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The Ivy Tower and Neath abbey
Context and historical background
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Description automatically generated]John Johnson, an architect from Leicester, built an eye-catching tower at the NE end of the Gnoll grounds around 1780. It was a two-story summer home with a castellated roof. Johnson maintained a large private practice and constructed or renovated numerous rural homes, primarily in Essex and the Midlands. He was a business partner of Sir Herbert Mackworth, who in 1785 founded a bank on Bond Street. Johnson's second significant project in South Wales was Clasemont House, which was built outside Swansea in the c. 1775 but was destroyed in the 1819 fire. Mackworth hired Johnson to build the castellated Georgian front of Gnoll House. The tower was given a grade II listing the 20th of June 1963. 
Richard I de Grenville established Neath Abbey in 1129 AD, and it is a prominent historical monument in Wales. Initially built as a Savigniac monastery, it later converted to the Cistercian order in 1147, blossoming into one of Wales's wealthiest abbeys by the late 13th century. With over fifty monks and several lay brothers living there, the abbey had difficulties during the Welsh uprisings in the thirteenth century. A turning point in Neath Abbey's history was the Dissolution of the Monasteries in 1539, which ultimately resulted in the demise of the monastery. After the dissolution, the location developed into a sizable estate, and by the 17th century, a Tudor mansion had taken up some space inside the cloisters. alongside industrialization, the abbey's adaptive reuse persisted, transforming into a copper smelting facility that coexisted alongside an ironworks.
Plan and section 
As the ivy towers plan sketch is not currently available, I have created a very simple one using[image: ] ey architectural elements of the building include:
Shape and Arrangement:
· Originally built in a castellated form, the Ivy Tower is a two-story building.
· Its upper tier is characterised as round, while its lower stage is octagonal.
· Buttresses.
· Windows.
· Doors.
· Parapets.
Unfortunately there is also no available section drawing of the structure and because of the Ivy Tower's complete state of disrepair, creating a section drawing of its upper half would be very difficult.


[image: ]Plans for mediaeval abbeys, such as those of Cistercian abbeys like Neath Abbey, frequently had a set design with distinctive architectural features. The following characteristics are frequently seen in a Cistercian abbey's plan:
· Church
· Cloister
· Chapter House
· Dormitory
· Refectory
· Chapter House
· Kitchen and Cellars
· Abbey Grounds
· Gatehouse
Simplifying and utilitarian, these features were placed in a way that supported the monks' everyday activities and community life while upholding the values of Cistercian architecture. You might choose to consult in-depth architectural studies, historical records, or site assessments carried out by specialists in mediaeval architecture for the precise plan view of Neath Abbey.
Materials and light
A two-story crumbling stone castellated tower covered with ivy and abandoned. It is circular above and octagonal below, with a string course dividing them. The lower tier is braced. A doorway with two-centred heads and windows on the SE side, with little quatrefoil recesses above, can be seen in the top floor. The lower stage features segmental-headed windows in all cardinal directions, along with a segmental-headed gateway to the SW. Built with locally quarried rubble stone, the Ivy Tower is a prime example of late eighteenth-century architecture. In addition to maintaining the folly's structural integrity, the use of local materials made it blend in with the Gnoll Estate's natural surroundings.
Neath Abbey was constructed mostly using locally obtained materials indicative of mediaeval abbey design. Stone from surrounding quarries served as the primary building material and was used to construct the walls and pillars. Building floors, auxiliary structures and roofing all required the use of timber. Lead sheets or tiles were used in the roofing material for their durability and waterproofing. The solidity of the construction was enhanced using mortar, a mixture of lime, sand, and water, which was used to cement the stones in the walls together. A variety of materials, including stone, wood, and metal, were used to create the decorative features, which included sculptures and carvings.
Use 
The Ivy Tower at the Gnoll Estate served primarily as an "eye-catcher folly." An eye-catcher folly was a decorative and ornamental element used in landscape planning in the late eighteenth century with the purpose of drawing the viewer's attention and enhancing the surrounding landscape's visual appeal. Rather than being built with a definite functional purpose, such as a home or storage facility, they were created with whimsical, romantic, or historical references in mind. Even if the Ivy Tower alone might not have had a practical use in everyday life, the larger Gnoll Estate might have been used for social events, leisurely walks, or a variety of recreational pursuits. 
Neath Abbey functioned as a prominent Cistercian abbey, holding a pivotal position in the spiritual, social, and commercial spheres of mediaeval Wales. A community of monks lived in accordance with the monastic way of life, participating in group prayer, meditation, and religious rites, and the abbey served as a spiritual hub. Neath Abbey exhibited self-sufficiency outside of its religious duties by engaging in commercial and agricultural endeavours, which aided in the abbey's sustainability. Monks in the monastery probably contributed to knowledge preservation and occasionally provided educational opportunities for the surrounding community because they were a centre of learning. Furthermore, Neath Abbey practiced hospitality by housing pilgrims and travellers.
Conclusion 
In conclusion, despite belonging to different architectural eras, the Ivy Tower and Neath Abbey both make substantial contributions to Wales' rich cultural and historical heritage. Founded in 1129 AD, Neath Abbey is a prime example of the mediaeval monastic legacy, illustrating the development of religious buildings through its Cistercian roots, dismantling, and eventual adaptive reuse. On the other hand, the late 18th-century Ivy Tower, which represents the romantic and ornamental ideals of its day, is a lovely folly situated inside the landscaped Gnoll Estate. Both buildings highlight the dynamic character of architectural history in Wales, despite having different purposes and historical settings. They provide a window into the various stages of the nation's legacy and the multitude of influences that have impacted its built environment throughout the ages.
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