A reflection on Strata Florida. 

[image: Strata Florida Abbey, Pontrhydfendigaid | Coflein]    A recent visit to Strata Florida, yielded an impressive and unforgettable experience. Strata Florida, or ‘Vale of Flowers’ In Latin, was founded in 1164 by the Cistercian movement and re-founded to where it now stands in 1184 with patronage of  the Lord Rhys of Deheubarth.[footnoteRef:1] The original site was an impressive 120 acres or more (fig.1) but it was downsized at various points over its history. Until it was destroyed in 1539.[footnoteRef:2] As a site you cannot help but be impressed not just by the scale of the ruins, but by how little is left. Throughout the site however, remnants of its former glory remain. The entrance boasts a grand archway with impressive stonework. It is the tallest part of the remains and gives hints on what it would have been like to walk through such an entrance in its 13th century glory days. Back then you would have seen down the nave to where the high altar stood,[footnoteRef:3] now your gaze is met only by the stumped walls left of its destruction.  [1:  David Austin, Jemma Bezant & Louise Barker, ‘The Archaeology of Abbey Wood, Strata Florida, Ceredigion, Wales’, Landscapes, 23.1 (2022) 1-47, p. 1.]  [2:  Ibid. p.1.]  [3:  Cadw, ‘Strata Florida Abbey’, https://cadw.gov.wales/visit/places-to-visit/strata-florida-abbey [accessed 22 Oct. 23].] 
Figure 1. Toby Driver, ‘colour oblique photo of Strata Florida’, https://coflein.gov.uk/en/site/95764/images [accessed 22 October 2023].


    Still however, despite its ruined state, in the foothills of the immense Cambrian mountains, it does not feel small. Instead, the site rings with its significance. Climbing the nearby mountains to view the structure from above, you have a true sense of the grandeur and significance that the monastery held. Growing up rurally in the Shropshire Hills myself, I am no stranger to walking in similar landscapes. However, with the abbey below me, strewn out across a wide area of flat land, and myself high above it, surrounded by Welsh mountains, the experience was truly raw and powerful. Towards the sea stretched out the monks’ trod, a route of pilgrimage to the abbey still travelled today. A large monument to this trail overlooks the site, (fig. 2.) covered from head to foot in sheep wool blown by the winds. It is a reminder of the land still used for farming today. A museum of sorts exists at the site, dedicated to the historic abandoned farm of Mynachlog Fawr. Built sometime in the 1670s, it was abandoned in the 20th century.[footnoteRef:4] It was bought by the Strata Florida Trust in 2016 with the aims of restoring the buildings and teaching the rich past the site has to offer. In one of the buildings, a collection of items used on the farm is kept, providing a fascinating insight into the human lives of the inhabitants. On the other side of the track from this museum lies the site of an ongoing archaeological excavation, also run by the trust. The dig is a perfect example of modern community archaeology, the aims of the trust being inclusivity and cultural.[footnoteRef:5]  [4:  Strata Florida Trust, ‘About Us’, https://www.strataflorida.org.uk/about.html [accessed 22 October 2023].]  [5:  Strata Florida Trust, ‘Archaeology Field School’,<https://www.strataflorida.org.uk/archaeology-field-school.html>  [accessed 22 October 2023].] 


    With the prospect of pre-Cistercian origins being uncovered at the dig site, and the much later farm of Mynachlog Fawr. The Abbey is truly set in time as well as place. The site is truly timeless, a [image: A pilgrimage walk to Strata Florida | National Churches Trust]centrepiece of Welsh culture and of the landscape it sits in. You are surrounded by History in the heart of Ceredigion. The nearby iron age hillfort of Pen y Bannau, also overlooking the incredible landscape, adds further layers of depth. We are just another iteration in the history of this landscape, We tread the paths and view the hills just as humans for thousands of years have done. Sitting atop the hill overlooking the abbey, I could not help but feel small, not just in size but in time. One afternoon spent at the site of Strata Florida pales in comparison to the rich history displayed in the area. Figure 2. Guided Pilgrimage, < https://www.nationalchurchestrust.org/explore/do/experience/our-experiences/pilgrimage-walk-strata-florida> [accessed 22 October  2023].


    The Archaeological importance of the site is tangible and clear. The experience opened up for me the feeling of belonging within a timeless landscape. Archaeology at its best leaves you in a sense of wonder. Amidst the human development and fascinating rich history, a well of questions and curiosity opened in my mind. A desire to know and understand the people who built and inhabited the structures they left behind. This to me is what archaeology is about. It grounds you in your heritage while opening your mind to curiosity about the human story. To exist within such a landscape and to appreciate both the natural and cultural beauty of it, is to truly be human. The people who inhabited this land spoke a range of different languages, held different religious beliefs, lived in different communities, however all were linked by their human experience. Whether it was the enchanting native woodland of Coed y Bont, the impressive Cambrian mountains, or indeed the structures of communities gone by. They, like me, were surrounded in both nature and time. That is what is truly beautiful about Strata Florida and what makes it such an incredible experience. It is in many ways, an intersection of humanity. It allows the beholder to see a cross section of history, and to appreciate the past and present, not as words in a book, but as vividly human and empathic.
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