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[bookmark: _Toc198473373]What is a landscape characterisation? 
Landscape characterisation is the system which recognises the differing aspects of the landscape. (NatureScot, 2023) We do this by looking at and mapping the features of the landscape especially looking at the:
· Formation of the land- what are the shapes of the hills and the mounds? 
· What is the most significant and prominent feature within the landscape? 
· What was and / or is the use of this landscape? 
[bookmark: _Int_dvNqWNo1][bookmark: _Int_CzOLepDU][bookmark: _Int_FvJdrpbN][bookmark: _Int_pOPtVVWS]By remembering these three main points, it helps us to create an understanding between ourselves and the landscape. We are able to look at the activities within the landscape and identify occurring features which brings forth a baseline of information which archaeologists and geologists can use to their advantage to identify a deeper and specific understanding of the landscape and could provide insights for a landscape change or excavation. (NatureScot, 2023) Turner describes what historic landscape characterisations are, ‘HLCs differ from other means of documenting the ‘historic resource’ in numerous ways, but like most archaeological archives they rely on an understanding of the landscape as material culture’ (Turner,2007 p.2,). This characterisation focuses on the spiritual landscape of Strata Florida and how the landscape reflects the spiritual beliefs throughout time.

[bookmark: _Toc198473374]History of Strata Florida 
[bookmark: _Int_uw17soif][bookmark: _Int_7F0Bt8wJ][bookmark: _Int_nI6Dbmkm][bookmark: _Int_n79U9oYb]Strata Florida was originally founded in 1164 by Robert FitzStephen for the Cistercian order. The original Abbey was not where the remains of the Abbey we know today stands. The ordinal Abbey was built by the Afon Fflur, and this is where Strata Florida established its name from (Vale of Fflur).  The first monks which worshipped within the walls of this Abbey came from the mothering Abbey, in Whitland. (Thomas, 2009) 
In the year 1967, Hugh Jones the author of the book ‘Y Bugail Olaf’ and his family, were the last family to leave the Cwm Tywi valley. This was after an extraordinary snowy winter in the year of 1946, which lead to the death of over 4 million sheep and lambs across the whole of the United Kingdom, thousands of sheep died within the Tywi Valley. The farmers here tried to rebuild their livestock up, but financially it was not successful nor efficient and the land was sold to the forestry commission. (Discovering Britain, 2014)
[image: ][image: ][image: ]York, L. (2025) My Photo of Strata Florida Abbey [Photograph]

York, L. (2025) My Photo of Strata Florida Farmhouse [Photograph]

York, L. (2025) My Photo of Strata Florida [Photograph]

[bookmark: _Toc198473375]The Abbey 
[bookmark: _Toc198473376]Walls 
Traditionally abbeys have archways upon entrance. This is for multiple reasons, such as stability whereby a large and sturdy entrance means that horses and carts can enter with ease. Aesthetically, the patterns within the arch can create unique looks and create aesthetically pleasing shapes and patterns with the sun. Cartwright suggests that archways also have a symbolic value and symbolise rebirth (Cartwright, 2023). 

[bookmark: _Int_qyoeKJea][image: ][image: ][image: ][image: ] When, you arrive at Strata Florida Abbey the first thing one will notice, is the enormous archway which towers over the rest of the Abbey. When you take a closer look at the architecture and the stone structure of the arch, you can see the great artistry which was used to create this, Abbey. York, L. (2025) My Photo of Strata Florida Abbey Arch [Photograph]

York, L. (2025) My Photo of Strata Florida Abbey Arch [Photograph]

York, L. (2025) My Photo of Strata Florida Abbey Arch [Photograph]

York, L. (2025) My Photo of Strata Florida Abbey Arch [Photograph]


