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Through Forest and Web: 
A Critical Analyses of The Virtual Presence of Castell Henllys Iron Age Village

[bookmark: _Hlk119685977][bookmark: _Hlk119688598][bookmark: _Hlk119690906][bookmark: _Hlk119707036][bookmark: _Hlk119702917][bookmark: _Hlk119699627]	On the edge of an ancient woodland and located within the thirty acres of land that make up Pembrokshire National Park, Castell Henllys stands. The recreated iron age village, complete with reconstructed round houses, operates as a family friendly historical experience with the goal of bridging the gap between the now and then while pushing for a more environmentally conscience future. However, the potential success of this mission may be limited or be aided by the sites use of current technology and its virtual presence. In other words, Castell Henllys must also strengthen their connection between iron and web to survive and influence. 
	As of 2023, when visitors go to the main page of Castell Henllys website, the idea of the historical and natural worlds being intrinsically tied together is already being emphasized. The first things seen are mentions of the woodlands and barefoot trail located around the grounds. Not only that, but images of the natural landscape and recreations of day-to-day moments of the iron age adorn the website’s pages further weaving together this idea. The website also links to information about the wildlife that calls the park its home and stresses the importance of maintaining the land for the sake of these animals. 
	It links this idea of conservation with the iron age by calling on the notion that the people of the past, such as those who would have inhabited the area during the iron age, were closer to nature and lived more sustainably than the humans of today. Therefore, by returning to this way of life in some small ways, humanity can build a brighter tomorrow. Castell Henllys’s online presence shows this dedication by revealing the ways in which it follows their own mission. For example, the site claims to be the first in Pembrokeshire to have a biomass boiler. The site was also constructed using locally sourced materials as well as untreated timber. Even the onsite café is filled with produce from local farmers and the National Park Authority is consulted to make sure the land is being maintained sustainably without harm to wildlife. 
	The website expands this and makes a point to mention the surrounding neolithic and bronze age sites that the national park is also home to, specifically sites that have the potential to conjure images of a spiritual time long past filled with mysticism such as burial mounds, tombs, as well as a stone circle. This works together to help build a larger imagined tapestry, one that Castell Henllys plays a part in keeping alive. This tapestry is made up of an idealized vision the past that visitors, by coming to the site, can also be a part of for a day. Castell Henllys even mentions that the area was once known as “the land of magic and enchantment” in the Welsh language. In this way Castell Henllys succeeds in building up the experience they want visitors to have.
	Castell Henllys’s website presents the site as somewhere that successfully understands how it needs to bridge the divide in time, at least for those attending in person, as it makes a point to direct visitors to their app and mentions their guides who reenact iron age villagers to teach visitors about the land, the history, as well as teaching classes on topics such as basket weaving, natural medicine, and foraging. These are all task that would have been common the daily lives of real villagers of the time and ones that make for family friendly experiences today for those interested in both sustainability and history. 
	However, it should be noted that the historical site does fail to mention the harsher aspects of reality for those living in the iron age on their website as well as the app created for those visiting the sites in person. There is little presented about the hardships of the time as they are glossed over, instead the site ops for a more idealized approach to history to further their own vision. The focus of the learning material on the app is mainly on day-to-day life, familial ties, trades, and spirituality. While this approach has its merits when trying to push the idea of a time where we were one with nature and therefore more at peace, it does not provide a realistic approach to history. It instead comes off more as propaganda than history. As scholar Tony Bennett once pointed out in his own work regarding museums, “No museum can include everything…there is a pattern to the exclusions which suggest that the museum embodies, indeed is committed to, an institutionalized mode of amnesia.” [footnoteRef:1] Castell Henllys chooses to lightly gloss over the parts of history that do not fit into the narrative being created through their virtual presence. A stronger approach that might provide more meaningful and accurate picture of the past, could be instead teaching visitors about not only the good parts of life, but dive into its difficulties and how their relationship with nature allowed them to overcome them and how it could do the same for people today.  [1:  Bennett, Tony. ‘Museums and “The People,”’ The Birth of the Museum. p. 111.] 

	That being said, Castell Henllys portrayal of itself as a historical site with the goal of bringing the positive aspects of the iron age to the modern in order help build a more sustainable future, is not inherently a step in the wrong direction. In fact, it also plays into the idea of cultural sustainability as well as environmental. The idea of cultural sustainability is to preserve the good parts of a past people’s practices, knowledge, and identity so that those ideals can live on in future generations or influence them in positive ways. So, as Izabela Pop points out in her own work on the subject, it is a fundamental tasks of museums to preserve both the tangible and intangible aspects of culture so that they can be passed on. It is through this work that museums and historical sites can influence people’s attitudes on subjects such as environmental conservation. [footnoteRef:2] Therefore, Castell Henllys taking on this painted picture of positivity and focus on nature and the family friendly aspects of the people of the iron age might be considered more beneficial as a heritage and historical site than if it was a learning center based in realism alone.  [2:  Pop, Izabella. Achieving Cultural Sustainability in Museums: A Step Toward Sustainable Development. p.2.] 

