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EDITOR’S LETTER
Dear Friend,
The song is ended but the melody lingers on,
But the melody lingers on.
You and the song are gone
But the melody lingers on.
Summers will pass away,
Take your happiness while you may.
There ‘neath the light of the moon
We sang a love song that ended too soon,
The moon descended
And I found with the break of dawn,
You and the song had gone
But the melody lingers on.
You may, gentle reader, wonder why it is that instead of
ending this introduction with a song I have started with a
fine melody from the pen of Irving Berlin, but if you stay
with me it will soon become clear. This will be the last
edition where I shall be your editor. Henceforth you will
have the pleasure of having two new editors who will lay
there pleasures at your feet - no more “thin gruel” from the
present incumbent but a rich broth!
I have held this post from the very beginning 15 years ago
and I feel in my old bones that it is time for a change. The
new joint editors Judy Edwards and Diane Davies will not
be strangers to you as they have been holding my hand and
guiding my faltering footsteps for some considerable time
and they will now bring more light into your Newsletter.
Before I say ‘Bye Bye’ I must pay homage to all those
wonderful contributors who have supported me since I
became your editor. But soft! Where shall I begin? I know
- I shall emulate Alice, and start at the beginning, and when
I come to the end I shall stop! I will commence with Hefin
Looker, who when Chairman of the Friends so many years
ago, invited me to inaugurate a Newsletter. Initially we
were to issue two copies a year (for some time now we
have circulated three) and I was at the time, a mere foot
soldier in the Friends and it is largely due to Hefin, who for
such a long time encouraged me, and still does, that this
Newsletter has prospered. I shall always be grateful to him.
I have also had the fullest support from all of our chairmen
and this is particularly true of Roger Gagg, our present
chairman, who not only has given me his wholehearted
support but has helped to fill our columns with his own
literary contributions. I was sad that at the last AGM no
one from the audience paid tribute to Roger who I know
from personal experience works so very hard for our
benefit and I should like to take this opportunity of thanking him and all previous chairmen for all that they do for
us.
Speaking of those in high office, I must thank Mr Mark
Richards, the Deputy Director General of our Museum,
who has given me not only his fullest personal support but

has kept me in close contact twixt us and the affairs of the
Museum. Where thanks are due they must be paid in full
to all those who contributed to our Newsletter. You our
Friends, and to all those on the academic staff of the
Museum who have supported me with fine and erudite
articles, I place on record my warmest thanks. I shall
always remember your many splendid articles - the recollection of them will warm my long days in retirement.
At the conclusion of our last edition, I suggested that this
one would be a bumper issue and invited you all to contribute an article. You were wonderful and lots of you sent
most interesting articles. Alas, I do not have sufficient
room to print them all but I am assured that they will
appear in due course. Please accept my sincere apologies.
Before I finally say ‘Bye Bye’ another song which is perhaps my favourite:
Don’t worry about me
I’ll get along.
Forget about me
Be happy my love.
Let’s say that our little show
Is over and so the story ends.
Why not call it a day
The sensible way
And still be friends?
Yours very sincerely,
Philip Lee

FROM THE CHAIRMAN …
Parting is indeed such sweet sorrow and it is with real
regret that I write these notes in the knowledge that this
will be the last edition of the Newsletter and Magazine
produced under the aegis of our old friend Philip Lee,
founder and editor these past fourteen years. Under his
direction, the Magazine has grown from small beginnings
to become one of the leading publications of its kind. - a
fact attested not only by its self-evident quality but by the
achievement of two BAfM awards, the most recent in
2008. I am sure all Friends will join me in wishing Philip
well as he lays down the editorial mantle so ably and
humorously carried for so long!
In recent times, Judy Edwards and Diane Davies have
acted as editorial assistants to Philip making a very valuable
contribution to the production of the Magazine. With
Philip stepping down, Judy and Diane have signified their
willingness to assume the role of editor on a joint basis and
it is with great pleasure that I welcome them as they take
the reins for the future.
Now for some news from overseas. Six of France’s
national museums, including the Pompidou Centre and
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the Musée D’Orsay, closed at the end of last year when
staff went on strike over government plans to reduce
numbers by replacing only one of every two people who
retired. In New York, the salaries of staff at the Museum
of Modern Art (MoMa) are to have their salaries frozen or,
in the case of the most senior people, reduced. MoMa’s
Director is to take a pay cut of around 30% to $1.32m .
One wonders how the poor chap will get by.
A substantial gathering assembled for the opening of Artes
Mundi 4 on 9 March at National Museum Cardiff. As ever
the exhibits attracted a range of diverse opinions. On one
point, however, there appeared to be unanimity - not to say
hilarity - over the brochure reference to ‘live guides’ as
being on hand to answer questions and to conduct tours
of the exhibition. Even in these straitened times it has

or
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apparently not proved necessary to resort to the dead to
help out.
In the course of the Friends’ visit to Exeter last summer
my eye chanced upon a memorial in the Cathedral commemorating a Mrs Sarah Price Clarke who had died in
1801. “In her were united all the virtues which give dignity to birth,
or utility to fortune.” So far, so good. “Her mind possessed an
energy which does not often mark the female character.” Perhaps
not so good? Not so far away in Brixham, Francis Lyte
was soon to pen Abide With Me with its famously gloomy,
“Change and decay in all around I see” line. When one reflects
upon today’s more enlightened social attitudes, perhaps it
hasn’t all been ‘change and decay’ since the time of the late
Mrs Sarah Price Clarke!
Roger Gagg

Step In, Saint George : The 15th Century
Wall-Paintings of St. Cadoc’s Church,
Llancarfan
Ian Fell

M

useum Friends are clearly aware of the wonderful re-creation of wall art at St. Fagans in the
re-erected church of Llandeilo Talybont. This
remarkable project shares the thrill of what must have
been a glimpse of heaven for worshippers in a pre-Reformation British church.

Meanwhile however, just eight miles down the road, our
little village of Llancarfan is doing its best to upstage St.
Fagans. You see, over the last two years, we’ve discovered
our own mediaeval paintings beneath the whitewashed
walls of St. Cadoc’s village church.
Back in January 2008, the church’s restoration team
(architects Alwyn Jones••Penseiri••of Taffs Well) found a
thin red line. And - like the labyrinthine thread that helped
Daedalus escape from the minotaur - this thin red line led
Llancarfan to walls full of wonders. Thankfully, the
church called in the experts, two international wall painting
conservators, Jane Rutherfoord and Ann Ballantyne.
Their subsequent revelations have captured the imagination of press, television, academics and of course the
citizens of South Wales.
St George and the Dragon
Our thin red line, it seems, is part of the painted frame
around a wonderful mural of paintings. Among them,
revealed after 450 years from under some 20 layers of
limewash, is the time-honoured tale of St. George & the
Dragon. Debate of course runs hotly as to why St. George
would find himself in this neck of Wales – a riddle which
one suspects will not be solved even with more uncovering
of the paintings. To date physical revelations have been
limited by the instability of the lime layers. So for now,
most of what you can see of St. George is his armoured
foot, and also a lance, which disappears into the mouth of
a salivating dragon. The rest of George (who is certainly
mounted on horseback) and most of the dragon still
remains concealed.
Mind you, George does need to get on with his dragon
slaying - because also brought to light are a worried queen,
a ginger-bearded king, and a charming princess with her
lamb, both clearly being served up for the dragon’s dinner.
(See the illustration on page 12).
And this is only the beginning. While our royal family
seems unusually well-preserved, resplendent in rich earthcolours, there are also hints of other pictures on the south
& south-west walls. Although work to date has had to
focus on securing the walls, yet clearly visible is a skeletal
head with a top-knot shroud, a man in a woolly hat

(illustrated on page 12), and the word ‘Gula’ – ‘gluttony’ –
promising a full parade of Seven Deadly Sins. It’s thought
indeed that these paintings could prove the most significant of their kind in Wales.
Truly, one of the most heartening aspects of the project
has been the support of National Museum colleagues.
Gerallt Nash, Senior Curator at St. Fagan’s, remains a
constant adviser and enthusiast. Then again, back in
March 2009 we welcomed the Italian conservator Filippo
Virgili, and his Peruvian colleague Fernando Canceres.
They were studying our local artwork before continuing
their own wall-paintings in St. Teilo’s. And it was good to
find Filippo and his colleague Sylvia, still painting in
Llandeilo’s church in September, and to know that our
Llancarfan paintings had added inspiration.
Another much-respected visitor has been Dr. Mark Redknap, the National Museum’s Medievalist. Mark gave us
much valued guidance, and his ‘stray’ remark about a
seemingly insignificant aspect of the paintings really encouraged us to put on our thinking caps. Well, our
‘Monmouth caps’ actually – of which more anon.
When you remind yourself of the history behind the
paintings, it’s likely they only ‘saw’ daylight for about 70
years – that is between their probable creation in the
1480s, and their whitewashing out by 1550. They are the
Reformation in microcosm. Tudor destruction, ‘excused’
by a reforming philosophy, and ‘validated’ by Henry VIII’s
power struggle with the pope, led to St. Cadoc’s suffering
the aesthetic fate of churches throughout Britain. The
wholesale pillaging of goods during the dissolution of the
monasteries was but a prelude to the 1547 royal edict to ‘ .
. . destroy all shrines. . . pictures, painting and all other monuments
of feigned miracles. . . so that there remain no memory of the same in
walls, glass-windows, or elsewhere within their church or houses.’
Wind forward again to 2009. Now, with anticipated help
from the Heritage Lottery Fund, CADW, trusts & local
benefactors, these fragments of our cultural heritage are
literally coming to light again. And we are told that the
earth pigments on the church walls should prove pretty
stable when eventually they see the light again. Damp
though is quite another worry.
Of course, given that as yet we’ve found only tantalising
glimpses of a final jigsaw, the enthusiasts among us can
hypothesise to our heart’s content. So, as mentioned
above, we can wonder why St. George gained a foothold
on a Welsh church wall. Indeed, we only know of two
more such images as yet revealed in Wales. One George
appears, almost like a photographic negative, in the lovely
Monmouthshire church of Llangattock Lingoed. And
there is the vestigial tracery of a similar George & Dragon
in Llanmaes church, very near to Llancarfan.
Then there are the deadly sins. ‘Gula’, or Gluttony, is ever
with us - but we might hope to persuade others to sponsor
the revelation of their own favourite sin!

