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Joseph Parry in Aberystwyth 

Text of a talk given by Frank Bott to the Aberystwyth Civic 
Society on May 9th 2012 

 

I’m sure the name of Joseph Parry will be familiar to most of you, if only because of 
the Joseph Parry Hall in Laura Place.  But for those of you who are not quite sure 
who he was or why I should be talking about him, the best thing I can say is that he 
was the composer of the hymn tune Aberystwyth, which has carried the name of this 
town across most of the English-speaking world.  The tune was written by Parry, 
when he was Professor of Music here, indeed, the first professor of Music in Wales.  
It was first sung in 1879 in the English Congregational Chapel in Portland Street, 
which is now the Church Surgery and on the front of which the Civic Society has 
placed a plaque commemorating the occasion.  

You may also be familiar with Joseph Parry from the television mini-series shown in 
1983.  This was an adaptation of a biographical novel about Parry, written by the 
Anglo-Welsh novelist, Jack Jones, from the Rhondda, called “Off to Philadelphia in 
the Morning”.  It starred David Lyn as Joseph Parry and Siân Phillips as Myfanwy 
Llywellyn, Parry’s childhood sweetheart (according to Jack Jones) who became a 
famous opera singer.  It is a very enjoyable novel and was a great success on 
television.  Unfortunately, although Jack Jones never claimed the work was anything 
other than a fictionalised biography, much of what he invented has become 
generally accepted as true. 

Another source of error and confusion is that there were two British composers 
called Parry active in the latter half of the 19th century.  Hubert Parry was seven 
years younger than Joseph Parry.  He became Director of the Royal College of Music 
and Professor of Music at Oxford.  Like Joseph Parry, his popular fame rests on a 
single hymn tune, in his case Jerusalem.  Unlike Joseph, whose father was an 
illiterate steelworker, Hubert came from a family of minor landed gentry; he was 
educated at Eton and Trinity College, Cambridge and married the daughter of an 
Earl.  The journalistic confusion between Joseph and Hubert goes back to at least the 
1880s and the world wide web is simply the latest medium to perpetuate it. 

Most of this talk is going to be about Parry’s seven years in Aberystwyth, from 1874 
to 1881 but first let me give you a brief overview of his life before he came here. 

Joseph was born in Merthyr Tydfil, then very much the largest town in Wales, in 
1841.  His father, Daniel, came from just south of Cardigan and his mother, Beti, 
from Kidwelly.  She had come to Merthyr at the age of 11 as maid to the splendidly 
named Rev Methuselah Jones.  Joseph was the third of five children to reach 
adulthood; three others seem to have died as babies.   
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The family were Annibynwyr (literally Independents, but the Welsh equivalent of 
Congregationalists), and Joseph was to adhere faithfully to the denomination – and 
to teetotalism – throughout his life.  It was a musical family:  they all sang in the 
chapel choir, Joseph joining as an alto at the age of eight.  But he was no prodigy – at 
that time, although he had a good voice and could hold a part, he couldn’t read 
music.  It was also very much a Welsh-speaking family – much of Merthyr was still 
Welsh-speaking at the time. 

Joseph learned to read and write in English at the school provided by the Crawshays, 
the owners of the steel works where his father worked, and he would have learned 
to read and write Welsh in Sunday School.  But at the age of nine he started work 
down the mines, earning half a crown for a 56 hour week.  By the time he was 12, he 
had moved to the steelworks where he worked as a ‘puddler’s boy’.  By this time he 
was singing in a prize-winning choir, that performed such works as The Messiah, 
Haydn’s Creation and Mozart’s Requiem, but he still couldn’t read music.   

In late 1852, Daniel Parry decided to join the many people who were emigrating to 
America in the hope of finding a better life.  He sailed from Cardiff in January 1853 
and the family followed in the summer of 1854. 

Daniel had settled in Danville, a steel-making town, and Joseph, his father and his 
brother all worked in the town’s steel mill.  Many of the population had emigrated 
from Wales and Welsh was widely spoken; there was an Annibynwyr Chapel, which 
the family joined. 

