
1 
 

BRECON CATHEDRAL: A BRIEF HISTORY 

The round shape of the churchyard 
suggests there was a Celtic church on 
this site; it would have been a 
wooden building, of which nothing 
survives. There is little surviving 
evidence either of the first stone-built 
church which would have been a long 
low round-arched structure, with 
grotesque carvings such as survive 

only on the font. 
 
This church was built on the orders of Bernard de Neufmarche, the Norman 
leader who conquered the kingdom of Brycheiniog in 1093. The dedication to 
St John indicates that he intended to build a new church, not to revive a Celtic 
one which would have been dedicated to a Welsh saint. The building of the 
church was inspired by a monk from Battle Abbey who was his confessor. 
Bernard gave the church to Roger so that he could found a priory here, as a 
daughter monastery of Battle. The plan of the priory was a small scale version 
of Battle Abbey. In 1106, another monk from Battle, Walter, became the first 
prior. Being a daughter house, it was governed by a prior not an abbot; the 
prior was technically subordinate to the Abbot of Battle. Bernard endowed the 
monastery with portions of land which he had conquered in and around 
.ǊŜŎƻƴΣ ƛƴŎƭǳŘƛƴƎ ǘƛǘƘŜǎ ƻŦ ǎŜǾŜǊŀƭ ŎƘǳǊŎƘŜǎΦ  !ŦǘŜǊ .ŜǊƴŀǊŘΩǎ ŘŜŀǘƘΣ ǘƘe area 
passed by marriage into the hands of the Earls of Hereford: which explains its 
architectural affinity with Herefordshire  churches. Later earls gave significant 
bequests of lands and tithes to the monastery, and, for a time, the tithes of all 
fish caught in Llangors Lake, along with the right to fish in it. The earls also 
gave the monastery all the mills along the Honddu in Brecon. 
 
Thus, the priory became wealthy enough to build a new church in about 1215, 
under the third prior, John, at the end of the reign of King John: this has led to 
speculation about royal funding. King John, indeed for all his sins, gave great 
funds to Worcester Cathedral where he chose to be buried. This would explain 
the existence of so large a building in a then remote area. Benedictines, unlike 
Cistercians, did not favour secluded sites.  
 
The new church was built in the latest pointed Gothic style, invented in France 
ōǳǘ ŎƻƴŦǳǎƛƴƎƭȅ ŎŀƭƭŜŘ ȫ9ŀǊƭȅ 9ƴƎƭƛǎƘΩ ƛƴ .ǊƛǘŀƛƴΦ /ƻƴǎǘǊǳŎǘƛƻƴ ōŜƎŀƴ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ Ŝŀǎǘ 
end with the chancel and transepts, the most important part where mass was 
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celebrated at altars of the chancel and side chapels. The monastic quarters 
were extended at the same time; a fine sequence of lancet windows can be 
seen below the east side of the choir room; they once lit ǘƘŜ ƳƻƴƪǎΩ ŘƻǊƳƛǘƻǊȅΦ 
Only a few Norman stones were re-used in the walls, along with some Roman 
tiles: a parallel process occurred at the end of the 13th century in what is now 
Bristol Cathedral; although the Norman Chapter House survives, its chancel 
was  pulled down and replaced by a new Gothic structure. 
 
Brecon was always a small monastery, with never more than eight monks, and 
generally only five or six; the extent of the conventual buildings suggests that a 
larger community was expected.  As often with Benedictine foundations, the 
nave became the parish church, served by its own priest, who lived in the room 
above the north porch. This arrangement meant that there was no question of 
pulling down the church when the priory was dissolved. Parishioners shared 
with the monks the use of the tower in which they had three small bells, 
ŀƭƻƴƎǎƛŘŜ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƛƻǊΩǎ ǘǿƻ ƭŀǊƎŜ ƻƴŜǎΦ ! ǎŜǊƛŜǎ ƻŦ ŎƻǳǊǘ ŎŀǎŜǎ ƛƴ ǎǳŎŎŜŜŘƛƴƎ 
centuries showed that not all the priors and monks allowed vows of chastity, 
obedience and poverty to interfere with their private lives. The prior assumed 
the offices of sacristan, almoner and cellarer and did not attempt to account to 
the monks for his actions. One prior in the 13th century was accused of 
ƳŀƭŀŘƳƛƴƛǎǘǊŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƛƻǊȅΩǎ ŜǎǘŀǘŜǎΣ ŀōǎŜƴǘeeism, and choosing bad 
friends. Some of the monks were mere vagabonds seeking refuge. The four or 
five monks were waited on by 15 servants. The Reformation came without 
opposition; the prior and few remaining monks allowed themselves to be 
quietly pensioned off. 
 