Monmouth cap
And finally – though scope for speculation is endless – we
must doff our caps to Dr. Redknap. When he saw our
‘man in a woolly hat’, Mark remarked that ‘he is wearing a
Monmouth cap’. Now if you follow the woolly trail of the
Monmouth cap it proves fascinating. The knitting of
woollen caps (think Compo in The Last of the Summer Wine)
was a major industry in Monmouth as early as 1449. And
such caps were often the required dress for soldiers.
Indeed, Shakespeare’s Fluellen thought that the high spot
of the battle of Agincourt was when his soldiers proudly
embellished their Monmouth caps with plumes of leeks.
Our walls then have become a treasure trove, both of
medieval artwork, and of the tales that accompany them.
You can be sure that, even in these early stages of restoration, the wall-paintings in Llancarfan church are a worthy
object of pilgrimage, and promise to be of notable importance throughout Wales and beyond.
So do come and visit us – a charabanc outing perhaps, with
a meal at the excellent Fox & Hounds We’ll do you a talk
& a slide show – and maybe even wear our Monmouth
caps!
Ian Fell was Director of Education & Interpretation with the National Museum until 2003.

DINORWIG '69: END OF THE LINE
FOR ONE OF THE LARGEST SLATE
QUARRIES IN THE WORLD
On 22nd August 1969 silence came to Dinorwig Quarry. After almost 200 years of hard toil, the quarry was
closed and the men were sent home for the last time.
Not only did 350 men lose their jobs but a quarrying
community and a way of life that had existed since the
1780's changed forever.
Everyone in the area had lived in the shadow of Dinorwig
Quarry all their lives. Everyone had a father, grandfather,
husband, uncle or brother who had worked there. A
century earlier, closure would have been unimaginable.
Since the dawn of the Industrial Revolution slate had been
used to cover the roofs of factories and houses throughout
Britain, mainland Europe as well as towns in North America and other parts of the world.
Dinorwig was one of the two largest slate quarries in the
world and, along with its neighbour at Penrhyn, Bethesda,
could produce more roofing slates in a year than all other
slate mines and quarries world-wide combined.

Group of quarrymen

Why did the quarry close?
Dinorwig Quarry's demise didn't happen overnight.
Things hadn't been going well for a number of years and
by the 1960s, the slate industry in general was facing an
uncertain future. There was less demand for slate in the
UK during the 20th century and Welsh slate was expensive
compared to roofing tiles and slate from overseas. Because of this quarry owners were competing against one
another for a share of a fairly small market.
However, there were also reasons specific to Dinorwig.
Dinorwig Quarry had not been developed effectively. By
the 1960s all the slate that was easy to get at had been
quarried and so investment was needed for further development. The quarry owners did not have the money for
this investment since they had mistakenly invested heavily
in Marchlyn Quarry but it was found that the slate there
was not worth working so that that part of the mountain
was not making them any money. By the late 1960s, the
quarry depended on orders from France to survive and, in
July 1969, these orders stopped. It was the final nail in the
coffin.
What happened next?
Many of the 350 who lost their work found other jobs,
some locally, at Ferodo and Peblig Mills, others further
afield at Dolgarrog, Trawsfynydd and Holyhead. Others
went even further to find work, particularly to Corby, the
relatively new steel town in Northamptonshire.
In October and December of 1969 came the auctions selling off anything and everything that was worth carrying
out of the workshops. Fortunately for us, here at the
Museum, Hugh Richard Jones, Dinorwig Quarry's Chief
Engineer, ensured that not everything was sold. With the
help of like-minded visionaries, he was instrumental in
ensuring that the water wheel was not` broken up and
taken away and that the machinery in the workshops was
preserved.
Three years following the closure of Dinorwig Quarry, in
1972, the National Slate Museum was opened at Gilfach
Ddu, and Hugh Richard Jones became its first manager.

CYFARTHFA CASTLE

house and stables. The surrounding grounds covered 18
acres of plantations, shrubberies, lawns and gardens with a
further 142 acres of adjacent land for farming and woodland.
The quarrel between Father and Son

Cyfarthfa Castle has been at the heart of the Merthyr
Tydfil narrative, a witness of struggle, squalor and misery
surrounding the commerce and industry of the age. I recall
that as a child living in Cefn Coed y Cymmer, Cyfarthfa
Castle totally gripped my imagination, so drawn was I to
its evocative shape, its dramatic and brooding power. The
deep and hostile appearance of that wall of grey seemed to
carry an ominous message of wealth, power and luxury.
The building of Cyfarthfa Castle began in the Spring of
1824 and was completed one year later at a cost of
£30,000. This outstanding example of an Ironmaster’s
home was designed by Robert Lugar (1773-1855) a skilful
architect who exploited the fashion for castellated Gothic
mansions, lodges and cottages, in the manner of John
Nash. His two Dunbartonshire castles were among the
first to introduce the picturesque style in Scotland. Lugar was
the son of Edward Lugar a carpenter from Colchester. He
practiced in London from about 1799 onwards and became the county surveyor of Essex. He exhibited regularly
at the Royal Academy and in 1835 entered a design for the
new Houses of Parliament.
Cyfarthfa Castle was built in a mock medieval style,
grandly conceived for William Crawshay ll to overlook his
Cyfarthfa Ironworks and to enjoy easy and leisured living.
The castle is the most impressive monument of the Industrial Iron Age in Wales and represents an appreciation of a
new aesthetic dimension in art and architecture - namely
the Picturesque. Built of locally quarried limestone, it was the
most extravagant of all the homes of the Merthyr Tydfil
ironmasters.
Arranged in the form of a quadrangle the building presents
an imposing façade of several hundred feet, occupying a
site of nearly an acre. The castle contained 72 rooms and
is supposed to have had 365 windows – one for every day
of the year. Various outbuildings were in the same architectural style as the castle and a large lake with 4 balancing
ponds ensured a regular supply of water to the ironworks.
This ostentatious home maintained its own dairy, icehouse, brew-house and hot houses for producing such
fruits as grapes and pineapples. There was also a coach

The building of Cyfarthfa Castle caused a serious quarrel
to develop between William Crawshay I and his son. Even
the intention of the son to build the castle was met with
grave disapproval. The father regarded such an outlay on
a house as most unwise and even considered such a step as
inviting disaster given the state of trade at the time. He
wrote that “A great house and expensive establishment will not
fight our Battle in the Trade”. The London based father was
accustomed to denying himself the luxuries that he could
so easily afford while the son held less rigid views about
self denial. To William ll Cyfarthfa Castle was of much
greater significance than a mere dwelling place – it was a
symbol of the power, prestige and independence that he
longed to achieve for himself. And even though the castle
was built entirely at the son’s expense, his father never
ceased to look upon it as something of a white elephant.
The Crawshay papers housed in the National Library of
Wales contain a number of letters between father and son
dated 1823-1824 – correspondence which relates the continued opposition of the older man to the building of the
castle. However, the Crawshay family lived at Cyfarthfa
Castle for 64 years although it was left unoccupied from
1889 to 1909. The family had owned and ruled over the
Cyfarthfa Ironworks over a period covering the greatest
years of Merthyr Tydfil’s industrial past. Until 1840 the
Cyfarthfa Ironworks was the largest single iron manufacturing plant in the world.
Dewi Bowen

COVER STORIES
Our front cover celebrates how much the Newsletter has
evolved under Philip’s editorship since he produced the
first issue in August 1997. That issue consisted of eight
pages and contained no photographs to illustrate the
articles. By the following year, though, Philip had begun
to introduce photographs, not only on the front cover but
inside as well. With the new millennium came an expansion in the number of pages and a redesign of the front
cover. In 2001 (bottom left) the front cover was still in
black and white but by 2006 it was in colour (bottom
right). By now the Newsletter was up to thirty-two pages
and being produced twice a year.
The back cover is an original watercolour by Dewi Bowen
of Cyfarthfa Castle. Dewi ‘s look at the history of the
castle can be found on this page.
Diane Davies

BRIDGES IN WALES
David McFetrich

W

ales has a wonderful heritage of bridges that are
interesting in terms of their structure or their
connections with people or events of history.
This short article describes a few such bridges.
Medieval Stone Bridges

Pontcysyllte Aqueduct, nr Llangollen

© Rob Lloyd

Iron Bridges

Monnow Bridge, Monmouth

© Rob Lloyd

The Roman road system in England and Wales remained
the basis of land communications throughout the Middle
Ages although most of the Roman bridges had soon
disappeared. Following the Norman invasion there was a
great increase in castle and church construction and many
medieval stone bridges were built using the semicircular
and pointed arches developed for these buildings. The 13th
century Monnow Bridge has three semicircular arches,
each with three wide ribs, and the machicolated gate tower,
one of only two bridge towers left in Britain, stands above
the eastern river pier. The tower was occupied during the
Civil War and again garrisoned in 1839 during the Chartist
uprisings, but it has never seen military action.

The Canal Age, triggered by the Industrial Revolution,
began with the opening of the Bridgewater Canal in 1761
and, twenty years later, the first iron bridge was opened at
Coalbrookdale. The later canal builders, such as Telford,
grasped the opportunities offered by this new material and
produced some magnificent structures. Perhaps the most
famous of these is the Pontcysyllte Aqueduct, built between 1795 and 1805 to carry the Llangollen branch of the
Ellesmere Canal 120 ft over the Dee valley and the longest
and highest aqueduct in Britain. The cast iron canal trough
is 1027ft long and nearly 12ft wide, with a 4ft-wide towpath cantilevered over one side of the waterway on brackets, and is supported by four cast iron arch ribs over each
of the nineteen 45ft-long spans. The upper part of each of
the slender intermediate stone piers is hollow in order to
reduce the structure’s overall weight.
Telford went on to build the Waterloo Bridge at Betws-yCoed which has five, cast iron, segmental arched ribs
spanning 105ft. An inscription on the outer ribs proudly
proclaims, “This arch was constructed in the same year the battle
of Waterloo was fought.” In 1923 the inner three ribs were
strengthened by being encased in concrete and the bridge
now also has a concrete deck.