It was in Danville that Joseph began to have his first serious music lessons, from two 
enthusiastic amateur musicians who had emigrated from Wales.  By 1860, when he 
was 19, he had made enough progress to submit two pieces, a ‘Temperance Vocal 
March’ and a hymn tune, to local eisteddfodau, where both of them won prizes.  It 
was at this time, also, that he first learned to play an instrument; this was a 
melodeon, a portable organ, which was bought for him by the chapel. 

In 1861, Parry fell in love with and married Jane Thomas, a Danville girl of Welsh 
extraction.  Parry’s mother apparently opposed the match because Jane spoke little 
Welsh and it meant Joseph moving from the Welsh-language Annibynwyr Chapel to 
the (more fashionable) English-language Mahoning Presbyterian Church.   

Parry continued to win prizes in local eisteddfodau  in Pennsylvania and New York 
State, and in 1863 he was encouraged to send compositions to the National 
Eisteddfod in Swansea, where he carried off a raft of prizes.   In particular his entries 
in the competition to compose an anthem won both first and second prizes, a total 
of £15.  The financial value of these prizes should not be underestimated – all told, 
the prizes he won at Swansea amounted to more than £25, as much as a skilled 
working man could earn in three or four months.   

He had similar success at the National Eisteddfod in Llandudno in 1864 and resolved 
to attend the 1865 eisteddfod in Aberystwyth in person.  Sadly, his entries to the 
Aberystwyth Eisteddfod never arrived but, on the strength of his success in previous 
years, he was made a member of the Gorsedd of Bards, with the bardic title of 
Pencerdd America, Master Musician of America. 
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As a result of his eisteddfod successes, the well-connected journalist  John Griffith 
(Gohebydd) caused a public subscription fund to be set up to enable him to study at 
the Royal Academy of Music, which he attended between 1868 and 1871, winning its 
highest award.  He was very proud that, during this period he was awarded a 
Bachelor of Music degree by the University of Cambridge. 

(At that time, music degrees were essentially external1 degrees that were viewed as 
professional qualifications.  Universities did not teach music.  To obtain a BMus 
degree from Cambridge a candidate simply had to sit an exam – four papers – and 
submit a setting of biblical words for voices and orchestra.  The examinations were 
by no means easy.  Out of the seven candidates for the degree when Parry sat, four 
were unsuccessful.)   

On leaving the Royal Academy Parry returned to Danville, where he set up a private 
music school or, as he preferred it to be known, a ‘musical institute’.  He remained in 
Danville for the next three years.   

The University College of Wales, Aberystwyth had been opened in 1872 and, by 
1874, it was looking for a professor of music.  It was Gohebydd who suggested that 
Joseph would be a suitable person for the new post.  He was duly appointed and 
took up his post on 1st October 1874. 

For most of their time in Aberystwyth, the family lived in a house in St David’s Road.  
The house is the left hand one of the pair of large semi-detached houses on the left, 
immediately before the gates of what was Ardwyn School and later Penweddig.  It is 
now called ‘Glanbrenig’ and the Civic Society fairly recently placed a plaque on the 
house.   

It was during his time in Aberystwyth that Parry composed his three greatest popular 
successes: the hymn tune Aberystwyth, already mentioned, the part song Myfanwy, 
a staple of the Welsh male voice choir repertoire, and the opera Blodwen.  The 
words for both Myfanwy and Blodwen were written by his friend the Welsh poet 
Mynyddog (Richard Davies), from Llanbrynmair, who sadly died in 1877 at the age of 
44, before having the chance to hear Blodwen.   

Indeed, 1877 was a very sad year for Parry because it saw not only the death of 
Mynyddog but also the deaths of Gohebydd and Ieuan Gwyllt.  

Myfanwy was one of six pieces by Parry that Isaac Jones of Treherbert published in 
1875; Parry was paid a total of £12 for all the rights – he never earned another 
penny from Myfanwy.  The song was first performed on 21 May 1875, Parry’s 34th 
birthday, at the opening concert of the Aberystwyth and University Musical Society, 
a society founded on Parry’s initiative.   

Parry had seen operas in London and in Philadelphia and had enjoyed them.  He 
decided that the people of Wales should have an opera of their own, in Welsh. 

