
Carmarthen Museum
Saturday morning, 19 May

We all met at the former bishop’s palace on the outskirts of 
Carmarthen, now the Carmarthenshire County Museum, 
where the curator, Ann Dorset, warmly welcomed us and 
gave a brief introduction to the area and the museum. 
Carmarthen is a Roman town and is the county town of an 
area industrial in the east and rural in the west. In the 
16th century it was the main town in Wales and, following 
the Reformation, the Bishop of St David’s removed here, to 
what had previously been a college of priests. A fire in 
1903 occasioned a complete refitting of the interior 
between 1905-7. The building was acquired by the county 
for use as a museum in the early 1970s.

We divided into two groups for visits led by Richard 
Bebb and Luke Millar, both of whom obviously have close 
relationships with the museum. Ann Dorset thanked them 
for their help over the years and particularly mentioned 
the mahogany secretaire labelled Bowen, Cabinetmaker & 
Upholsterer, Lamas St, Carmarthen, which had been 
bought for them by Richard, allowing them time to get 
grants in place, and researched and conserved by Luke 
(see Like Millar, ‘Mr Bowen’s Secretaire and Bookcase: A 
Labelled Carmarthen Piece c.1795’, Regional Furniture, 
1997). The collections on display contain many pieces of 
local furniture and a visit is highly recommended.

The furniture from rural Carmarthenshire included 
many examples of dressers. Richard explained that there 
had been a sliding scale for the cost of a dresser - some 
were in pine, some in oak and some in a combination of 
the two, such as an example we saw on the first floor, 
where the rack was pine and the base oak. He also pointed 
out some teak in one of the dressers - a timber used in the 
boatyards in Carmarthen. The light colour of the oak of

Fig 1. The kitchen of Penrhiwbeili Farmhouse, on view in Carmarthen Museum.
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some of the dressers was commented on and Richard said 
it was an effect of the local tradition to clean periodically 
with watered-down vinegar. There are several examples of 
corner dressers, a local fashion; Richard commented that 
the fitted kitchen was invented in West Wales!

On the first floor there is a recreation of the kitchen 
and parlour of Penrhiwbeili Farmhouse near Talog. The 
house was of a standard plan of a cross passage with a 
small parlour on one side and a large kitchen on the other. 
The complete contents of the farmhouse were given to the 
museum by Miss Elsa Evans, whose family had lived in the 
house since the 1720s. It is now displayed as c.1920, the 
cast iron range having replaced the open hearth c. 1890. 
The more than fully furnished kitchen now includes a 
dresser, tables and chairs, a settle and a cupboard with 
zinc panels in the doors, this possibly a later alteration.

The 18th century saw a considerable expansion in 
wealth in Carmarthen due to successful agriculture, growth 
as a seaport, patronage by the local gentry, and a large and 
growing middle class. This encouraged the establishment 
of several cabinet-making businesses, one of the most 
notable being that of David Morley, born circa 1760, 
whose stepfather had founded Morris’s bank. He trained in 
Manchester but returned to Carmarthen, where he ran a 
successful cabinet-making firm for 40 years.

The museum’s collection includes a portrait of David 
Morley which hangs near one of his sideboards. Luke 
explained that by the early 20th century these had acquired 
considerable local prestige and been regarded as heirlooms, 
and he pointed out some of the Morley features, including 
the wooden spring to release the centre ‘sUver’ drawer. Also 
by Morley was an oak armchair in Greek style, part of a 

commission supplied to 
Carmarthen Guildhall in 
1831. Luke illustrated 
Morley’s design source for 
these chairs, a plate in Peter 
& Michael Angelo 
Nicholson’s The Practical 
Cabinet Maker, Upholsterer and 
Complete Decorator of 1826.

This report only skates 
over the surface of what is a 
varied, well-displayed and 
well-researched collection in 
the museum. Our thanks for 
a most-interesting morning 
are due to Ann Dorset and 
her staff at the museum, 
and, of course, to Richard 
and Luke.

Fig 2. A corner dresser from West Wales 
(Carmarthen Museum).
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