Penrhyn Monument, St Tegai’s Church, North Wales
[image: ]           Fig. 1 Penrhyn Monument (Hon Richard Pennant, Baron Penrhyn), in chancel by Iain N. Wright from < https://coflein.gov.uk/en/site/43811/ > [accessed 27/02/2023]


What, Where and Who?
The Penryn monument is located in St Tegai’s church in a small village called Llandygai in North Wales.  This neo-classical monument to the First Baron Penrhyn, Richard Pennant, was commissioned by his wife, Anne Warburton in 1820, twelve years after his death.[footnoteRef:1]  Both he and his wife were interred in a vault under the church, of which the Baron was a patron.  Richard Pennant became Baron through his marriage, though he made his fortune by buying large swathes of land in Jamacia and turning these into sugar plantations, supplying the British with the sugar which was in such high demand.[footnoteRef:2]  He compounded his wealth, leaving Jamacia and becoming and absentee landlord, opening a slate quarry in North Wales, as slate was another product in high demand, using the proceeds to build Penrhyn castle and buy the land in Wales for his sixty-acre estate.[footnoteRef:3]  The estate is not located particularly close to the quarry, instead being in proximity to Anglesey and it rests on more level, rolling terrain than the heart of Snowdonia affords. [1:  Stephen Graham, Penrhyn Monument, St Tegai’s Church (2012) < https://geotopoi.wordpress.com/2012/03/05/penrhyn-monument-st-tegais-church/ > [accessed 27/02/2023]]  [2:  < https://www.nationaltrust.org.uk/visit/wales/penrhyn-castle-and-garden > [accessed 27/02/2023]]  [3:  Ibid. ] 

Llandygai rests at the edge of this estate and the parish church, St Tegai’s, in which the monument rests, was patronised by the Penrhyns long before and well after the manor house was built.[footnoteRef:4]  Thus the bold memorial to Richard Pennant is surrounded by other memorials to ancestors and descendants from the 14th century to the early 20th century.[footnoteRef:5]  The village also shares its name with Richard Pennant’s first overseer for Penrhyn quarry in the Ogwen valley, William Williams Llandygai.[footnoteRef:6] [4:  < heritage.churchinwales.org.uk > [Accessed 01/03/2023]]  [5:  < https://cadwpublic-api.azurewebsites.net/reports/listedbuilding/FullReport?lang=en&id=3657 > [accessed 27/02/2023]]  [6:  David Gwyn, Welsh Slate: Archaeology and History of an Industry, (RCAHMW, 2015)] 

Designed and sculpted by Sir Richard Westmacott, already a renowned artist, the memorial reflects a change in the way scholars believed monuments should be utilised.  In keeping with the contemporary schools of thought which indicated that memorials and monuments should be a celebration of progress, four panels chronical Penrhyn’s achievements, with cherubs rather than people, to emphasise a purity and ethereality to both the man’s life and his achievements.[footnoteRef:7]  Another part of the movement to change the aesthetic of monuments is touched on with the idealised quarry worker and mourning woman, both of whom are likely supposed to address the notion that monuments should speak to the ‘common people’.[footnoteRef:8] [7:  NB Penny, ‘The Whig Cult of Fox in Early Nineteenth Century Sculpture’, Past and Present, 70 (1975), 94–105]  [8:  Nicholas Penny, ‘“Amor Publicus Posuit” Monuments for the People and of the People’, The Burlington Magazine, 129 (1987), 793–800] 

As well as the visual record of Baron Penrhyn’s achievements in Wales, there is an inscription which clarifies:
“He opened the first carriage road through the valley of Nant-Ffracon, formed the quay of port Penrhyn, enriched and adorned the demesne and country around it with building, agriculture and plantations.”[footnoteRef:9] [9:  < https://coflein.gov.uk/en/site/43811/ > [accessed 27/02/2023]] 

