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CARMARTHENANTIQUARIANS’
DAY-SCHOOL ON CHAPELS

On 26 February the Carmarthenshire Antiquarian Society, in association
with the Extramural Department of the University of Wales, Aberystwyth,
held a most successful day-school in Capel Heol Awst, Carmarthen, on the
history, records and architecture of the Welsh chapel.

The speakers were introduced by the present minister of the chapel, the Rev
Towyn Jones, who referred briefly to the history of the building in which we
were meeting, the third chapel on the site, opened in 1827 and a superb
example of the square classical style, with even its interior - pulpit and high,
uncomfortable box-pews - going back to the pre-Victorian period.

The first speaker was Emeritus Professor Glanmor Williams, who gave a
magisterial, comprehensive and lively account of the history of nonconform-
ity in Wales, noting six stages in its development from the very small
beginnings in the ‘radical’ wing of Elizabethan protestantism. The second
stage was the period of Puritan ascendancy after 1640 when its growth in
Wales owed not a little to the publication of the octavo Beibl Bach in 1630
and its reprinting in 1654. Nonconformists were still few in number in Wales
but were sufficient to survive during the Age of Persecution between 1660
and 1689, a survival which Professor Williams attributed in part to the
spasmodic character of the persecution, in part to the secrecy and isolated
location of the meetings, and in part to the courage and determination of the
ministers and members of the churches. After 1689 came a period of
Toleration and New Opportunities. Nonconformists still had to obtain li-
cences but they took full advantage of their new legal rights by ordination,
by founding academies and establishing funds to support ministers and
notably by building chapels. From about 1740 we move into the period of
Nonconformist Ascendancy in Wales, resulting from the revival at the




beginning of the eighteenth century within the Anglican church, the impact
of Methodism and the defects in the organisation of the Church of England,
which was too rigid to respond to the changes brought about by the
Industrial Revolution, the greater use made by the nonconformists of the
Welsh language and the more satisfying role they had found for their lay
members. The result was an increase in the number of nonconformists in
Wales from about 10% in 1751 to about 75% in 1851.

Professor Williams was followed by Miss Muriel Bowen Evans who showed
copies of the various kinds of nonconformist documents - seventeenth
century church books, registers of births and marriages and licences of
places of worship.

After lunch, Mr Julian Orbach, one of the editors of the forthcoming
volume on The Buildings of Dyfed, showed a wealth of slides of chapels
from all parts of Dyfed and beyond and though he lamented the fact that
despite the work of Anthony Jones and John Hilling we are still waiting for
a standard architectural history of the Welsh chapel, he himself success-
fully demonstrated the variety of that architecture as he traced and illus-
trated its development throughout the nineteenth century.

The last speaker was Mr Tony Parkinson, of the Royal Commission on
Ancient and Historical Monuments in Wales, who posed the question ‘Why
study chapels?’ and offered answers as an archaeologist, as an Englishman
who has lived twenty years in Wales, and as a Christian. He showed how
much one could learn from looking at Welsh chapels, not only of the
architectural or religious history of Wales but also of our educational,
social and economic history. And, he concluded, “If we really believe that
chapels are an important factor in the development of Wales and of Welsh
society, we ought to make it possible for our descendants to see them and
to experience them as well”,



BUILDING PRESERVATION TRUSTS

On Friday 4th March 1994 the Architectural Heritage Fund hosted its first
conference in Wales at Llandrindod Wells.

This followed the Secretary of State for Wales’s decision last year to offer
financial support to the Fund in the form of working capital and programme
grants.

The Architectural Heritage Fund is a national charity which makes low
interest loans to Building Preservation Trusts and other charities to enable
them to acquire and rehabilitate buildings which merit conservation.

The Fund works on the principle of revolving funds, i.e., it is prepared to
lend money to a Building Preservation Trust to allow it to acquire, repair
and restore a building that is either listed as being of special architectural
or historic interest or located within a conservation area, to establish a new
use, then to market the building and return the funding to the Architectural
Heritage Fund.

There are at present in Wales eleven such Building Preservation Trusts, but
the Architectural Heritage Fund hopes to see many more in the future.

Particular reference was made at the conference at Llandrindod by Matthew
Saunders (Secretary of the Ancient Monuments Society and Hon. Director
of the Friends of Friendless Churches) to the help that can be given to
redundant chapels in Wales through the medium of a Building Preservation
Trust on a revolving trust basis.

Capel welcome the principle and are hoping to help and advise the public
on the initial steps necessary to start a Building Preservation Trust. Contact
can be made through the Secretary or any member of the Executive.

It is hoped to issue brief guidelines to help and inform members further in

the near future.
Elizabeth Hall