 There was a considerable delay before the nave was built for the people: the 
ƴŀǾŜ ŀƴŘ ƛǘǎ ŀƛǎƭŜǎ ŀǊŜ ŀƭƭ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ƭŀǘŜǊ ȫ5ŜŎƻǊŀǘŜŘΩ ǎǘȅƭŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ мпth century. The 
Cathedral is very remarkable in having nothing visible that was built later, 
during the final phase of English Gothic, the so-ŎŀƭƭŜŘ ȫtŜǊǇŜƴŘƛŎǳƭŀǊΩ ƻǊ ƭŀǘŜ 
Gothic style which flourished from late 14th  century to the early 16th,  when 
most parish churches were built or extended. This style was characterized by 
large windows with a grid pattern of transoms and mullions reaching to the 
heads of flattened arches. The great churches of North Wales, such as St Giles, 
Wrexham and St Mary, Mold, were built in this style under the patronage of 
Lady Margaret Beaufort. The Perpendicular style is not found in mainland 
Europe: thus we retain a French-looking church in a mid-Wales market town. 
When the monastery was dissolved in 1538, most if its buildings and 
possessions became the property of Sir John Price; the cloister garth 
disappeared under a tennis court. However, sections of medieval walls and 



3 
 

roofs survive in the present rebuilt vestries, 
Deanery, Clergy House and Diocesan and 
Heritage Centres. 
 
After the Dissolution then, the church itself 
survived to became the parish church of St 
John the Evangelist, in the diocese of St 
5ŀǾƛŘΩǎΤ  ǎƪƛƴƴŜǊǎΣ ǿŜŀǾŜǊǎΣ ǘǳŎƪŜǊǎΣ ǘŀƛƭƻǊǎΣ 
and shoe-makers of Brecon continued to 
meet in their respective guild chapels in the 
aisles, which had wooden partitions; these 
guilds represented five stages of cloth-
making from local wool. They left the 
badges and shields of their trades inscribed 
on their surviving tomb-stones (later moved 
by Scott, to the west end of the nave and to 
the north transept). After the formation of 
the Church in Wales it became the Cathedral 
of the new diocese of Swansea and Brecon 
on 14th September, 1923. All the external 
stone is local grey and purple red sandstone 
from quarries in the priory grounds. These 
quarries were re-opened for 19th century 

restorations.  
 
 
 
THE EASTWARD VISTA 
AND CHANCEL 
 
The great glory of the Cathedral perfect simplicity of the Early English chancel; 
this is a unique design in Wales; unlike the Early English work at Llandaff, it 
does not derive inspiration from the south western regional designs of Wells 
and Glastonbury; the closest parallel is the window design in the Lady Chapel 
of Hereford Cathedral.  On the north and south sides, deeply set stilted slender 
lancet windows rise high above the multiple shafts clustered between them. 
The centre light of each triplet rise right up into the vault; there is no clerestory 
as there is in the the nave to interrupt them. The bell-shaped capitals of the 
columns show deliberate rejection of the standard stiff leaf foliage of the 
period: this conventional motif would have interrupted the purity of the whole 
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design. 

The east window illustrated above is in effect, another triplet, with two much 
smaller side windows, thus creating a quintuplet. Its modern glass celebrates 
the glorious achievements of the South Wales Borderers. A moulded horizontal 
string course runs below the columns and partly supports them; without this 
vertical feature the chancel would lack stability. In the early days of the 19th 
century Gothic Revival, an architectural historian, Charles Parker, recorded that 
άǘƘŜ ŘŜǎƛƎƴ Ŏŀƴƴƻǘ ōŜ ŎŀƭƭŜŘ ƛƴŦŜǊƛƻǊ ǘƻ ŀƴȅ 9ŀǊƭȅ 9ƴƎƭƛǎƘ ŎƘŀƴŎŜƭ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ¦ƴƛǘŜŘ  
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YƛƴƎŘƻƳΦέ ¢ƘŜ ŎƘŀƴŎŜƭ Ƙŀǎ ŀ ǘǊƛǇƭŜ ǎŜŘƛƭƛŀ όŎƭŜǊƎȅ ǎŜŀǘǎύ ŀƴŘ ŀ ǊŀǊŜ ǘǊƛǇƭŜ ǇƛǎŎƛƴŀ 
for the washing of sacred vessels. The sedilia and piscinae are surmounted by 
trefoil arches. 

Set into the north wall is a much damaged stone relief carving of the 
crucifixion: a 14th century reredos which once belonged to a narrow altar. It 
was formerly on the ŦƭƻƻǊΣ ǿƘŜǊŜΣ ǇǊŜǎǳƳŀōƭȅΣ ƛǘ ƘŀŘ ōŜŜƴ ǇƭŀŎŜ ōȅ /ǊƻƳǿŜƭƭΩǎ 
men so that it would be trampled on. Archways at the west end lead to side 
chapels which also have altars and used to have more: the archways have 


