Field Journal – Strata Florida, week commencing 28th April
28/04/2025
Oliver Rackham – Ancient Woodlands in England and Wales. Could be useful as a research tool for the woodlands surrounding Strata Florida. May be a good source for general undergraduate studies too as an Ancient History student, in order to broaden knowledge of the local area. 
Changes in road layout potentially attributed to:
· Pre-existing structures which predate the road
· Farmland’s layout/ division of the fields
· Existing boundary layout. This could be either natural boundaries such as treelines or boundaries between different lands owned by a number of people 
Standing atop the hill which features the Pilgrim’s statue, built in 2007, offers a view throughout the valley; which in turn opens up the landscape far more than previously seen when stood in a lower centre point. Looking into the distance, Iron Age hillforts can be seen on the opposite side of the valley, alongside a broad overview of the flora and fauna of the surrounding area. From this vantage point, a few different plants were easily identifiable, such as gorse bushes, ash trees, and planted pine trees in sectioned areas for the purpose of felling for industrial usage. 
Cirrus clouds spotted over the farmyard excavation site. 
· Wave-like clouds in sheets across the sky. Emphasises the calm image of nature found within the sight, which is often cited as a benefit to its secluded location outside of Pontrhydfendigaid. 
· Interesting to see what may be considered an unusual or rare cloud formation in a space already seen as an odd or out of the ordinary place. Contrast between the manmade fascinations, and the natural fascinations created by nature surrounding the site. 
Baptismal font out of place. Cistercians did not perform baptisms in the back or centre of the abbeys, instead they were performed just as you entered the main door, much like a modern day Catholic church would. 
The font predates the abbey itself, it would have been a conscious choice made by the Cistercians to build their abbey in that exact location, possibly a form of honouring the pre-existing religious and spiritual presence of the area?
Water a key part of pre-Christian churches, and here it can be seen tied into every aspect of the land. The river runs incredibly close to the abbey site, and the baptismal font has two small channels which would have been used in order to continuously bring water in. 

Presentation of Space:
· Initial impressions
· Further Impressions
· What creates these images in the observer’s mind?
· Relationship between an area and how it is situated within the natural environment, or conversely how it stands separate from this
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AI-generated content may be incorrect.]Thyme leaved speedwall. Small perennial flower, found within the grass of the abbey. 
Places may not be as they seem. Grass within the abbey is manicured and regularly maintained, the walls are coated in a layer of concrete to preserve them. Items are restored, but only to the extent that they remain in their current ruined image – the trust would have restored such a place if their goal was to display a restored site, but instead this level of decay is preserved. 
Anthills – nutrient rich soil, not too compacted moist soil. Makes sense as to why they would be so prolific in a graveyard, as the soil would have been churned in the process of digging/ covering a coffin.
Small metallic shapes along two of the stone walls of the church hint to its historic use – these pulley systems would have been used to lift coffins from horse-drawn carriages in order to transport them to the correct graves (a carriage would’ve been too big to fit in the gates of the graveyard.) 
Natural biodiversity shapes the layout far more than one may originally imagine it to. The natural shape of the waterways and the pre-established forests would have influenced how the site was originally laid out, and then any subsequent developments that followed. In a time where old Welsh traditions and religions may have been more prevalent, this may have been a deciding factor in the positioning of the abbey and its adjoining buildings. 
[image: A stained glass window with people in it

AI-generated content may be incorrect.]Stained glass windows made up almost all of the windows in St Mary’s church, bar a few smaller windows. One on the largest wall depicted the last supper of Jesus, while the others contained 2 saints each, with their names inscribed below them. Plaques also adorned the church walls, showcasing the history of the place – clergymen buried at the site and their years of service, alongside small carvings on the wooden furniture, left presumably by people who attended services in the past. The church is still used as a functioning site, and the varying dates of tombstones in the graveyard highlights the long service of the church, and create an interesting contrast between the modern day people visiting for Easter or Sunday services, and those who have remained in their graves surrounding the church for almost 3 centuries. 
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AI-generated content may be incorrect.]
Week of 5th May
Location of the site is an interesting topic, particularly the way it is nestled in what is now such an easily forgotten and missed location. The paths to the Abbey and its surrounding structures are more commonly used by the logging lorries travelling past in order to collect felled trees, but there are occasionally groups of different visitors – during our visit there were groups of elderly people on coaches, visiting with some form of elderly care group. Seeing this sort of diversity suggests a contrast to those who may have visited the abbey during its time of use. It may have been more likely for monastic people such as the Cistercian monks to visit more frequently, or people making pilgrimages from across Wales. 
Gerald of Wales is said to have visited the site during his travels, and extensively wrote about the site, but there are few contemporary sources aside from him. 
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AI-generated content may be incorrect.]It is a shame that there is no remaining evidence of manuscripts or tapestries from the original abbey. From scouring the Roderick Bowen archives, medieval manuscripts have proven to be an impossibly valuable source material, especially when evidence of annotations can still be seen in the margins, such as in the case of some 12th Century works in the archives. 
It would be fascinating from the perspective of a historian with a medieval interest to find more contemporary sources, either physical or written, to gather a more thorough understanding of the everyday function of the site at its prime. It is difficult now to piece together a detailed image of the site at its height, due to the current state of decay that the site is in, and the lack of information freely available to the public. Research is possible, but for an everyday person, it may be difficult to unearth more specific information about the history of the site. 
15/05/2025
My experience at the sight was greatly limited due to my physical and mental health deteriorating lately – this has been discussed in an email, but I apologise for the lack of depth to this journal. 
While the time on-site was shorter than hoped, the brief time alone gave plenty of opportunities to observe all the different types of buildings, from farmhouses to function rooms. 
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