Though the church is a Cadw grade two listed building, dating to the sixth century, and contains another monument – the Wyatt memorial – which is also grade two listed, the monument to Lord Penrhyn has received little attention from government listings, or even the National Trust.[footnoteRef:10]  Though there are tours which incorporate the village and church into the history of the Penrhyn estate, the focus for tourists and conservationists, in the form of the National Trust, lies largely with Penrhyn Castle.[footnoteRef:11] [10:  < https://britishlistedbuildings.co.uk/300003657-church-of-st-tegai-llandygai#.ZAiKnnbP23A > [accessed 27/02/2023]]  [11:  < https://www.nationaltrust.org.uk/visit/wales/penrhyn-castle-and-garden > [accessed 27/02/2023]] 

It is interesting that Pennant’s own monument to himself and his achievements receives attention and prominence, whilst the actual memorial to him is tucked away in a small Welsh village on the edge of his estate, largely unnoticed and forgotten, except perhaps to those who still attend the chapel services and to his own descendants.  Regardless of notoriety, when both the first Baron Penrhyn and the monument are remembered, very few think of ‘Lord Penrhyn the Improver’, and the modern observer may be confused to find script and art vaunting his successes, charity and nobility.[footnoteRef:12]  As awe of wealth ebbs in the light of the inhumane means of its accumulation, the monument no longer comes close to authentically addressing the general public for whom it was intended.  The monument is no longer relevant, and as the splendour of Penrhyn castle has been adapted, it requires changes to make it so again.[footnoteRef:13] [12:  Graham, Stephen, Penrhyn Monument, St Tegai’s Church (2012)]  [13:  < https://www.nationaltrust.org.uk/visit/wales/penrhyn-castle-and-garden > [accessed 27/02/2023]] 














Why does the monument require a different perspective?
In 2020, there was a sudden surge in awareness of the difficult heritage behind many memorials, largely prompted by or taking influence from the Black Lives Matter movement.  Most prominently featured in debates and action were statues venerating slave owners.[footnoteRef:14]  In Britain, two examples typify the reaction of the audience regarding these sorts of memorials.  In Bristol, a crowd pulled down the statue of Edward Colston, throwing it in the river in response to reminders that he was a prominent slave trader and that his veneration was heavily connected to his activities.[footnoteRef:15] Though Camarthen’s monument to Thomas Picton, a particularly sadistic slave owner, was not removed, as with many other memorials following the incident in Bristol, there were petitions and many heated debates about how to address his comfortable history if the statue were to remain, or if removing it would be the better option.  The reasoning of removing the statue was explained in the town’s petition.  “It is unthinkably inappropriate, ignorant and structurally racist to be honouring the achievements of an unspeakably evil individual.”[footnoteRef:16]  Though the memorial in this case was erected to celebrate Picton’s bravery at Waterloo, it is no longer acceptable to overlook his global transgressions in favour of one benefit to a more local community.  [14:  Robert Harries, (2020) < walesonline.co.uk/news/wales-news/picton-camarthen-cardiff-black-lives-18382570 > [accessed 15/03/2023]]  [15:  Ibid.]  [16:  < pressreader.com/uk/western-mail/20150618/281973196287864 > [accessed 15/03/2023] ] 

Similar comments are apt for describing why the Penrhyn memorial is so uncomfortable in a twenty first century society.  
The First Baron Penrhyn was not only an entrepreneur who made his fortune using slaves, he was also an aggressive anti abolitionist, MP for Liverpool – the hub of the slave trade in Britain – and had one of the largest slave plantation operations in Jamacia.[footnoteRef:17]  That Edward Pennant thought of black people and cattle as the same is as much a part of his legacy as employment and infrastructure in Snowdonia.[footnoteRef:18]  The equivalent of billions of pounds of ‘compensation’ were given to the Penrhyns as the bills for the abolition of slavery and the freeing of enslaved people within the British Empire were being passed and, as a continuation of the money made via plantations, those profits are as much a part of the funding for the memorial as the profits from the depicted quarry.[footnoteRef:19]   [17:  < https://www.nationaltrust.org.uk/visit/wales/penrhyn-castle-and-garden >]  [18:  Ibid.]  [19:  < independent.co.uk > [accessed 15/03/2023] ] 