However, in 1642 there was fighting at Holt Bridge over
the River Dee at Wrexham. This had been built in 1345
and for many years had a drawbridge span. During an
exciting Civil War skirmish the gatehouse was captured by
Parliamentary forces and the drawbridge ropes cut. The
13ft-wide bridge now has eight segmental stone arches, all
roughly 24ft span, with arch rings in two orders.
There are three superimposed bridges crossing the River
Mynach at Devil’s Bridge, Ceredigion. The lowest and
oldest is a 15ft-span pointed stone arch probably dating
from the 16th century, although a previous bridge here,
built by the Cistercian monks of Strata Florida Abbey, was
recorded in 1188. In 1753 a wider bridge, with a 32ft span
flat segmental stone arch, was built between abutments
located above and behind those of the earlier structure.
About 150 years later a longer steel truss bridge was built
on the same line but at an even higher level.

Abermule Bridge, nr Newtown

© Rob Lloyd

The outer ribs of another cast iron bridge also contain an
inscription, the letters forming the web itself, which reads,
“This second iron bridge in the county of Montgomery was erected in
the year 1852.” This is Abermule Bridge in Powys which
has a 110ft-span segmental arch structure, the spandrels
above the arches being filled by a series of single X-braces,
the shape of these changing as the spandrel depth increases
towards the abutments.

Two of the most famous Welsh Bridges are those across
the Menai Strait. Telford’s suspension bridge originally
had four main groups of wrought iron eyebar chains
spanning 579ft between stone piers with side spans of
280ft. There was one group of chains on each side of the
two separate carriageways and each group consisted of
four chains placed one above another. This bridge was the
longest single span bridge in the world from its completion
in 1826 until 1834. Lack of proper stiffening resulted in
the bridge suffering frequent storm damage and rebuilding, the whole bridge being reconstructed again in 1940
when the wrought iron chains were replaced by two steel
eyebar chains on each side of the deck.
A short distance away stands Robert Stephenson’s Britannia Bridge, completed in 1850 to carry the Chester &
Holyhead Railway. The rail tracks ran through twin separate rectangular box girders prefabricated on shore from
riveted wrought iron plates, floated out and jacked up
vertically into their final positions. There were four spans
– two central spans each of 460ft and two half-length side
spans – and these were fully connected together to operate
as the first fabricated continuous beam structure. The
main spans remained Britain’s longest railway bridge spans
until the Forth Bridge was completed in 1890. Sadly, a fire
in 1970 left the tubes sagging irreparably and a doubledecked structure, with a new upper deck relieving traffic
on the Menai Bridge, was constructed between the existing
towers.
Modern Bridges
During the second half of the 20th century, bridge building was revolutionised by the introduction of new materials, such as high strength steel and pre-stressed concrete,
and the development of the stay bridge as used in medieval drawbridges. George Street Bridge in Newport,
opened in 1964, was the first modern cable stay bridge in
Britain. Its 500ft-long central span is supported by 48
three-inch diameter locked coil galvanised wire ropes that
pass over the 165ft-high hollow concrete towers to be
anchored at the pier supports on the approach viaducts.
The cellular steel deck is remarkably thin, giving the
bridge a span:depth ratio of 110.
The splendid Taf Fechan Bridge just north of Merthyr
Tydfil, which carries the A465 Heads of the Valleys Road
over a gorge, is a twin-ribbed parabolic concrete arch
spanning 228ft with a rise of 38ft and was completed in
1964. Twelve spandrel walls standing on each of these ribs
connect together as portal frames to support the gently
curved continuous concrete deck. The arch ribs were built
by cantilevering out from the abutments, completed sections being supported by steel cable stays passing over
temporary concrete towers erected on the bridge deck and
anchored in the abutments.
The material in this article is taken from the forthcoming book,
An Encyclopaedia of Britain's Bridges, to be published in a limited edition by Priory Ash in September.• Orders for the book can
be placed with the publisher by writing to: 2 Denford Ash Cottages, Denford, Kettering, Northants NN14 4EW; or
prioryash@googlemail.com.

FRIENDS & MUSEUM NEWS
The news for this edition of our Newsletter is nearly all
about developments and success.

Philip Lee, founding editor of the Friends' Newsletter, seated on
the newly constructed bench at St Fagans funded by the
Friends. Standing - Mark Richards, Deputy Director General, and
Roger Gagg, Chairman of the Friends

Friends have provided the financial wherewithal to enable
a new seat to be built at St Fagans. The wooden seat is to
be found in the formal gardens near the Castle and encircles a yew tree which shades it. For ‘Friends’ who are
interested, the Museum is also keen to extend volunteer
opportunities at St Fagans.
The biggest news, though, is the award of £450,000 by
Heritage Lottery Fund to begin a ten-year strategy to
develop St Fagans into a world class National History
Museum for Wales. The award and its significance is
covered in more detail in an article on page 11.
At Windsor Castle in February, four of our national museums were presented with the prestigious Sandford Award
for Heritage Education. This means that now each of our
seven museums has been recognised for excellence with
comments such as “this is history at its best” coming from the
judges.
In February 2010 the Archaeology Department celebrated
the fact that 250,000 visitors had seen Origins: in search of
early Wales. And if you followed the series A History of the
World in 100 Objects, you may like to know that objects
featured in Origins have been included on the website:
www.bbc.co.uk/historyoftheworld.
We are delighted to be letting you know that the Davies
sisters’ collection of Impressionist paintings, some of
which have been on a very successful tour of America, will
be returning to newly decorated gallery spaces in October.
The tour has been extremely well received, attracting the
highest number of recorded attendances at both Columbia
Museum of South Carolina and at Syracuse, New York.

St. Teilo’s Church
Sara Huws (Learning Interpreter at St Fagans) reports that
St. Teilo’s is starting to look ‘at home’ with the exterior
lime-washed walls reflecting the affects of winter weather,
making it look as if the building has been putting down
roots. Those of you who met Ray Smith before he retired
as senior craftsman, will be very pleased to know that he
has been carving a beautiful new lectern which is now
being painted by a team from the Historic Buildings Unit.
Now is the time for another visit to the church because
you will also see the new work of Fleur Kelly who painted
the apostles on the front of the rood loft. She has been
painting linen fold designs and angels holding musical
instruments on the lower panels of the rood screen and
parclose screens.
William Dyce
You will also be pleased to know that Amgueddfa Cymru
is now excitingly close to the target price of £557,218 for
the purchase of A Welsh Landscape with Two Women
Knitting, by William Dyce (1806-1864). Composed during
a family holiday to Llanrwst in 1860, it is the artist’s only
finished oil painting of Wales. The price must be reached
by May this year so we will keep you informed. William
Dyce was not only a talented painter but also became well
known for his influence on art education. While on trips
to Rome he was attracted by Renaissance art, particularly
the work of ‘Romantic’ artists known as Nazarene painters.
At home he became an important supporter of the PreRaphaelites and worked across several genres. During his
trip to Wales he reported many similarities between the
landscapes of Wales and Scotland.
Artes Mundi 4
The work of the eight short-listed artist selected from over
480 international nominations for Artes Mundi 4, have
been on display at National Museum Cardiff from 11th
March to 6th June 2010. The selected artists come from
Israel, Peru, Bulgaria, Taiwan, Russia, Kyrgyzstan and
Albania. The competition provides a platform for contemporary artists established in their own country but not
previously recognised in the UK. They were asked to
explore issues of national identity, globalisation, consumerism, propaganda and migration. Artes Mundi has also
helped to develop our Museum’s reputation in supporting
and presenting contemporary Welsh and international artists.
New Treasure
An Iron Age fragment found in Boverton last year became
the subject of much interest to our archaeologists when it
was revealed to be the missing half of a bracelet first
discovered in 2005. Each fragment is decorated with a
repeating design of triangles and dots and when the two
fragments were compared it was clear that the design on
each was identical and that the two broken ends formed a
matching join so revealing a truly beautiful example of
early craftsmanship.

Bracelet fragment from Boverton (Bronze, late Iron Age)

Wales and the Antarctic
Those of you with a special interest in the links between
Cardiff and Scott of the Antarctic will already know that
the SS Terra Nova left Bute Dock on 15th June 1910 and
that the expedition has been commemorated by the lighthouse at the south end of Roath Park Lake; by a memorial
plaque on the staircase at City Hall; and by a sculpture
unveiled in Cardiff Bay in June 2003.
According to Tom Sharpe (Geology Department) and
David Jenkins (Industry Department) the Terra Nova arrived in Cardiff five days before departure for the Antarctic. It was immediately given help with fuel and assorted
stores. The Welsh Coal Companies for instance gave 500
gallons of engine and lamp oil; cooking utensils were given
by the Welsh Tin Plate Company; and funds raised by the
County School of Cardigan were used to purchase a sleeping bag for Scott. The city of Cardiff itself raised more
than any other city to support the venture and large individual donations were also given by Cardiff ship owners
such as Daniel Radcliffe and William Tatem. Such was the
strength of support from Wales that the city was to become the designated home port for the Terra Nova and it
was to Bute Dock that she returned on 14th June 1913.
Cardiff’s enthusiasm for the expedition can be explained
by a meeting between the editor of the Western Mail
(William Davies) and a young naval officer Lieutenant
E.R.G.R Evans in June 1909. Evans was planning his own
trip to the Antarctic and Davies was very keen to support
the idea of a Welsh National Antarctic Expedition, particularly since it appeared that Cardiff business people would
be well disposed to such a project. However, when Evans
learned of Scott’s plans, he abandoned his own and joined
Scott as second-in-command, bringing with him the support of the Western Mail editor and the prospect of Welsh
sponsorship. Davies not only rallied business support but
managed to persuade the Chancellor of the Exchequer,
David Lloyd George, to provide the expedition with a
government grant of £20,000. It seems likely that without
such support Scott’s expedition would not have left in time

to reach the pole in 1912.
Several other Welsh men have important links with Antarctica – there was Edgar Evans of Rhossilli, who became
Petty Officer on the Terra Nova; geologist T.W Edgeworth
David born in St. Fagans in 1858 who joined Shackleton’s
Nimrod expedition of 1907-09 while Professor of Geology
at the University of Sydney; and Perce Blackborow, a
young sailor from Newport. Perce unfortunately stowed
away on Shackleton’s Endurance when she sailed out of
Buenos Aries in 1914. The ship was crushed by pack-ice
and sank but the crew survived five months on the ice and
in small boats and a further four months on a desolate
island before rescue. And then there was David Dillwyn
John (1901-1995) from St. Brides Major, a zoologist who
participated in three Antarctic research trips between 1925
and 1935. He was awarded the Polar Medal in 1941 and
later became Director of the National Museum Wales
(1948-1968).
I would like to thank Sian Russ (Fundraising and Development Office, Amgueddfa Cymru) for here help in compiling this material.
Judy Edwards