Opera in Wales was very much of a rarity at that time.  English touring companies 
made occasional visits to Llandudno and Swansea but otherwise it was unknown.  

                                                           
1
 Hubert Parry, for example, gained the degree of Mus.Bac. from Oxford while he was still a 

schoolboy at Eton. 
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Very few people in Wales – and possibly no one in Aberystwyth except Parry – had 
ever seen an opera.  Indeed, most people had no idea what to expect at an opera.   

Blodwen is set in Wales at the beginning of the 15th century.  Its plot is improbable 
and historically wildly inaccurate; there are serious weaknesses in its dramatic 
structure; and the music is derivative.  Such  weaknesses, however, do not 
necessarily prevent an opera from being successful.   There was a growing cultural 
nationalism in Wales at the time and a grand opera, full of good tunes, in Welsh and 
based on Welsh history, was just what Wales wanted.  Blodwen proved an 
outstanding success and had notched up around 500 performances by the time Parry 
died in 1903.  I suspect that, apart from the Gilbert and Sullivan operettas, it was the 
most successful British opera of the 19th century, an accolade for which, of course, 
there is no great competition.  The opera as a whole has now fallen out of favour but 
a few of the arias and choruses remain favourites in Wales and are regularly sung at 
concerts and as competition pieces at eisteddfodau. 

Blodwen was first publicly performed on 21 May 1878 in the Temperance Hall – this 
hall stood, I think, on the corner of Queen’s Road and North Parade and was the 
main venue for concerts in Aberystwyth at that time.  Because of the general 
ignorance of what constituted an opera, it was felt necessary to put some 
explanation into the programme – that the singers would be dressed in costumes 
representing the characters but that they would not be acting, because the idea of 
acting was found offensive by many nonconformists.  Indeed theatres were held to 
be as much dens of iniquity as taverns and brothels.   

That was the first public performance of Blodwen. However, there was a private 
performance of parts of the work earlier in the year in a Freemasons concert. 

Parry had joined the Freemasons in Danville early in 1867, in the Mahoning Lodge.  
He does not seem to have been active as a mason during his period at the Royal 
Academy but he became a member of the Aberystwyth Lodge  in 1876, 18 months 
after taking up the chair in Aberystwyth, and was appointed organist of the Lodge.     
The Lodge met at the Belle Vue Hotel at this time.  

In 1878 Parry wrote to W R Williams: 

...it was in the Lodge's Complimentary Concert to me for acting as Organist 
to our lodge that Blodwen was first performed  so that it was the masons 
brought out my important work.  

It is interesting that, as well as Myfanwy, the six songs that Parry sold to Isaac Jones 
of Treherbert in 1875 included one with Masonic overtones, Ysgydwad y Llaw  (The 
Handshake), with words by Mynyddog. 

Parry paid his final dues as a member of Aberystwyth Lodge in 1880.  He does not 
appear to have joined a Lodge again after leaving Aberystwyth. The reason for this 
may have been  pressure of work and the amount of time he spent away from home, 
conducting and adjudicating.  Another view might be that he felt he was well enough 
known to have no further need of support from the Brotherhood but I don’t think 
this is the case.  Parry was somewhat naïve and sentimental and totally lacking in 
this kind of cynicism.  
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Blodwen proved instrumental in changing narrow minded attitudes to the theatre in 
Wales. 

In 1890, the Pall Mall Gazette (no less!) reported 

The Rev. F. C. Spurr, pastor of the English Baptist church, Cardiff, before 
commencing his sermon last night, said he wished to enter a solemn 
protest against the recent productions at the Theatre Royal of the Welsh 
operas of Dr. Parry—namely, ‘Arianwen’ and ‘Blodwen.’ With the operas 
themselves and the composer he had nothing to do, but he protested 
emphatically against daughters of officers of Nonconformist churches 
taking part in such performances. The principals and chorus were, he 
understood, drawn mainly from the Christian churches in Cardiff. One of 
them was the daughter of a Congregational minister, one the daughter of a 
Church of England clergyman, two or three were daughters of deacons, 
and a number were members of church choirs. It was a hideous spectacle, 
that of people who pretended to be Christians going to the theatre to 
amuse people they ought to try and convert. In a short time he would have 
left Cardiff, but he washed his hands of the matter, and protested against 
the inconsistency manifested.  

