Landscape characterisation: Llanllyr

Landscape characterisation is a way of understanding how places have developed over time by looking at the relationship between people, the environment and past events. Rather than viewing landscapes as unchanging spaces, it considers them as areas that have been continuously shaped by human activity, land use and historical processes (Turner, 2007). This approach is useful for understanding Llanllyr in Ceredigion, as the area contains evidence of several important periods of development, including its use as a medieval nunnery and its later transformation into a post-medieval mansion landscape.
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Figure 1 – Modern Llanllyr with working farm - Toby G. Driver
This essay will explore how the character of Llanllyr changed from a medieval religious landscape into a later estate and agricultural landscape. Archaeological evidence from surveys and excavations carried out by Murphy and Wilson, alongside information from Coflein records, provides an important insight into how the site developed. The impact of wider historical events, particularly the Dissolution of the Monasteries, will also be considered using Youings, while Williamson will help examine the development of agricultural landscapes(Williamson, 2016; Youings, 2021). This essay argues that Llanllyr’s landscape has been shaped by changing patterns of religious activity, land ownership and agricultural management, with archaeological remains providing evidence of these developments.

The Religious Landscape
The medieval landscape of Llanllyr was strongly influenced by the presence of the nunnery, which became an important religious and social centre within the local area. The establishment of the nunnery changed the way the landscape was organised, as land was needed not only for religious buildings but also for supporting the daily life of the community. Rather than being separate from its surroundings, Llanllyr was closely connected to the wider landscape through farming, resource management and connections with nearby settlements.
Archaeological investigations at Llanllyr have provided evidence for the layout and development of the medieval site. Murphy and Wilson (2014) identified archaeological features through evaluation work, while Murphy (2015) discusses further survey and excavation of the medieval nunnery and later mansion(Murphy and Wilson, 2014; Murphy, 2015). These excavations have helped reveal evidence for structures associated with the religious community, showing how space was divided and used. The remains of buildings and other archaeological features provide an insight into how the nunnery functioned and how the community organised its surroundings.
The organisation of the landscape around Llanllyr would have been closely linked to the needs of the nunnery. Religious communities required access to agricultural land, water and other natural resources to survive. The surrounding fields would have supported food production, while areas of woodland and pasture may have provided additional resources. This shows that the nunnery was not simply a collection of religious buildings but part of a wider managed landscape.
This relationship between settlement and agriculture is important when considering medieval landscapes more generally. Williamson argues that medieval field systems developed through long periods of agricultural activity and can reveal how communities organised and used land(Williamson, 2016). At Llanllyr, field boundaries and patterns of land use may reflect decisions made by past communities and could have continued to influence later agricultural practices.
The evidence from Llanllyr demonstrates that the medieval landscape was shaped by both religious activity and everyday practical needs. The nunnery influenced the organisation of buildings, fields and resources, creating a landscape that reflected the priorities of the community living there. Although the medieval landscape has changed over time, archaeological remains still provide evidence of how people interacted with and shaped the area.

Archaeological Evidence and Interpretation
Archaeological evidence is an important part of understanding how Llanllyr developed and how its landscape changed over time. Excavation, survey work and recorded site information provide evidence of the different activities that took place at the site, from its medieval use as a nunnery to its later development as a post-medieval mansion. The archaeological investigations carried out by Murphy and Wilson have helped to identify features that contribute to our understanding of the organisation and development of the landscape.

[image: ]The archaeological evaluation at Llanllyr revealed evidence of surviving structures and features connected to the medieval nunnery and later occupation of the site. Building remains, foundations and other below-ground features provide information about how the site was arranged and how different areas may have been used(Murphy and Wilson, 2014). These remains allow archaeologists to consider the layout of the religious complex and how buildings related to the surrounding landscape. Coflein records also provide valuable information about the location and significance of archaeological features at Llanllyr, helping to place the site within its wider historical setting.Figure 2 - Archaeological dig at llanllyr - Toby Driver

As well as structural remains, landscape features such as earthworks and boundaries can provide evidence for past land use. These features can show how people organised space, managed resources and adapted the landscape to suit their needs. At Llanllyr, the relationship between the nunnery buildings and the surrounding agricultural land is particularly important, as the religious community would have depended on farming and land management for survival. Archaeological evidence therefore does not only reveal information about individual buildings but also about the wider landscape in which people lived and worked.
However, archaeology also has limitations when interpreting past landscapes. Not all features survive equally, meaning that some parts of Llanllyr’s history may be better represented than others. Organic materials, temporary structures and some forms of land use may leave little or no physical evidence. Because of this, archaeological interpretation relies on combining different types of evidence, including excavation results, historical records, maps and landscape analysis.
This approach links closely with Turner’s (2007) discussion of historic landscape characterisation, which argues that landscapes should be understood through the combination of different evidence sources to explore change over time(Turner, 2007). Archaeology is therefore not simply about identifying remains but about understanding how people interacted with their surroundings.
The preservation of these remains is also important, as archaeological landscapes are vulnerable to damage and loss. Jones (2007) highlights the need for careful management and protection of archaeological sites to ensure that evidence of past communities is not destroyed(Jones, 2007). For Llanllyr, protecting surviving features allows future research to continue and helps maintain the connection between the modern landscape and its historical development.