New Trustees
Heritage Minister Alun Ffred Jones and the President of
Amgueddfa Cymru – National Museum Wales, Paul Loveluck announced in December 2009 the appointment of
four new Trustees to serve on the Museum’s Board. The
newly appointed members are Professor Anthony George
Atkins, Victoria Mary Provis, Dr Keshav Singhal and
David Beresford Vokes. Their terms of appointment will
run from 1 April 2010 to 31 March 2014.
Heritage Minister, Alun Ffred Jones, said: “I very much look
forward to the significant contribution that these exceptional individuals will make to the Board of Trustees of Amgueddfa Cymru –
National Museum Wales. The new Trustees will bring invaluable
experience to the Board, which will complement the experience of the
existing Trustees.” Paul Loveluck, President of the Museum,
added: “I would like to pay tribute to the contribution which has
been made by the retiring Trustees: Rhiannon Wyn Hughes, Huw
Williams, Dr Brian Willott and Professor Colin Jones, who collectively have given over thirty years of outstanding unpaid service to the
work of the Museum. I am delighted that the Museum continues to
attract people of such high calibre as the new replacements.”
The Museum held a dinner at National Museum Cardiff in
February 2010 to honour the retiring Trustees, and to
welcome the new Trustees before they begin their term of
office on 1 April 2010. These appointments enable the
Museum to continue to benefit from the considerable
experience and expertise of sixteen Trustees, all of whom
give their services freely to the Museum. The Executive

looks forward to working with the new Board in the
coming months and years, to help guide and promote the
strategic priorities for Amgueddfa Cymru – National Museum Wales.
Professor Tony Atkins
grew up in Cardiff, and was a
member of the National
Youth Orchestra of Wales.
He studied at Cardiff and
Cambridge, worked in industry and taught at Oxford and
the University of Michigan,
Ann Arbor. A Fellow of the
Royal Academy of Engineering, he is Visiting Professor
at Imperial College and an Emeritus Professor of Reading
University, where he served on the Board of the Museum
of English Rural Life. He is very interested in industrial
archaeology and the history of engineering. Married with
three children, he is a Churchwarden of St Michael’s & All
Angels at Inkpen (Berks). He holds no other Ministerial
public appointments.
Victoria Mary Provis is a
native of Cardiff. After an
early career in corporate
communications and professional services marketing,
Victoria moved into executive search in 1993. She has
been a Partner at Odgers
Berndtson in London since
1995 and specialises in leading corporate communications and board-level appointments (both executive and
non-executive) across the UK and Continental Europe.
She opened the firm’s Cardiff office in 2005 and remains
a Non-Executive Director. Dividing her time between
London and St Davids, Victoria is also a member of the
Council of Prince’s Trust Cymru and a Member of Glas
Cymru. She is also a former Vice-Chair of the Board of
Atlantic College.
Mr Keshav Singhal is a
Consultant Orthopaedic Surgeon working at the Princess
of Wales Hospital, Bridgend
and the Neath Port Talbot
Hospital. He initially trained
in India and subsequently
finished his specialisation in
the Midlands after which he
took up his current post in
Wales in 1996. He is the
Chair of the HCA (Wales) and India Centre, Cardiff and is
actively engaged in promoting and introducing arts and
culture from the Indian Subcontinent to Wales and finding
synergies and similarities between the two cultures. He is
involved in promoting intercultural and interfaith dialogue
and harmony. He is married with two sons.

David Beresford Vokes is
a solicitor and commercial
lawyer by training and for
the last 15 years of his professional life was involved in
the establishment and management of the law firm
Eversheds. Mr Vokes is a
governor of Atlantic College
and has been a council
member of the Arts Council of Wales since 2004. This
post, which comes to an end on 31 March 2010, is unpaid
and he holds no other Ministerial public appointments.
He has recently been appointed as a Trustee of Age Cymru.

MAKING HISTORY AT ST FAGANS

years of human habitation in Wales at its core. We will
achieve this by moving the national Archaeology collections from National Museum Cardiff to St Fagans and
integrating them with the social history collections to
enable us to tell the stories of the peoples of Wales from
the earliest times. This will offer a fresh insight into Wales’
story as well as placing it in an international context.
In order to accommodate this we will be investing in
re-furbishing the Main Building and enclosing the existing
unsightly courtyard to provide for better visitor circulation
and greatly improved physical and intellectual orientation.
The three existing outdated galleries will be totally refurbished and re-displayed. In addition a new ‘pavilion’
will be constructed in the area beyond the Celtic Village to
provide additional gallery and activity spaces in a currently
under-used part of the site. Hand in hand with new
galleries we will be providing an extended programme of
events and activities at the site. The emphasis will be on
interactive experiences which will be suitable for all ages
and all levels of interest.
We will not be presenting one ‘official’ national narrative
of Welsh history, but rather telling multiple stories which
will enable individuals to come to their own conclusions
about Wales and its history. There is no one correct way
of interpreting and presenting this information and one of
our greatest challenges will be to excite visitors and make
them think about history from different perspectives.

Announcing the new plans: (from left to right) Paul Loveluck,
Alun Ffred Jones (Heritage Minister), Jennifer Stewart (Head of
the HLF in Wales) and Michael Houlihan

Appropriately enough on March 1st the Heritage Lottery
Fund (HLF) announced that the project for the re-development of the museum at St Fagans had received a Round
I pass for a bid of £8.75m of HLF funding towards the
total project cost of £20.4m.
Over the past sixty years St Fagans has been seen as the
home of Welsh history and an integral part of the nation’s
identity. It provides a unique experience which we are
proud to share with visitors from throughout the world.
With over 600,000 visitors a year St Fagans is Wales’ most
popular heritage attraction and the second most popular
open-air museum in Europe. We cannot take this success
for granted, however, and there is a constant need to invest
in the site to keep ahead of the competition. We aim to
keep St Fagans as a museum of international status and a
‘must-see’ attraction to visitors to Wales in the twenty-first
century. Since the advent of the National Assembly, the
nation’s self-confidence has flowered and we want to
communicate this new found self-confidence by telling
new and powerful stories and sharing a wide range of
experiences with our visitors.
Our Vision for the site is compelling with the extension of
the timeline at St Fagans to encompass the past 250,000

It is also our intention to make St Fagans a gateway to the
rest of Wales, a hub for Wales’ cultural tourism strategy.
We cannot hope to do justice to every element of Welsh
history at a single venue, but we can introduce our visitors
to the key stories and create a desire in them to learn more
about them. We hope to work with other heritage attractions so that our visitors gain an awareness of where to go
in Wales in order to gain a deeper insight into some stories
than we can tell at St Fagans.
The project will cost over £20m to deliver which includes
£8.75m from HLF. We will now be using the initial
funding given to us by HLF to develop the project to the
Round II submission in September 2011 and a final award
in February 2012. We will also be approaching the Welsh
Assembly Government for financial support as well as
working hard to raise other funds towards the project.
We have already received strong support from Alun Ffred
Jones, the Heritage Minister, who said: ‘This re-development
will preserve those things which make St Fagans so unique and
popular whilst at the same time transforming it to create a visitor
attraction of international standard. It will also provide a portal to
our history and culture for visitors to Wales.’ But there is much
work to be done and we need the nation’s support for our
plans if our aspirations are to be achieved.
John Williams-Davies
John Williams-Davies is Director-Collections and Research•at
Amgeuddfa Cymru.•

Llancarfan wall paintings
Right: A man wearing a Monmouth cap
Below: The Princess with her Lamb and the King
looking on

Right: An image from Shirley Jones, Terra
Contigua
We are most grateful to Shirley Jones for permission to reproduce this image.

Below: Giovanni Roberto, The Ellen James
(see page 18 for the companion painting and an article on both paintings)

THE PENYWYRLOD HEAD: THE FACE
OF A 6,000-YEAR-OLD MAN
A rare Stone Age skull discovered in a burial mound
in Powys has given scientists the opportunity to reconstruct the face of a 6,000-year-old man, revealing
that he was no hulking cave man but in fact very
similar looking to modern man.
In June 1972 at Penywyrlod, near Talgarth in Powys, a
farmer began to quarry loose stone blocks from a grassedover mound in one of his fields. The stone was to provide
hard-core for his farmyard. It didn’t take long before he
came upon some larger stone slabs which lined a hole
leading deeper into the mound. Within this chamber were
piles of human bone.
Prehistoric burial mound
The farmer contacted Hubert Savory, an archaeologist at
the National Museum and an expert in prehistoric burial
mounds, and Savory came to see the new find as soon as
he could. This discovery must have come as a considerable
surprise to him as archaeologists had been mapping burial
mounds in this part of Wales for generations. Yet here was
the largest and best preserved example in Powys and it had
been completely missed!