When we take a closer look we can see that the arch itself, is made from a different type of stone and this type of stone seems to have a stronger structure than the Abbey itself as the majority of the arch Is completely intact, whereas the Abbey surrounding the arch is just remains of the original Abbey. 
[bookmark: _Int_hw1FI4PB]The way in which the arch of the Abbey recedes in layers creates a sense that you are entering into a new dimension or world, which may be intended to give sense of new possibilities and beginnings in Christ, as Cartwright implies. (Cartwright, 2023)
[bookmark: _Int_KPNP6sqj][bookmark: _Int_jBzNQtyP][bookmark: _Int_BMWM0ZgR][bookmark: _Int_TGwWQv2Y]Once you have walked through the arch, you are met by a series of ruins. Each of these ruins tells you its own history and story. Such as the font. The font is placed at the back of the church by the altar. Now, usually a font is placed at the entrance of a church as it is a symbol to one’s walk with Christ, and as this is where a person's baptism is held, it also is a symbol of new beginnings and pureness. (WORSHIP OFFICE Archdiocese of Newark, 2018)
[bookmark: _Int_8gXKLvTu][bookmark: _Int_lXrZciDP] Traditionally all Cistercian architecture follows the same principles and structures. The traditional layout was due to the fact that this shows a sense of uniformity, as well as follows the Benedictine Rule, which Cistercian monks strived to maintain. Coomans describes the principles of Cistercian architecture. 
The character of Cistercian churches results from a combination of geometric proportions, pure forms, high-quality stone carving, good acoustics and light …This material harmony framed an equally simplified liturgy and sought to trace a path leading without distraction to contemplation and ultimately to God. (Coomans, T., 2013,p 154.)
These elements are difficult to appreciate within the ruins of Strata Florida Abbey but are still somewhat perceptible. 
[bookmark: _Int_4k6e9tpJ][bookmark: _Int_4XrNBtxW][image: ]For the Abbey to have this symbolic significance at the back of the church holds many questions.  As you take a closer look at the font, you can see that the font is not central and is slightly towards the left of the Abbey. With these two factors in mind, it raises the possibility that this font was in fact here before the Abbey was constructed. This then holds greater importance, as this leads to more questions as to what was on this land before the Abbey was built? York, L. (2025) My Photo of Strata Florida Font [Photograph]


[bookmark: _Int_di8b7Ki4][bookmark: _Int_hAEEnUXk]To the left of the font, there is a winding stone staircase which is attached to the remains of the outer wall. At the start of this staircase there are two stone walls, with a width of two stone bricks. The left wall curves around the staircase, while the right wall starts to curve, but then is met with a stone pillar with a height of eight circular stones. 
[bookmark: _Int_Z2BLpoLI]Walking up this stone structured staircase is a bit challenging due to the steepness of the stairs, and the fact that there is not a handrail to aid you through. The stone steps themselves do not have an exceptionally large platform, as a singular foot is near enough the same length. This factor also makes it difficult to climb this steep staircase. Once you are at the top of this staircase, you are met with a vast view of the Abbey, as well as Saint Mary’s church and the surrounding landscape. On either side of you, you have one layer of stones, with a small selection of stones making it not a completely flat surface. As the remains of the staircase, does not go further up, and you have these surfaces either side of the staircase, makes one wonder, if this was another level f the Abbey? When one investigates the Abbey from this viewpoint, you can see a wall to the left. This wall has several small windows which go up, slightly off centre from each [image: ][image: ][image: ]other. By seeing these windows in an off-centre column, also makes me believe that [image: ][image: ][image: ][image: ]this section was second floor to the Abbey. York, L. (2025) My Photo of Strata Florida Staircase [Photograph]

York, L. (2025) My Photo of Strata Florida Staircase [Photograph]

York, L. (2025) My Photo of Saint Mary’s [Photograph]

York, L. (2025) My Photo of Strata Florida Ruins [Photograph]

York, L. (2025) My Photo of Saint Mary’s Graveyard [Photograph]

York, L. (2025) My Photo of Saint Mary’s Graveyard [Photograph]

York, L. (2025) My Photo of Strata Florida Abbey Ruins [Photograph]





[bookmark: _Toc198473377]Features
[bookmark: _Int_rggHtg7r][bookmark: _Int_cN00pFBW][bookmark: _Int_dPoZP3Bc]While I was walking around the remains of the Abbey, I could tell that this Abbey was one of the main attractions to this area. This was due to the well-kept grassland which barely grew long we the front which is built within the ground. As I walked around the Abbey, I realised that the ground was pretty much one level, with a few raises here and there. I tried to picture how tall the Abbey would once tower over the surrounding area, which was quite hard to do so, due t the fact that not a single one of the information boards displayed a model of what the Abbey once looked like within its glory days. 
[bookmark: _Int_c7shi9AH][bookmark: _Int_PQhtjDZZ]This Abbey is authentic to how it looks nowadays, but it is not authentic to how it would have looked while the monks where living and working within the walls, so how representative is this, Abbey? Whereas other Abbey’s throughout the United Kingdom, such as Furness Abbey in Cumbria (English Heritage, 2024) has been restored, as authentic as possible, which show cases what life could have been like through an architectural manner.
[bookmark: _Int_LogOwbMp]Upon further research, I have found out that according Carradice,2012, during the Owain Glyndwr rebellion, Strata Florida turned into a military base for King Henry IV. This article also goes on to inform the reader that any monk who supported this rebellion was casted out of the Abbey. This article also mentions that during the years 1407- 1415, this Abbey was again used as a military base for the campaign against the Welsh.
[bookmark: _Toc198473378][image: ][image: ]Saint Mary’s Church York, L. (2025) My Photo of Saint Mary’s [Photograph]

