Landscape characterisation provides a helpful framework for understanding how human activity alongside environmental conditions can interact over long periods of time to shape the appearance and function of a landscape. Rather than focusing only on individual archaeological sites, landscape characterisations consider the wider relationships between land use, natural features and cultural practices that contribute to development of certain places (Rippon, 2018). As Rippon points out, this approach is very valuable when considering the site of Llanllyr, Talsarn, which is located within the Aeron valley in Ceredigion. This site provides archaeologists and scholars today with a great example of a multi period cultural landscape where multiple phases of human activity have left visible traces upon the surrounding environment.
Llanllyr is known mostly for being the site of a medieval nunnery, where the remains of which form an important element of the area's archaeological significance (Dyfed Archaeological Trust, n.d.). However, the character of the landscape extends beyond the monastic site itself, patterns of land ownership, agricultural use, natural resources amd the later development of the mineral water industry have all contributed to the present-day landscape. As Turner (2007) argues, landscapes should be viewed as dynamic products of human action rather than static settings in which historical events occurred. The landscape at Llanllyr therefore reflects successive phases of adaptation and change, of which is influenced by both local decisions and wider social and economic developments.
[bookmark: _Int_gaNEMZRN][bookmark: _Int_v4Bi4P8e]This essay will characterise the landscape of Llanllyr by examining the interaction between its cultural development and its natural setting. Particular emphasis will be placed on the medieval religious landscape, agricultural reorganisation, and modern commercial activity in order to demonstrate how different periods of time and human activity have contributed to the visible landscapes character today.
Historic Landscape Characterisation (HLC) provides a means of examining landscapes as products of long-term interaction between the natural environment and human societies. Instead of treating archaeological sites as isolated features, HLC tends to seek in identifying the relationships between land use, communication routes, settlement boundaries and other elements that together create the character of a landscape (Rippon, 2018).  According to Simensen (2018), landscape characterisation means to find and sort different parts of the landscape to see how they change and develop over time. This approach is very useful when considering Llanllyr has evidence from multiple different periods in such a small geographical area.
[image: ]
Fig 1 – Location of Llanllyr within the Aeron valley, Ceredigion – Coflein
A key principle of a landscape is the concept of time-depth, Rippon (2018) argues that modern landscapes should be viewed as the cumulative result of earlier decisions rather than as products of a single period. Rippon's interpretation is particularly relevant to Llanllyr because it encourages examination of the wider landscape, rather than focusing exclusively on the remains of the nunnery, which allows for evidence from different periods to be viewed at and considered together. This perspective is also valuable as traces of medieval religious occupation, later agricultural reorganisation and modern commercial development can all be identified within the contemporary landscape. The present landscape can therefore represent a combination of continuity and transformation, with each phase contributing to the areas overall character.
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Fig 2 – Aerial view of the site of Llanllyr – Coflein

