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Non-conformity in Wales 

The Reformation in Europe gave rise to a persistent demand for more freedom in worship and in Wales the dissenters gathered 
secretly from about 1600 to hear the Word of God preached in their own language and without the restrictions of the church ritu-
al. When William Wroth founded the first independent church in Llanfaches, Monmouthshire in 1639, it ignited a spark which 
ran over the mountains 'like fire in the thatch', in spite of severe persecution from the church authorities. The name 'non-conform-
ist' was given to those church ministers who refused to conform to the Anglican Liturgy as required by the Act of Uniformity, 1662, 
and they were evicted from the church. Persecution of these Nonconformists (or Dissenters as they were also called) and the con-
gregations who followed them continued until the Toleration Act, 1689 under William of Orange. From that time on chapels began 
to spring up all over Wales, the many differences of opinion over doctrine and practice giving rise to a great variety of denomina-
tions. Probably upward of 6000 chapels were ultimately built in Wales, becoming in many small towns and villages the heart and 
soul of the community they served and representing a national spirit of independence. Today, from having been the essence of much 
of the cultural, political, educational and religious life of Wales for over 300 years, the chapels are in decline, and many stand neg-
lected and forlorn, while others have already been demolished. Their historical importance in preserving the Welsh language and 
national culture is probably immeasurable and it is in recognition of this that this series of leaflets has been produced. 

Further Reading: Anthony Jones, Welsh Chapels (revised edition 1996,Alan Sutton Publishing Ltd) 
Gwyn Davies, A Light in the Land:Christianity in Wales, 200-2000 (2002, Bryntirion Press) 
Capel, Welsh Chapels: A Guide to the Denominations (2005 CAPEL) 

Styles in Chapel Architecture 

In the 17th and 18th centuries the earliest chapels were often converted barns and cottages. The impetus for purpose-built 

chapels came from the people, and the styles they chose are often considered to represent a unique form of 'primitive' art, even 

though many were also designed by professional architects. These are some of the styles you may encounter. 

1800: Early purpose-built with long-wall fagade or square-plan [A] 

1830s: Auditorium chapels with gable-end fagade [B] 

1840s: The Classic Style [C] 

1850s: The Gothic Revival [D] 

cl880: Early Mixture of Styles [E] 

cl890: High Victorian Extravagance [F] 


