Drawing on one of the establishments visited, how is both material (tangible heritage) and non-material (non-tangible heritage) aspects of Welsh life represented and how might it develop such representation in the future?
Introduction
This report explores how Plas Mawr represents the tangible and non-tangible heritage of Welsh life in the Tudor period.  Plas Mawr is a historical house or ‘living museum’, furnished and restored to its state in the Elizabethan period.[footnoteRef:1]  Parts of the furnishings are reproductions, and for safety much of the house has been reconstructed, replacing crumbling materials with stronger wood, plaster, tile or stone.[footnoteRef:2]  It is located in the town of Conwy, which typically had a complex relationship with the wider Welsh community, and this is represented in the material and non-material aspects of Welsh life presented at the museum.[footnoteRef:3]  The material aspects of Welsh life, or tangible heritage includes all physical remains of a culture, buildings, tools, clothes and furniture.  Non-tangible heritage, or non-material aspects of Welsh life are, skills, traditions, beliefs of a historical culture, usually informing these things in the contemporary counterpart.[footnoteRef:4]  In this report, we also include changing and remaining attitudes towards other cultures.   [1:  Cadw, Visit Plas Mawr < https://cadw.gov.wales/visit/places-to-visit/plas-mawr > [accessed 09/03/2024]]  [2:  Rick Turner, Plas Mawr, Conwy, (Cadw, 2008)]  [3:  Jeremy A. Ashbee, Conwy Castle and Town Walls, (Cadw, 2007)]  [4:  D. Fairchild Ruggles and Helaine Silverman, ‘From Tangible to Intangible Heritage’, Intangible Heritage Embodied, (Springer, 2009) pp. 1-14 (pp 1-3)] 
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Plas Mawr <https://www.visitsnowdonia.info/plas-mawr > [accessed 09/03/2024]





	

Methodology
The museum was visited multiple times, both physically and virtually.  When visiting physically, all rooms were visited and both the self guided tour and employee-led tour was taken.  The virtual tour excluded several rooms, but contained some information which was more difficult to learn in the physical visit.  Other visitors were observed at each visit, to better understand different audience attitudes towards the various elements of the university.  Volunteers and employees also provided useful information about the history of the house and habits or reactions of audiences.
Material Aspects of Welsh Life
The material aspects of Welsh life are presented in recreated context.  This creates an impression of utility and therefore reliability.  In the kitchen, a utensil rack holding mixing spoons is easily recognisable to most audiences.  Likewise, the fresh herbs hanging from hooks, and stuffed animals hanging in the pantry, are presented as a recognisable tie from past to present.  There is, however, a paradox created using this method of presentation.  By completely immersing the audience in an environment recreated to another time period, both the unfamiliar and the familiar aspects of Welsh life are emphasised.  The footwarmer in the Dorothy’s bedroom, the heat shield in the great chamber and the enormous motor and pestle in the pantry are items which, left unexplained or uninterpreted, can seem alien to the audience.  Other items, like the scales in the brewhouse or the bible in Dorothy’s bedroom are items audiences may identify as similar to objects found in their own houses, left without interpretation.  The dichotomy is mitigated somewhat by room stewards, volunteers who learn information about the rooms and can answer questions posed by visitors.  Here many alien elements become relatable, and the familiarity of others is reinforced.[footnoteRef:5]   [5:  Richard Prentice, Vivien Andersen, ‘Interpreting Heritage Essentialisms: Familiarity and Felt History’, Tourism management, Vol. 28 (2007) pp. 661-676 (pp. 662-664)] 

The presentation of tangible heritage of Welsh life at Plas Mawr is largely dependant upon the extent of the individual visitor’s willingness to engage with the reimagined environment and volunteers.  To a visitor who chooses to engage with no form of interpretation offered, they may find the presentation primarily emotive, more as an art project the size of a building, centring around Welsh Elizabethan life.  They may not care which items are original and which are recreations, as the presentation for them is less about learning about Welsh life in the Elizabethan period, and more about atmosphere or an imagined authenticity of the items, building and the setting they have been placed in by the site curators.  This is in line with a recent trend in prioritising sensory experiences in museums.[footnoteRef:6]  For those who engage with the interpretation offered, the material aspects of Welsh life may be presented not as a ‘feeling’ or ‘sense’ for what Welsh life was like, but rather as more traditional museums present artefacts.  The booklets or self-guided tours act as plaques, highlighting information about objects and rooms, which become artefacts in themselves.   [6:  David Howes, ‘Introduction to Sensory Museology’, The Senses and Society, Vol. 9, pp. 259-267 (p 259-260)] 
Plasterwork above fireplace in Dorothy’s room, by Author < https://virtualtours.cymru/tours/plas-mawr/eng/ > [accessed 09/03/2024]
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Description automatically generated]Visitors who engage with all the levels of interpretation offered, may find a balance between the emotional and academic presentations of Welsh life given at Plas Mawr, as the volunteers offer insights into how the items were used, sometimes with demonstrations.  They also encourage visitors to interact with the environment in a more personal way, and often have stories concerning the material aspects of Welsh life which provide direct links to the intangible.  For example, visitors may notice in older parts of the house, such as Dorothy’s bedroom the initials displayed in plaster on the walls are not the same as in newer areas of the house such as the Main Hall and Parlour.  Without interpretation, there are many explanations for this, however, when engaging with volunteers, they link this to the non-material aspects of Welsh life in the Tudor period, explaining that there is a theory that the family name used to be Gwyn, but due to tensions between the English and Welsh population in Conwy, the name was anglicised as the family’s affluence and influence grew, to distance themselves from their Welsh heritage.[footnoteRef:7]   [7:  Turner, Plas Mawr, Conwy, pp. 8-9] 
Plasterwork above fireplace in main hall, by author< https://virtualtours.cymru/tours/plas-mawr/eng/ > [accessed 09/03/2024]