As the memorial stands, however, it conveys a literally white-washed history and skewed remembrance of Richard Pennant. The text is also troubling as it groups the “plantations” with praise of his civilizing the local area, “enrich[ing] and adorn[ing]” the lands he owned with them.[footnoteRef:20]  The inscription fails to acknowledge, perhaps understandably given the patron’s identity and the memorial’s purpose, that the plantations were certainly not a feature which “enriched” the lives of the slaves. For them, Baron Penrhyn’s enrichment meant being removed from their homes, shipped hundreds of miles in appalling conditions and set to work under harsh masters.[footnoteRef:21]  All this for the sole benefit of lining the pockets of a man who cared so little for their welfare that, though claiming to be a moral man, when presented with eye-witnesses and irrefutable evidence of their mistreatment, denied them and refused to change his practices for fear of denting his profits, pride and political standing.[footnoteRef:22]  We in the twenty first century would agree that this section of the memorial at least should be changed to reflect the true source of Edward Pennants achievements and wealth.   [20:  Stephen Graham, Penrhyn Monument, St Tegai’s Church]  [21:  Neil A Frankel, < www.slaverysite.com > [accessed 15/03/2023] ]  [22:  James W LoGerfo, ‘Sir William Dolben and “The Cause of Humanity”: The Passage of the Slave Trade Regulation Act of 1788’, Eighteenth-Century Studies, 6 (1973), 435-437 ] 

Though by comparison, they are minor issues, there are two other potentially problematic representations displayed on the memorial.  The mourning quarry worker could be a point of contention.  Though the majority of disputes between the workers and Penrhyns, as well as numerous abuses of power by the family, occurred between Edward Pennants son, grandson and the quarry men of those decades, Baron Penrhyn was not a radiant saint for the working class in his employ either.[footnoteRef:23]  There are mentions of his forcibly removing families from homes, relocating them in order to grow his workforce, and though he is generally praised for initially bringing employment into the area, the rapidity with which concerns from the workforce arose following his death indicate that the problems had already begun in his lifetime, only reaching peak after his death.[footnoteRef:24] [23:  Gwyn, David, Welsh Slate: Archaeology and History of an Industry, (RCAHMW, 2015) 5-7]  [24:  Mark Alan Rhodes, ‘Slate, Slavery and Transatlantic Labour in the National Slate Museum’, in Geographies of Post-Industrial Place, Memory, and Heritage (Routledge, 2020) 193] 

As well as this, there may be some who resent the idealised, and to some extent sexualised depiction of women this monument offers, though the equally idealised working-class man opposite her may mollify many, who may argue the entire monument is the embodiment of an idealistic world view.  




























How to Deal with the Difficult Heritage?
This section will propose several suggestions of how the sensitive issues surrounding the Penrhyn memorial could be addressed, reorienting it for a modern audience and making it a more useful tool for remembrance and education about the largest, most troubling, overlooked aspect of its heritage; Edward Pennant’s use of slave and vehement defence of slavery as an institution.  However, the following recommendations work with the idea that alteration or addition is needed to do so, but it is worth noting that there is an alternative.  In Vietnam, there is a memorial made of abandoned tanks, armaments and other items associated with the war.[footnoteRef:25]  They are left untouched with the intention that as people move on, the meaning of the vehicles will be lost and the potent wounds will heal by being forgotten.[footnoteRef:26]  Though a different circumstance, an argument could be made that by leaving the Penrhyn memorial as it is, letting it wither into irrelevance, it will lose its power as a memorial and therefore the need to address uncomfortable issues will dissolve.   [25:  Quentin Drew, Lecture: Difficult Heritage – Counter Monuments (23/02/23)]  [26:  Ibid.] 

