
An Historic Guide to Art in Brecon 

1. Early Christian Monuments to 17th-century Devotional Painting 

 

Unsurprisingly, artists have long been attracted to, or associated with, the 

historic and architecturally distinguished town of Brecon. 

 

The earliest sculptures from the old county are displayed at y Gaer. Here 

may be found Roman stone carvings and one of the finest early Christian 

monuments in Wales, a 10th century wheel-headed cross, rich in relief knot-

work and Celtic interlacing, from Neuadd Siarman, Maesmynis.  

 

The earliest sculpture in Brecon outside y Gaer may be seen on the mid 

twelfth-century font in the Cathedral. Its relief carving includes a bird, 

animal, foliage and, linked together, 'green men' sprouting branches from 

mouths with interlacing above and arcading below. Alas, the famous giant 

Golden Rood screen carrying a figure of the Crucified Christ, which existed 

here in the fifteenth century and was celebrated by poets, has not survived. 

Its former presence is indicated today by a moving 2012 sculpture in bronze-

cast driftwood by Helen Sinclair.  

 

 
 

The mid-12th Century relief-carved stone font in Brecon Cathedral 



In the Cathedral, too, may be found striking memorial sculpture. An 

appealing c.1312 recumbent effigy to Walter and Christina Awbrey of 

Abercynrig is located in the Havard Chapel. All that remains of the Games 

family monument is a finely carved sixteenth-century wooden recumbent 

figure of a woman. There is also a majestic early seventeeth-century 

alabaster tomb to Sir David Williams of Gwernyfed and his wife. Much of 

the Cathedral floor is covered with boldly carved seventeenth-century grave 

slabs displaying a wealth of heraldry and trade symbols. Christ College 

chapel is also worth visiting for its Lucy family memorials including a 1677 

bust to William Lucy, Bishop of St Davids.   

 

 
A wood-carved effigy of a woman, part of the Games family monument in 

Brecon Cathedral 

 

Earlier paintings in the Cathedral include a copy of Francesco Albani's early 

seventeenth century The Baptism of Christ and Gerrit von Honthorst's 

Caravaggio-influenced early seventeenth century The Mocking of Christ. 

2. The Great Age of Water-colours to the early Twentieth Century 

 



In the Romantic period, the late 18th and early 19th centuries, water-

colourists Joseph Mallord William Turner, John Sell Cotman, John Varley, 

John Warwick Smith and Michael Angelo Rooker travelled around Wales 

and were attracted to the town's picturesque qualities, its rivers, bridges and 

ivy-clad castle ruins. Sir Richard Colt Hoare depicted the town in 1793 and 

his engravings illustrate his friend the celebrated Brecknockshire historian 

Theophilus Jones's 1805-09 History of the County of Brecknock. The notable 

landscape painter Thomas Jones, a pupil of Richard Wilson, had attended 

Christ College, Brecon, 1753-58 and published an engraving of Brecon 

Castle.  

 

 
A 1793 view of Brecon from the west by Sir Richard Colt Hoare 

 

Some of the earliest photographs taken anywhere and dating from the 1840s 

were of a seemingly untouched Georgian Brecon by Calvert Richard Jones, 

a friend of photography pioneer Fox Talbot. They include Georgian 

shopfronts with goods outside. 

 

John Evan Thomas, born in Castle Street, Brecon, was a successful 

Victorian sculptor based in London who maintained close links with Wales. 



The 1852 Duke of Wellington statue in the Bulwark, Brecon, was gifted to 

the town by the artist. Numerous neo-classical memorials by him may also 

be found in the Cathedral, as well as by earlier sculptors like John Flaxman, 

and there is a bust by Thomas in the War Memorial Hospital. His famous 

1848 electrotype bronze The Death of Tewdrig, manufactured with his 

brother William Meredith Thomas and shown that year in the Abergavenny 

Eisteddfod, is a prized exhibit at y Gaer. It is associated with the Welsh 

national revival at that time.  

 

 
John Evans Thomas’ 1852 statue of the Duke of Wellington 

 

Victorian and Edwardian artists, with varied backgrounds and motivations, 

visited, probably by railway from 1863. They included Joseph Murray Ince, 

George Willis Pryce, the Reverend John Louis Petit and Walter Goddard.  

 

Portraits of local personalities include the famous Victorian opera singer 

Adelina Patti by German artist Hans Schadow in the Guildhall and an 

astonishing Royal Worcester porcelain plate, now in y Gaer, illustrated in 



1814 by Thomas Baxter after a painting by Sir Joshua Reynolds of famed 

18th-century actor Sarah Siddons, She was born in 1755 in Brecon at the 

Shoulder of Mutton Inn, now the Sarah Siddons. Also at y Gaer is a fine 

1831 oil portrait by William Salter of William Hughes, a Llanfaes Maltster. 

 

 

Oil painting by Hans Schadow of Adelina Patti in the Guildhall 

 

Good examples of Victorian and Edwardian stained glass may be found in 

the Cathedral and Christ College chapel. The collection of nineteenth-

century wooden chip-carved Welsh love-spoons at y Gaer is also one of the 

finest of this folk art form in the world. 

 

Of several remarkable paintings in Brecon Cathedral, perhaps the best 

known is William Strutt's remarkable allegorical 1896 Peace. One of the 

most widely reproduced religious images of its day in photo-gravure, the 

artist, better known in Australia for his large history paintings, had painted 

an earlier version in 1868. It illustrates a prophecy of Isaiah in the bible 

which enabled the artist to show his skill as an animal painter. A 1903 

version hangs in the International Court of Justice in the Hague.  