An excavation revealed that the mound was a type of tomb
in use from around 3,600 BC. It consisted of a rectangular
stone mound which widened at its southeast end. Here the
walls of the mound bowed inwards to create a forecourt.
Piercing the sides of the mound were several stone-lined
chambers, like the one the farmer had found.
A complete skull
By the time the excavation finished, the remains of at least
six people had been found in the tomb chambers. But the
star find was a complete skull - a very rare discovery and
one of the few to be found in Wales - which belonged to
a man who had died in his mid-20s.
The skull reveals no obvious cause of death, although it
does tell us something about the man. His teeth were in
good condition, but his nasal bones were slightly crooked
and he had suffered from an inflammatory scalp disorder.
The bones of his skull had also failed to fuse completely
— the result of an inherited condition which would have
caused him no inconvenience but would have given him a
broader forehead than normal for the time, and a dimpled
chin.
Facial reconstruction
As a skull, the man’s story ends there, but in 2005 Caroline
Wilkinson from Dundee University was commissioned to
produce a forensic reconstruction of his
face. Caroline’s work involves taking a
plaster cast of the skull and positioning
pins on it to indicate the likely depth of
flesh at a number of key locations. These
depths are based on measurements from
the faces of modern people of similar
racial type. Clay is then used to build up
the layers of muscle, before skin and hair
are added. The style of hair cut and facial
hair is of course subjective.
The figure revealed is startling. This was
no hulking cave man; 6,000-year-old man
looks as modern as anyone walking the
streets today. The people who built this
tomb and buried their dead as piles of
bones may have followed cultural traditions that seem strange to us, but they
were not primitives. We are not better
than them, just different.
Steve Burrow
Dr Steve Burrow is Earlier Prehistorian in the
Department of Archaeology & Numismatics,
Amgueddfa Cymru.

The finished face, cast in bronze resin and
currently on display in the Origins Gallery of
National Museum Cardiff

TOM ROLT – CENTENARY
Dafydd Roberts

T

his year sees the centenary of the birth of Tom
Rolt. He was a remarkable man, in many ways, and
I have to say at the outset that I have developed an
interest in his life and career, particularly in its relationship
to us here in Wales. Born in Chester – where a celebration
of his life and work will take place at Tower Wharf, on 26th
-27th June 2010 - Lionel Thomas Caswall Rolt was apprenticed as an engineer. This led to a lifelong interest in
engineering, particularly (though not by any means exclusively) in the context of canal and railway development in
the United Kingdom. He wrote extensively about these
interests, with many of his
works still considered as authoritative sources by those
who study canal and railway
history.

The success of the IWA and its founders can be judged by
looking at what has been achieved. Here in Wales, the
Pontcysyllte aqueduct between Chirk and Llangollen, as
well as its hinterland, are now a World Heritage Site. The
canal crossing it is hugely popular with all sorts of canal
users; and, further south, the same can be said of the
restored Brecon canal, which can by now be navigated
from Brecon to Cwmbran. Restoration of the Montgomery canal towards Newtown is also progressing, while
canal restoration has also taken place in two of the valleys
leading down to Swansea.

Rolt’s initial voyage aboard Cressy was followed, after the
Second World War had ended, by further exploration of
the canal network. Now, though, this was combined with
promotion of the IWA’s cause, and his journeys were seen
as opportunities to draw attention to neglected or underused
canals. His first voyage had not
taken him into Wales, but Tom
Rolt was keen to venture up the
Llangollen canal, and thereby
But he was much, much more
take Cressy back to where she
than an author: he was also a
had been built. He was able to
man who believed in getting
do so in 1949, mooring initially
things done. In 1939, Tom
at Froncysyllte. Here, the actor
Rolt set off with his first wife,
Hugh Griffith (who memorably
Angela, on an extensive tour of
played, later in his life, the lechthe canal network, travelling on
erous undertaker Caradog
board a 70ft long narrowboat
Lloyd-Evans in the film Grand
built near Ruabon during the
Slam ) and his wife joined Tom
years of the First World War
and Angela. Tom Rolt admired
for the former Shropshire UnHugh Griffith, commenting on
ion Canal Carrying Company.
his “…intensely localised Welshness
Cressy had subsequently been
… [and] … deep feelings for his
bought by the Peate family,
native place…” At about this
who used her to carry grain
time, as well, Tom Rolt pubfrom Ellesmere Port to their
lished High Horse Riderless, exmill at Maesbury, on the Montpounding
his
personal
gomery Canal about 15 miles
philosophy and reasoning that a
north of Welshpool. This nar- In the early years, after the Talyllyn Railway reopened, process of devolution should
rowboat had been restored and trains would stop as required for local farming families. commence within the United
Here, Mrs Humphreys is picked-up at Fach-goch.
converted to provide comfort- (Geoff Chalres Collection, by permission of the National Kingdom. He later discovered
able accommodation. Today, Library of Wales)
that his reasoning had been welwe take canal holidays for
comed by Plaid Cymru, who
granted, and enjoy exploring urban and rural landscapes in
quoted him in one of the party’s pamphlets. This was not
well-appointed boats. But doing what Tom and Angela
entirely welcome to him, because in so doing he considRolt did in 1939 was almost unheard of. They discovered
ered that in “… the technical sense [he had become] a traitor to
a network of canals that was rapidly slipping into disuse
my own country…”
and decrepitude, with commercial usage having already
been abandoned along many routes. His subsequent
Tom Rolt spent in all about twelve years living aboard
account of the voyage, published in Narrowboat, drew the
Cressy, travelling from place to place. The idyll, though,
attention of a far wider audience to what was about to be
was to come to a traumatic end. Following a series of
lost, and prompted the formation of the Inland Waterways
disagreements with Robert Aickman, another of the IWA’s
Association in 1946. It really is no exaggeration to say that
charismatic founder members, Tom Rolt gave up his
Tom Rolt was one of the “founding fathers” of the IWA,
Secretaryship of the Association. Cressy was found to be
and it was the IWA that set about the challenge of promotrotting, beyond repair; and his marriage fell apart. Devasing the cause of canals, as well as the case for their retentated by all of this, he abandoned the canals and, in 1951,
tion, before a Government that was initially hostile, and
moved to Tywyn, Meirionnydd, to a new post as salaried
frequently sceptical.
General Manager of the Talyllyn Railway.

The narrow gauge Talyllyn Railway had been built to
carry slate from the Bryneglwys quarry, near Abergynolwyn, down to the main line at Tywyn. By the 1940’s, and
in common with many other slate quarries at that time,
the quarry was nearing the end of its working life. The
last load of slate travelled down to Tywyn along the line
in 1946. Its future was now uncertain, and would depend
on the passenger trains – largely used by tourists – organised by its owner, Sir Haydn Jones, MP for Meirionnydd.
His death in 1950 impelled a group of enthusiasts to purchase the line, which became – on re-opening in 1951 –
the world’s very first railway to be rescued and operated
by volunteers.
With his customary enthusiasm, Tom Rolt set about the
task of operating and promoting a line which was in as
parlous a condition as many of the canals he had explored
so recently. The relationship which he and his volunteer
labour force (mostly from England ) nurtured with the
community in Tywyn and along the Dysynni valley, is
fascinating. In keeping with the philosophy of High Horse
Riderless, Tom Rolt recognised and appreciated the need
to be sensitive to the needs of local users of the railway.
Local support at public meetings was valuable, “…to us,
working in a strange neighbourhood…” Farmers and others
living in the Dysynni valley used the Talyllyn Railway’s
services to carry goods to Tywyn, or to go shopping. Tom
Rolt commented: “…to allow the money in the visitor’s pocket to
outweigh local needs would be… fatal… For at once railway and
farm alike would fall out of the historical and regional context of
which they have so long been a part, and in which alone they have
their true being… Before long I found myself looking at the summer
invasion from a Welshman’s point of view…”
Tom Rolt spent a further two years at Tywyn, assisted by
his second wife Sonia, before returning to England and
moving in to the family home at Stanley Pontlarge,
Gloucestershire. Here he would spend the remainder of
his life, producing a steady stream of erudite and comprehensively researched books and private publications, the
latter usually financed by large engineering firms that were
keen to have their company history documented. He died
in 1974, but remains a much-respected figure amongst
those who enjoy and appreciate canals and railways.

FROM THE BOTANICAL ILLUSTRATION
COLLECTION: BRYAN POOLE
Bryan Poole is a New Zealand born botanical and natural
history artist, an Associate of the Royal Etchers (ARE),
who has been working in the United Kingdom since the
early 1980’s for a variety of clients in this specialist area.
These include the British Homeopathic Journal, the World
Wide Fund for Nature (WWF), the Natural History Mu-

Bryan Poole Banana Plant Flower and Fruit (Musa paradisica
sapientum)

seum and the Macmillan Press Publications for the Royal
Horticultural Society. His work is in the collections of the
Ashmolean Museum in Oxford, Museum of New Zealand,
National Museum of Wales, the Smithsonian National
Museum of Natural History and Kew. His formal training
as a botanical artist stems from his association with the
Royal Botanic Gardens at Kew, where he worked under
Dr Christopher Grey-Wilson.
The etching process dates from the 16th century and no
photographic aids are used. The artist draws through a
resin resist (which is impervious to acid) on to a copper
plate with an etching needle. The plate is then immersed
in ferric chloride acid so that it is etched along the needle
lines. This etched linear drawing provides the foundation
for all plates. The five other stages in the making of the
plate involve aquatint, spit-bite aquatint, soft ground, oil of
spike lavender and sugar lift, in varying degrees. Final
highlights are then achieved by burnishing back into the
surface of the plate exposing the linear structure of the
image. The plates are then inked in four to seven colours
in the French ‘one-plate’ method (à la poupée) and hand
printed on acid-free paper in an intaglio press. Hand
finishing is in watercolour and is completed once the print
is dry.
The Museum holds three of his works.
Maureen Lazarus & Dr Heather Pardoe

PRIVATE PRESS BOOKS: RECENT
ADDITIONS TO THE MUSEUM’S LIBRARY
John R. Kenyon

I

n the past twelve months four private press books
have been added to the collections, one from the Old
Stile Press, two from Gwasg Gregynog, with the most
recent addition coming from the Red Hen Press.
The Old Stile Press, whose proprietors and sole workforce
are Frances and Nicolas McDowall, is situated near Llandogo in Monmouthshire, in a house close to the banks of
the river Wye, upstream from Tintern Abbey. Although
based in Wales, the McDowalls do not necessarily see
themselves as a ‘Welsh’ press, having been formed long
before they moved to Llandogo, but several of their books,
usually in editions of 150 to 250 copies, have a Welsh
theme or are illustrated by artists of Welsh origin. Two
artists in particular are Harry Brockway and Clive HicksJenkins, both originally from Monmouthshire; the former
is now based in Somerset, the latter in mid-Wales.
The McDowalls design and print by hand all their books,
Nicolas taking the lead role in these aspects, and indeed he
has also at times been the author and artist, although more
often they are working with other writers and artists. This
is the case with their latest book, an edition of Sir Peter
Schaffer’s play Equus, first performed in 1973. The images
throughout the text are by Clive Hicks-Jenkins, and both
the author and the artist have signed the copies, in an
edition of 200 – there is also a special edition in ten copies.
This is the fourth OSP book with which the artist has been
associated, and copies of all four are in the Library’s special
collections. Equus is simply bound by the Fine Book
Bindery, and is housed in a folding ‘slip-case’.
In the afterword by the artist, we are reminded of CH-J’s
theatre career, when he directed the play Whodunnit in the
1980s, a murder mystery by Peter Shaffer’s twin brother,
Anthony, who also wrote Sleuth.

