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Spring Meeting at Rhyl
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Our Spring meeting
this year was held
on 15 May in Rhy!
at Christ Church,
the Uni ted
Reformed chapel in
Water Street, built
in 1885 in an
asymmetric Gothic
style designed by a
local architect.
Owen Edwards.
After the customary
welcome to the
church and outline
of the day's
programme, we
were given an

excellent talk by Mr Eryl Wynn Rowlands of Llangefni on "Chapel architects
of North Wales" (A revised version of the talk is printed below.)

Lunch at Boswel! Restaurant was followed by the usual tour of local chapels -
the former Congregational chapel Carmel. now a retail business, the
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Wesleyan Methodist Bath Street chapel and the Calvinistic Methodist Clwyd
Street chapel. The tour this year, however, was different from our customary-
tour of Nonconformist chapels in two ways. First, we visited the former
Welsh Baptist chapel, Tabernacle. This is now the Islamic Cultural Centre,
where we were given a warm welcome and allowed to observe Muslims at
prayer and their children in their classes. Then we strolled through the
Parochial Precinct, where there are on one site two Anglican churches, both
still open to services - St. Thomas, a major church designed by Sir Gilbert
Scott, and Holy Trinity.

Chapel Architects and Chapel Building in North Wales
with particular reference to Ynys Môn, 1863-1913

It appears that the study of chapel architecture in Wales splits to all intents
and purpose along a north/south divide. There are very, very few examples
of south Wales based architects being employed in the north and vice versa.
For this short synopsis I intend to confine my observations about five whose
works are to be seen primarily in the north of the country. I have already
referred briefly to Richard Owen, Owen Morris Roberts, Richard Davies and
Richard Griffith Thomas in previous issues of CAPEL. But another architect,
Joseph Owen, bom in Bangor in 1866, but moving to Menai Bridge around
1871, he was apprenticed to R.G. Thomas. Between 1898 and 1910 he
designed at least three chapels on Anglesey: Benllech Calvinistic Methodist
in 1898, Bethel Hen, Llanrhuddlad Calvinistic Methodist in 1904, together
with spire and stained glass window, and the neighbouring Calvinistic
Methodist Chapel at Llanfaethlu in 1910.

Welsh Nonconformity has never been safe with statistics especially so with
chapel architects. Richard Owen is credited with over 250 chapels (so far I
have identified 150) and Richard Davies again with 250 (so far I have
positively identified 31). But the laurels go to the Rev Thomas Thomas,
Gland r, Swansea credited with 1,000. 28 chapels have to date been credited
to O.M. Roberts. 7 chapels to R.G. Thomas and 3 to Joseph Owen. It should
not be forgotten that all these architects had thriving secular practices,
especially so with school buildings following the 1870 Education Act and the



1902 Education Act. Validating such claims are hampered also by the fact
that only the archives of Richard Owen have survived. Consequently a
comprehensive study is only possible with secondary sources.

From these sources, however. I have found that, between 1863 and 1913.215
chapel buildings were designed or redesigned in north Wales or Liverpool by
Richard Owen, Owen Morris Roberts, Richard Davies, R.G. Thomas and
Joseph Owen. Out of these 215 chapels, 171 (or 80%) were built between
1868 and 1878.

Explaining the increase and decrease is not easy. But it is clear that the start
of the increase fits into the great developments that were affecting Welsh
society in that period and which led to Nonconformity becoming not only the
dominant religious factor in Wales but also the dominant political power
linked to the Liberal Party.

In this context, do the chapels built in the period 1868-78 reflect the newly
found confidence that Nonconformity had found and voiced by Henry Richard
the newly elected Member of Parliament for Merthyr Tydfil and Aberdare
Boroughs in 1868?

The people who speak this language (Welsh), who read this literature,
who own this history, who created and sustain these marvellous
religious organisations, the people forming three fourths of the people
of Wales - have they not a right to say to this small proportioned
class... We are the Welsh people and not you. This country is ours and
not yours, and therefore we claim to have our principles and sentiments
and feelings represented in the Commons' House of Parliament.'

And through the passing of the Reform Act of 1867, Disraeli inadvertently
added to the vast political prestige of Nnconformity. This was further
cemented by the Secret Ballot Act of 1872. '1859" could not happen again.
Rural Wales had to all intents and purposes witnessed a political revolution
bound irrevocably with Nonconformity between 1859 and 1879.
Nonconformity had a statement to make and it made it through its buildings
so that it was visible to all. As the local reporter stated in Baner ac Amserau



Cymru, on March 18, 1870, referring to the Calvinistic Methodists at
Amlwch, XZapel Newydd - Mae y Methodisttaid yn mynd i gael capel
newydd amfodyr hen un yn rhy hyll. ' ('New Chapel - The Methodists are
going to have a new chapel because the old one is too ugly.')

But another factor must be taken into consideration and that is that from the
late 1870's agriculture suffered a long drawn out depression, which affected
rural communities in particular and in turn had an effect on the economics of
chapel building.

As far as north Wales at least is concerned from the data gathered so far in
this exercise, the great boom in chapel building by these particular architects
occurred from 1868 to 1878 tailing off into a significant decline by 1881. But
one must ask the question whether these statistics reflect chapel building in
general, or the use of professional architects or these five in particular? Also,
how significant is the fact that the number of chapels designed by
professional architects tail off with the onset of the great agricultural
depression which lasted from 1879-1913? In order to answer this question
it is necessary to break down the above statistics to one county and include
comparative data regarding chapel building by unknown architects.

This has been done for the period 1863-1914 on Ynys Môn, where 78 CM
chapels were rebuilt at an average rate of about one per year, usually ranging
from 1 to 3, rising to 4 in 1896 and 1898 respectively and to a high point of
6 in 1901. Similar studies are needed in every county in Wales as well as a
planned study to discover the names of elusive architects. However it must be
stressed that the data is incomplete since very, very little is known about the
architects of chapels on the island, other than those of the Calvinistic
Methodists.

This tends to lead one to the conclusion that as far as the Calvinistic
Methodists are concerned, chapel building followed a very regular uniform
pattern. Further research is needed of course to discover if this compares with
other rural counties in Wales as well as the industrialised areas. Further
research also needs to be undertaken to attempt to discover the architects of
more chapels, but at present, from the sources available, professional