The question then arises, should we forget these specific past grievances, and if we should not, for what purpose do we remember them.  The following proposals assume that the previously unaddressed past should be remembered.  However, they also seek to consider a path which does not “perpetuate conflicts, and in so doing sustain anger, hostility and enmity.”[footnoteRef:27]  Rather, the purpose of remembering the injustices, people who endured them and the one who enabled them, is to “advance reconciliation and reunification” in both local and global communities.[footnoteRef:28] [27:  Tim Winter, Post-Conflict Heritage, Postcolonial Tourism. Culture Politics and Development at Angkor (Routledge, 2007) 21]  [28:  Ibid.] 


In an Ideal World…
Absence 
The Penryn memorial is situated in Saint Tegai’s church for over two-hundred years now, and has no doubt become an inseparable part of the atmosphere and visual landscape of its interior to those who frequently and infrequently attend services or visit as site seers.[footnoteRef:29]  Therefore, its removal and subsequent absence would be a powerful way to draw attention to the reawakened awareness of its history.  It would mirror predicament the slaves who were forcibly taken from their home, and could be left without explanation, leaving visitors to ponder, and possibly grieve for a loss of something they have become fond of.  A similar proposal was made by Hurst Hoheisel for the commemoration the murdered Jews of Europe.  He suggested that the Brandenburg Gate, symbol of national pride for Germany, be ground to granite powder and an empty space be left in its stead as well as another space paved with granite blocks to indicate the “impossibility of expressing the Holocaust by means of art”.[footnoteRef:30]  The history of Baron Penrhyn’s involvement in the slave trade cannot be compared to the horrific topic of the Holocaust, it is nevertheless a harrowing heritage and caused inexpressible pain to the slaves and families of the slaves involved, therefore a similar ethos to that of Hurst Hoheisel could be applied.  As many may be unaware that Baron Penryn’s wealth was gained through using slaves, a plaque could replace the memorial, providing a focus on the victims rather than the Baron for those who realise the statues are missing. [29:  Stephen Graham, Penrhyn Monument, St Tegai’s Church]  [30:  < https://thejewishmuseum.org/collection/27605-the-crushed-brandenburg-gate-proposed-memorial-for-the-murdered-jews-of-europe > [accessed 17/03/2023] ] 
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Fig. 2 rough sketch and ideas for absence by author

A sudden absence may at first be striking, however, there is a possibility that it will become as familiar as the memorial itself, threatening to once more hide the pains of those past.  Therefore, absence over time may be preferable, raising awareness over an extended period as pieces of the bold memorial are removed piecemeal.  This may promote a generational remembrance of those hidden in Penrhyn’s past, whilst fostering progress.  It could also be a community effort, becoming an interactive memorial, perhaps encouraging locals to chip away at the memorial, representing their efforts to tear down old prejudices, similar to the Hamburg memorial (see fig. 2  for one idea of how this could look).  The architects behind said memorial designed it to sink into the ground over several years, bearing the names of those who wrote on it, not those of the fallen; a promise to fight injustices as a means of remembrance, rather than stagnate, ruminating indefinitely on loss, fury and despair.[footnoteRef:31]      [31:  Quentin Drew, Lecture: Counter Monuments] 

