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Valle Crucis Abbey in Denbighshire, also known as Abaty Glyn Y Groes in Welsh, belonged to the Cistercian order.[footnoteRef:1] These monks were also known as ‘White Monks’ due to the colour of their habits. This caused some unrest as some others believed that they were too close to attempting to impersonate Jesus as white was a colour associated with him due to the connotations of peace. Abbot Robert from the Benedictine Molesme commune was the instigator of the order as a result of wanting a simpler way of monastic life. However, it was Bernard of Clairvaux, from around 1112, who changed the order into the one that captivated medieval Europe. In 1131 the Cistercians arrived in Wales and founded Tintern Abbey, the second monastery belonging to the order in the whole of Britain, bringing Cistercian life to the country that Valle Crucis Abbey would share. Cistercians wanted to return to the basic ideas of the Rule of St Benedict and returned to making manual labour an important part of their day. This led to each Cistercian abbey having a group of lay-brothers in addition to the monks, who helped make the community self-sufficient. Each Cistercian abbey was inspected annually to ensure the desired standards were met, and all abbots were required to attend the annual General Chapter at Cîteaux Abbey, near Dijon, France. The nearest Cistercian abbeys to Valle Crucis are Basingwerk and Strata Marcella.[footnoteRef:2] [1:  Site details: Valle Crucis [accessed 16 November 2025]]  [2:  The Monastic Orders: Cistercian [accessed 16 November 2025]] 


Valle Crucis Abbey was founded as a dedication to the Virgin Mary in January 1201 by Madog ap Gruffudd Maelor, ruler of the Welsh principality of Powys[footnoteRef:3], lord of Iâl, who died in 1236. He was buried in the abbey in accordance with tradition. It was a daughter house of the aforementioned Strata Marcella Abbey.[footnoteRef:4] Maelor succeeded his father in 1191 with his brother Owen and after his brother’s death in 1197, became the sole ruler of Powys north of the Rhaeadr and the Tanat, meaning he already had a large amount of power when he founded Valle Crucis Abbey. His cousin was Llywelyn ap Iorwerth, also known as Llywelyn the Great. The cousins had a changing relationship over years, especially due to Llywelyn’s political career, but did ultimately remain loyal until the end.[footnoteRef:5] This could mean that Llywelyn had an influence over the abbey as around the turn of the century when it was founded, he restored the undivided sovereignty of his grandfather over the whole of Gwynedd, including Merioneth and Penllyn.[footnoteRef:6] [3:  dhi.ac.uk/cistercians/abbeys/valle_crucis.php [accessed 16 November 2025]]  [4:  Site details: Valle Crucis [accessed 16 November 2025]]  [5:  MADOG ap GRUFFYDD (died 1236) lord of Powys | Dictionary of Welsh Biography [accessed 16 November 2025]]  [6:  LLYWELYN ap IORWERTH (or 'Llywelyn the Great', often styled 'Llywelyn I', though in strictness the first prince of that name was Llywelyn ap Seisyll; 1173-1240, prince of Gwynedd | Dictionary of Welsh Biography [accessed 16 November 2025]] 


Valle Crucis Abbey was likely founded in order to give the monks in the rural area of the north of Wales a place of dedicated worship and a self-sufficient lifestyle. When there was a surplus of their products, it would also mean it could serve the nearby community of Llangollen. At the time of foundation, thirteen monks and an abbot arrived from Strata Marcella, near Welshpool, and building work began almost immediately. The monks were granted access to extensive grazing lands for their flocks and herds on the granges at Mwstwr and Buddugre and also held arable fields, water meadows and woodland areas.[footnoteRef:7] [7:  dhi.ac.uk/cistercians/abbeys/valle_crucis.php [accessed 16 November 2025]] 


Valle Crucis Abbey name is Latin for ‘Valley of the Cross’, after the rich landscape where it is located. The valley itself took its name from the ninth-century Pillar of Eilseg, a memorial cross which stands near to the site of the abbey, which was built as a monument to the former kings of Powys, whose armed intervention contributed to the maintenance of Welsh independence after the Norman Conquest of 1066.[footnoteRef:8] This could be significant as it is likely that the aforementioned abbeys’ founder Maelor was descended from these former kings, meaning that it is likely that the location was chosen in recognition and to honour the ancestors. The valley is beneath the Clwydian Range mountains, meaning that on the one hand, the site of the abbey could be overlooked by any invaders in the area, but on the other hand, it could mean that the monks and lay-brothers could climb the slopes and keep lookout. Being in the bottom of a valley could also pose some structural issues. The river Eglwyseg the abbey is built next to will have flooded over the years, which will have likely overrun into the abbey grounds, likely leading to destruction and damp issues and then further health issues if exposed for too long. Further to this, any run-off rainwater from the slopes after heavy rain may have contributed and exacerbated this issue. On the other hand, the slopes may have provided protection from harsh winds, leading a slightly warmer climate for the monastery. [8:  dhi.ac.uk/cistercians/abbeys/valle_crucis.php [accessed 16 November 2025]] 


Valle Crucis Abbey had a long history over approximately 300 years of its running before the dissolution. One significant event was a fire circa 1236[footnoteRef:9], the same year that the aforementioned founder died. This destroyed much of what had been built, even staining some of the stonework a deep red.[footnoteRef:10]
Another significant event was when the abbot in 1274 wrote to the pope in support of Llywelyn ap Gruffudd[footnoteRef:11], also known as Llywelyn the Last. This was significant for one reason as Llywelyn was a relative of the founder and his cousin, likely showing that loyalties had manged to last for multiple generations between the abbey and the family. This was seemingly thanked when Llywelyn loaned the community £40 on 11 December 1282[footnoteRef:12], signifying a continuing positive relationship. [9:  Details | 95205 | Site | Coflein [accessed 16 November 2025]]  [10:  dhi.ac.uk/cistercians/abbeys/valle_crucis.php [accessed 16 November 2025]]  [11:  Valle Crucis- details of Allegiance, 1274 [accessed 16 November 2025]]  [12:  Valle Crucis- details of Loan, 1282, 11 December [accessed 16 November 2025]] 

The most significant event after its foundation was its dissolution around the end of 1536 under the instruction of King Henry VIII. Anything of value was sold off at auction and the abbot received a pension of £23, and the site passed into private ownership.[footnoteRef:13] This was highly significant as it signalled the end of monastic life not just for Valle Crucis or across Wales, but across the whole United Kingdom. [13:  Valle Crucis- details of Dissolution, c.1537 [accessed 16 November 2025]] 
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