The two titles from Gwasg Gregynog are The Romantics
in Wales: an Anthology and The Texture of the Universe,
two very different books. The Romantics is edited by Dr
Glyn Tegai Hughes, the first Warden at the University of
Wales’s Gregynog, from 1964 to 1989. In fact the book is
dedicated to the editor, a man who was a founding director
of the press, and until recently the chairman of the editorial
board. It is printed in an edition of 150 copies.
The anthology consists of a selection of writings of English Romantic writers, taken from poetry, essays, novels,
letters, and of course from the large number of books
written by those who travelled around Wales in the late
eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. Pages xix to xxviii
provide potted biographies of the ‘cast’ of writers, including William Bingley, Samuel Taylor Coleridge, William
Hazlitt, Thomas Love Peacock, Robert Southey and Wil-

liam Wordsworth. Thirteen ‘chapters’ cover different
aspects of Wales and the reaction of visitors to what they
see and hear, and include ‘History and Legend’, ‘The
Language’, ‘Characters’, ‘Valleys and Ruins’ and ‘Towns
and Places’.
Hilary Paynter was the artist chosen to illustrate the book,
a wood engraver whose work I have long admired. She
has been one of the leading figures in the Society of Wood
Engravers, and formerly its Honorary Secretary and Chairman, and still sits on the Society’s committee, with responsibility for exhibitions. She is not new to Gwasg
Gregynog, for she illustrated one of the Gregynog Poets
series, in 1988. Paynter provided sixteen wood engravings
for the book, ten of which are full page, but some are
smaller ones such as the harpist on page 77. The rather
dark engravings cover such sites as Crib Goch, the castles
of Chepstow and Raglan, and Pistyll Rhaeadr, the latter
also forming part of the design of the quarter-leather
binding undertaken by John Sewell.
I must confess that I was slightly disappointed with the
engravings, although I was not at first able to put my finger
on the reason why! However, in the second Gwasg Gregynog book, also illustrated by Hilary Paynter, with twentyone wood engravings, the illustrations are much smaller,
and I find them preferable to the full-page examples of her
work in Romantics.
The Texture of the Universe, edited by Glyn Pursglove,

Reader in English at Swansea University, is a collection of
texts by the Welshmen and twin Vaughan brothers, the
poet Henry (Silurist; the Swan of Usk) (1621-95) and the
philosopher and alchemist Thomas (1621-66), born in
Breconshire. The book has been published in an edition
of seventy-five copies, bound by Stephen Conway of
Halifax in quarter goatskin with cloth sides, in a slip-case.
The poems of Henry Vaughan were the subject of the
second book to be published by the Gregynog Press, in
1924, the press founded by the Davies sisters.
The final book also has a Henry Vaughan connection.
Generally, every two years Shirley Jones of Red Hen Press
produces an artist’s book in an edition of forty copies. She
has been based at Llanhamlach to the east of Brecon for a
number of years, and her studio looks across to the northern escarpments of the Brecon Beacons. The theme of her
latest book, Terra Contigua (border country), is the poetry
and prose of two seventeenth-century men from either
side of Offa’s Dyke, Henry Vaughan and the Herefordborn Thomas Traherne (c. 1637-74), and is a visual response by the artist to the works of these two contemporaries (see page 13 for an illustration from the work). John
Sewell was also responsible for the folding construction
within which the six unsewn folios, with six images, reside.
Shirley Jones has told me that she will be producing one
further book before ‘retiring’, and that will be in an edition of only thirty copies, Gower and Skomer probably
being amongst the inspirations for this final work.

TWO PAINTINGS, ONE SHIP
David Jenkins

L

ooking back from the early twenty-first century,
with all its technological sophistication, it is almost
incredible to believe that less than a hundred years
ago the port of Porthmadog, in the northern ‘armpit’ of
Cardigan Bay, was experiencing a boom (albeit its last) in
wooden shipbuilding. Porthmadog was not an old-established port - its history as a port of commercial significance
had commenced in the 1820s and came to an abrupt end
in 1914. Its growth was inextricably linked to that of the
extraction of roofing slate at Blaenau Ffestiniog, some
twelve miles inland, and ended when Britain went to war
with Germany, a major customer for its sole export since
the rebuilding that followed the great fire of Hamburg in
1842.
During that ‘short century’, 259 vessels were
built at Porthmadog
and at nearby locations.
From the late 1870s onwards, the vessels under
construction
were
chiefly handsome yet
practical three-masted
topsail schooners of no
more than 175 gross
tons, designed for a triangular trade in slate,
salt and stockfish; they
were described by the
late Basil Greenhill,
former director of the
National Maritime Museum at Greenwich as, “.…quite
outstanding vessels, the ultimate development of the small wooden
merchant sailing ship in Britain.” One such vessel was the
subject of these two ship portraits bought at auction in
May 2009, the Ellen James.
The Ellen James was completed in 1904 by one of
Porthmadog’s two master-shipbuilders, David Williams.
She measured 165 tons gross and was just over a hundred
feet in length. Her managing owner, and holder of the
sixty-four shares into which ships are traditionally divided,
was John Jones of 6 Ivy Terrace, Porthmadog. The new
schooner was named after John’s wife, Ellen James Jones,
and it is interesting to note that another local schooner,
MA James, the large model of which graces the maritime
gallery at the National Waterfront Museum in Swansea,
truly was a sister vessel – not only was she built four years
earlier at the same yard, but in real life M(argaret) and
A(nn) James were Ellen’s sisters! This typifies the closeknit maritime community that Porthmadog was at that
time, where family shareholding was a vital element in the
port’s economic structure.

Just to confuse the issue in a typical Welsh fashion, her
master was also named John Jones - he may have been the
same man - but the Ellen James soon settled into a
triangular trade that had been developed by Porthmadog’s
shipowners since the 1870s. The outward leg of a typical
voyage would be with slate from Porthmadog for northern
European ports, of which Hamburg was the most regular
destination. Having discharged, the schooners would then
sail in ballast (i.e. without cargo) down to Cadiz in Spain,
where they would load salt for Newfoundland. This is
where these little vessels really showed their mettle, beating out across the Atlantic into the teeth of the prevailing
westerlies before discharging their cargo at one or more of
dozens of tiny ports on what is today Canada’s eastern
seaboard.
The salt that they were carrying was used in the preservation of cod caught on the Grand Banks; it is a sorry
commentary on mankind’s rapacity that today these onceteeming fishing grounds are now bereft of the huge fish
that were once caught there. Once caught, cod were
beheaded, split, salted
and dried on open-air
racks called ‘flakes’, before being stowed carefully in the holds of the
Ellen James and her
sisters for transport
back across the Atlantic
to the Catholic countries of southern Europe, where salted cod
was a staple on Fridays,
a day on which devout
Catholics were to refrain from meat. And
this is where the pair of
paintings of the Ellen
James are put into context, for one of them shows her
sailing into Genoa in 1906 and they are both the work of
the well-known Genoese ‘pierhead painter’ Giovanni Roberto.
Giovanni Roberto (fl.1880-1915) was one of many ship
portraitists working at ports throughout the Mediterranean
during the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, recording both merchant and naval vessels as they visited the
various ports at which they painted. They worked predominantly in the medium of gouache, and as many ships
had similar outlines (especially certain sailing-ship rigs and
tramp steamers), it seems likely that they sketched out the
basic details of ships on paper beforehand, filling-in the
details when they observed the actual ship. Gouache also
had the advantage of drying relatively quickly in the Mediterranean heat, so it was a handy medium to produce a
number of ship portraits quickly for sale to crews. The
pierhead portraitists knew that an accurate portrayal of a
ship was paramount if the painting was to appeal to the
seafarers who were their main customers – other artistic
concerns, such as portraying any surrounding scenery,

were of secondary importance. They also followed a
convention of painting ships in pairs, as seen here; one
painting would portray the ship arriving in port on a fine
day (see previous page) – much as the artist would have
seen her – and the other would normally be a storm scene,
in this case showing the Ellen James under reduced
canvas, punching her way through a raging Atlantic gale
(see page 13).
The fate of the Ellen James provides a remarkable, if
tragic, end to this tale. On 3 April 1917 she was sailing
across the Bay of Biscay, bound for the UK with a cargo
of pyrites loaded at Huelva in northern Spain, when a
German U-boat suddenly surfaced nearby. Loath to waste
a torpedo on a small wooden vessel, the submarine’s
deck-mounted gun was brought to bear upon the schooner
with lethal effect, killing all five crew members and sending
the Ellen James to the bottom of the sea in a few minutes.
This was a fate shared by a number of Porthmadog’s
schooners during the latter years of the First World War;
by the end of the Second World War, not one was left in
seaworthy condition, and the keel of the last of them to
survive, the MA James, can still be seen at low tide in the
mud of the Torridge estuary between Appledore and
Bideford in north Devon. However, in this pair of pictures we now have a pictorial record of one of these
remarkable little schooners in our collections, to remind us
of the craftsmanship of Porthmadog’s shipwrights who
were still building such vessels less than a century ago.