Alteration of Purpose 
The more explicit and direct means of addressing the difficult heritage of a site is to change the fabric and message of the memorial whilst still in place.  Graffiti has been utilised many times by the public to bring to light hidden heritage. Most notably, several of Winston Churchill’s statues have been egged and spray painted, one with disparaging words to replace the original description of him as a hero.[footnoteRef:32]  Although an act of vandalism, these attacks have been effective in raising awareness of a previously underplayed aspect of a historical figure with lauded achievements to his name, as is the first Baron Penryhn.  Leaving an open invitation for the public to desecrate a memorial could entail many problems. Instead, a more effective use of graffiti could be a carefully tailored piece of art, commissioned to reorient or rededicate the memorial to the lives of the slaves, rather than Baron Penrhyn.[footnoteRef:33]  It would use the man’s life and his memorial as a starting point to expose the tragedy behind the wealth (see fig.3 for some ideas of how this would be done).  [32:  Lester Mason, Lecture: Difficult Heritage – Churchill – the Enigma of a British Hero, (06/03/23)]  [33:  < https://labmonline.co.uk/news/housing-association-pays-for-graffiti/ > [accessed 18/03/2023] and < https://newrepublic.com/article/154220/graffiti-became-gentrified > [accessed 18/03/23]] 
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There are other, more drastic examples of inverting the meaning of a site which could be used as a springboard for what to do with the Penryhn memorial.  Hurst Hoheisel had another innovative idea, this time implemented to rebuild a fountain, built by a Jewish citizen and subsequently destroyed by the Nazi’s.  Rather than recreate it as it was or differently as a grand statement of art, he suggested it become a ‘sunken fountain’.[footnoteRef:34]  The entire fountain is still in place, but only the bottom is visible.  The Penryn monument could similarly be deconstructed and rebuilt, though carrying an alternate connotation to Hoheisel’s fountain.  It could perhaps be rotated to face the church wall rather than the audience, as though ashamed of its existence, or could have an addition to its back in which it becomes a dual monument.  On the one hand, showing the Penrhyns’ remorse for the past, whilst the side facing visitors could display hope for the future.   [34:  < https://www.facinghistory.org/resource-library/aschrott-fountain > [accessed 18/03/2023] ] 


Working with Limitations…
These are grand – if occasionally a little clumsy and imprecise – ideas for using the memorial space to address its uncomfortable history.  However, there are limitations.  Aside from funding, the Penrhyn family would likely not take kindly to a group of well-meaning interlopers fiddling with what is, more than a public tourist attraction, their personal heritage.  The church as a grade two listed building also hinders any impressive designs to drastically alter or move the memorial, as it is at least in part incorporated into the fabric of the building.[footnoteRef:35]  Finally, considering that the space surrounding the memorial is foremost a functional place of worship, rather than a heritage site visited frequently by tourists, the congregation would probably not appreciate a bombastic, if informative exhibition about the failings of Edward Pennant interrupting their meditations. [35:  < https://britishlistedbuildings.co.uk/300003657-church-of-st-tegai-llandygai#.ZAiKnnbP23A > [accessed 27/02/2023] ] 

However, there are at least two compromises which could be reached given the goal of reorienting the memorial to focus on the slaves, provoking thought and action from an audience, whilst still being respectful of the people who use the space, the family whose heritage it is, and the laws governing listed buildings.
The first of these is to create a small community museum close by, which displays a permanent exhibition about Baron Penrhyn’s dubious history.  This would provide an opportunity for the locals to take an active role in promoting understanding and discarding prejudices, as with idea of the community dismantling the memorial over time.  They could also collaborate with communities in Jamacia, asking what they want to be included in the museum, with interviews from residents sharing their thoughts, allowing them to promote their own heritage over that of the colonialists.  This has been successful in Kenya, where ‘Peace Museums’ were founded by communities and are now visited by locals and tourists alike.[footnoteRef:36]  A plaque by the memorial could direct visitors to this museum for more information about the history behind the memorial.  On the other hand, as Penrhyn castle also has an exhibition on the Penrhyns’ history, some might see this as superfluous and indirectly addressing the issue of the actual memorial. [36:  Rodney Harrison, Lotte, Hughes ‘Heritage, Colonialism and Post Colonialism’, Harrison Rodney (ed.), Understanding the Politics of Heritage, (Manchester, 2010), 248-249 ] 

The second is more likely given limitations, but still able to involve local artists and historians.  A rail could be placed about chest height around the memorial, and a journey of information boards could be attached.  This would draw the eye of visitors to the history before if not instead of the memorial, giving prime place to the previously hidden history of the slaves.  This would be more intrusive than a simple plaque, but not so much as to hinder the function of the church and could still be striking.
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