There is another contradiction in presentation of the material aspects of Welsh life.  The placement of items, and the restoration of the building, with some rooms being entirely re-furnished and painted, are clearly using the material to present Welsh life as active at Plas Mawr.  The presence of real food on tables laid out as if in the middle of a feast, sewing kits, barrels with beans spilling out are all conscious efforts to present the utility of the material.  They also create a fluid narrative to the entire house, once again reinforcing the idea of an authentic experience of Welsh life.  An unfortunate, probably unintended consequence of this is if visiting on a slow day, stepping into some of the furnished rooms, seeing tasks left half finished, bread half sliced, a bible open and quills spilled beside it, can feel a little like walking onto the Mary Celeste.  The static ‘slice of time’ also creates the impression that everyone very suddenly abandoned the house, and the unnerving impression can create a false presentation of Welsh life in the Tudor period as a fossil, and not something which evolved, many aspects of which are still alive today.[footnoteRef:8]  The Manchester Museum of Archaeology has an exhibition by Mark Dion intended to invoke the same disquiet, partially through purposeful placement of items in the room to appear abandoned, and partially though the anachronistic modern items included with the 20’s, 60’s and 16th century objects.  Most notably, though, and the reason Plas Mawr’s static presentation seems unintentional, is the deliberate lack of maintenance given to the Bureau of the Centre for the Study of Surrealism and its Legacy, creating an obvious decay of the objects within the exhibition.  Mark Dion’s exhibition is also inaccessible to the public, screened off behind glass.[footnoteRef:9] [8:  Andrea Witcomb, ‘Using immersive and interactive approaches to interpreting traumatic experiences for tourists’, Heritage and Tourism, (2012), pp.152 – 169 (pp. 160-164)]  [9:  Marion Endt-Jones, ‘Beyond institutional critique: Mark Dion’s surrealist Wunderkammer at the Manchester Museum’ Museum and Society, Vol 5, (2007), pp. 1-14] 
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(above left) Bureau of the Centre for the Study of Surrealism and its Legacy, by Paul Cliff, < https://www.whitechapelgallery.org/events/artist-led-workshops-mark-dion/attachment/mark-dion-the-bureau-of-the-centre-for-the-study-of-surrealism-and-its-legacy-2/ > [accessed 09/03/2024]; (above right) the kitchen, by author < https://virtualtours.cymru/tours/plas-mawr/eng/ > [accessed 09/03/2024]; (below) table in Dorothy’s room, by author< https://virtualtours.cymru/tours/plas-mawr/eng/ > [accessed 09/03/2024]
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Plas Mawr, on the other hand, goes to great efforts to make as much of the material aspects of Welsh life accessible to their visitors, going someway to dispel unease.  There are only a few items with signs prohibiting touch, generally fragile original pieces like the bible and bed in Dorothy’s room.  However, even these are not placed behind glass or roped off.  There is a clear desire to present Welsh life with a direct emotional, and physical connection to each individual.  This is enhanced once a month and during events when volunteers and employees dress in period costumes, taking on the persona of a historical figure who lived or worked at the house.  They encourage interaction with he material aspects of Welsh life available at the house, using them in demonstrations, and games.  This aids the presentation of Welsh life as something the audience can actively participate in.
Non-Material Aspects of Welsh Life
Generally, there is not a large emphasis placed on the intangible heritage of Plas Mawr, and in this it can be viewed as a still having a more conventional approach to prioritising material over the immaterial.  There are three main approaches used at Plas Mawr to present separate non-material aspects of Welsh life.  Traditions and skills are mostly presented using the volunteers and employee’s recreation of dances, games, cooking and seasonal activities such as wreath-making.  This once more highlights the intent to emphasise emotional resonance over clinical information, extracted and interpreted.  The individual’s response may once again alter their view of the presentation of these aspects of Welsh life.
The second method of presentation is a more traditional exhibition of information boards, though they still provide the opportunity for engaging with the information through interactive screens, smell boxes and audio recordings.  The exhibition is a multi-sensory presentation of medical and superstitious beliefs, purposefully pointing out which of these are persistent in the twenty first century.
The third approach is far subtler than the other two, and is often only apparent once given context or further explanation.  It involves a meeting of tangible and intangible heritage.  The skills of local carvers, stone masons and plaster workers are on display, and employees, volunteers and a short video about the restoration of Plas Mawr expose the techniques used in creating much of the tangible heritage on display at Plas Mawr.  Most notably, is the now seldom used arts of weaving rush mats for the carpets found in the great chamber and Dorothy’s room, and the ‘wallpaper’ cloth found in the same rooms.  The top floor is also almost entirely dedicated to the construction techniques of the late 1500s, with exposed rafters making clear the mortice and tenon joints.[footnoteRef:10]  On these rafters, small burn marks are also apparent, combined with the witch marks in the attic as well as above most of the [image: Image][image: A wooden roof with beams
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Description automatically generated]fireplaces, they provide a connection to a common superstition that they would keep away witches or evil spirits.[footnoteRef:11]   [10:  The John Moore Museum, Straw, Sticks and Brick: A Historic Buildings Educational Resource, pp. 13, 16-120]  [11:  The John Moore Museum, Straw, Sticks and Brick, p 14; Richard Evans, ‘Custodians of ‘haunted’ CADW townhouse delve into building’s ghostly history’, North Wales Live, < https://www.dailypost.co.uk/news/north-wales-news/custodians-haunted-cadw-townhouse-delve-25382778 > [accessed 10/03/2024]] 






