Introduction

	Situated at the foothills of the Cambrian mountains, just outside Pontrhydfendigaid. Strata Florida, or Ystrad Fflur, the Vale of Flowers, is an impressive monument. Founded in 1164 as a Cistercian abbey, and then re-founded to where it now stands in 1184[footnoteRef:1], Strata Florida is one of the most important sites in Welsh history. The grave yard, now mostly attributed to the much later St Marys church, is situated to the west and north of the abbey has been in use for as long as the abbey has stood. Most of the headstones currently standing are from the 19th century and onwards. Most of the dead are from Pontrhydfendigaid or nearby Tregaron, however there are many also from further afield. This report will deal with the theme of heritage. For such an important site in Welsh history as Strata Florida, this report found that heritage plays an important role in how and why people wish to be buried at the site.  [1:  David Austin, Jemma Bezant & Louise Baker, ‘The Archaeology of Abbey Wood, Strata Florida, Ceredigion, Wales’, Landscapes, 23.1 (2022) pp. 1-47,  p. 1. ] 


Method

[image: AP - RCAHMW Colour Oblique Digital Aerial Photographs
The abbey, abbey farmhouse and St. Mary's Church at Strata Florida, Pontrhydfendigaid. Oblique aerial photograph taken during the Royal Commission's programme of archaeological aerial reconnaissance by Toby Driver on 4th February 2015.]	To study the theme of heritage, an appropriate survey had to be conducted. On the 7th of March 2024 and again on the 9th of March, a survey was carried out on the cemetery of St Mary’s at Strata Florida. Over 60 grave markers were photographed however for the sake of brevity and cohesiveness, this number will be much reduced. This survey assessed the monuments which deliberately tied themselves in with the rich history of the site, or more in general the idea of heritage and belonging to the land and to the past. To do this, the study considered the locations of the markers relative to key landmarks of the graveyard, the way the markers are constructed and the way they have been preserved over time. Figure 1. 6517147, Toby Driver (2015) with alterations, Caradoc Ewing (2024) An arial view of the abbey, church and cemetery with annotations. 


Results and Discussion

[image: Image][image: Image]This study recorded stones from the medieval cemetery up to those of the modern day, recording the ways in which they inter-relate and how aspects such as their positioning tie them in with the wider heritage of the area. Firstly, the key areas that will be mentioned in this essay have been mapped out (fig. 1.). The areas marked out in blue are important sections of the graveyard. The blue area directly south of St Marys church is an area populated heavily with chest tombs, the dates of the graves are predominantly 19th century, however they span a date range from the 1800s right up to recent years. This area will be referred to in this report as ‘area 1’ for the sake of brevity. The second blue area, on the eastern side of the abbey is what remains of the medieval cemetery (fig. 2.).  While the grounds are no doubt covered with far more medieval burials, these ones have been preserved. Contained within these grounds lie 11 members of Rhys’ royal dynasty.[footnoteRef:2] Although Lord Rhys ap Gruffydd himself is buried at St. David’s cathedral in Pembrokeshire. This area will simply be referred to as the medieval cemetery. The green markers represent the two Yew trees at the site. Both trees appear old enough to predate the modern church. It is thought that beneath one, is the resting place of 14th century Welsh poet, Dafydd ap Gwilym. There is scholarly debate as to which tree it is, or whether infact he was buried at Strata Florida at all, or at Talley in Carmarthenshire,[footnoteRef:3] however popular belief is that it is the tree closest to, and directly North of, St Marys church. For this reason, this report will refer to that tree as the tree of Dafydd ap Gwilym (fig. 3.). The Items in red are individual monuments or linked groups of monuments that will be mentioned in turn. [2:  World Monuments Fund, Strata Florida, https://www.wmf.org/project/strata-florida#:~:text=Many%20of%20the%20key%20early,dynasty%20buried%20at%20the%20site [accessed 18th March 2024].]  [3:  Tim Hills, ‘Strata Florida’, Ancient Yew Group, 2019, https://www.ancient-yew.org/userfiles/file/Strata%20Florida%202019.pdf [accessed: 18th March 2024].] 
Figure 2.  A section of the medieval cemetery, Caradoc Ewing (2024).
Figure 3. Tree of David ap Gwiliam, Caradoc Ewing (2024).