	The way the site has presented itself online, however, also begins to point out some of Castell Henllys failings in traversing iron and web. Especially any goal of reaching a wider modern audience as virtual presence becomes more important in everyday lives of potential visitors. In recognition of the shift in the importance of social media and creating an online space for visitors, many museums have increased their usage of the mediums to allow a more direct connection to patrons and expand the experiences they provide. [footnoteRef:3]  Castell Henllys cannot carry out its full potential as a place of cultural and environmental sustainability if it cannot also meet the demands of modern social media and virtual engagement and follow suit. It is necessary for historical sites to learn to use these tools and market themselves accordingly with them. Zoe Belenioti rightly states that, “Interaction and engagement is the new form of marketing that will determine the competitiveness of tourism organizations in the future. The closer and deeper that engagement is, then the more personalized and individualized the experiences will be through co-creation leading to the emergence of more satisfied customers.” [footnoteRef:4] This satisfaction and engagement in turn drives more visitors to these sites.  This need for active engagement is critical for ensuring the success and survival of historical sites in today’s world, everything from app usage on the physical site to social media presence bringing in more traction. [3:  Belenioti, Zoe – Charis. Vassiliadis, Christos. Museums & Cultural Heritage via Social Media: An Integrated Literature Review. p.ix]  [4:  Belenioti, Zoe – Charis. Vassiliadis, Christos. Museums & Cultural Heritage via Social Media: An Integrated Literature Review. p.x] 

	The site is not completely neglectful of its need for an online presence and social media as it does have a Facebook and its app has a digital postcard feature which users can use to post to their own social media or as a keepsake if they so choose. However, this seems to be the extent of their use of social media which as previously mentioned does not allow them to grow their virtual presence or meet the gaze of newer potential visitors. They would be able to reach a much wider audience and influence if they made use of multiple social media platforms like twitter and popular video based social media such as YouTube and TikTok. 
	Castell Henllys could benefit from expanding their presence to not only make newer audiences aware of the site’s existence, but also to promote the many classes and experiences they offer on location such as the ones previously mentioned. Currently, their website has a small event section, and their Facebook page promotes these events. Yet, those two places are the only ones online where those who would potentially be interested can find out about them and there is not cross posting between the two. A potentially more successful public relations scheme would include making use of other platforms. They could provide learning videos through YouTube, event promotion through sites like Twitter, and even make use of TikTok for both and gain a larger organic following as a result of using all of these platforms. The site could inspire real active participation online and off. Daniel Pett when discussing the benefits and realities of digital marketing of historical sites found that those who participated in the arts and culture online often participated in them offline as well, and that these new found relationships generated income that could lead to the continuation of these sites. [footnoteRef:5] [5:  Pett, Daniel. Use of Social Media within the British Museum and Museum Sector. Archaeologists and Digital Communication: Towards Strategies of Public Engagement. p.2.] 

	Not only that but this building of online community could allow for exponential growth of their mission statement of creating a more environmentally sustainable future as, Cher Liew points out, social media is fundamentally designed to be participative and so it allows those outside of museums to voice their opinions and express themselves in relation to the material in a way that has not been available before. [footnoteRef:6] Visitors could offer significant insight and form a community around Castell Henllys based in preservation of cultural practices and environmental conservation which would make them more inclined to donate and support the site in the physical realm and online. [6:  Liew, Chern Li. Participatory Cultural Heritage: A Tale of Two Institutions' Use of Social Media. ] 

	Even their app shows that they are aware of the need for the virtual and for participation despite the lack of in-depth social media usage. Inside Castell Henllys app, visitors can find a sort of virtual tour guide, a game, and simple augmented reality features as well. The app walks you through points on a map with scripts of information detailing historical facts about each point with some sections containing videos and access to their augmented reality features to aid in teaching and entertaining the guest. So as mentioned previously, the site is making use of the virtual realm to benefit them to some degree. However, they could extend this further. Castell Henllys could have its guides teach online courses in some of their already offered physical ones such as basket weaving to help build extend their community to those online and bring in more people. If they enjoy it online, they might be more inclined to visit in person and bring friends or see it as a more viable learning center.
	Castell Henllys has a way to go in regards the sites virtual presence if they want to continue building towards the greener tomorrow their mission statement speaks of. The site is in some ways making strides towards that, but unless they fully embrace online tools, they may find themselves lost within the web and unable to make bridge the gap in time to see this mission through.
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