Personal reflection on field trip to Strata Florida 27 September 2024
A frequent visitor, I pondered pre field trip how Strata Florida physically presents as a physically boundaried homogenous domain. It is obvious though from previous visits that layers of ownership and control with conflicting drivers create divisions in archaeological treatment, preservation and presentation. So having started with some pre-reading I focused on the importance of the remains in relation to Welsh identity and secondly curation of the site. Clearly contrasted for me is Cadw’s ‘off the shelf heritage’ (Drew, 2024) with the vibrant approach in recovery, renovation and renewal of the Strata Florida Trust (SFT). 
I experienced significant conflict between the written presentation of Strata Florida as a ‘grand medieval abbey (www.cadw.gov.wales, 2024) playing a ‘central role at the heart of Welsh political, social and cultural history...known as the ‘Westminster Abbey of Wales’ (Hukin et al, 2019, p.18) and the actual physical curation by Cadw.
The culturally significant West door, visible from the roadside yet obscured and diminished by purpose grown foliage, is reduced to a photo opportunity. The relevance of the pre–Norman Celtic decoration and symbolism which guaranteed its survival as a ‘Welsh door with Welsh identity’ (Drew, 2024) is not articulated to visitors, negating the link to cultural heritage.
[image: ]
View of West door from road
The ground plan of the archaeological remains has a trendy vibe, but I found it unclear, indistinct and requiring explanation, with the reconstruction image limited in its presentation. Cadw have missed two ready, inexpensive opportunities to express the true extent of the reach and impact of the Cistercians at Strata Florida. 
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Ground plan
[image: ]
Reconstruction image
The site has a sanitized aura, I could have been anywhere. Structural signage is trapped in the Ministry of Works era, where labels on walls assumed I was familiar with ecclesiastical language and meaning.
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Maintenance pointing of the walls which was undertaken in 2023 has begun to mellow but remains garish against the stone, I concede though that work to preserve the archeology was necessary given the welcome unrestricted access.[image: ]
Pointing to transept
I was conscious of archaeological narrative untold by Cadw, from the asymmetric font, Williams’ removal of the cross headstone to behind St Mary’s church when other graves remain in situ to the gravemarkers of the princes being copies. A key omission for me is the history of the original Williams’ excavation, the link to the railway and how we benefit today from the diligence (for the age) that was employed when excavating. 
I was left with the impression that Cadw do not want visitors to linger, from the absence of meaningful information on the noticeboards (suddenly QR codes felt appealing), the closure of the visitor center and the absence of shelter or refreshments of any kind. 
I hunted out unexplored archeological remains which visibly weave their way across the land, becoming conscious of how they blend with the rhythm of that land, whether farming or church related activities. Willams’ spoil heap feels reinvents itself as archeology, ripe for excavation.
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Williams 1889 spoil heap
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Abbey wall adjacent to graves in St Mary’s churchyard
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Platform in churchyard with no graves - potential line of monastic building


Variation in the approach to archeological remains preservation was interesting, from the lackluster abbey, to the reburial and removal from public view of the gatehouse (on private land), the currently exposed trenches at SFT,  open to view between excavation seasons but ultimately to be reburied, to the excavation and rebuilding of the Tŷ Pair as a monument to the working of the farm and its land, a fantastic example of living and lived archaeology.

Disappointingly however curation of the SFT archaeology aligns itself with Cadw in that neither adjacent to the excavation or within the Tŷ Pair exhibition is any information regarding the extensive excavation work conducted on the site. The Tŷ Pair itself is the product of excavation, renovation and renewal but there is no real celebration or sharing of this success.
I considered how across centuries the abbey has infiltrated the landscape. Repurposed abbey architectural stone weaves archaeology into the interior and exterior fabric of buildings and thereby the community. The reuse and repurpose of architectural stone seem to my mind to extend and embed the visible reach of Welsh nationalism as a visual reminder of ‘social memory of place at its core’ (Robinson et al, 1999, p.50)..
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Dundry stone used in the construction of at St Mary's Church
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Dundry stone in tabletop tombs
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Decorative dundry stone inside Tŷ Pair
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Decorative dundry stone in barn
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Dundry stone in farmhouse 

Conversely, Cadw make no effort to display the art or craftsmanship in the loose architectural stone, design elements of which are not readily visible in the curated remains. Concerningly the heap appears to diminish with each visit.
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Loose architectural stone

[bookmark: _Int_QsccM7EY]I got to thinking about Williams’ excavation exposing remains contrasting with how they are displayed and curated today. Gone is the height of many of the inner walls and the wall which joins at right angles in the bottom left of the image. I contemplated a future of exploring site curation through images and the written to understand the drivers. It was aesthetically pleasing to walk through the West door and have an open vista, where only the sacred graves of the Welsh Princes are hidden from immediate and casual view, but does this justify manipulating the archaeology?
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Image of Williams excavation of the 1880s (Robinson, 1992, p.35)
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Current view towards West gate
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Unhindered view from West door
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Graves of Welsh Princes

For a location which has ‘enormous significance within the national identity of Wales’ (Robinson et al, 1999, p.21) Cadw’s curation does not adequately reflect its scope, architecture, influence or nationalism. Nevertheless, nationalism organically lives on through the site and importantly the repurposed stone. SFT feels as if it is bringing growth, renewal and repurpose with significant long-term plans for the complex, but it feels these plans have potential to unintentionally outshine the abbey. Optimistically if Cadw and SFT could enter an agreement for the management of the abbey remains alongside proposed developments that there is scope for revitalizing the site whilst retaining the integrity of the archeology.
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