COINS AT CAERLEON: A NEW DISPLAY

On 17th March 2010, the Llanvaches Roman coin hoard
was unveiled as the latest new display at the National
Roman Legion Museum, Caerleon. The hoard of 599
silver denarii was buried in the middle of the second
century AD in a locally-made grey pot. Found in June
2006, it was acquired through the operation of the Treasure Act 1996, with funds from the Bequest of Dr Alun

Oldfield-Davies, who was President of the National Museum of Wales between 1972 and 1977. The hoard is one
of the larger second-century silver hoards recorded from
Roman Britain.
The denarius is perhaps the best-known Roman coin,
which gave us the ‘d’ of our old £sd system. At the time
it represented about a day’s gross pay, whether civilian
(think the parable of the vineyard) or more pertinently for
us, for a Roman legionary soldier: it was in itself, therefore,
a valuable coin. A hoard of 600 denarii would represent a
very large sum – again, in modern terms, how long might
it take one of us to save two years’ gross wages? The hoard
certainly appears to represent saved money (rather than a
sum taken from circulation at one time) – so we can create
stories. The find-spot lies roughly half way between Caerleon and Caerwent. Did the hoard relate to the compulsory and additional voluntary savings that a soldier might
make? Or might it represent the proceeds of a commercial
life at Caerwent?
As found, the coins were slightly scattered and quite a bit
of the pot was missing, so our display is of a hoard that has
been hit by the plough, conveniently revealing the range of
reigns and designs contained within it. Mark Lewis, Curatorial Officer at NRLM, has done a brilliant job both in
conserving the coins for display and his painstaking reconstruction of the far-from-complete pot.
Unlike our modern coinage, where each denomination is
of a single design (and we only have one ruler on them),
the Roman imperial coinage of the second century was full
of variety: The Llanvaches hoard contains coins of 12
emperors and four of their wives or girlfriends, from Nero
(AD 54-68) to Antoninus Pius (138-61), taking in 210
coins of Trajan (98-117) and 142 of Hadrian (117-38).
There are dozens of reverse designs – a sort of chronicle
of imperial aims, values and achievements. From these we
have singled out some thematic groupings – including
some of the famous twelve Caesars; gods and goddesses;
the emperor; the army and its campaigns; the ‘wives and
girlfriends’ (including a rare coin of Julia Titi, who for
many years formed an ‘item’ with her uncle Domitian
(81-96)); Hadrian and his travels; and coins of the Antonines, the latest and best in the hoard, down to AD
156-7; not forgetting coins that depict Trajan’s column, a
surviving link to those far-off times.
The devil is in the detail, and the hoard provides many
links to other displays within the gallery: the coins of
Hadrian showing Aegyptos holding a sistrum (rattle), an
example of which is in the music case; or the standards on
a coin of Trajan. Many of those who handled such coins
would not have been able to read or understand them, but
we can. I hope that this new display, as well as providing
an additional teaching resource, will give pleasure to many.
Edward Besly
Edward Besly is Curator of Numismatics, Department of
Archaeology & Numismatics

RINGS
Audrey Patchett
Bracelets and bangles, brooches and beads, coronets and
crowns - items of ornament and of significance - have
been worn for thousands of years. But the most numerous
are rings. They can be traced back to every civilisation
since the Sumerians in the 3rd millennium BC.
Archeological explorations here in Wales have brought to
light interesting rings. A gold ring found near Ewenny
Priory is a poesy or posy ring inscribed: “+ ieme la belle”
(love the beautiful). It is now housed in the National
Museum Wales, together with other gold rings from Llanrumney, Gwent; from Llysfaen, Gwynedd; Llantwit Major;
Anglesey; and Haverfordwest; silver rings from Swansea
and Kidwelly; a pewter ring from Llanmadog and one
made of copper-alloy found in Cardiff. But pride of place
deservedly is held by The
Raglan Ring: a magnificent
gold signet ring dating from
the 15th century. One of the
most notable finds in the
United Kingdom, it is massive, weighing more than 47
grams. The large diameter of
the hoop suggests that it
might have been worn on the
thumb or, more likely, worn
over a glove, perhaps when
out hunting.

As an indication of rank and status a ring forms part of the
Coronation Regalia. Bishops, cardinals and popes usually
have a special ring. It was the custom for each Doge of
Venice, on his accession to that office, to hurl a ring into
the Adriatic, symbolising the ‘marriage’ of the city to the
sea and thereby promoting the continuance of prosperous
trading. Many rings proclaim wealth and prosperity. In
the Roman Empire, Juvenal, the Roman satirist and poet,
remarked that they were essential for lawyers as no litigant
would have confidence “unless a huge ring was blazing
from his finger”.
For most people it is as a token of love and affection that
a ring is most precious. In the Victorian era there was a
fashion for rings set with stones such as: Diamond, Emerald, Amethyst, Ruby, Emerald, Sapphire, Topaz. The
initial letters of the stones convey an endearing message.
There are examples in a rather more formal tone: Ruby,
Emerald, Garnet, Amethyst, Ruby, Diamond, spelling
“REGARD”. A modern form has the stones: Lapis
Lazuli, Opal, Garnet and Emerald: seeming to spell
LOGE. But an Old French
word for garnet was Vermeille,
so the message is: “LOVE”.

A betrothal ring, more usually
called an engagement ring, betokens an agreement to marry.
The original Roman ring (anulus
pronubus) was made of iron: a
simple hoop without any gemstone. In later eras the ring was
sometimes in the shape of a
lover’s knot, or a plain band
engraved with a loving inscription, then termed a poesy or
Rings can be things of beauty;
poetry or posy ring. The ring
indications of rank and status;
given to Queen Victoria by
proclamations of wealth and
Prince Albert when their enprosperity; tokens of love and The Raglan ring (Gold, 17mm diameter, 47.97g, (c.
gagement was announced was
affection; of personal signifi- 1440-75)
an emerald-studded Snake Ring:
cance; a mark of authority and
emeralds for faith and the coiled
special office; worn as a sign of faith or adherence to a
serpent symbolising eternity. Today a diamond-set ring is
cause; or worn with belief in their magical or protective
so generally chosen that there is a trade term: DER =
powers.
diamond engagement ring.
Without being expensive, a simple well-crafted ring in
brass or bronze, as well as in silver or gold, can be
beautiful. Such rings are often exchanged as tokens of
friendship. Nowadays, man-made synthetic jewels rival
and replicate the colours or the sparkle or the glow of
genuine gem stones. A striking gemstone can often be
displayed best in the form of a ring, enhancing a beautiful
hand. On the other hand (so to speak!) a stone of spectacular size may be set in a ring with the express purpose of
diverting the eye of an onlooker away from the wearer’s
face. In her later years, when her looks had been ravaged
by the use of cosmetics containing white lead, Queen
Elizabeth I, when giving audience, would wear a magnificent emerald ring which she would twist and turn, attracting attention to it and away from her face.

The usual form of a wedding ring is a simple band of gold
or of platinum, gold being the most enduring of metals and
the plain circle emblematic of eternity. By tradition it is
worn on the third finger of the left hand. A book printed
in 1680 states: “The wedding ring is to be worn on the finger of the
left hand next unto the little finger; because, by the received opinion
of the learned . . . there is a vein of blood, called vena amoris, which
passeth from that finger to the heart.” Wedding anniversaries are
sometimes commemorated with rings set with appropriate
gemstones: Ruby for the 40th, Sapphire 45th, Emerald 55th,
and Diamond for the 60th. An Eternity ring is a hoop or
half-hoop of diamonds.
Among rings of personal significance perhaps the prime
one is the Signet Ring: a small seal forming the bezel of the

ring. Nowadays the engraving is often of personal initials.
But the original purpose was to authenticate a document
by impressing the seal into hot wax, to identify the sender
and confirm authenticity. The design would be highly
individual: a coat-of-arms or a crest, a heraldic emblem, or
a merchant’s mark, that would be recognised as the authority of that person. Papal and episcopal rings have long
denoted rank or office, but there have been occasions
when the attainment of status called for rings to be donated, rather than received. For barristers, from the 15th
century until 1875, the preliminary step to becoming a
judge was to be called to be a Sergeant-at-Law. He would
customarily commission the making of a number of gold
rings which he presented to the sovereign, to princes, to
judges, to senior lords, to certain officials, and to friends.
The rings were flat bands of gold, usually engraved with a
Latin motto of legal significance. A huge number of such
rings were made, but so many were melted down that the
number surviving is very small. Some are on display in the
Victoria and Albert Museum.
Rings can proclaim - or even conceal - adherence to a
religion; to a political party; to an occupational Guild. A
symbol could be engraved on the underside of a bezel set
innocuously with a gemstone. Or a more obvious symbol
might be concealed by wearing a larger Keeper Ring over
it - to be removed only when in the presence of trusted
allies. Rings worn quite openly could still hide the wearer’s
loyalties. A typical example is a Suffragette Ring. The
suffragette flag had three vertical panels: Green, White,
and Violet, the initials of the colours standing for Give
Women Votes. Support for the suffragette cause could be
subtly conveyed by wearing an item of jewellery set with
gemstones of appropriate colours: Green emeralds, White
opals or pearls, and Violet amethysts.
Memorial rings demonstrate a special relationship. Shakespeare, in his will, bequeathed sums of money to certain
friends in order that they might purchase such rings. It
was usual for these rings to be of black enamel for those
married, white enamel for unmarried and for children.
Motifs included buckles, “buckling” the deceased to the
wearer; pearls, for tears; or a wisp of the deceased’s hair,
curled or plaited encased beneath a clear crystal.
Throughout the ages there has been belief that gemstones
have magical and protective powers. A diamond was said
to give courage and victory in battle. A ruby was said to
foretell misfortune by becoming darker and dull. Emerald
was believed to have power to cure many maladies. Topaz
is recommended in an 11th century treatise as a cure for
weak vision. After immersing the stone in wine for three
days and three nights it was to be applied to the weak eye.
Believing in their curative power, gemstones have been
crushed and ingested to treat diseases. To Richard I of
England, Pope Innocent III sent rings with four symbolic
gems: emerald for faith, sapphire for hope, topaz for duty
and garnet for love. Wearing a gemstone in a ring has long
been a means of experiencing its purported qualities.
(Acknowledgements to Dr Rachel Conroy and to Dr Mark Redknap
of the National Museum of Wales.)

