Rhianwen Jones         History & Theory 1 
Essay title:   
A comparative discussion of the use, layout and architectural properties of, The Old College, Aberystwyth. 
History, background and use:
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Description automatically generated with medium confidence][image: ]Originally, the Old College was a domestic dwelling bought by Sir Uvedale Price, in the 1790s, as a holiday home for his wife. ‘Although the architect of Castle House was John Nash, it was Price who insisted on its radical design’, laying the Gothic foundation for future developments on the site.[footnoteRef:1] Its westerly, sea-facing location, right on the Aberystwyth Sea front and promenade, which attracted tourists and provided the health and leisure benefits of a coastal location, was ideal for the second phase of its life as a commercial hotel. The hotel was built almost overnight and was at least three times the size of the original house. From pictures and a model of Castle House, it looks as if the Gothic was developed into a high Victorian style with the introduction of several new turrets and spire like features. The internal layout changed with the introduction of more public spaces like restaurants, foyers and a large Atrium. When, in 1872, the hotel entered its third life phase as one of Wales’s first University, its layout changed to include, ‘large classrooms along the outer walls,[footnoteRef:2] but the building still centred on its Atrium with the introduction of a library on the North side of the building. Despite the inclusion of a lift, the building kept its ornamental, majestic staircases, one spiral, the other, a split staircase, providing access to both Southern and Northen aspects of the building. The building is now in its fourth phase after a £43 million regeneration project as a cultural and tourist venue. It keeps some of it academic functions, such as classrooms and enterprise units, but has expanded and grown its commercial potential with a hotel, 60 seat restaurant, a café, gallery and exhibition spaces, conferencing and wedding facilities.  [1:  Webster, J. R. (1995) Old College Aberystwyth:  The Evolution of a High Victorian building, Cardiff: University of Wales Press. ISBN: 0-7083-1286-1.]  [2:  Davies, Elgan. (2011) Yr Hen Goleg: the Old College, p. 21. Llandysul: Gomer. ISBN: 978-1-8485-305.] 






Old castle house                                                                           Old College after the fire 
Issues in terms of layout and use:
There are some issues in the current planned layout for the new project that I will identify here. The lighting and noise levels are good for the enterprise facilities and the fact that they cover floors 2-5 on one side of the building (North) creates a critical mass for the users, but it also creates a sense of segregation. Another potential challenge is that the building is so big and has so many floors that mirror each other completely or in part, it will difficult to navigate your route from one end or from one floor to another. This challenge could be resolved with signage and directional maps or even by employees guiding the public at strategic places in the building. 
Site plan: 1:250
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Ground floor:
The ground floor of the building will be the busiest level because there are several, different entrances for each section of the building. At the furthest south end, there are leisure and learning areas, consisting of community rooms and a quad. In the middle of the building, where the main seaside entrance will be, there are large café areas with plenty of public space. This is a good welcoming venue to allow you to adjust to the large scale of the building.  The Old hall (concert venue) is at the furthest end of a large open quad area which draws you into the gallery and exhibition rooms on either side. 
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Second, third and fourth floor: 
As you move to the building’s higher floors, you  come across the enterprise units.  There are some void spaces that are continuations from the first floor, therefore this is not a good space for the public but is suitable for shared working/creative type rooms. There are clear and easy entries and exits to the other floors from the workspaces. But as we noted earlier, this clustering or zoning may make the public feel they are unwelcome in this part of the building. The fourth floor is very quiet and is small compared to the rest of the building. There is only one staircase and one lift going up to this floor, however, if in the future this floor is expanded, there will need to be more staircases and entry/ exit ways. 
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Drawing: Rhianwen jones 10/1/2024
Material and Light:
 The external and internal walls are made of sandstone, like buildings like Bath Abbey. This sandstone gives the building a heavy and strong feel, yet the colour is quite light. It may be architectural taste that explains why sandstone was used to build Old College due to its, ‘ornamental and aesthetic appeal’,[footnoteRef:3] however, its porosity is a problem in terms of deterioration because it is battered daily by the sea salt and wind. Whilst this is not an issue for Bath Abbey as it is sheltered by neighbouring buildings, it may explain why the Joseph Parry building nearby, which was built in the late Victorian period, 1889-90 by R Nicolson of Hereford was constructed of Yorkshire stone.[footnoteRef:4]  [3:  Harris, P M. (1977) Mineral Dossier No 17; Sandstone. London: Her Majesty’s Stationery Office. ISBN 0 11 510841 6.]  [4:  National Churches Trust (2025) St Michael. Available at: https:www.nationalchurchestrust.org/church/st-michael-aberystwyth/ Accessed: 12 January 2025).] 

A new and improved feature of the current project is a wide glass window that spans the length of the restaurant above the Cambria at the North end. This beautiful feature provides a panoramic sea view; however, it won’t blend in with the many, original, smaller, arch and clover shaped windows that are subject to Grade 1 CADW restrictions throughout the building.  The Old College is dominated by arched windows and archways typical of the Gothic decorated style[footnoteRef:5] and this influence can be seen in the windows of St Michael’s Church, a stone’s throw from Old College. Also, the brutal sea wind may weaken the glass and reduce its aesthetic appeal over time.  [5:  Standen, Ian. Lecture 4, gothic architecture anatomy of form, 21/10/2024. Unpublished notes. ] 

One of my favourite features in the whole building is the quad roof that was added in 1890, after a fire that gutted the building. It is a wooden arched roof with lovely minimal patterns and designs in carving. Above it, is a textured glass window panning over the roof, allowing so much daylight into the building so that it felt, ‘lighted from the top’.[footnoteRef:6]  [6:  Prifysgol Aberystwyth University (2022) Ceiniogau’r Werin: Pennies of the People, p. 55. Aberystwyth. ISBN: 978-1-7396917-0-7.] 
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