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This essay summarises my experience at the Cistercian Abbey of Strata Florida or Abaty Ystrad Fflur (Coflein, 2021).  It is written through my limited perspective and knowledge as a first-year archaeology student and will summarise what I learned, what impacted me the most, and my concluding thoughts.
The location was beautiful, peaceful, and atmospheric, with the Cambrian mountains and surrounding iron and bronze age sites, the grade 2 listed Mynachlog Fawr farmhouse, and the pilgrim statue (Pics 1 & 2) situated on a high hill overlooking the Abbey (BBC, 2022). I can understand why the Cistercians chose this area with its fertile land to thrive financially and tranquillity to pursue their faith and traditional order. As a proud Welsh native, I feel ashamed to admit I had limited knowledge of Strata Florida.
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Ongoing archaeological work, with the recent exciting news of radiocarbon dating, supports an earlier settlement (Pic 3). The enthusiasm of those involved in the archaeology was infectious and inspired me to be involved. Indications of Abbey materials being repurposed by the farm buildings reflect the changing landscape over time (Pic 4).
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The visitor centre's IT facilities were incredibly helpful in visualising and bringing to life the changes the site underwent over the centuries (Pic 5). The back room felt familiar and comforting, as my family had owned a small farm for generations.
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Description automatically generated]The Abbey was established in 1164 under the Anglo-Norman Lord, Richard De Clare.  The motherhouse was in Whitland (Pics 6, 7, 8 & 9), founded in 1140 and established in 1151 (Burton & Stober, 2015, pp. 218). This period was turbulent, and Lord Rhys became patron of Strata Florida in 1165 (Monastic Wales, 2023).  








Walking through the gates into the stunning Strata Florida Abbey ruins, the sense of culture, peace, and grandeur immediately struck me. The Romanesque West doorway (Pic 10) stood imposingly before me, adding to the inspiring atmosphere. Examining the cross-bands that appear to be Celtic designs (Pic 11), I realised that the monks' Christian faith did not prevent them from acknowledging the ancient Welsh pagan culture surrounding them. It changed my [image: A collage of a stone arch

Description automatically generated]preconceptions of this period, and I appreciated their open-mindedness.




[image: A collage of a stone structure

Description automatically generated]The Monks Choir has a stone basin in the ground (Pics 12 & 13), possibly for baptism, pre-dating the Abbey's construction. Christianity appeared here in the late 5th to early 6th century (Coppack, 2023).


  

                                                                  
The chapels displayed exquisite fourteenth-century floor tiles (Pics 14 & 15) and traces of painted wall plaster (Robinson and Platt, 2007, p.49). The tiles include fleur de lis, heraldic shields, griffins, and "the man with a mirror," indicating vanity (Castle Wales, 2009). The designs and assortment of colours allowed me to visualise how incredible the interior of the Abbey must have been and added to my overall impression of how the whole building must have looked. The Abbey is a tactile place which stimulates the senses, allowing the visitor to see and touch the different textures of the ruins. It is hard to imagine the scale of the site, with most of the walls barely above knee height, and it is essential to have an open mind and use all the senses to understand.
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Description automatically generated with medium confidence]The Chapter House contained a grave slab that, when excavated, had at least twelve skulls (Pic 16). It was customary for dignitaries to be buried in this room (Robinson and Platt, 2007, p. 53-55). This room had an aura of importance and reverence, even though little physical evidence remained.
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Description automatically generated]Outside the Chapter House is a row of nine Gravestones belonging to the princes and descendants of Lord Rhys (Pics 17 & 18). 






All this information surprised me, and I found it quite disconcerting that this hugely important site was relatively unknown.  Unfortunately, although the human remains are in situ, the markers and slabs were replicas, with the originals (Pics 19) held at St. Fagans Museum, which is only currently displaying three of them (Amgueddfa Cymry, 2023). It is concerning and wrong to disregard something that is relatively unknown and does not receive the respect it deserves. I found this upsetting, as my family is from what would have been Deheubarth, where there is a proud Welsh culture and identity. Shockingly, there is no protection from the elements, and people can stand on the graves. The only indication of the site's importance is two notice boards. My research shows that they were initially interred in the Chapter House, which was reduced in size, and the walls were removed in the thirteenth century (Robinson and Platt, 2007, p. 55).
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St Mary's Church stands next to the Abbey, and beneath a 700-year-old yew tree in the graveyard is a grave marker for Dafydd ap Gwilym (Pics 20 & 21) (Coflein, 2021). However, I found this less intriguing since Talley Abbey also asserts that Dafydd is buried there.
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Leaning against the rear of the church (Pic 22) was an ancient grave marker (Pic 23). Considering this, the stone basin and the new carbon dating mentioned earlier, you have circumstantial evidence of an earlier Christian site. I enjoyed using my previous occupational experience to analyse the evidence and draw conclusions. This site is full of intriguing details and continues to raise more questions.
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In conclusion, I can understand why the Abbey is of national cultural importance with its history of support for Welsh independence, identity, and community, including the Owain Glyndwr rebellion, leading to several painful conflicts with the English crown and eventual dissolution by Henry 8th (Robinson and Platt, 2007, p. 30-31). Some of the earliest Welsh texts were created there, including Brut y Tywysogion, parts of the Mabinogion (CADW, 2023), the Hendregadredd and White Book of Rhydderch Manuscripts (Strata Florida, 2023).  The trip has inspired me to research more of this period, including visiting Whitland and Talley Abbeys. I have discovered that Lord Rhys was Gwenllian of Kidwelly's son, whose story I already appreciated as a Carmarthenshire native (Cadw, 2013).  The appropriation of the gravestones by the National Museum felt very personal to me, and I questioned the importance of ethics, heritage, and the Welsh Government’s motives for doing this.  Why did they have to be moved to Cardiff, where travel for most of the Welsh population is arduous?  It also strengthened my decision to study Archaeology at 54 years old and the realisation that the life and career skills I have attained are of value for this discipline.  
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Pic 3, Archaeological site Pic 4, Repurposed Abbey material
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Pic 5, Visitor Centre
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Pic 6, Whitland Abbey
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Pic 10, (West doorway) Pic 11, Cross-bands
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Pic 12, (Stone basin) Pic 13, (View towards West door
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Pic 14, (Chapel & Floor tiles) Pic 15, (Floor tiles)
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Pic 17, (Gravestones) Pic 18, (Gravestones)
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Pic 19, (Original gravestones, held at the National Museum Wales)
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Pic 20 (Yew Tree & Grave marker) Pic 21 (Grave marker)
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Pic 22 (Rear of St Mary’s Church) Pic 23 (Ancient Grave marker)
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