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Llanerchaeron House

A reflective observation on the visit to Llanerchaeron House exploring the ways in which the history of heritage of the property has been displayed and placing it in the context of the studies introduced by the lecture series.

[bookmark: _GoBack]Llanerchaeron House, a Georgian estate in mid-Wales managed by the National Trust, is a museum almost at odds with itself, trying to tell the history of the site in new and interesting ways without sacrificing some of its most important features.
Llanerchaeron House is, arguably, a fairly ‘authentic’ museum. The National Trust maintains it as an example of the early work of the architect John Nash and both the exterior of the house and model farm buildings have maintained their identity as having traditionally symmetrical, Nash architecture. However, as a part of the National Trust’s efforts to retain the original architecture, they reverted changes that previous owners of the house had made to the structure of the house; while this potentially makes the house more true to its original build, it is not true to the history of the Llanerchaeron House and there is some debate as to whether houses such as this should be preserved as they are, as a part of the history that has led to them becoming as they are, or if they should be preserved as they were, to act as demonstrations of a stationary point in history. It is worth noting that the only reason that the national Trust took the house on in the first place, the reason that it is being preserved at all, is due to that fact that it is, despite the small modifications of previous owners, a stunningly intact example of John Nash’s early work. 
Llanerchaeron House, along with many other sites throughout the country, is interesting as a museum space, as the building itself is necessarily a part of the display by virtue of it being an exhibit in and of itself. This creates moral problems relating to the restoration or preservation of the site, but also creates practical problems to do with display and accessibility. Since the architecture cannot be changed, the floor plan cannot be manipulated like in many purpose built museums limiting the ways and space in which the museum’s collections can be displayed. However, one thing that can be manipulated is the order in which visitors are shown into the house and the suggested route that is laid out for them to follow; for example, for the latest exhibition in the house, a chronological display made the most sense so rather that starting the suggested route at the front door, as many historic houses do, the route starts in the kitchens and cellars, the oldest parts of the house, and leads upstairs to the newer parts of the house. There is little that can be done about accessibility, however, without compromising of the building’s structure. While an effort has been made to make the grounds and the ground floor of the main house fairly accessible, there is no disabled access to the upper parts of the house or the cellars.
As a National Trust property, there is a substantial effort made to make the story of the house, and the periods in history it represents, intellectual accessible to everyone. They are aware that many families visit National Trust properties and not only do they have a room more aimed at children, with a dress-up box and hands-on crafting activities, but in nearly every room small pieces of information is displayed on objects, as a sentence or two in bright colours, so that children can learn interesting facts without having to read paragraphs of information that they may find boring. Activities specifically aimed at children are also put on, particularly at half-terms; for example, this October half-term there are many Halloween activities for families to take part in. Many events are put on at Llanerchaeron, apart from the children’s activities mentioned previously, the carpark is freely available to those who wish to use it to go walking and couples can even host weddings at the house. There is necessary drive from the National Trust to gain people’s interest in all of their properties, not just Llanerchaeron House, as they are largely funded by paying visitors; this is often why National Trust properties often invest in cafes and nearly always have shops, majoritively selling their own merchandise, located near the exit.
Apart from the efforts made towards inclusivity, there is also an effort to make information available through multiple mediums, apart from reading cards being in nearly every room, there are also the previously mentioned decorated objects, several video displays, and volunteer room guides in many of the rooms. The addition of the video displays is a part of a wider aim to include more technology in museums that is also shown at Llanerchaeron House through the interactive display near the main door of the house, now the exit, relating to the latest display at the house and the introductory display shown in the old Billiard room which features a large display screen. While the volunteer room guides are very helpful in giving a human touch to the house and in explaining things that are not described, or not described clearly, on the reading cards, they are not in every room and are no substitute for the lack of audio guides and that lack of accessibility that comes with that.
The latest display at Llanerchaeron House, similar to many other National Trust properties, is ‘Petticoats of Power’, an exhibition, in honour of the centenary of Women’s Suffrage, based around the stories of the women of the house. The stories of most estates, and other sites, is often told through the history of the men of the house, mostly due to the fact that they were the ones who actually owned that estate and were behind many of the changes to the house and surrounding land as well as having a greater documented impact on the local society as a whole but also due to a general belief that has lost prevalence in recent years that women’s stories, especially those related to estates, were uninteresting to the majority of the public. The exhibition is told chronologically, starting in the older parts of the house, that also happen to be the servant’s quarters, and finishing in the drawing rooms at the front of the house; this is well executed as, while at the property, it is hard not to recognise the clear sense of a Story being told. It is this sense of narrative that keeps visitors interested and keeps the exhibitions meaningful; it is easy in a museum such as Llanerchaeron, where the building and rooms are a part of the exhibit themselves, as opposed to simply being places where items are displayed, to lose the stories that belong to the rooms themselves and end up with meaningless spaces, but this is not really felt at Llanerchaeron.
Llanerchaeron House’s connection to Nash is greatly advertised in nearly all forms of media advertising the house while other points of interest at Llanerchaeron House such as the Geler Jones collection or the P. M. Ward collection, which are both housed there, go unmentioned. This may be deliberate on the part of the National Trust as while both are interesting collections, the former being a large collection of agricultural and transport equipment from mid-Wales featuring a steam engine and the latter being a collection of over 5000 objects that was the personal collection of an antiques dealer from London, neither is particularly connected to Llanerchaeron and therefore may have little value to those in charge of representing Llanerchaeron House’s history to the public. It is particularly curious that the P. M. Ward collection is not mentioned very much as it is highly important to the house since the money bequeathed alongside the collection covered the cost of some much needed restoration; it does have some attention as a part of the latest exhibition, however, as the story of Miss Ward is told as a part of the story of the house.
Llanerchaeron House is a well put together museum, despite possibly not making the most out of some of the collections housed there. However, it does suffer from the constraints of the building both in relation to displays and to accessibility
