Architecture in hometown

In this essay, I will be analysing and comparing two historic buildings from my hometown. The two buildings I will be comparing are the St Elvan’s Church (figure 1) and St John’s Church (figure 2) of Aberdare. St Elvan’s church is well-recognised building in the town, whereas many people pass St John’s Church daily without acknowledgement. Built in 1852 in a decorated gothic style, the church is located in the centre of Aberdare on an elevated surface overlooking the town. Due to its 180-foot-tall steeple, it is one of the tallest buildings in the area and can be easily located from afar. 
Following issues with funding, the church was opened on the 30th of September 1852 by the Bishop of Llandaff. It is said that large crowds gathered for the opening ceremony, with over 1,200 visitors travelling to the town from external areas, many of which arrived by ‘special trains’. However, due to legal issues, the consecration ceremony didn’t occur until the 25th of September 1854. (Rhondda Cynon Taf Library Service - "Our Past")
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Figure 1 - St Elvan’s Church
It is believed that St John’s Church was built in 1189, making it the oldest building of Aberdare. The church was the original parish church and would have also been the focal point of Aberdare as it was the only public building at the time, this meant that it most likely would have been used for various additional purposes other than worship. Unlike St Elvans, St John’s Church does not stand out amongst its surroundings, it is tucked away from the rest of the town. 
The church could only accommodate up to 200 people and this was not a problem until towards the end of the 18th century. In 1738, the population of Aberdare was only 150. In 1801, the population stood at 1486 and in 1841 it was 6741. With this quickly increasing population, it was clear that St John’s church could not occupy even a fraction of the churchgoers of a population so large. This led to the planning of a new, bigger church designed by London architect Andrew Mosely which was to become St Elvans in 1852. The total population of Aberdare the year prior to this was recorded as 14,998, a massive increase in a time period of only 10 years. (Cynon Valley History Society: History of Aberdare) Since its construction in 1852, St Elvan’s remains the present parish church of the area. The architect, Andrew Mosely held the position of lecturer in arts of construction at King's College, London between 1841 and 1886 as well as being a district surveyor of the district of Fulham in 1875 (Moseley, Andrew – Kings College London)
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Figure 2 – St John’s Church







[image: A screenshot of a map

Description automatically generated with medium confidence]
Figure 3 - Ground floor plan of St Elvan’s Church
St Elvan’s was constructed using dressed Welsh Blue Pennant sandstone with Bath stone lining the corners, and slate was used for the roofs (Newman et al., 2004). Blue Pennant sandstone is known for its great resilience to weathering and its hardwearing qualities (Welsh Blue Pennant, Artorius Faber). The main feature of St Elvans is the tower which really enhances the verticality of the church. The tower consists of an octagonal spire in the centre which holds the iconic weathercock that overlooks the town. The spire features 4 small skylights which are located on each elevation, surrounded by 4 stone pinnacles that protrude from each corner of the tower, between these are stone parapets that line the edges of the tower. The church also features a slightly extruded transept on the north elevation.  
Pointed arches have been implemented into the design of St Elvan’s. A large, pointed arch window can be located on the west tower. The church also includes 16 different stained glass windows, consisting of lancet arches and depressed arches. The window designs also display trefoils, quatrefoils, and ogee arches. The interior of the building includes pointed arches that meet a row of alternating cylindrical and octagonal columns in the nave and the ceiling displays some Intricately detailed roof vaulting.
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Figure 4 – An image displaying the arches and columns of the interior

Contrary to St Elvan’s Church, St John’s Church has become concealed over time by its surrounding environment, although it sits beside one of the entrances to the town, it does not attract attention and may be described as unobtrusive. The building, also constructed of Blue Pennant sandstone, but which is not dressed, features ogee windows and was designed in a style that was typical of the medieval era and reflects its period of the late 12th century. However, this building does not receive as much natural light as St Elvan’s Church due to its relatively small windows and other factors such as adjacent building placement and surrounding vegetation that prevent some of the sunlight from reaching the windows. Due to this, St John’s Church is quite dimly lit without the use of artificial light whereas St Elvan’s Church receives a good amount of natural light during sunlight hours. 
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	Figure 6 – An image showing the nave inside St Elvan’s Church
Figure 5 – An image showing the Interior of St John’s Church





To conclude, I have discovered that both churches were made of the local material Welsh Blue Pennant sandstone, this stone was likely used due to its vast availability and great durability. St John’s Church is the oldest building in Aberdare and was once the previous focal point of the area but was lost in its own environment over time and is now hardly acknowledged. This was caused by the construction of St Elvan’s Church, which was built to accommodate the rapidly increasing population and then which became the new focal point of the town. Besides this, both buildings are precious to Aberdare, St Elvan’s Church because of its importance to the town landscape, and St John’s Church because of its long and important history. 
To improve, I would try to gather my own images as the available images do not capture the broad range of features of St Elvin’s Church. The interior images of St John’s Church are also fairly low quality as the images are roughly a decade old meaning that the technology could not capture the full detail of the building. 
There was also a very limited quantity of information on these two buildings, with very few records of their history, however, this problem could not be mitigated, and I believe I completed the brief to the best of my ability using the information available to me.
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