York, L. (2025) My Photo of Saint Mary’s [Photograph]


[bookmark: _Toc198473379]Graveyard York, L. (2025) My Photo of Yule Tree in Saint Mary’s Graveyard [Photograph]


[bookmark: _Toc198473380] York, L. (2025) My Photo of Yule Tree in Saint Mary’s Graveyard [Photograph]

York, L. (2025) My Photo of Earth Mound in Saint Mary’s Graveyard [Photograph]



[image: ][image: ][image: ]
[bookmark: _Int_O75usWMS]When I walked around the graveyard I came across a large section of land which did not have any gravestones upon the ground. After further inspection I could see that the ground was not flat, and in fact had a bank going across from one Yule tree, to another Yule tree. The bank was an earth mound. 
[bookmark: _Int_xki2wEqJ][bookmark: _Int_JhBytBif]These Yule trees have their own history surrounding them. On an information board which is based within the ruins of the Abbey ground, it reads that ‘Wales best poem is buried under one of the Yule trees’ this poem was written by Dafydd ap Gwilym, there was no date as to when he buried this poem under the under the Yule tree, but it would have been before the year 1370 AD as that is the year he died. 
[bookmark: _Int_X59dLQzD]Separately, these two Yule trees which have an earth mound running in between them, is a good indication of the good usable land, and the bad moggy land. 
[bookmark: _Int_9E5QbIRI]Within the bad land, you can see little earth mounds all around. This is due to the water-log underneath the ground, as well as the many unnamed graves, from the miners who would come down to the graveyard in the middle of the night and bury their dead. As they could not afford the cost of a funeral and a burial. On the other side of the earth mound, is the better quality earth which the rest of them graves are situated on. None of the land within this gravesite seems to be overly rich round, and we can tell this by the amount of earth mounds all around the gravesite, and the fact that the graves are facing different directions and angles due to the poor conditions of the earth. Not only this, many of the gravestones, have ant hills built up upon them. 
[bookmark: _Int_wvAOOTuF]This made me think to myself, was this always intended as a graveyard, or did the monks have other uses and ideas for this particular patch of land? 

[bookmark: _Toc198473381]Conclusion 
[bookmark: _Int_8FIv6AI0][image: ] Overall, the monks played such an important role within the landscape of Strata Florida and according to Discovering Britain,2014 the monks had such a strong influence and importance within the local community aswel. This was due to the immense sheep farming which they specialised within. With this speciality, the monks often held wool fairs within nearby villages. The wool from Strata Florida eventually was sold throughout Europe. (Discovering Britain, 2014)York, L. (2025) My Photo of a Strata Florida Sheep [Photograph]







[bookmark: _Int_bRHwqn3s][bookmark: _Int_e8RVS2UK][bookmark: _Int_ZJu0ISgo][image: ]While you are at Strata Florida, you have the opportunity to go for a walk throughout the grounds, called the ‘Strata Florida trail.’ This walk was created by Cerys Jones during a project which investigated the significance of diverse scenery and places which has been associated with intense weather patterns. ‘Snow scenes: exploring the importance of place in weather memories’. (Discovering Britain, 2014)York, L. (2025) My Photo of the Statue of a Pilgrim [Photograph]


[bookmark: _Int_QMDueUaX][bookmark: _Int_3IzOevjW][bookmark: _Int_YXrcNA64][bookmark: _Int_tWDP2r0j]Throughout Wales there is a variety of several types of hikes a person can do in order to walk the path a pilgrim would have walked. According to Visit Wales, 2025 if you were to do the Strata Florida pilgrimage it would be a total of 672 miles and would take around three months. This is called the ‘Welsh Cistercian Way’. To walk this pilgrimage, there is no particular destination to start off at, but the aim is to walk in a circular route across the landscape of Wales. Many people today stop off at Strata Florida on their way to Saint Davids Cathedral. This is a ver popular route, due to the fact that Saint David’s Cathedral is one of the largest and most impressive historic Christian shrines within the United Kingdom. (Visit Wales, 2025)
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