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First Query 

Was Penarth alabaster used in the hallway of the University of Cardiff? 

These two photographs were taken in the entrance hall of the University of Cardiff building in 

Cathays Park. They illustrate how colourful are is the natural alabaster and what a suitable substitute 

it made for marble. 

 

 

 

 

  



Second Query 

How is alabaster formed and where can it be found? 

 

 

These are views of the cliffs linking Penarth Docks (now Cardiff Bay) and Penarth seaside 

front. The coloured layers of alabaster can be clearly seen. 

 

Alabaster is a soft mineral (Calcium Sulphate, or Gypsum) that is not only used for carving 

and decoration but also, if ground into powder, made into plaster. Calcite (Calcium Carbonate) is 



similar to alabaster and is often mistaken for it. The two are differentiated by their physical properties: 

the gypsum kind is so soft it can be scratched with a finger nail, whereas Calcite alabaster cannot. 

Gypsum alabaster is almost unaffected by hydrochloric acid, whereas Calcite dissolves. Both are too 

soft to be used outside.  

‘The rocks in the county of Glamorgan are known as sedimentary in origin. i.e. sheets of 

gravel, sand, mud or ooze that were laid down on the floors of former seas or lakes or on the bottom 

of ancient river valleys. In Glamorgan there are beds of gypsum only a foot deep. It has been dug at 

Penarth as ‘Penarth Alabaster’, but the deposits no longer have an economic importance.’ (Source: 

Glamorgan County History, Vol 1, Natural History.) 

 

 

 

 

 

Calcite was primarily used for carving in the Middle East whereas gypsum alabaster has been 

used throughout Europe. The principal source of modern alabaster is in Spain. In earlier times, 

notably the 19
th
 century, there were numerous quarries in most countries, Penarth’s being listed as 

having some of the world’s finest quality. 

Both types of alabaster are formed as crystalline deposits, typically interspersed in sandstone. 

Some of the finest sculptures are made of ‘cave calcite’, being the stalactites and stalagmites that 

grow in caves. 

Both types of alabaster can be so translucent that sheets of them were used as window ‘glass’ 

in ancient times, notably in Middle Eastern civilisations. 



 

 

The Victorian Trade in Alabaster 

1871 Post Office Directory of businesses, page 35: 

“Near the entrance to the dock is a suite of offices for the use of the customs, also the dock 

company, which are very fine buildings. A large trade was carried on her in ALABASTER which was 

carried away by coasting vessels, it is still found in some parts.” 

The Plymouth family, which built Penarth Docks and Grangetown, owned much land above 

the docks, enabling them to take advantage of any mineral wealth that lay beneath the land. They 

opened quarries for extracting clay for brick-making, as well as limestone quarries for roads, and 

alabaster that was used both for decoration and for making plaster and Plaster of Paris. 

  



 

The table above describes the plots of land shown on the tithe map, whether it is arable, 

pasture or gardens and shows its owners. 

Numerous records exist showing the quantities of Penarth Alabaster sold by the Plymouth 

estate. Some of these quantities are shown overleaf.  

  



Examples of alabaster sales from Penarth 

Some was sold from the beach by a Mr Henry Withers.  Here are some of the people who 

bought alabaster: a Mr Harry, Cowbridge; Mrs Evans, Newbridge; Mr Vachell, Ely and a Mr Spickett 

of Caerphilly. 



 

 

 

In the photograph above, two devices are shown on the beach in the distance. Whether these 

were used in the handling of alabaster taken from the cliff is not known for certain. Records clearly 

show that Henry Withers lived on or near the beach. Also not known is how ships would anchor in 

order to load alabaster, unless they would lie in the dock and the material moved there by horse 

transport. 

  



Uses of alabaster 
  



 

The civic centre and other public buildings made extensive use of 

alabaster as an interior design feature. 

 

Its use as a formal ornamental material was widespread in the 19
th
 and 

20
th
 centuries. It was used for the inner stones of the Gorsedd circle that stands 

in front of the museum. They can be seen in the photograph below. 



 
 

 

 

  



 

We can see the extensive use of alabaster in this WW1 memorial shown below in the Welsh 

Baptist Tabernacle Church on the Hayes.  
 

  



Grand houses of rich industrialists incorporated alabaster in their decoration. Once such industrialist 

was James Harvey Insole, who built Insole Court (initially named Ely Court), Llandaff in 1855. As 

his riches grew, he modified the building significantly, adding a neo-Gothic tower and decorating the 

interior lavishly with alabaster as an unashamed copy of its use by the Marquis of Bute in Cardiff 

Castle and Castell Coch by the architect William Burgess 



Below are shown the Insole Court staircase, library, fireplace and window decoration .  



   



 

 

Below is the Batchelor Bedroom in the clock tower of Cardiff Castle. The theme of the room 

is mineral wealth. Alabaster has been used in both the archway of the door, the fireplace and lavishly 

in the bathroom itself. 

 

 



The Marquis re-built St Margaret’s Church and used alabaster extensively including on the 

family tomb.  



 

Below is shown the plaque dedicated to the Rev F W Edmondes, Archdeacon of Llandaff Cathedral 



 

  



 

  



  



 

 

 

 


