1 x Personal reflection - poster or photo essay (1000 words) 25%
A reflective response to one of the field trip experiences from the perspective of your chosen discipline.
_________
Presenting History?
“St Fagans is a people’s museum, where we explore history together through people’s everyday lives” (Museum Wales, no date a). My first impressions were not good. The main building looked Soviet-esque, monumental, imposing, very much a statement building. It didn't feel welcoming, and I wanted to get out quickly, so I picked up a map, went outside, meandered along pathways, and enjoyed the surrounding woodland… until I noticed the road noise and razor wire. “Museum or prison?” I mused. High-vis-clad workmen, golf buggies, and leaf blowers made it impossible to forget I was in a constructed space.
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Figure 1: Boundary of the “people’s museum”


Referring to the map, I saw Iron Age Roundhouses marked. I headed there to indulge my thirst for ancient history. Unfortunately, the Roundhouses were closed, as were many other buildings, so I decided to approach this trip through an archaeological lens. Britannica defines archaeology as “the scientific study of the material remains of past human life and activities”, adding, “But the main aim of the archaeologist is to place the material remains in historical contexts” (Daniel, 2026).
For me, the historical contexts for these buildings were missing. They’d been taken apart, moved to a new location, reassembled and renovated. One particularly vivid example of that is St Teilo’s Church. It raised questions about what was left behind, what replaced it, and whether the community had lost something else along with the building itself. I also questioned what I was seeing and how authentic it was.
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Figure 2: St Teilo’s Church evidence or interpretation?

I found that many of the volunteers brought the buildings to life. A gentleman explained that red paint and rowan trees were used to ward off evil spirits, and that low doors kept heat in rather than accommodating people's height. 
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Figure 3: Kennixton Farmhouse painted red to keep evil out

The Vulcan pub barman told me the ales on sale were as close to the original recipes as legally allowed, and that there would have been standing room only, apart from a few benches reserved for older patrons. Adding the tables and chairs I saw was a courtesy to modern-day visitors.
The terrace row made me smile as I remembered my own family history when I saw familiar items from my grandparents' houses in England. It struck me as a vivid demonstration of how people used space over time and how closely this community lived. While some information told me who built the houses and where, I felt that losing their original environment and placing them in a quasi-village setting with buildings from other areas of Wales and other time periods made their story, and the stories of those who lived there, far weaker and less effective. I found myself looking at some nice buildings rather than understanding their archaeology. Removing them from their historical context left a gaping hole and made me ask what makes a building worthy of saving, or leaving to quiet, slow decay.
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Figure 4: Rhyd-y-car Terrace: one terrace, many decades

At the Gweithdy Galleries and Workshop, I read about different ways of living, some of which have completely disappeared, such as travelling craftspeople. It made me think about what gets kept and displayed and how that decides whose past gets told, what Laurajane Smith calls the ‘Authorized Heritage Discourse’ which is “tied to time depth, scientific/aesthetic expert judgement, social consensus and nation building. It is a self-referential discourse, which has a particular set of consequences” (Smith, 2006, p. 11, cited in Chaliakopoulos, 2026).
The stone, slate and timber of the buildings I’d visited had survived and been “saved”; wool, baskets, and travelling craftspeople, however, are far more perishable. That led me to think about what we can find, keep, and value, and what we lose, value less, and therefore preserve less. Preservation bias, it struck me, is very real, and I saw it here at St Fagans, the same bias that shapes what archaeologists find in the ground.
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Figure 5: Gweithdy Galleries and Workshop: so much we still don’t know/fully understand
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Figure 6: Built to last and so it survives
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Figures 7 and 8: The craft that rarely survives. Organic, renewable and rarely found in the ground

Words like sanitised, organised, polished, and polite sprang to mind in the most-visited areas. As soon as I wandered away to further-out buildings, some paths and buildings were significantly less well kept, and the undergrowth fought back. I’m thinking in particular of the Tudor Merchant’s House (building 31), another building locked up and harder to reach because of the undergrowth and the state of the paths around it. It seemed long forgotten, yet it held history and stories it could have shared if only it had been open; what an opportunity missed.









[image: ]




















Figure 9: Partial Map of St Fagans National Museum of History
(Museum Wales, no date b)

Frustrated, I decided to visit the main building's galleries. There I found nothing about the Welsh language, its history, or its dialects; very little on major industries such as mining and wool; and little on the importance of chapel and religion to the Welsh nation and its renowned choirs. Apart from the hip-hop display in one of the galleries, I found little on Wales today, but what did come across was how very white everything was, with little mention of other cultures or ethnicities.
I left St Fagans wondering what story this collection of displaced buildings really tells, and who chooses which buildings to save, and why. From information boards, I learned that many had faced dilapidation or demolition. Archaeologists also painstakingly excavate sites, effectively taking them apart, to understand and preserve them.
As someone who moved to Wales nine years ago, I was looking at buildings at St Fagans that had been moved across Wales. The irony didn’t escape me, but what did St Fagans add to my lived experience in Wales? To be honest, not much. St Fagans is “a people’s museum”, but for which people?
Having visited, I’m keen to learn and share stories, understand who the people were and what their lives were really like, reflect on context and situation as much as the artefacts found, and always ask what the past can tell us about us and our future.
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Figure 10: The road ahead?
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I used Claude (Anthropic), a generative AI tool, to support the preparation of this assignment in October 2026. I used it to help organise my field trip notes into a possible structure, suggest relevant concepts and readings (including Smith’s work on the Authorized Heritage Discourse), and advise on selecting and captioning my photographs. Some figure captions and phrasing draw on its suggestions. I also used it to review my drafts, check my Harvard referencing format, and convert the museum map PDF into an image file. The observations, reflections, argument and final wording are my own, and I checked all sources myself.
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