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A critical essay about a piece of Welsh Contemporary architecture
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Llys Cadwyn, Pontypridd, Rhondda Cynon Taf, CF37 4TH

Over the last decade, contemporary architecture in Wales has been regenerating towns and cities to reimagine these areas as spaces of opportunity and identity. From Cardiff’s Senedd to the newly completed Swansea Arena, these are examples of contemporary architecture and its shift toward cultural and political change.
Completed in 2020 by DarntonB3 Architecture, Llys Cadwyn in Pontypridd is a redevelopment, replacing the derelict Taff Vale Centre through a project made possible by architects, local authorities and community stakeholders (DarntonB3 Architecture, 2020). Comprised of three interconnected buildings, positioned along the River Taff as part of a wider regeneration strategy for the South Wales Valleys (DarntonB3 Architecture, 2020).
Llys Cadwyn attempts to heal social and spatial divides in a town once defined by industrial decline.
The location shows how Welsh towns respond to post-industrial change. Llys Cadwyn becomes a test for how new buildings can support the towns’ identity through regeneration (Cardiff Capital Region, 2017).
This essay explores the form, materials, public space, culture, and social impact of Llys Cadwyn. From this we can evaluate the project and show its contributions towards the development of Welsh contemporary architecture.

Context
Pontypridd, once a thriving centre of coal and iron production, experienced a severe economic decline in the late twentieth century. From vacant buildings to derelict retail spaces and unemployment left the town fragmented, both physically and socially (Pontypridd Town Council, 2020). Where Llys Cadwyn now stands was once the Taff Vale shopping centre. (DarntonB3 Architecture, 2020).
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The Taff vale shopping centre in 1967 (BBC, 2020).
Llys Cadwyn was created with a political plan to revitalise the Valleys through architecture and investment. The Welsh Government and the Cardiff Capital Region City Deal helped transform Pontypridd into a symbol of post-industrial regeneration (Cardiff Capital Region, 2017). Like the Senedd or Swansea Arena, it reflects ideas of transparency, sustainability, and community into built form. Llys Cadwyn is not only about form, but about identity, making it vital in a town regeneration.
Pontypridd faced major floods in 2020, the surrounding streets, shops and homes were all heavily damaged. This event changed public views of safety, planning, and long-term planning (Pontypridd Town Council, 2020). Llys Cadwyn sits next to the river, so its design choices show clear expectations for durability and confidence.
The reason why the old Taff Vale Centre failed, was for the lack of footfall through the retail spaces. Causing the tenants to leave (DarntonB3 Architecture, 2020). The empty building blocked routes and weakened the local economy. The building created a physical and social gap in the centre of Pontypridd. The Public support for redevelopment grew because the building was derelict and an eyesore.
The City Deal helped focus on jobs, transport and growth. This helped shape decisions for the project on scale, use and image. The political, social and economic pressures drove the shift from a failed retail block to a multiuse development. By understanding the context of Llys Cadwyn’s creation gives a foundation for analysing its architectural form and meaning.

Design
Llys Cadwyn uses three buildings sitting close to the River Taff, the form responds to the site, the gaps between create public routes. The materials link to local history, the chosen brick reflects older industrial structures. The slate-toned panels are a reference to the regional stone. Glazing on the exterior introduces a lighter character feel to building. The choices are a link to historical Pontypridd (DarntonB3 Architecture, 2020). 
Lighting and transparency through the spaces help the users feel more welcome and calmer when flowing through the spaces, The glazing brings daylight inside and help control the heating.
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(DarntonB3 Architecture, 2020).
The openness supports public activity around the buildings, allowing pedestrian flow from riverside to town centre (Design Commission for Wales, 2020). The simple links replace the closed edges of the Taff Vale Centre. 
The forms follow a contemporary style with tensions between the two ideas is visible. The final design shows strong links to the area but also alignes with wider regeneration work across Wales.
Block one holds council offices and workspaces, block two contains the library and community rooms and third block offers flexible office space for businesses. Each block has a specific role, the arrangement creates a mix of civic and economic activity in one place.
The project also includes improved routes around the site. The simple links replace the closed edges of the Taff Vale Centre. 
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(DarntonB3 Architecture, 2020)
The changes open movement across the town. People now pass through the site as part of their daily routines. The project reconnects streets that were once separated.
The new footbridge across the river expands access, It supports movement to the park and leisure centre. The bridge works with the public square to form a clear network of civic space. The routes help strengthen the connection between river and town (DarntonB3 Architecture, 2020).
A comparison to the Senedd helps explain the design intent. The Senedd uses clear materials and strong public routes to express political transparency (National Assembly for Wales, 2006). Llys Cadwyn uses similar ideas in a smaller context. Both projects use openness, clear structure, and controlled materials to show civic purpose. Llys Cadwyn serves a local town centre, so the expression stays more controlled.
Daily use shows simple patterns by workers entering the offices in the morning. Students and families use the library throughout the day and people meeting in the café before moving into the town. The public paths support steady movement showing how the project functions as part of everyday life. The architectural design reflects renewal and transparency, However Llys Cadwyn’s sustainability ratings show compliance with contemporary Welsh values (BREEAM, 2020).

