Llanllyr: Medieval landscape characterization
Introduction
Llanllyr is in the parish of Llanfihangel Ystrad, Ceredigion, Wales around 0.5 miles from Talsarn.
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Llanllyr marked in black. (www.snazzymaps.com)
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LLanllyr House, Farm and Gardens (www.googlemaps.com)
Llanllyr’s landscape has been impacted historically by religious, economic, social or cultural factors with evidence of human activity from the Mesolithic-Neolithic (Brummage et at, 2024) to the present.  Historic Landscape Characterizations (HLC) demonstrate ‘all aspects of landscape(...ecological, economic and social aspects) emerge[d] through historic processes...[and] contribute to understanding...cultural value ’ (Turner, 2018, p.40). Discussion of a single historical period cannot provide a comprehensive HLC of Llanllyr, this characterization will consider the impact of the medieval period relative to the area of and immediately around the Abbey demesne. There are a number of spellings of Llanllyr – all research has been undertaken using this single spelling.
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Plan of Llanllyr Abbey Home Estate based on 1768 estate plan and tithe map 1841 (Williams, 2001, p.8)
Natural Resources Wales (NRW) have a Natural Landscape Character for Bro Ceredigion
[image: ]Bro Ceredigion range  (NRW)
Topography
Llanllyr sits in the flood plain of the Aeron valley bounded by road, Afon Aeron and marsh, Talsarn village is immediately over the bridge. Fields are bounded by hedges or post and wire fencing and as living boundaries hedgerows are an element of cultural tradition (Swan and Fairclough, 2018).
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Height above sea level, Llanllyr marked in black. (https://en-in.topographic-map.com/place-8xhp9m/Ceredigion/) 
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Water courses and roads (www.lidarfinder.com)
The British Geological Assocation (BGA) records post glacial deposits of alluvium at lower levels of the demesne surrounded by alluvial fan deposits
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Geological map and key, Llanllyr marked in black (BGA)








History medieval to present
Coflein registers seven sites within the Llanllyr demesne. The garden is on the Register of Parks and Gardens of Special Historic Interest in Wales (Cadw, 2022).[image: ]
Historic Environment Record (www.archwillio.org)
The Tesquitus Pillar Stone  recovered from the demolition of the Tudor house in around 1830, may be the earliest evidence of Christian activity at Llanllyr. (Coflein, 2003).
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(Rhys, 1896, Page 46)
The nunnery was founded Llanllyr nunnery around 1180 (daughter house of Strata Florida) until it’s suppression in 1537. In addition to the demesne there were an unknown number of granges. (Williams (1990) and Jones-Pierce (1959). 
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Known granges (Williams, 1990, p.96)
Post suppression a Tudor mansion was constructed (depicted in drawings from 1684 and 1768) which was demolished around 1830.
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Tudor house drawing of 1684. Buildings to right may be older with Elizabethan features added. (Lewes-Gee, 2010, p.28).
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Estate map 1768 detailing position of Tudor house and garden layout. (Lewes-Gee, 2010, p.28).

Rhys (1896) describes the location of the Tudor mansion and a graveyard as remembered from 1835 however the schematic map is not accurate.
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Schematic map from Archaeologia Cambrensis, 13(FIFTH SERIES) (NLW) 
During construction of the 1830s mansion an ornamental garden and park were created.  Recent investigation indicates the current house may incorporate beams from the Tudor house (Murphy, 2017b).  

1905 Ordnance Survey map (National Library of Scotland (NLS))
The Archwillio Historic Environment Record records the original nunnery access is a lane  to the north, marked in green above.
Murphy and Wilson, DAT (2015 and 2016), Murphy (2017a and 2017b) describe how archaeological excavations in 2014 and 2015 'failed to reveal conclusive evidence for the presence of the medieval nunnery...one would have expected to have discovered large amounts of medieval pottery, building materials and other medieval artefacts...only clear archaeological evidences for the use of the site in the medieval period...was the timber structure associated with water management features in the woodland and...sherds of medieval pottery’ (Murphy, DAT, 2017a, p.8).

[image: ](Murphy, DAT, 2017b, p.28)


