Landscape Characterisation – 2k


Llanllyr is known today as a Sheep and cattle farm and a Water Source Company. However Llanllyr has been many things over the past few years going from Nunnery, Tudor House, Victorian Manor and now the farm. The Cistercian nunnery at Llanllyr is known to be built around the 12th Century (Llanllyr Lampeter, 2024, NCS Gardens). The Location of the Convent is unknown. The Cistercian nunnery is known as the one of the two only women houses in Wales (MADELEINEGRAY2013, 2014). The Cistercian way passes through Llanllyr, and the nunnery is part of the forgotten in the History of the Cistercian’s that are in the area until research and excavations were done in Llanllyr which returned the Nunnery to an important part of the area’s history and even have associations with Welsh History as a whole (MADELEINEGRAY2013, 2014).

The Nunnery was built in 1180 by Lord Rhys ap Gruffudd, Prince of Deheubarth, to be a Daughter House of the Strata Florida Abbey (BBC, 2014). Evidence shows that the Nuns farmed sheep and cattle, which is still in use today (BBC, 2014). They were very active in tended mills, orchards and fishponds (BBC, 2014). Evidence of medieval fairs nearby in Talsarn and Llanerchaereon so they could have been trading with merchants from far and wide (BBC, 2014). There could be fishing trading with the coast being a couple of miles away in Aberaeron (BBC, 2014). This shows how independent the Nuns in the Nunnery were in Llanllyr. This independent use of the land impacted the land and what was done on the land from the farming to the Water and trading.

Excavations were done in 2014 on the Nunnery and from that there is evidence that the nunnery itself may have been very decorated and lavish due to the fragments of glazed floor tiles being found where the nunnery was (BBC, 2014). As the nunnery was built, the ground was drained due to the area being wetland and this improved the ground so they could build, however the Nunnery still would have been seen as an important spiritual place as ‘watery places’ were likely to have held spiritual importance for Nuns and Pilgrims (Medievalist.net, 2014). It was recorded that there were 16 Nuns that lived at the Nunnery in Llanllyr (Coflein, 2014). A lot of the Nunnery is incorporated into the Tudor House as the nunnery being closed down in 1537 due to the Dissolution, when it was passed to the crown (dyfed archaeology, Survey and excavation at Llanllyr Medieval nunnery and Post-medieval Mansion, P3). The whole of the Nunnery has not been found only fragments this leaves many questions unanswered but by looking at the Land there could be an indication on the impact that the Nuns made (dyfed archaeology, Survey and excavation at Llanllyr Medieval nunnery and Post-medieval Mansion). The House that replaced the Nunnery remained until 1830s when it was demolished and some of the remains of the nunnery were part of that foundation (dyfed archaeology, Survey and excavation at Llanllyr Medieval nunnery and Post-medieval Mansion). 

A late 8th century or 9th century inscribed stone with crosses now standing attached to the Llanllyr house records the donation of the land to the church and the only evidence of a Christian foundation that pre-dates the nunnery which is evidence that a nunnery would have been in that area, and it has associations with Strata Florida (dyfed archaeology, Survey and excavation at Llanllyr Medieval nunnery and Post-medieval Mansion, p3). The inscription from the site records the donation made to the nunnery by Occon son of Asaitgen sometime between the Late seventh or eighth century (UCL, Llanllyr House). The inscription also provides evidence of the practice of writing `Hisperic' Latin, and for knowledge and use of Isidore of Seville's, Etymologiae (UCL, Llanllyr House). Therefore there is a further indication that this place was used for Cistercian use as the only group of people who could write at the time were mostly People within the Cistercian community and the Nobility but as this was written in Latin and uses Isidore of Seville's, Etymologiae it indicates more to have been used by the Cistercian community. The most likely indication of what it is for leads more to the Cistercian Nunnery that is recorded to be in the area from 1180 to 1537. 

Giraldus Cambrensis visited in 1188 and called the nunnery a ‘Small and poor house’ (dyfed archaeology, Survey and excavation at Llanllyr Medieval nunnery and Post-medieval Mansion, p3). There is evidence of part of the Nunnery may have been reused by the medieval house as seen in Thomas Dineley’s drawing of 1684 (dyfed archaeology, Survey and excavation at Llanllyr Medieval nunnery and Post-medieval Mansion, p3). The Nunnery and the old-house are 100-200m north-west of the current house, to which faint linear features were found in 2000 (dyfed archaeology, Survey and excavation at Llanllyr Medieval nunnery and Post-medieval Mansion, p3). The fragments of tiles and medieval pottery found at Llanllyr a date to possibly 13th century (dyfed archaeology, Survey and excavation at Llanllyr Medieval nunnery and Post-medieval Mansion, p6). The tiles are known to be Normandy design which were exported from Rouen and Le Havre around c.1490-1530 and produced somewhere in the Seine Valley (dyfed archaeology, Survey and excavation at Llanllyr Medieval nunnery and Post-medieval Mansion, p6). The Seal was found in a field by metal detectorists and depicts a religious superior holding a rule book of Saint Benedict and a pastoral staff (dyfed archaeology, Survey and excavation at Llanllyr Medieval nunnery and Post-medieval Mansion, Figure 11, p17). However, few abbots' seals are known to depict a hooded abbot, and despite the absence of a wimple therefore the seal is more likely to be of an abbess. If there is a connection to Llanllyr then it could be the seal of the Abbess from the nunnery (dyfed archaeology, Survey and excavation at Llanllyr Medieval nunnery and Post-medieval Mansion, p7). This further verifies that the Nunnery would have been in that area and the nunnery goes from being a rumour to fact. 

