
A Brynmawr Chair, South 
Wales, c. 1938
This chair is one of my favourite objects in the furniture 
collection at St Fagans National History Museum. Not only 
is it a beautifully designed chair but also tells an important 
story about the social history of Wales during the early 
twentieth century.

It is a piece of ‘Brynmawr Furniture’, made in the south 
Wales mining town of Brynmawr during the 1930s 
Depression. This was one of several social enterprises set 
up by the Quakers to relieve the mass unemployment in 
the town following the collapse of the coal industry. When 
the business was established in 1931, the workforce 
consisted of about a dozen unemployed men and within a 
year, these workers were skilled in furniture-making and 
were training young apprentices. The workshop employed 
up to 50 men over a decade and the commissions for 
furniture came from all over the UK. The first order was for 

400 chairs for a Quaker school in York and the profits were 
used to buy new equipment and machinery.

The success of Brynmawr furniture was mainly 
attributed to Paul Matt, the son of a German cabinet-maker 
who had moved to the town to help lead a club for 
unemployed men. He had served his apprenticeship under 
his father in London and was eager to pass on his skills to 
others. Influenced by Gordon Russell and his 
contemporaries, Matt wanted to design simple, well-made 
furniture that could be constructed by relatively unskilled 
hands.

The main timber used was imported oak bought from 
unsold stocks during the early 1930s. This armchair has 
solid oak arms, legs and uprights, chamfered to give the 
distinctive Brynmawr character. The back consists of 
plywood panels set into a solid wood framework, another 
feature seen often on Brynmawr furniture. The wood has 
been finished with a coat of clear hard wax and the chair is 
upholstered with loose cushions covered in their original
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Fig. 2 Workers at the Brynmawr Furniture factory, 1938-39

cotton and wool woven fabric. This was most likely 
produced in the weaving factory, one of the other Quaker 
enterprises set up in the town.

Brynmawr furniture was available to buy through mail 
order and in large department stores across the UK. In 
1938 the company even opened a permanent showroom in 
London’s fashionable Cavendish Square. The furniture was 
marketed as ‘Welsh’ and each piece was named after a 
Welsh place-name, such as this ‘Ynysddu’ armchair, named 
after a village in Monmouthshire. Customers were mostly 
middle-class professionals setting up home in city suburbs. 
This particular chair was from the Cardiff home of a Welsh 
academic and was bought directly from the company with 
several other pieces. In a 1937 catalogue of Brynmawr 
Furniture, the ‘Ynysddu’ chair was priced at £4-5s.

Sadly, the factory was forced to close in 1940 following 
the outbreak of the Second World War and in that year the 

National Museum of Wales wasted no time in purchasing a 
couple of pieces to start their collection of contemporary 
furniture - an indication of the significance of Brynmawr 
furniture even then. Now, 75 years on, I’m glad to say that 
my favourite chair will be displayed in one of the new 
galleries here at St Fagans when it opens in early 2017.

Dr Sioned Williams, Principal Curator: Modem History 
St Fagans National History Museum 
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