Landscape characterisation.

    In the Aeron valley of Ceredigion near the village of Tal-sarn, lies the ancient site of Llanllyr. Although excavations show human activity as early as the Mesolithic and Neolithic periods, the site does not appear to have a steady history of use. The land although now occupied by a farm and a 19th century house, has long been a flood plain, harsh and tricky to tame. However, despite this, or in fact because of it, in the 12th century this made Llanllyr a desirable location for the building of a Cistercian nunnery in the area. This landscape characterisation of Llanllyr will attempt to build a picture of this medieval landscape the nunnery was founded in and cultivated.
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Description automatically generated]    The Cistercians were a 12th century monastic order who had taken issue with the lack of observance in Benedictine monasteries. Around the time of 1098, the monks of Molesme in France, led by their abbot Robert, desired to change this and live a life of greater simplicity and poverty.[footnoteRef:1] This also meant changing location to the site of Citeaux, described in Cistercian narrative Exordium Parvum, as a wilderness far from human habitation.[footnoteRef:2] The order expanded across Europe during the 12th century, Lord Rhys ap Gruffydd founded the nunnery in the 1180s under the oversight of Strata Florida abbey, and it stood until its dissolution in 1537.[footnoteRef:3] For this landscape characterisation however, it is less the history of the Cistercian order and more the way the nunnery would have influenced the landscape around it. We know rather little about the nunnery itself from documentation, One of the first references to it is found in the work of Giraldus Cambrensis, journey through Wales. In 1188 he describes it as ‘a small and poor house.’[footnoteRef:4] It is not completely certain what was meant by this characterisation, whether he meant the nuns to be poor economically or poor in their devotion. Unfortunately, none of the buildings have survived, and there is no documentation of them to use as a reference. There is also no easily identifiable impression that has been made on the land (fig. 1.).  It can be assumed that the stones of the nunnery have been repurposed. Most likely the stones were used in the post dissolution house built on the site, perhaps also built using the foundations of the nunnery. Situated right next to the village of Tal-sarn, the building materials of the nunnery would not have gone to waste, perhaps even appearing in [image: Image]features such as the post-medieval bridge (fig. 2.). The post reformation house was demolished in 1830 and rebuilt into the modern Llanllyr house occupied to this day. A sketch made in 1684 by Thomas Dineley depicts the old house and formal [image: A drawing of a town

Description automatically generated]gardens (fig. 3.)[footnoteRef:5] An archaeological excavation around the supposed site of the old house found little of note for the medieval period, but did find a fragmentary medieval floor tile in trench 3a.[footnoteRef:6] The dig however was inconclusive on the location of the nunnery, it is likely that the house was built using many of the same features.  [1:  Janet Burton, Life in a Medieval Cistercian Monastery (Strata Florida: Strata Florida Trust, 2023) p. 4.]  [2:  Ibid. ]  [3:  Frances Murphy, Survey and Excavation at Llanllyr Medieval Nunnery and Post-Medieval Mansion, Ceredigion, 2014-2015 (Dyfed Archaeological Trust, 2017) p. 1]  [4:  Ibid. p. 2.]  [5:  Ibid. p. 3.]  [6:  Ibid. p. 5.] 
Figure 1. Martin Bates (2022) Geophysical image of Llanllyr.
Figure 2. Caradoc Ewing (2024)
Figure 3. Thomas Dineley, (1684), in Murphy, Survey and Excavation at Llanllyr Medieval Nunnery and Post-Medieval Mansion, p. 11.


    Part of what made the Cistercian movement different was the idea of finding a wilderness and cultivating it into a habitable, farmable and productive area. Monasteries were some of the most significant and earliest investors in medieval land reclamation. The Cistercians would recultivate land, often changing its features.[footnoteRef:7] The land at Llanllyr shows signs of significant human change. The fields are heavily canalled around their boundaries. This seems to be in an effort to stop flooding and to an extent, drain the wetland. There is no evidence that these features are medieval or that all canals at Llanllyr were all constructed at the same point even, the land has been cultivated since the nunneries closure in the 16th century. However, it is possible some of these are evidence of the medieval land reclamation.  Many of the watercourses feed water from different [image: A map of a city