(above left) Witch mark above the fireplace < https://www.dailypost.co.uk/news/north-wales-news/custodians-haunted-cadw-townhouse-delve-25382778 > [accessed 09/03/2024]; (above centre) Plaw Mawr, by Tom Parnell, < https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Plas_Mawr_-_interior,_view_of_roof_timbers_in_attic.jpg > [accessed 09/03/2024]; (above right) taper burn, by luke@34every1, <https://twitter.com/34every1/status/1182720099125518336 > [accessed 09/03/2024]



The skills used in Welsh life during the late 16th century are not the only links to intangible heritage the material at Plas Mawr provides through simply existing.  The tensions between England and Wales are also apparent, along with the fear of being unprepared for royal visitors.  The plasterwork throughout the house emphasises the Tudor rose over any Welsh iconography.  In both the parlour and the great chamber, the two most important and decedent rooms in the house, the Royal crest and the initials of Elizabeth Regina or ‘Elizabeth is Queen’ sit above the fire places.[footnoteRef:12]  The pineapple iconography and caryatids found across the house also offer insight into the desire of wealthy Welsh family’s to be associated with foreign powers, whilst the inaccuracies around exotic iconography also speak of limited experience with other cultures. [12:  Turner, Plas Mawr, Conwy] 
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Description automatically generated with medium confidence]Plasterwork above fireplace in the great chamber, by author < https://virtualtours.cymru/tours/plas-mawr/eng/ > [accessed 09/03/2024]







Future Developments
Although Plas Mawr provides a complex presentation of Welsh life in the late 16th century, there is definite emphasis on general period life, rather than the specific heritage aspects of Welsh life.  It would be interesting to see Plas Mawr exploit the unique history of Plas Mawr, especially as Robert Wyn was a Welshman in a post Act of Union period, with connections to the Welsh princes, yet still involved in government and one of the wealthiest residents of Conwy.[footnoteRef:13]  Likewise, volunteers wearing localised fashion of the era would enhance the presentation, and highlighting materials which were local, and those which were imported would also help audiences learn more about Welsh life specifically.  It would be interesting to see more Welsh music, poetry and crafts at the monthly events as well.   [13:  Turner, Plas Mawr, Conwy, p 1-11; Janet Davies, Welsh Language: A History (University of Wales Press, 2014) p 33] 

As a large part of creating the active presentation of the tangible heritage, and the main avenue for presenting the intangible heritage to audience, it would be good for Plas Mawr to develop these events.  Most importantly, more frequent events, tailored to Welsh festivals as well as any events tied directly to the house and Wyn family would offer further insight for audiences.  Also, more collaborations with the castle and other heritage sites within the town walls would give greater context for the aspects of Welsh life presented at Plas Mawr.
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Description automatically generated]Finally, a useful development for the presentation of Welsh life at Plas Mawr would be to touch on the underlying, more sensitive racial and sexual issues present in Welsh life at Plas Mawr.  They are most obviously present in the sexualisation of the caryatids, and the exploitation of foreign cultures in their headdresses, however, there are other examples which could be explored further. This includes the importation of fruits used to make candied peel and the human element involved in the process, as well as the consideration that during the Elizabethan era slavery was an accepted aspect of life.  It may not have directly impacted the Wyn household though, in which case, it would be equally important to explore why.  


Caryatid in the main hall, by author <https://virtualtours.cymru/tours/plas-mawr/eng/ > [accessed 09/03/2024]
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