Sustainability and Civic Function
Llys Cadwyn has a BREEAM Excellent rating, this rating comes from clear strategies. The building uses natural light to reduce energy use, and the facades allows controlled ventilation. The services can rely on efficient systems (BREEAM, 2020).
The project also supports social sustainability by the library bringing people together. The café giving the public a place to meet and the community rooms support small groups. These spaces sit along a pedestrian route that link the river to the town (Design Commission for Wales, 2020).
The design also promotes civic interaction by facing the entrances towards public paths, opening the ground floors to public view. The circulation is simple. People move through the site without confusion. The buildings improve access between key parts of Pontypridd.
Transparency plays a crucial role in the design, by using glazing it makes the interior more visible which suggests openness. However, visibility does not equal full inclusion, the upper floors feel corporate and the public spaces sit below them. This separation weakens the idea of full openness (DarntonB3 Architecture, 2020).
The environmental systems include efficient heating and cooling controls. The insulation reduces heat loss during winter and solar gain management controls overheating during summer. The glazing is controlled to balance daylight and energy performance. The roofs also support drainage plans that manage heavy rainfall (BREEAM, 2020).
The project responds to past flooding from ground level design improvements that controls water movement and surface levels guide water toward controlled points across the site. These decisions help the public with the riverside location (Pontypridd Town Council, 2020).
The BREEAM scoring records gains in energy, water, transport links, and materials. The buildings deliver high daylight levels in the library and offices. The site includes new public seating, trees, and open areas. The pedestrian routes cover a large part of the ground-level footprint (BREEAM, 2020).
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(DarntonB3 Architecture, 2020).
Social sustainability is also seen throughout the project through accessible design. The routes stay level, the entrances stay wide and the lifts support all floors. Clear signage is displayed throughout, these design aims to support independent use for people with mobility needs. The public rooms provide flexible layouts for groups of different ages and abilities.
The social value will depend on the continued public use and the success of the library, café, and community rooms will decide if Llys Cadwyn strengthens local life. 
The long-term test sits in how the buildings serve real need, not only in how they look. (Design Commission for Wales, 2020). Beyond performance, the cultural significance of Llys Cadwyn lies in how it symbolises a renewed Welsh identity.

Cultural and Critical Reflection
The name Llys Cadwyn translates to "Chain Court", which signals unity, connection and continuity. The three buildings form linked pieces, and the public routes are like simple chains that tie the town to the river. The symbolism points to a place where movement, meeting, and public life stay linked (DarntonB3 Architecture, 2020).
Llys Cadwyn links past and present through simple material choices. The local industry can be seen in the brickwork and the slate toned panels point to regional stone. The open design of the ground floors supports new public movement (DarntonB3 Architecture, 2020).
The buildings’ cultural identity feels mixed with the colours, textures signal Wales and the overall form mirroring with many UK regeneration projects.
Welsh language signage supports cultural identity, and the interior signs follow bilingual standards. The language presence helps strengthen the connection between building and community. The naming of spaces aligns with local history and culture (DarntonB3 Architecture, 2020).
Pontypridd holds a strong cultural background as the town has links to the National Eisteddfod, also the Old Bridge is a recognised landmark in Wales. The market area has also been part of local trade for generations. Pontypridd also holds global recognition through its musical history (Pontypridd Town Council, 2020). 
A comparison with Ty Pawb in Wrexham supports a critical review. Ty Pawb uses local art to build cultural identity. Llys Cadwyn uses new construction and a more corporate tone (Wrexham County Borough Council, 2019). The difference shows two paths in Welsh regeneration work, with one focusing on reuse and local culture. The other focuses on new development and economic strength, the path Llys Cadwyn sits closer to.
Public use helps reveal true cultural value, from people using the library, to families use the spaces during weekends and workers passing through the routes during the day. In the evening use stays lower, the demand depends on programming and outreach (Design Commission for Wales, 2020).

Conclusion
Llys Cadwyn demonstrates how contemporary Welsh architecture can act as both a physical and symbolic tool for renewal. This is seen through its sustainable design and civic ambition, it reconnects Pontypridd to its industrial heritage (DarntonB3 Architecture, 2020).
Its material choices and open civic spaces create a connection between past and present, while its addition of public features encourage participation. 
Wales continues to redefine its towns and cities through sustainability and identity, Llys Cadwyn help highlight both the positives and negatives of architecture led regeneration. It reminds us that authentic regeneration is not just materials and form. 
The redevelopment gives us clear questions on the meaning of authenticity. The materials and spaces signal the place and the balance shapes how residents view the work. This result shows the challenge of building a civic identity through regeneration (Cardiff Capital Region, 2017).
The future of Pontypridd depends on stability of public services, strong local culture, and safe public spaces. The long term value of the project relies on active public use, careful maintenance, and continued engagement with local needs (Pontypridd Town Council, 2020).
Llys Cadwyn has becomes more than just a civic building by connecting past with present, and the strive restore the rich Welsh culture. It becomes a test of whether architecture can rebuild the identity of post-industrial Wales (DarntonB3 Architecture, 2020).
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