[image: ]
(Murphy, DAT, 2017b, p.33)
Lidar images for Llanllyr indicate many features remain to investigate.
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Potential Mill site indicated in black (NLS)
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Potential boundary and watercourse changes (NLS) 
HLC
Gilchrist (1994) describes nunnery location features evident in the siting of Llanllyr – places providing physical and psychological sense of separation yet topographically and socially linked to a village and a road network. Simultaneously ‘perceptions of space were informed by boundaries, which in character were both symbolic and actual…[with] legal significance but…idealiz[ing] the division between secular and religious domains…regulate encounters between groups…differing social, religious and gender identities…physical manipulation of space’ (Gilchrist, 1994, p.152).
Economic
Medieval Llanllyr impacted the local economy in a number of ways. Talsarn held rights from Strata Florida to hold fairs and markets (Williams, 2001) additionally Rees (1933) maps Talsarn as a trading borough, providing local access to trading opportunities to local farmers. Today’s hamlet of Talsarn would have been an important village in the medieval economy, the timeframe it’s founding is unclear, so it may have existed prior to the nunnery or developed as a consequence of it. Williams (1990) maps the economic value of Llanllyr in 1291 to around 10% of Strata Florida.
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Economic values 1291 (Williams, 1990, p.104)
Organisational change in the fourteenth century saw ‘Nunneries leas[ing] out all granges and mills other than the home farm’ (Gilchrist, 1994, p.73) this ‘distinct change...move away from the direct exploitation of landed estates, ...[to] rentier economies’ (Robinson, 2006, p.33) had a positive impact on opportunities for tenants but a negative impact on the employment opportunities for others. Williams (2001) discusses how post dissolution local people 'benefited from much of the wealth of the religious houses being transferred to lay people’ (Lewes-Gee, 2010, p.29). Certain nunnery lands were exempt from tithe payments, a relief which endured in 1843 and beyond. (1843 Tithe Map Apportionment, NLW).



[image: ]- 
1843 tithe map - absence of marker indicating former Nunnery lands (NLW)
Political
Llanllyr owned at least one mill, Creighton (2009) asserts in addition to providing a source of income the asset allowed control over agricultural surplus, plus a means of regulating and controlling tenants and other local farmers, evidence of the ‘coercive power of the elite’ (Creighton, 2009, p.57). Administrative boundaries remain aligned with the original Afon Aeron watercourse as demonstrated on the 1843 tithe map.
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Original course of Afon Aeron (NLW)
Communication
Rees (1933) recreated fourteenth century maps of Wales, he reflects the absence of physical evidence of medieval roads and the challenges of literary descriptions of routeways which rarely provide sufficient detail for accurate mapping. His route between Llanllyr and LLanrustyd follows the route of today’s B4337. This may be park of a planned network meeting the transport requirements of a community (Muir, 1999). Whether the nunnery predates the road is not clear, it would however have provided access to economic opportunities.
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Fourteenth century map of Wales,  (https://mappingwelshmarches.ac.uk/maps/5-rees-maps/)

The Edwardian conquest (1282-3) of Wales saw ‘newly built roads cut through the territories of the native princes...[and making] fundamental changes in society’ (Evans, 2016, p295).
The road is bridged at Talsarn, Lewes (1971) explains the stone bridge (in existence in 1793) replaced an earlier undated wooden structure.  The original river course ran south of the current bridge placing it closer to Llanllyr and the original access to the nunnery.
Social
Medieval Llanllyr had a wide social impact particularly influencing farming practices their ‘enclosure, breeding of pedigree dairy herds...must have contributed to give both tenant farmers and the growing tenantry food for thought’’ (Williams, 2001, p.166) and the ‘diffusion of gardening techniques to the secular world’  (Creighton, 2009, p.49).  Existing farming methods continued and are ‘still reflected in the agriculture of Wales today’ (Rees, 1951, p.44), this is evident in historical Welsh field names ie Llanllyr Meadow. The nuns devotion to the ‘importance of manual work...[had a] profound effect in the nature of their communities’ (Robinson, 2006, p.23)

Ecological 
The Cistercians were ’changers of landscape’ (Williams, 1990, p. Forward), evidence of a medieval   drainage system was identified in the 2014/5 excavations with an enduring environmental impact.
Religion
Willams (1990) contends that religious sites provide a civilising influence and an assurance of charity and hospitality. The claim ‘religion was the ruling centre and dominating interest of people's lives...cultural and economic contributions of the faith...were great’ (Jenkins, 1976, p.142) appears a reasonable but would require a specialist to understand its impact.
Conclusion
Medieval Llanllyr’s impact on the landscape would have incremental over its 357 year history, change being ’more than arrangements of earth, water and buildings...embod[ying] ideas and reflect[ing]...owners and users understood the world around them’ (Creighton, 2009, p.2). Visible today are the 1830s house and garden and modern farm buildings and these ‘challenge...dominance of the visual...where time depth and history is legible but not necessarily easily visible to all...importance to landscape of human agency and long-term change’ (Swanwick and Fairclough, 2018, p.21). The ‘created landscapes can be assertions of power – over nature or over neighbours’ (Muir, 1999, p.212), with an impact beyond the dissolution. Physical and documentary evidence of medieval occupation at the site is extremely limited and does not speak of land use or development specifically. Lewes (1971) considers how the quality of the land cannot be improved to move from grazing to pasture, thus the demesne may still be utilized as in the medieval. Modern descriptions of the Aeron valley as a ‘hard-working landscape of farms and small villages. Its cultural story is mainly the everyday life of a country area whose people remain attached to a traditional way of life and to the Welsh language’ (Bro Ceredigion, NRW, 2014, p6) could equally reflect the medieval period. 
(1527 words excluding bibliography).
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Fgure 3. The excavation menches, topographec survey, current busldings and sire of chapel superimpused
over part of the 1768 estate map.
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Figure 10. The timber drain in woodland afier removal
of the U timibers (Photo: R Bale).
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