


This essay will discuss The Gwyn Hall, in Neath. Built in 1887 and funded by prominent public figure, Alderman Hywel Gwyn, The Gwyn Hall was intended as a public theatre and municipal offices for the town. In exchange for providing the land and funding the construction of the building, Gwyn was permitted to elect an architect of his choice for the project, choosing London based architect, John Norton.

Since its erection, the building has provided a great deal of value and joy to its hometown, from concerts, plays and public services, to hosting various celebrities and major events, including Adelina Patti and Charles Dickens Jr. This building has become a part of the fabric of the town and is well known and loved by those who live there. 

The building was awarded Grade 2 listed status in 1989 and in 2007, was granted £4 million for development, however shortly before works took place, the building was destroyed by fire. After funding was secured to restore the historic building, Holder Mathias Architects were employed to provide regeneration.

This essay will explore the architecture and style of the original Gwyn Hall, that was designed by an architect who didn’t live locally and uncover how this may have impacted his design choices. The success of the Gwyn Hall, within its hometown, pre the 2007 fire, will be compared to the restoration and design of the hall that was reimagined and brought back to life by Holder Mathias. Findings of whether this much-loved public building remains so within its community and what impact the new design has had on its success and the townspeople, since, will conclude the essay.

John Norton, who was appointed as architect for the original Gwyn Hall, was born and educated in Bristol. His teacher was architect Benjamin Ferrey, who was an early member of The Royal Institute of British Architects (RIBA). Through his learning with Ferrey, Norton was introduced to architect Augustus Pugin, whose work had a profound impact on him and his personal architectural tastes, including a love for Gothic styles.

It is said that Norton believed that decoration in architecture wasn’t necessary, unless it added convenience and, as Pugin had taught him, “all ornament should consist of enrichment of the essential construction of the building”. (Pugin, 1841, p. 1). With these beliefs in mind, Norton also showed consideration for the environment and materials he used, with many of his designs sourcing materials from their local areas.
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Image 1- The Gwyn Hall shown in 1960.

Image 1 shows what the Gwyn Hall looked like in 1960, before the 2007 fire. The most notable features are the gothic arches that frame the length and entrance of the building, as well as the window shown on the gable end. These pointed arches are coupled with roman arches, which surround the large windows which run above them at the point of entry. These gothic revival styles were not typical for this era, however, do connect with my previously highlighted research on Norton and his tastes in design.

In addition to the gothic style that has been described, the building was made of blue sandstone with Bath stone dressings. True to his teachings, Norton does not appear to have used any paint or ornamentation to enhance his design, but instead allowed the materials in their natural form to create pleasing patterns, which made them beautiful in their own right.

While in Wales, Norton was also appointed (by Gwyn) to design a new church for the same town, which would be located only 360ft away from the Gwyn Hall. This church, St David’s Church, was also designed in the Gothic style and shared many similar features to The Gwyn Hall, including the materials it was made from.

Sandstone was not a common or local material choice for buildings in the area at this time but having two important buildings built in the same style and situated so closely to each other, it’s possible to think that to the untrained eye, this may have felt normal or even authentic in its style to the people of Neath over the decades that followed. The sandstone is documented as being from Bath, so despite being renowned for his desire to locally source, it’s possible that on this occasion, Norton allowed his personal preference for the Gothic style and connection to Southwest England, to supersede the importance that he claimed to have placed on this aspect of his designs.

Another notable building that sits directly between The Gwyn Hall and St David’s Church is the Orchard Street Baptist Church. Built in 1872, this structure was erected in the same period as Norton’s, however, displays somewhat different architectural features, including locally sourced Melincrythn stone and yellow brick quoining. There is more elaborate decoration, with large Corinthian columns and Romanesque arches. The difference in these buildings’ styles and materials, despite being built so closely to each other in both location and date, further enhances the suggestion that Norton allowed his personal preferences or connections to dictate the design choices on what would become two of the town's most significant buildings.
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Image 2- St David’s Church
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Image 3- Orchard Street Baptist Church
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Image 4- Map image showing the close proximity between The Gwyn Hall, St David’s Church and Orchard Street Baptist Church.


When a fire broke out within the Gwyn Hall in 2007, all its interiors were completely destroyed, leaving only the external walls intact. Holder Mathias Architects were appointed to regenerate the historic building and faced the important task of reimagining it. Their take on the project was that it presented “options which ranged from faithfully restoring the building, to a no-holds barred re-imagining of what the building could become”. Holder Mathias Brochure page (date unknown).
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Image 5-Aerial view of the fire damage caused inside the Gwyn Hall

At first glance, it appears that Holder Mathias simply placed a glass box on the facade of the Gwyn Hall, potentially leaving its users to question the architect’s creativity or reasoning for such a simple looking solution. Upon further investigation, it’s clear that so much more went into the reinvention and design choices. Not only was the purpose of the building altered and expanded to allow for several new uses, including a 400 seat multipurpose auditorium, stage area, orchestra pit, dressing rooms, studio space, 70 seat cinema and a public cafe, but the entire layout of the building was redesigned to reflect more modern needs and use of the space; access and circulation for example, were considered for the first time since its creation, under modern building regulations.

The images on Holder Mathias’ website show a much more modern and contemporary interior, which must have created the important question of what to do with the exterior- leaving it as it was, was an option, as this was the only undamaged part of the building. Changing it to reflect the modern interior would also have been a consideration, while a third option may have been to try and replicate the original style, with similar details and materials.

There are many examples of when modern and historic architecture come together to create something new; examples such as the Museum of Military History in Germany and the Royal Ontario Museum in Toronto come to mind as great examples of ways in which historic buildings can be transformed into something exciting and new, while still showcasing their original beauty. Holder Mathias had to work with an £8m budget for their design, which also had to cater for a whole new interior, before they’d have the option to even consider anything more, let alone anything as elaborate.
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Image 6- The Museum of Military History, Germany
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Image 7- The Royal Ontario Museum, Toronto

The final choice of the exterior, which was essentially “a glass box”, as was suggested earlier in this essay, may sound simple without any context, however after learning the extent of the internal damages and the need for an entire refit, while understanding the building’s meaning to the town and the traditional surroundings that it is nestled within, it’s reasonable to believe that anything more than this “glass box’ may have been harmful to the building and the community. If anything, the addition of the glass panels that surround and guard the entrance of the Gwyn Hall, gives passers-by full views of their much-loved building, which their own parents and grandparents would have known and passed by, in their own lifetimes, while also providing its users the bonus of a brand new internal space in the form of the public cafe. Without a doubt, this cafe alone will provide increased and more regular footfall (even when there are no larger events taking place within the new entertainment areas that sit within), thus providing more financial security and ‘future-proofing’ the Gwyn Hall, giving it the opportunity to serve its town for even more generations to come.
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Image 8- The Gwyn Hall, following its restoration

To conclude, many would agree that the contemporary changes that were made to this building both internal, as well as external, undoubtedly make this restoration a success. The original building still stands, which in itself, makes it a sustainable project; with so much internal damage and the enormous task of pleasing a community who were watching so closely, many architects may have chosen to simply demolish what remained of the building and start from scratch with brand new ideas and a clean slate. 

Instead, great levels of care and consideration went into making sure that this historic building remained, with useful changes made internally, providing appropriate services to a more modern society and their needs. The glass facade adds a modern touch that reveals the familiar face within, without any attempt to overshadow or change its original charm.
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