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David Farmer, The Remarkable
Life of John Humphrey, God’s
Own Architect. (Royal Institution
of South Wales, 1997) 48p. £3.50

Itis a real pleasure to bring to the
attention of members this fine
study of one of the greatest of
Welsh chapel architects of the
Victorian era. It is based on
thoroughgoing research, no
library or archive or relevant
building having been missed, is
beautifully written and richly
illustrated. At £3.50 it is a
wonderful bargain, and members
of CAPEL who wish to add one of
the best studies of chapel archi-
tecture to their collection would
be well advised to send for their
copy without delay.

John Humphrey (without the s) was, by any standard, a remarkable man.
The only surviving son of a collier, who, being determined that his son
should not be put to the same dangerous and arduous occupation as he
himself, apprenticed him to a carpenter and joiner, and it was from such



modest beginnings that Humphrey became known throughout Wales,
especially south Wales, as a fine craftsman and an admirable and skilful
architect. In a way, his emergence from obscurity to fame resembles that of
the eighteenth century craftsman and builder William Edwards, whose
bridge over the Taff at Pontypridd was, and is, one of the wonders of Wales,
a building of infinite grace and beauty. Both were craftsmen, the one in
stone and the other in wood, who taught themselves, mastered the principles
of architecture, and then went on to astonish their contemporaries and other
professional architects with the excellence of their work. They were also
deeply religious men, both of them Independents, the one a preacher and a
deacon at Y Groes-Wen, the other a deacon at Mynydd-bach, near
Morriston.

Professor Farmer divides his book into two parts. In the first, he records
what he has been able to discover about the life of this “singularly modest
and retiring man”, Unfortunately, this amounts to far less than we would
wish to know, but such was the man, retiring, unobtrusive, giving little away
about himself or his family, and we are grateful to the author for having
discovered new material, and for fitting isolated facts into their proper
sequences. The second part of the book places Humphrey within the
professional background of his age, stressing especially the relations
between the architect and the builder, and the way the former was expected
to have an oversight over the whole building work from start to finish. I
found this very illuminating and helpful. The section on the characteristics
of his style, and the influences which evidently shaped his aesthetic, is
likewise extremely interesting.

Everything comes together in the final chapter of the book, which deals
seriatim with all Humphrey’s major projects. The chapels and schools are
listed chronologically, brief histories of their origins provided, and the
buildings described in fair detail. The chapels of course culminate, after the
first, tentative effort at rebuilding his own chapel, Mynydd-bach Welsh



Independent (where he was both architect and builder), with Tabemacl,
Morriston (1873), Tabernacl, Llanelli (1875), Carmel, Gwaun-cae-gurwen
(1877), Capel-y-crwys, Three Crosses (1877), Siloh, Pentre, Rhondda
(1877) and Zion, Llanidloes (1879). These all have the characteristic and
unmistakable hall-marks of Humphrey’s work, the lofty Corinthian columns
linked by arches, all giving an impression of grandeur and dignity. As Dr
Farmer remarks, it is difficult not to be effusive in one’s praise of these
buildings, and difficult to decide which, apart from the incomparable
Tabernacl, Morriston, is best. But, whatever our individual opinions, there
can be no doubt that, together, they constitute one of the most striking
architectural achievements of the nineteenth century.

We can say of these buildings that they were put up to the glory of God, and
that they furnished Victorian Wales, as surely as European architects had
done in their times, with living monuments to the specific form of
Christianity which the Welsh people had created. Unlike most artists,
Humphrey was content to speak through his designs, and to efface himself
as an individual, secure in the knowledge that his achievements were very
great.

This is a fine book, too brief, certainly, but richly evocative, and Dr Farmer
1s to be congratulated on a splendid contribution to an understanding of the
tradition of Welsh chapel architecture.

Teuan Gwynedd Jones

VICTORIAN SOCIETY - DISCUSSION DAY

The Victorian Society recently held a Discussion Day at their London
headquarters, inviting denominational representatives and interested parties
to discuss matters of common concern relating to historic Nonconformist
buildings and the Ecclesiastical Exemption'.

Dr William Filmer-Sankey (Director of the Society) opened the day and
explained that it was a follow-on from a similar meeting in 1994 on




Churches. He remarked that it is recognised that the Nonconformist
approach is very different from that of the Anglican Church.

He had three aims for the day:- 1) to understand the pastoral and
conservation perspectives. Many Church members believe that buildings are
not important whilst conservationists pay great regard to the building. 2) To
make the Ecclesiastical Exemption work as well as possible and consider
ways to improve it. 3) To give people the opportunity to meet each other,
thereby helping to understand each other’s aims and problems.

The first speaker was Mr Friday of the United Reformed Church, who
reminded us that buildings are for people’s use and to serve our needs and
there is a need for flexibility in order to carry on using buildings. He asked
us to consider such issues as 1) Seating / removal of pews 2) Disabled
access 3) Modern kitchen and toilet facilities, and to be aware of changes
required whilst taking care of buildings for future generations.

Dr Christopher Wakeling from the University of Keele then gave a brief
history of Nonconformist buildings, the bulk of which were built between
1800 and the First World War and he pointed out the similarity of Anglican
churches (mainly Gothic) whilst chapels cover a great range of architectural
styles, social status and locations. In acknowledging the enormous
differences in design, however, we must recognise the single focus on the
pulpit and the basic principles of design of interiors which make a chapel
difficult to adapt for other uses. Non-conformists have always encouraged
other activities and developed ancillary accommodation, soup kitchens,
youth clubs etc. and therefore made them the centre of activities. The Church
of England did not do so to such an extent.

Next, Jeremy Lake, from English Heritage talked about how and why
chapels come to be listed and gave details of the recent re-survey of
Cornwall, which revealed 120 listed chapels out of 900 in the county, the
bulk of them being Methodist. He concluded that without an over-view of
all chapels it is difficult to carry out an appraisal and make
recommendations. Substantially complete early examples are very rare.