Historical Context
The Dissolution of the Monasteries during the sixteenth century was a major turning point in the development of Llanllyr’s landscape. Before this period, the site functioned as a religious landscape centred around the medieval Cistercian nunnery, with buildings, agricultural land and managed resources supporting the community. However, following the actions of Henry VIII and the closure of religious institutions across England and Wales, Llanllyr’s purpose and ownership changed significantly. Youings (2021) highlights that the Dissolution resulted in the removal of many monastic communities and caused major changes to the use and organisation of religious landscapes(Youings, 2021).
The closure of the nunnery did not mean that the landscape was abandoned. Instead, the land was adapted for new purposes, reflecting wider changes in ownership and land management during the post-medieval period. Evidence discussed by Murphy suggests that Llanllyr developed from a medieval religious site into a post-medieval mansion landscape. This demonstrates that landscapes are not replaced completely when their purpose changes; instead, earlier features often continue to influence later developments.
The transformation of Llanllyr after the Dissolution shows how historical events can alter the meaning and function of a place. The religious buildings and spaces that once supported a community of Cistercian nuns became part of a different landscape focused on private ownership and estate management. However, aspects of the earlier landscape, including the organisation of land and surviving archaeological features, continued to provide links with its medieval past.
This period is therefore important when characterising Llanllyr, as it represents a shift from a religious landscape to an estate landscape. The changes demonstrate how political and social events can directly influence the physical appearance of places. By combining archaeological evidence with historical sources, it is possible to understand not only what changed at Llanllyr but also how earlier patterns of land use continued to shape the landscape over time.

Post-Medieval
After the changes brought about by the Dissolution, the landscape at Llanllyr continued to develop through new patterns of land management and agricultural use. The post-medieval period saw greater emphasis placed on estate organisation, where land was structured around ownership, farming practices and the management of resources. The landscape was therefore shaped not only by buildings but also by the arrangement of fields, boundaries and wider areas of cultivation.
Archaeological evidence discussed by Murphy provides insight into the later development of Llanllyr and the relationship between the surviving structures and the surrounding landscape. The presence of a post-medieval mansion demonstrates how the site continued to be an important centre of activity, but the wider landscape also played an essential role in supporting the estate(Murphy, 2015). Fields, tracks and boundaries helped organise movement and agricultural production, creating a landscape that reflected the priorities of its owners and occupants.
[image: ]Figure 3 - Llanllyr mansion - Arthur Chater

The study of field systems is particularly useful when examining the development of Llanllyr. Williamson (2016) argues that agricultural landscapes are often the result of long-term processes, with field patterns developing through generations of use and adaptation(Williamson, 2016). This suggests that the agricultural landscape around Llanllyr may contain evidence of both medieval and later practices, showing continuity in how land was managed. Even when ownership and the function of the site changed, existing landscape features could continue to influence later development.
Turner (2007) highlights that historic landscapes should be understood as layers built up over time rather than as separate periods(Turner, 2007). This approach is valuable for Llanllyr because the modern landscape reflects a mixture of different influences, including medieval religious activity, post-medieval estate management and ongoing agricultural use. The survival of boundaries, archaeological features and landscape patterns allows archaeologists to investigate how people shaped the area across centuries.
Therefore, the post-medieval landscape of Llanllyr is significant because it demonstrates how landscapes evolve through gradual change. Rather than replacing the medieval landscape completely, later communities adapted existing spaces and created new patterns of land use that contributed to the character of Llanllyr today.

Llanllyr Today
The archaeological importance of Llanllyr extends beyond understanding its past, as the site also highlights the need to protect and manage historic landscapes today. Archaeological sites are not only valuable because of the remains they contain but also because they provide evidence for how people interacted with places over time. The surviving features at Llanllyr represent different stages of development, from the medieval nunnery to later estate and agricultural activity.
[image: ]Jones highlights that archaeological sites require careful management because they can be affected by natural processes, modern land use and human activity(Jones, 2007). This is particularly relevant for landscapes such as Llanllyr, where archaeological remains exist within an active rural environment. Protecting these features allows future research to continue and ensures that important evidence of past communities is not lost.Figure 4 - Llanllyr Country House and Gardens - Toby G. Driver

Landscape characterisation, as discussed by Turner, is useful in this process because it considers the wider setting of archaeological remains rather than focusing only on individual buildings or features(Turner, 2007). Understanding how different elements of the landscape connect helps to create a more complete picture of Llanllyr’s development. Therefore, studying and managing Llanllyr as a historic landscape allows its archaeological significance to be recognised while also supporting its continued use within the modern environment.

Conclusion 
This essay has shown that Llanllyr is a landscape shaped by many different periods of human activity, with each stage contributing to its modern character. The medieval Cistercian nunnery played a central role in creating a religious landscape where buildings, farmland and natural resources were carefully organised to support the community. Archaeological investigations by Murphy and Wilson have helped reveal how the site was structured and how evidence from buildings, earthworks and landscape features can be used to understand its development.
The Dissolution of the Monasteries created significant changes in the function and ownership of Llanllyr, but it did not completely remove the influence of the medieval landscape. Instead, later estate management and agricultural practices adapted existing spaces and created new layers of meaning. The continued presence of field systems, boundaries and archaeological remains demonstrates the long-term relationship between people and the landscape.
Overall, Llanllyr highlights the importance of landscape characterisation in archaeology, as it allows different types of evidence to be combined to understand change over time. By studying Llanllyr as a developing landscape rather than a single historical site, it becomes possible to appreciate the connections between past communities, land use and the environment.
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