 
[image: Image]	The site of Strata Florida abbey is of great significance to Welsh identity, history and heritage. Although little is left of its original grandeur, its impressive west gate is still a sight to behold. The site has been described as the ‘Westminster abbey of Wales,’ and its place in the Welsh psyche does not go unnoticed in the modern cemetery. The church of St Marys was constructed in the 18th century. The church itself was constructed with the intent of becoming a part of the abbey’s heritage. Situated in the abbeys north shadow, the church is constructed with stones taken from the ruins of the old site.[footnoteRef:4] To its east side lies a rectangular headstone, (fig. 4.) measuring 1.5 m high and 50 cm across, 12 cm thick.[footnoteRef:5]  The stone is thought to be early medieval, possibly 7th – 9th century, and was found in the grounds of the abbey. Placing such a stone against the wall of the modern church made of abbey stone is a deliberate action to tie the new building to the old. The church is quite literally made of the same stones that built the abbey while leaning against it is a stone that quite probably predates Cistercian activity at the site and ties the modern church to an even older building. To the North of St Marys is the legendary tree of Dafydd ap Gwilym (fig. 3.). The positioning of St Marys between the abbey and the tree planted over the resting place of Wales great poet is another deliberate act to connect the church with the heritage of the land.  [4:  National Churches Trust, St Mary, https://www.nationalchurchestrust.org/church/st-mary-strata-florida [accessed: 18th October 2024].]  [5:  Coflein, Churchyard Cross, Strata Florida, https://coflein.gov.uk/en/site/275649?term=strata%20florida [accessed: 19th October 2024].] 
Figure 4.  Early Medieval Headstone to the East of St Marys. Caradoc Ewing (2024).


[image: Image]	Positioned around the Yew of Dafydd ap Gwilym are multiple grave markers and stones. Some of these markers sit on top of the stone enclosure and more lie around the roots of the tree. Most of these stones do not have legible writing surviving or in the case of some like the quartz marker, likely never had writing. One marker however, although very fragmented remains mostly intact (fig. 5.). Although both first names and their direct relation are impossible to make out from the damage, the stone commemorates the resting place of two members of the Thomas family, one who died in 1726 aged 57, and another who died in 1787 aged only 6. The stone is incredibly old, there are exceptionally few remaining memorials from the 18th century to be found at the site. The stone is also not likely to be in its original position as it refers to the body lying beneath it, none the less it seems likely the stone was close to the tree and then placed upon the wall when it fell. The decision to be buried close to the tree is not coincidental but is a choice to connect your resting place with that of Dafydd.Figure 5. Monument to two members of the Thomas family, Caradoc Ewing (2024).


[image: Image][image: Image]	On the South side of the church lie many of the older 19th century graves, built in chest style. These are impressive and no doubt expensive constructions, most of which appear to have been built of abbey stones although a few in this area have been built using bricks. The use of abbey stone, like in the church, ties these monuments to the history of the site and its uses. They can be found not just in this area but are littered across the cemetery, easy to spot from the arial view, the raised rectangular platforms are built to catch the eye. A few of the appear deliberately choreographed to meet your eye as you walk the central path of the graveyard. Marked out in red on the arial photograph, the monuments shown in figure 6, seem deliberately placed by what is likely an older path than the modern tarmac to be seen at the eye level of the passing viewer. These abbey stone chest graves have become their own standardised burials in the cemetery, each one tying itself into the history of the site. A much more modern burial (fig. 7.), is that of Reverend Geoffery Randall Calderbank, Vicar at Tregaron who tragically drowned in 1998 at the age of 37. The burial is deliberately placed opposite the closed medieval cemetery and strikingly is in the chest style. It is the only modern chest grave at the site and stands alone near the resting place of the princes. Its placement here is undoubtedly a huge sign of respect from the community, at such a young age, he likely had not planned this resting place himself. The decision of a chest grave also is important. It ties his burial together with the 19th century burials that cover the graveyard. His burial appears to be a deliberate attempt to give him a level of uniqueness while also linking him with the heritage of the graveyard as a sign of respect and admiration in tragic times. Figure 7. Grave of Geoffery Randall Calderbank, Caradoc Ewing (2004).
Figure 6. chest tombs along the path. Caradoc Ewing (2024).


“Cemeteries represent a principal venue for learning about death and interacting with the dead.”[footnoteRef:6] It is for this reason that we bury our dead in relation to the history we already perceive around us and there are few places where the idea of heritage and history is more apparent in the burials than at Strata Florida.  [6:  Katherine R. Cook, Deathscapes: Memory, Heritage and Place in Cemetery (McMaster University, 2011) p. 27. ] 
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