 

In the Cathedral, too, is a striking 1934 recumbent effigy to Bishop Edward 

Latham Bevan, the first bishop of Swansea and Brecon, by the Arts and 



Crafts artist Sir William Goscombe John. Shortly afterwards, architect 

William Douglas Caröe designed an intricate stone reredos in the chancel 

including the Crucifixion and saints. 

 

Sam Garratt is the artist most closely associated with Brecon in the early 

twentieth century. In 1906 he moved from Leicestershire and ran a boot and 

shoe business in Free Street but spent a huge amount of his spare time 

painting representational water-colours and oils of the vicinity and making 

etchings. Originally his work lined the walls of his shop and today, although 

much is held privately, examples may be seen at y Gaer and the Guildhall. 

 

3. Modernism  & the Collection at y Gaer 

 

In St Mary's Church the very striking 1989 east window depicting The Risen 

Christ in a stylised radiating design is by wood engraver, painter and stained 

glass artist John Petts, a former resident of Abergavenny. His most  

celebrated window, dating from 1963, is in Alabama and commemorates a 

racist attack at the height of the American civil rights movement. 

 

 

The 1989 stained glass window of the Risen Christ by John Petts, St Marys 

Church 

 

 

Of modernist artists, Roy Powell, who, from 1974 until his retirement in 

1990, taught at Brecon High School, has painted views towards the 

mountains as well as rich and deeply philosophical still-lifes. Veronica 



Gibson, since 2000, has drawn inspiration from the Watton allotments and 

surrounding hills for her impastoed oils. Australian Sue Hiley Harris, who 

has lived in the area since 1981, is a notable abstract weaver-sculptor whose 

recent work is derived from close study of beech trees in the Priory Groves, 

a beautiful and long-established public walk up the Honddu valley starting 

below Brecon Cathedral. All town residents, they are members of the 

prestigious Welsh Group of artists and often take part in the popular Brecon 

Town Open Studios in early June. 

 

 
One of Roy Powell’s Vanitas paintings 

 

Other recent artists include popular landscape painter the late Meg Stevens, 

who, while best known for meticulous studies of the local landscape 

featuring grasses and wildflowers, made several Brecon street scenes. Local 

embroiderer Marcelle Davies, too, has created an astonishing Blanket of 

Memories showing everyday scenes from her life over many years. Artist 

Shirley Jones, who runs the Red Hen Press, lives just outside Brecon and her 

beautifully designed and crafted artist books are avidly collected by major 

libraries, particularly in the United States. Tessa Waite, renowned for vividly 

colourful abstract paintings, is another notable artist living in the town.   



 

Brecon's international jazz festival, established in 1984, has also given rise 

to notable jazz artworks. Robert Macdonald, also a member of the Welsh 

Group, loves to depict, in lively water-colours and oils, musicians parading 

through the town. Local photographer Gena Davies, the subject of a recent 

celebratory book, has captured musicians at the festival from its beginning. 

Karel Lek, Diana Golledge and the late Valerie Ganz have all caught aspects 

of this remarkable festival. In 2000 Jeff Nuttall and Islwyn Watkins 

collaborated memorably to create a giant walk-through installation, Merz 

Jam, in which free-improvising saxophonist Lol Coxhill performed. Sadly, 

all three have now died. 

 

 
Brecon Jazz poster designed by Tony Goble 1996 

 

There is also an elegant metal 1997 sculpture by Michael Fairfax outside 

Theatr Brycheiniog which reflects its canal-side, theatrical and wider 

landscape location. The artist was selected from a number of contenders. 

 



A moving 2012 sculpture in Brecon Cathedral of the Crucified Christ in 

bronze-cast driftwood by Helen Sinclair suggests the presence of the famous 

Golden Rood in the fifteenth century. 

 
The 1997 sculpture by Michael Fairfax overlooking the canal basin outside 

Theatr Brycheiniog 

 

The art collection at y Gaer, built up over recent decades with support from 

the Brecknock Art Trust, is one of the most significant in a Welsh regional 

museum. Many of the artists mentioned are included. Highlights include 

David Jones's 1926 watercolour Y Twmpa – Capel, Eric Ravilious's 1938 

The Waterwheel, Graham Sutherland's  1940 watercolour Fallen Tree 

against Sunset, Josef Herman's 1949 oil Pen-y-bont Inn, Ystradgynlais and 

Ivor Davies's 1992 mixed media Taranis, which reflects dramatically upon 

the eviction, ostensibly for defense purposes during the Second World War, 

of a Welsh-speaking community from the Epynt. Sarah Snazell's 1998 oil 



Doppelgänger and Clive Hicks-Jenkins's 2001 drawing The Mari Lwyd 

Approaches are other masterpieces to be found here. Some of the finest 

Welsh artists have, over the years, exhibited at the museum and include Ken 

Elias, Charles Burton, Mary Fogg and Megan Jones. There is also an 

excellent archive of photographic portraits of local artists commissioned 

from Bernard Mitchell by Brecknock Art Trust.  

 

It is, then, hardly surprising that artists continue to be drawn to the town and 

that there are, indeed, several commercial galleries.  
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Crooked Window, Brecon  

www.crookedwindow.co.uk 