The Western Mail itself reported Spurr’s speech at length and then, at even greater 
length, reported on the views of individual Nonconformist ministers who had seen 
the production and attacked the puritan attitudes of Spurr and those like him. It 
carried interviews with members of the chorus, all of them pillars of the church or 
the chapel, who asserted firmly that they had seen no signs of profanity or depravity 
during the production. In a powerful editorial, it welcomed the productions as an 
important step forward for Wales: “In one short week we have seen the old 
prejudice against the theatre visibly melting, prim Nonconformists joining with their 
more latitudinarian neighbours in seeking instruction and amusement from the 
stage. The Puritanism which has for two centuries held the Principality spell-bound 
has at last given way under the kindly influences of the Welsh national opera.”  

Shortly after completing Blodwen, Parry decided to sit for a doctorate in Music. The 
requirements for being awarded a doctorate in music from Cambridge were similar 
to those for the Mus.Bac. that he had obtained in 1871, that is, registering with the 
University, sitting an examination, and composing a substantial work – usually a 
sacred cantata – for voices and orchestra. But unlike the Mus.Bac. degree, the 
doctoral composition – the cantata Jerusalem in Parry’s case (nothing to do with 
Hubert Parry’s Jerusalem, of course) – also had to be performed. Despite the 
expense, Parry decided to take Blodwen as well as Jerusalem on tour through Wales 
and England including Cambridge for the doctoral performance. Twenty students 
from Aberystwyth as well as ‘The Welsh Representative Choir’ from South Wales 
took part in the tour. Its high points were the performance of Jerusalem in King’s 
College Chapel and the performance two days later of Jerusalem and Blodwen at the 
Alexandra Palace in London. The Western Mail carried a very full report of the 
Cambridge performance and the degree ceremony that followed it.  The tour was a 
musical success but a financial loss for Joseph Parry, costing £800 to stage but with 
takings amounting to only a little over £550, although the members of the choir 
subsequently raised another £100 from a benefit concert. 
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Parry was immensely – perhaps excessively – proud of his Cambridge doctorate of 
music but we must acknowledge that it was no mean achievement for the son of an 
illiterate Welsh steelworker.  And the experience of conducting his own cantata in 
the magnificent surroundings of King’s College Chapel before such luminaries as Sir 
George Macfarran and Oscar Browning must have been mind-blowing. 

The College in Aberystwyth seems to have taken no note of Parry’s achievement, 
although it made him not only by far the best-known member of its staff but also by 
far the best qualified academically. 

I want to turn now to Parry’s relationship with the College and why it was that he 
resigned his chair. 

The fundamental problem was a conflict of expectations.  Parry’s experience of 
institutional higher education in music was limited to the Royal Academy of Music – 
it could hardly have been otherwise, since this was the only institution in Britain that 
offered such education.  Three important features of life at the RAM were: 

 the courses were primarily intended to produce performers not academics; 

 concerts by students and staff were an intrinsic part of the Academy’s 
activities;  

 professors were expected to be professionally active as performers or 
composers outside the Academy.  Parry’s salary in Aberystwyth was £250 per 
year; this was a lot less than the £450 per year he’d been earning in Danville.  
He expected to be able to make up the difference from professional 
engagements – adjudicating, conducting, performing, so this was important 
to him. 

In contrast, the College Council in Aberystwyth saw the primary job of the Music 
Department as producing music teachers.  While it would – and did – take pride in 
the occasional showcase concert, it shared the distaste,  widespread in Wales and 
provincial England, for what was perceived as ostentation.  It was acceptable for 
professors to preach occasional sermons or write a scholarly article (though few did).  
But it was not acceptable for a professor and his students to go gallivanting (insofar 
as transport in Wales at the time allowed any travel speedy enough to be described 
as gallivanting) around Wales giving concerts.  And it conceived of the relationship 
between the College and its professors as similar to that between a school and its 
teachers. 