WE ARE NOT AMAZED
“She’s amazing, beautiful, natural, amazing” - thus Joe
McElderry, X Factor winner 2009, speaking of ‘pop diva’
Beyoncé. Not, one might think, a description that told the
listener very much about said lady. Then in a magazine
interview we had chanteuse Katherine Jenkins telling us that
she had attended Barbra Streisand’s birthday party and that
it had been amazing to meet said luminary. Quite what
was so amazing about La Streisand we were not told.
Perhaps she had two heads.
In similar vein, marathon runner Paula Radcliffe on returning to the UK described the crowds during a visit to the
USA as having been, “amazing”. Had the crowds been
large, small, friendly, or - conceivably - hostile? We were
left none the wiser. Better perhaps Paula stick to running,
although in fairness the press might be to blame for lazy
reporting of what she said.
Turning to more exalted company, let us leave the last
word (or should I say words, given the repetition) to Zara
Phillips, daughter of the Princess Royal. On becoming
BBC Sports Personality of the Year the lady famously
vouchsafed to TV viewers that it was, “… just amazing to be
here among these people and to win this is absolutely amazing. It’s
an amazing venue in there and the animals are the most amazing
animals in the world”. Quite so.
Amazing. It would be something of a relief, not to mention an aid to communication, if those in the public eye
gave that most unimaginative of words a rest. But if they
did, I would be amazed.
Roger Gagg

CURATOR’S CHOICE
Moon rock
Piece of olivine dolerite from
Head Crater on the Moon.
Collected during the Apollo 11
mission to the moon in November 1969. The moon rock,
on loan from NASA is kept in
a special airtight container
filled with nitrogen to protect
it from contamination. At 3.3
billion years old, it is considerably older than the most ancient Welsh rock, which is
displayed alongside, and which is a mere 702 million years
old. Both are in the Evolution in Wales Gallery, National
Museum Cardiff.

SECRETS OF THE AMMONITES

on the outer part of the ammonite as well, but these had
been worn away by erosion.
The specimen features in a recently published monograph
of the Palaeontographical Society, in a series devoted to
the scientific description and illustration of British fossils,
under the formal scientific name of Eteoderoceras obesum
(Spath).
Ammonites

The ammonite specimen after preparation, revealing the delicate spines

Scientists have managed to dissolve the rock surrounding the fossil of a 190-million-year-old ammonite, revealing, for the first time, its intricate pattern
of spines.
When you pick up a fossil on a beach it is often broken or
eroded. You might discard it because it is poorly preserved or incomplete. But most fossils are found partially
concealed in rock, and in these cases they can carry hidden
secrets. One such ammonite fossil had been lying in a
drawer in the Geology Department at the Museum for 50
years. It is part of a collection of almost 6,000 fossils
donated by James Frederick Jackson in 1960.
James Frederick Jackson
Jackson lived in a small cottage at Charmouth near Lyme
Regis, and spent his spare time collecting rocks and fossils
around the Dorset coast. From 1914 to 1919 he worked
at the Museum, and over his lifetime he donated almost
21,000 specimens.
A year of preparation
Palaeontologists regularly consult the Jackson collection
because it contains a complete and valuable record of
Dorset's Jurassic fossils. A few years ago, one such researcher noticed that a particular ammonite was unusual.
However, much of it remained concealed in rock, which
needed to be carefully removed by specialists to reveal the
fossil.
After a year of painstaking work, the specimen was finally
returned to the Museum to take pride of place in the
collections. The limestone sediment had been completely
removed with a solution of weak acid and, for the first
time, the detail of delicate spines on the inner whorls could
be seen. Similar spines would originally have been present

Ammonites lived in the Mesozoic Era (251-65.5 million
years ago) and were marine animals related to the Nautilus.
They swam in the sea, preying on smaller marine animals.
They usually had a spiral shell which could be from 5mm
to 2m across. Their shells could be smooth, ribbed or
knobbly, or even spiny. They lived in the outer whorl of
their shell, while the inner part consisted of gas-filled
chambers used for buoyancy. You can often see an intricate pattern on the surface of ammonite shells, which
marks the division between each chamber. All these
features are used by palaeontologists to identify different
species of ammonites.
The Museum has large and scientifically important collections of ammonites, mainly from south-west Britain. They
are a valuable tool in helping scientists understand the
geology and palaeontology of Britain.
Cindy Howells

EDITOR’S POETRY CORNER
I was surprised to see you had only one response to your
invitation to send poems for the Magazine. I have had a
lovely time browsing amongst my poems and enclose a
favourite – Shakespeare’s Sonnet 116.
Let me not to the marriage of true minds
Admit impediments. Love is not love
Which alters when it alteration finds,
Or bends with the remover to remove.
O no, it is an ever-fixèd mark
That looks on tempests, and is never shaken;
It is the star to every wandering bark,
Whose worth’s unknown, although his height be taken.
Love’s not Time’s fool, though rosy lips and cheeks
Within his bending sickle’s compass come;
Love alters not with his brief hours and weeks,
But bears it out even to the edge of doom.
If this be error, and upon me proved,
I never writ, nor to man ever loved.
Mary Griffiths

SASANIAN SEAL STONES
Simon Rees

A

couple of years ago I stumbled across the existence of a type of seal stone I had not encountered
before: the seals cut during the Sasanian era in
ancient Persia. I had been looking on E-bay for intaglios,
having developed an interest in Roman seal stones, mostly
small, flat ovals of carnelian, cut with simple human or
animal figures. Many of those on the market seemed to be
of dubious authenticity, with prices to match, but had a
charm of design and a beauty of execution that appealed
strongly to me. Very different were the Sasanian stones.
These chunky pebbles, pierced with a hole for hanging on
a cord, had one side of the stone rubbed flat and incised
with images of a compelling symbolism, derived from the
Zoroastrian religion. One dealer, in Ferryside of all places,
had placed a series of these seal stones on
his auction site, and I began to bid for them,
and was fascinated by what then came
through the post in jiffy-bags and plastic
envelopes a few days later.
The Sasanian dynasty ruled in Persia from
224AD, when Ardashir I, a son or descendent of Sasan, conquered Iran, until 651,
when Yazdgard III, nephew of queen
Azarmedukht, was defeated by the Arabs.
After the Arab conquest, Persia became
Muslim, and some Zoroastrians fled to India, where they formed the Parsi community
which is there, mostly in and around Mumbai, to this day. The most famous Parsi of
modern times, whose funeral was held according to Zoroastrian rites, was Farrokh
Bulsara, better known as the singer Freddie
Mercury. Other Zoroastrians remained in
Persia, living there alongside the Muslim
majority, and there is still a fire-temple in
Yazd, where a flame burns that was lit in
470AD. At the height of its power, the
Sassanian empire extended to encompass what today are
Iran, Afghanistan, Iraq, Syria, the Caucasus, a great deal of
Turkey, coastal Arabia, the Persian Gulf area and parts of
Pakistan.
Sasanian culture was rich and varied, with objects of great
beauty being made in silk, glass, crystal, metal and clay.
They exported works of art and craftsmanship, and many
of the characteristic products of Islamic culture were modelled on Sasanian originals. The seals belong to this tradition of craftsmanship, with carvings of great subtlety and
beauty, and materials chosen for their colour and durability.
Quartz, carnelian, agate, lapis lazuli, jasper, onyx and jade,
rock crystal, marble, glass and bronze were all made into
seals, either domed or flat, pierced or unpierced, and cut
with images reflecting the culture from which they came.
Official administrative seals were usually cut with inscrip-

tions detailing the title of the office-holder and the province in which he worked, often as a member of the
Zoroastrian priesthood. Royalty used portrait busts on
their seals, identified with a name and a title.
Private seals are the ones most commonly found in collections, and these are carved with a vast range of images,
executed carefully or hastily, in great detail or with perfunctory scratches, and all reflecting the iconography of
Sasanian culture. Pressing the carved intaglio surface
gently against a softened blob of Blu-Tack produces a
‘squeeze’ that shows the figure in relief, often revealing
details that are hidden in the stone. The seals were used
to impress images on bullae, lumps of wet clay attached to
strings, that were tied around documents or containers, to
validate the documents or guarantee the goods contained.
Some images from seals are never found on bullae, and it
is suggested that these images were purely of talismanic
use, to protect the wearer or bearer.
Cataloguing these seals is a fascinating process. One large catalogue, that of the collection of Edward Gans held at the University
of California, Berkeley, is of great use in
categorising the images and the seals themselves. In my own small collection I have a
lion (in green agate), several birds in carnelian, a stag with branching antlers in honey-coloured agate, a fleeing deer, a horse, a
scorpion, an armed man and, to me the
most intriguing of all, the mythical figure of
Gayomard, a tall man with hairy limbs, carrying a spear in each hand, and with a dog
between his outspread legs. There are numerous legends about Gayomard, but the
most common explanation for the figure is
that it represents the constellations of Orion
and his dog, Canis Major. In my own example, the figure is cut in the deft, straight lines
of a grinding wheel, each line dashed against
the stone with calligraphic elegance to build
up this mystical figure (see left).
In Zoroastrian legend, Gayomard was the first human
being created by Ahura Mazda, who was placed on the
newly-made earth. Druj, the evil force who was the
counterpart and enemy to Ahura Mazda, sent a devil to kill
Gayomard. From Gayomard’s corpse a tree sprang up,
and the tree bore the first man and woman, Mashya and
Mashyana. The name Keyumars, derived from Gayomard, is still a popular name in modern Iran. The Sasanians seem to have used Gayomard seals as talismans to
protect against the perils of life. As for the other images,
they refer to objects of religious, cultural and economic
significance, reflecting a Sasanian world view that celebrated the beauty and richness of life. Tulips and pomegranates, horses and stags, birds in all their feathered
variety, the king and his warriors, the fire-altar with its
eternal flame burning in the Zoroastrian temple, are all
preserved and recorded in these beautiful, numinous artefacts that have survived from the ancient world.

Dewi Bowen, Cyfarthfa Castle (29 cm x 20 cm, pencil, ink and watercolour on paper)