Turner (2007) further suggests that landscapes should be interpreted as active cultural creations rather than passive settings, arguing that they embody social values and human choices. This interpretation moves beyond simple description by recognising that landscape features are often linked to broader economic, political, and ideological processes. At Llanllyr, changes in land use cannot be understood solely through physical remains but must also be considered in relation to shifts in religious authority, agricultural practice, and commercial exploitation. Consequently, this study combines archaeological evidence, historic records, cartographic sources, and field observations to characterise Llanllyr as a dynamic and evolving cultural landscape.
Turner’s emphasis on human agency is significant within the Llanllyr landscape, where changing economic and religious priorities seem to have influenced the organisation and function of the landscape over several centuries.
The medieval phase of Llanllyr marks an important change in the landscape with the establishment of a religious community, linked to a small nunnery, was built there. Monastic sites in Wale were often placed in rural areas where they could look after themselves but also stay far away from any larger settlement. At Llanllyr , this makes sense as the valley would provide the nuns with good and fertile farmland, as well as water and space for farming. The royal commission records show remains of buildings and features that suggest the area was planned and used by the monastic community (Coflein). This shows that the nunnery was not just placed in the landscape but also helped shape it through boundaries and how the land was divided and used.
The way the monastic site was set out can be seen in two ways. First in a practical way, the community needed fields, water and paths to support farming and daily life, and secondly it had a religious purpose, as monasteries often used enclosed spaces to show order and seperation from the outside world. Rippon (2018) explains that landscapes often keep long term signs of how land was managed in the past, especially through field boundaries and land layout, at Llanllyr this may explain as to why some field shapes still follow older patterns, The Dyfed Archaeological trust also shows that even though many buildings are gone, there are still remains and signs of past activity (Dyfed Archaeological trust). This of which means the medieval site is still present in the landscape, even if it cannot also be seen above ground. 
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Fig 3 – aerial view of Llanllyr showing work being done to uncover medieval parts of the site, such as the nunnery – Coflein 
After the monasteries were closed, the land changed a lot. Land that was once used by the church was taken over for farming and private use. Turner (2007) says that landscapes change because of social and economic needs, which helps to explain what happened at Llanllyr. The move from religious use to farming shows how the area was changed for new purposes. The nunnery played a big role in shaping the landscape, and its effects can still be seen in how the land is used today.
After the medieval religious phase, Llanllyr changed into mainly a farming landscape, Once the nunnery was no longer active the land was used for private farming and managed more as a part of an estate system. This shift is important because it shows a change in who controlled the land and how it was organised. The land, instead of being shaped by religious rules was eventually shaped by farming and agricultural needs. Over time this led to the clearer field systems and a stronger focus on agricultural production in the valley today, as shown in figure 3, the site of Llanllyr is occupied by an active farm.
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Fig 4 – a topographic survey map showing the current building at Llanllyr as well as the surrounding fields.
The field layout around Llanllyr reflects this modern change. Many of the boundaries of the site suggest gradual development of farming plots rather than one single planned design. This kind of pattern is common in areas where land has been improved or changed over time, with fields being divided, reorganised and expanded to increase productivity, Rippon (2018) explains that historic landscaped often preserve evidence of long-term management, especially through field boundaries and enclosure patterns. At Llanllyr, this helps to explain as to why the surrounding fields still show structured divisions that likely developed after the monastic period. The Dyfed Archaeological Trust also notes that the site sits within a wider agricultural landscape that has been continuously used and adapted over time, even where earlier features are no longer visible above ground (Dyfed Archaeological Trust). This shows that farming activity has been one of the main forces shaping the area around Llanllyr for several centuries.
The estate and farming system also reflects wider economic changes in rural wales. Farming became more connected to markets and profit rather than self-sufficiency linked to religious life. Turner (2007) suggests that landscapes change as social and economic priorities shift, and Llanllyr follows this pattern clearly. The land was reorganised to support more efficient agricultural use, and this changed how the landscape functioned. This argument helps the idea that the post medieval period did not erase the earlier history of the site of Llanllyr but instead built on it and reshaped it into a working agricultural environment that still defines the area today.




More recently, the site of Llanllyr has changed through small scale industrial use linked to its natural water sources. The area is now associated with mineral water production, showing a shift away from farming and estate management towards commercial use of natural sources, meaning that the landscape is no longer rural and agricultural but also partly shaped by modern industry. The same water sources that would have supported earlier settlements in the medieval period are now used in modern times for commercial purposes.
This change shows how the site has been adapted over time to meet new needs. The landscape is now used in a way that connects it to wider markets, rather than just local farming or community use. Even though its major function has changed, the physical setting of Llanllyr still plays an important role in how it is used today.
This landscape characterisation of Llanllyr has shown how the area has developed throughout different periods of time, as well as how the sites present appearance and character is today. The natural setting of the Aeron Valley provided important resources that encouraged settlement and land use, while also influencing how people interacted with the environment. Over tide, different groups of people used and adapted the landscape to fit their own needs, leaving evidence behind that can still be identified today.
The establishment of the medieval nunnery marked a significant stage in the development of Llanllyr, creating a religious landscape that influenced the organisation and use of the surrounding land. Following the decline of the monastic community. The area became increasingly focused on agriculture, resulting in field systems and patterns of land management that continued to shape the landscape for centuries. More recently the use of natural water sources for commercial purposes has added another stage to the site's history, showing that even now in present day, the landscape of Llanllyr continues to change and evolve.
By examining these different periods together; using both my own knowledge and research of scholars on the site, it becomes clear that Llanllyr cannot be understood through a single period or phase of the site's activity, instead it should be viewed as a landscape that has been continually altered and adapted over time. The combination of archaeological evidence, historical and surviving landscape features of the landscape demonstrate the long-term relationship between people and place. 
The landscape of Llanllyr reflects centuries of changing land use and human activity, demonstrating how natural features and cultural influences have worked together to shape the character of the area seen today.



































Bibliography
Rippon, S. (2018) Historic Landscape Characterisation
Coflein (n.d.) Llanllyr Nunnery, Talsarn
Dyfed Archaeological Trust (n.d.) Llanllyr Nunnery, Talsarn
Turner, S. (2007) Landscape Archaeology for the Past and Future: The Place of Historic Landscape Characterisation.
image2.png




image3.png
CBHC
7

- -
RCAHMW _ CofleiggBov. uk




image4.png




image.png




