Treading in the Footsteps of the Pilgrims:
Utilising the Skyline to Enhance Heritage


Travelling in the area around Strata Florida Abbey near Tregaron in Ceredigion, the eye is drawn to a large, lone figure on the top of a hill, striding across the skyline, leaning into the winds gusting across the landscape above the Teifi valley.
Such a sight immediately provokes an interest and questions such as “what?” and “why?”, and possibly the desire to satisfy this curiosity by maybe heading towards the figure or researching further at home.
As an archaeology student, and having an interest in the landscape and its history, I am frequently gazing at hillsides and other prominent features and considering man’s relationship with that area, but this is not always the case for many people, with the land and the sky being a mere backdrop to their journey that is passed virtually unseen, especially with the distraction of technology as entertainment on their journey. 


[image: ]
‘The Pilgrim’ 
                                                                          Images courtesy of Janet Baxter
                                                                        
                                                                   [image: ]




The large figure is a 4 metre high sculpture by Glen Morris called ‘The Pilgrim’, constructed using old railway sleepers and re-cylced oak, and it was commissioned to celebrate the heritage of Strata Florida Abbey and to help tell the story of the medieval road called the ‘Monk’s Trod’ which was used by pilgrims to traverse the 25 mile route across the Cambrian Mountains to Abbey Cwmhir in the county of Radnorshire (Fleming 2007). This ancient road runs from nearby Ffair Rhos which was originally the location of a major market, linking the 12th-century Cistercian abbeys with drovers tracks converging onto the road forming a well-used route across the counties and further on in the direction of the Midlands in England (Moore-Colyer 2007).
Strata Florida Abbey is a popular destination for visitors with its Cadw managed remains, displays, events, merchandise and refreshments, and it is sited next to the picturesque church of St Mary’s and its graveyard which is on the original site of the old chapel belonging to the abbey. It is here that the grave of Dafydd ap Gwilym, the medieval Welsh poet is said to be buried, marked by a yew tree (Coflein n.d.).
The surrounding area boasts beautiful countryside, the hills of the Cambrians surrounding the valleys and the River Teifi meandering through, which provides the opportunity to enjoy one of the Heritage Walks. These walks from the Abbey take in the nearby woodland, Coed Abaty, which was used by the monks as a source of timber for building and for fuel, as well as various old buildings, a quarry, and an old waterwheel and a forge; providing the walker with an insight into the lives of the monks and the local community (StrataFlorida.org.uk  n.d.).

                     Strata Florida Abbey, 12th Century Cisterian Abbey
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Further afield, in Puglia, Italy, the remains of a church abandoned because of an earthquake in the 13th Century has been recreated by rebuilding the basilica in wire mesh. This is the work of Edward Tresoldi, whose installation has brought this ruined and abandoned area back to life by merging archaeology and architecture with contemporary art. He has produced a ‘building’ that is now visible but not intrusive, it exists alongside the solid fabric of the remains yet does not obscure the original structure: a ghost of a building that seems to be grounded in the landscape but also blends into the sky and enhances the view. Tresoldi said of his work “The structures breath through the clouds and the wind, transferring the cosmic archetype of the sky into ephemeral domes through the language of classical architecture...the optical effect changes with the light and atmospheric conditions as well as the perspective of the viewer (De Juan 2018).

                Basilica di Siponto and Maria Maggiore di Siponto
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Antony Gormley’s iconic ‘Angel of the North’ and his other sculptures which he has installed around the world, primarily use prominent areas on the skyline as a stage and their presence attracts thousands of visitors to each area every year. Likewise, such historic landscapes as Strata Florida and the Basilica di Siponto, with their ancient structures and stories, have probably attracted extra visitors since their erection; the pilgrim on the hill and the ethereal skeleton of the basilica are using the skyline as advertising space which catches the eye and speaks much more loudly than a signpost.
A child will not be excited by a brown sign pointing to the site of an abbey, but he will probably be intrigued by a giant walking up a hill because it will be “cool”, and with the skyline as a backdrop framing an artistic structure, people are drawn to a heritage site and subsequently to other places of historic interest in the surrounding environs.  
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