The Music Department, from the beginning, was different from the other 
departments in the College in two ways.  First, students could be admitted to the 
College to study music only.  Students taking subjects other than music were 
required to study more than one subject.  And secondly, women were admitted to 
study music but it would not be until ten years later – still very early in the history of 
higher education for women – that they were admitted to read other subjects.  
These conditions, along with Parry’s personal reputation, led to a flood of music 
students and to the risk that the College might become primarily a music college. 

The problem was exacerbated by the College’s financial problems.  Funding to found 
the College had all come from charitable donations and the College was not 
receiving any grant from the Government.  The income from student fees was not 
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sufficient to cover the running costs of the College so it was dependent on donations 
even for its day-to-day operations.  The fees could not be raised because the 
students would not be able to afford them.  Press criticism, particularly in the 
Cambrian News, was making it increasingly difficult to raise money from the public 
to cover the running costs and the request for a government grant for the College 
had just been refused.  

As a result, in the summer of 1878, the appointments of three other professors were 
terminated. There were doubts about the ability of all three and it proved possible to 
replace each of them with competent men at lower salaries.  

Parry was not treated in this way. The minutes of the College Council meeting of 29 
July 1878 state that it was decided: 

“that Dr. Parry should retain his Professorship . . . . Dr Parry would be free 
to give . . . teaching, of a public or private nature, at Aberystwyth or 
elsewhere, . . .outside the walls of the College . . . during the Sessions of 
the College Dr. Parry should not give, nor professionally attend concerts in 
Aberystwyth or in its immediate neighbourhood.” 

This was the culmination of a series of unfortunate events that had begun almost as 
soon as Parry crossed the threshold of the College. The restrictions were not the 
result of a sudden decision on the part of the Council but its final answer to a 
situation that had been smouldering since his arrival. The Council recognised that 
Professor Parry ‘has discharged his functions with zeal and ability . . . but that the 
interests of the College in its primary and essential objects should render this 
modification necessary.’  However, Parry was by no means blameless, for he gave 
more attention to other activities – ones that brought more glory to him personally 
than to the College – than to his main job of running the music department. 

On the face of things this was by no means ungenerous. Parry would be allowed to 
retain his professorship and to augment his professorial stipend with outside 
teaching, as much as he wished. However, Parry was primarily a practising musician 
– singer, organist, conductor and composer – rather than an academic musician. He 
was being asked to give up the things that he most enjoyed and, with the loss of the 
music students, the thing that he saw as his mission in Wales. It may be, of course, 
that the Council realised this perfectly well and intended to force his resignation, but 
it is more likely that its members simply did not understand Parry. 

He resigned from the post in 1880.   

For the brief period after his resignation, when he was trying to run a music college 
here, he moved to a larger house at 16 Llanbadarn Road.  This was the house that 
became the Urdd headquarters, which was recently demolished to make way for 
new flats.  In 1881, he was persuaded to move to Swansea to become organist at 
Ebenezer chapel and to establish a music college there.   

Then, in 1888, he was offered the lectureship in Music at the University College of 
South Wales and Monmouthshire (now Cardiff University).  He went to live in 
Penarth, whence he commuted into Cardiff by train, just as many people do today.  
He held that post and lived in Penarth until his death in 1903.  He was buried with 
great pomp in the churchyard of St Augustine’s Church, Penarth.   
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During the last two decades of the 19th century, Joseph Parry became not only the 
best-known musician in Wales but probably the most widely known of all 
contemporary Welshmen.  As a cymanfa ganu conductor, an eisteddfod adjudicator, 
a lecturer, a singer and an organist, he was in great demand across the whole of 
Wales and in America.  As a journalist, his regular articles in the Cardiff Times and 
South Wales Weekly News appeared in the centre of the front page, and he was also 
a regular contributor to the Western Mail.  He held American citizenship and was as 
proud of this as of his Welshness; in the 1880s and 1890s he made a number of 
lengthy trips to the United States, giving concerts and lectures across much of the 
country.   

Above all, he was known for his music.  He gave the Welsh people the music they 
wanted and they responded by performing it frequently and enthusiastically.  

 