The nunnery was under the dioceses of Saint David and the Mother House for the nunnery was Strata Florida (Monastic Wales, Llanll?r). Traces of the nunnery was found along with its cemetery in Pontrhydfendigaid near Talsarn (Archaeology Magazine, Rare Medieval Convent & Cemetery Found in Wales, 2014). Its link to Strata Florida, which is seen as the centre of Welsh culture, brings its own understanding on the impact that the Nunnery made in terms of farming, mills, fishing and orchards (Archaeology Magazine, Rare Medieval Convent & Cemetery Found in Wales, 2014). The Nunnery used and made their own resources and lived off the water that is still used today (Medievalist.net, 2014). Looking at the land in modern day the Nuns of Llanllyr had a huge impact on today’s landscape as Sheep and cattle farming are still done plus the Nun’s well is still used by the farm today over 840 years later, making the Nun’s importance still is effective in the area today (MADELEINEGRAY2013, 2014). Further importance of the area is that the Nunnery was only one of two nunneries in the whole of Wales creating an even more important place in the History of Wales (MADELEINEGRAY2013, 2014). 

Dr Jemma Bezant found the little remains of the Nunnery but also the cemetery but due to the Tudor House being demolished in 1830s and hopefully, the chapel is found more could be known about the cemetery (Archaeology Magazine, Rare Medieval Convent & Cemetery Found in Wales, 2014). There is no possibility that any bones would be found due to the acidity of the ground making it unlikely that we would know who was buried there but it is recorded that there were 16 nuns at the nunnery so they may have been buried there (Coflein, 2014). Therefore the Chapel would be a great way to identify who could have been buried. 

The linear banks that were masked by mature trees was shown in an Aerial Lidar survey done and at the base of a deep ditch next to this area, some oak timber fragments were found, and this led to the first piece of evidence for medieval activity anywhere on the site confirming that the nunnery was near the area (UWTSD, 2016). Dr Rod Bale did test and came up with the conclusion that the oak was over 900 years old (UWTSD, 2016). In 2026 there was a question if it belonged to either the Cistercian fishpond complex or possibly a Mill UWTSD, 2016). Despite this, according to the dates of what would have been there in the land it would have most likely been put there by the Nuns from the Nunnery in Llanllyr and places the nunnery in that specific location. The Nunnery itself is incredibly rare and presents itself as in independently resourceful community of women (Kenyon College, 2014). 

Strata Florida holds great spiritual importance as there was a a wooden cup, The Nanteos Cup, brought from Glastonbury that was said to hold heal powers and thought to be the Holy Grail itself (Discover Ceredigion). This brought great Spiritual importance to Strata Florida meaning the Nunnery would have had great importance as it was associated with the Abbey due to the Nunnery having the Water that is in Llanllyr.

In conclusion, the Nunnery in Llanllyr did hold a great spiritual importance to Wales. It changed the landscape of the area and still has a legacy that is carried on today. Sheep and Cattle farming is still done on the farm today and the Nuns well that the Nunnery Built is still used for water. With being on one of two Female Cistercian houses in Wales therefore in terms of the History for Women this Nunnery hold a hugely important status as it was a Female run and the Nuns independently Farmed and made their own resources not relying on Monks to do things for them. The link to Strata Florida is an important part of the records that were found on the Nunnery can bring great understanding to the wider History of the area and the Nunnery would have impacted the villages and landscape of Llanllyr from Farming to Water. At the time the Nunnery was in operation, it would have had a huge say in what was grown and farmed in the surrounding area. The significance of the place is seen in who founded the area. The Nunnery was in operation for just over 370 years resulting in it being a major part of Llanllyr and Welsh Medieval history. Therefore, the Nunnery has impacted hugely on the Landscape of Llanllyr and even the remains of the Nunnery are known to have been the foundations of the Tudor House which was demolished in 1830s. This furthers its impact on the Landscape even as part of the Tudor House. Today some remains of the Nunnery and what was left behind can be seen within the landscape.
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