Description automatically generated]sources into an artificial lake, it has been theorised that this could be the millpond of the nunnery, but no excavations have yet to confirm this theory.[footnoteRef:8] The nuns would have cultivated their own food and lived sustainably off the land. During the excavation, plough marks were also found in multiple areas of the site (fig. 4.), showing arable farming in the area. Although it was once assumed that the nuns themselves would not have carried out the hard and arduous pioneering labour that monks were known for[footnoteRef:9] sources appear to reason otherwise, Hernan of Tournay writes in admiration of the nuns at Montreuil-les-Dames, ‘Those nuns lived in accord with the ordo or practices of Citeaux, which is difficult even for men . . . working hard, not at spinning and weaving (the usual work of women), but also at harvesting the fields, pulling up brush, uprooting the forest, and cultivating their fields, living with only wild beasts as their neighbours. Indeed, seeking their food in silence, these women imitated in all [image: Tesquitus Pillar Stone, Llanllyr | Coflein]things the lives of the monks of Clairvaux, a clear sign from the Lord that all is possible for those who believe.’[footnoteRef:10] However, the very idea that the Cistercians were frontiersmen is not without its critics. The Cistercians often placed their monasteries in areas with a history of habitation, clearing the settlement to make room for their monasteries. There may in fact have been very little arduous work to complete.  [7:  Daniel R. Curtis and Michele Campopiano, ‘Medieval land reclamation and the creation of new societies: comparing Holland and the Po Valley, c.800ec.1500,’ Journal of Historical Geography, vol. 44 (2014) pp. 93-108, p. 94.]  [8:  Loveday Lewes Gee, A Very Small Corner of Paradise: the Story of Llanllyr: A Garden in Wales (Talybont: Lolfa, 2010) p. 20.]  [9:  Constance Hoffman, The White Nuns : Cistercian Abbeys for Women in Medieval France (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2018) p. 35.]  [10:  Ibid. p. 36.] 
Figure 4. Frances Murphy (2017) in Frances Murphy, Survey and Excavation at Llanllyr Medieval Nunnery and Post-Medieval Mansion, Ceredigion, 2014-2015 (Dyfed Archaeological Trust, 2017) p. 16.


    Llanllyr lies directly next to the village of Tal-sarn, although it is uncertain when this village was constructed, the hamlets name may derive from the nearby Roman road, Sarn Helen.[footnoteRef:11] Other earlier evidence for activity in the area of Llanllyr before the nunnery exists. A late 8th century/early 9th century inscribed stone (fig. 5.) with crosses records the donation of land to the church, translated, the inscription reads ‘The testiquitas of Ditoc (which) Aon son of Asa Itgen gave to Madom nuac.’[footnoteRef:12] This stone is the only evidence of a Christian structure predating nunnery. It allows us to infer two main things. ‘Testiquitas’ translates roughly to ‘waste plot’ or a ‘small, deserted place.’[footnoteRef:13] So certainly before the land was handed to the church, it was what could be described as a wilderness. However, the stone also shows that land was in the possession of the church for roughly 200-300 years before the nunnery was founded in the 1180s, ample time for the site to undergo significant change. There is no other evidence for Christian activity at Llanllyr before the nunnery, although there is much time between the land being handed over, it is not impossible that nothing was done with it until the Cistercians took over the land.  [11:  S. M. Powell, ‘Pilgrim Routes to Strata Florida’, Cardiganshire Antiquarian Society, vol. 8 (1931) pp. 9-24, p. 13.]  [12:  Murphy, Survey and Excavation at Llanllyr Medieval Nunnery and Post-Medieval Mansion, Ceredigion, 2014-2015, p. 2.]  [13:  Ibid.] 
Figure 5. Arthur O. Chater (1967)


    Whatever the origin of the landscape, whether it was built by the nuns themselves or a pre-cultivated area connected to the possibly older village of Tal-sarn, the nuns would have cultivated it. The Cistercians were self-sufficient and grew food for themselves. The Victorian walled garden is still used for growing vegetables and fruit.[footnoteRef:14] If the nunnery, as believed, it built upon the same foundations as the modern buildings at Llanllyr, it is possible that similar areas were cultivated then also. The nunnery was small according to Geralds account, it would have not taken a huge amount of land to sustain the nuns for food however the entire community of nuns would have taken part in the upkeep of the grange.  [14:  Gee, A Very Small Corner of Paradise: The Story of Llanllyr: A Garden in Wales, p. 21.] 


    Although nothing of the stonework survives, under the surface of Llanllyr is a rich medieval landscape. The nunnery, constructed 40 years before the first Cistercian nunnery in England,[footnoteRef:15] would have been the dominant built feature in the landscape, the farming and cultivation of a marshy landscape now mostly only used for livestock has still left its mark. [15:  Ibid. p.13.] 
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