict’ (pembrokeshirecoast.wales) suggesting that the transitions of power and ownership that the castle has seen is the most prevalent part of the narrative. While the castle structure itself may have been Norman in creation, there is evidence that an Iron Age settlement had once resided on the same land and archaeologists have discovered indications of Roman presence. This suggests that the castle that everyone visits and learns about today has further history buried underneath it that might not be able to unearth due to the preservation of the site above it.

Nevertheless, Carew Castle has a fascinating history. The origins of the castle are in the stone keep that was built by Gerald de Windsor in 1100. He was made the castellan during the first Norman invasion of the area and gained Carew Manor as a part of the dowry to his marriage to Nest, the princess of Deheaubarth in 1095. Gerald cleared the preexisting fort in order to build his own castle, only the original stone keep remains and is now a part of the ‘Old Tower’. Given the site’s connection with former royalty of the region, Gerald’s construction on this land sent a powerful message to the locals (Castles Forts Battles). This demonstrates Welsh culture being overwritten and belittled to cement the rule of another group.

Gerald’s son took the name ‘de Carew’ as reference to his parent’s union; with the word ‘Carew’ being a derivation from a Middle Welsh term for ‘fort’. This suggests that the family wanted to closely associate themselves with the land, the castle and the history. This could be in an effort to integrate themselves and solidify themselves as the powerful characters in the region. Throughout the 12th and 13th centuries the site continued to be expanded however, the original keep was maintained and incorporated thus suggesting that the family valued the importance of the history and development of the site and respected the work of those before them to keep it a part of their new castle.

Throughout the Tudor period the de Carews struggled and had to pass Carew Castle into the hands of others. The next two owners of the site had close connections to Kings Henry VII and VIII which provided them with positions and budgets to make further developments to the building. Many of the new features, to show appreciation to their favor, were common Tudor stylings for the late 15th century. For example, the inner doorway had the coats of arms of Henry VII, his son Arthur and Arthur’s wife Catherine of Aragon above it. This is a blatant show of power and a demonstration of the projected ownership of the land from that point forward. When the initial Tudor owners fell out of grace with the Crown the site was then acquired by Sir John Perrot who completed the last of the major modifications to the castle. By the end of this period of ownership the castle had been extended to contain many luxurious apartments and a long range of domestic rooms. Perrot eventually fell out of favour and the castle was repurchased by the de Carew family in 1607. They occupied the residency until 1686 when it was abandoned to decay. Now, the site of Carew Castle is protected and maintained by various Welsh heritage services. The wonderful thing about this heritage site is that it was not torn down and rebuilt every time it passed hands and therefore maintains evidence and the story of the Carew area.

While Castle Carew is the main draw of the site and has history through both Norman and Tudor residencies, the presence of the Carew Cross is not to be underestimated as it demonstrates the Celtic roots of the Welsh culture. While it is recognised that the Cross had a previous location, it was first known to be placed at Carew in 1690. The monument has such importance to Welsh culture that it was moved away from its place by the road twice, once in 1925 and the second during World War II, in order to protect it by being closer to the castle. After the war it was placed back by the roadside, albeit in a new position. This position by the road was unusual for such an early Christian monument however so it may have been brought to Carew as an ornament for the castle. The Cross was listed as a Grade I listed building in 1970 for being ‘characteristically Welsh […] and one of the finest early Christian monuments in the Principality’ (British Listed Buildings).

The monument is believed to be a memorial to Maredudd. He was the descendant of Hwyel Dda (Cadw) and brother of Hywel ab Edwin. The brothers shared rule of the realm once Hywel became King of Deheubarth in 1033 and while they faced their challenges always seemed to be victorious. Maredudd died in battle in 1035, leaving Hywel to become the sole king. He came under immense pressure from Viking raids and was eventually driven out of his kingdom by Gruffydd ap Llywelyn in 1043. A failed attempt to recapture his throne resulted in his death in 1044 (Lloyd, 1911). The Carew Cross has a book inscribed in it, the left page written on and the right page left blank. It has been speculated that this could be because the memorial was supposed to be for both brothers, not just Maredudd. However, because the line of succession was interrupted by a usurper, Hwyel’s memorial was not carved in the page beside his brother’s. The Carew Cross is made from Camarthenshire sandstone and igneous stone from Preseli and is decorated with a mixture of Welsh, Irish and Viking motifs. There is traditional Celtic style plait- and knotwork, as well as cord-plaiting, circular and oval rings and square key patterns that suggests that inspiration in the carving has been taken from multiple sources (Journal of Antiquities). It has been described as a milestone in Welsh art and is a beautiful representation of how the Welsh have developed their own culture and recognition despite the sway of other cultures.

While it may not be a complete memorial, it has earnt its place in Welsh culture enough to be taken into the modern day and used as inspiration for the logo of Cadw. Cadw is a Welsh noun meaning ‘keeping or preserving’ which is an apt name for the service of the Welsh government specializing in historic environments. The service manages 127 properties and sites to protect them and allow the public to visit, enjoy and understand their significance (Cadw). This monument deserves to be preserved for numerous reasons, not the least of them being that it is a true sign of Welsh culture. While the Cross is often overshadowed by the majesty of Carew Castle, it remarks back to a time of Welsh values and independence but also serves as a reminder that new influences and changes to culture are being introduced all the time.

In conclusion, Carew Castle and Carew Cross are a great example of what constitutes Welsh culture because Wales is a land full of traditions and legends. The site showcases many of the layers of Welsh history from its Celtic roots and time in the Roman Empire, to being ruled by Norman knights and ultimately conquered by England. While the country shares many cultural aspects with England, the Welsh have made particular efforts to maintain their national identity and local traditions. It appears that while Wales has been through a lot of different authorities they always find a way to keep ahold of the quintessential nature of Welsh culture. Welsh heritage is nestled everywhere throughout the country and in modern times the traditions of the past are taught to children and celebrated nationally.
Wales has been described as a ‘modern nation with an ancient heart’ (wale.com) which wholly encompasses perceptions to Welsh culture – a current country that has been through multiple periods of transitions but never forgets where they began or what they have been through, thus resulting in a rich culture full of traditions and influences from a range of places and times.
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