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                      Landscape Characterisation. Llanllyr, Talsarn.


Abstract-
 This essay looks at approaches to understanding the landscape. It then discusses Mesolithic people and their cultural impact, considering the climatic changes these people lived through, with particular attention to Llanllyr. It concludes with an understanding of what human activity is being revealed by the archaeological investigation of this site.


 Landscape can be seen as a ‘backdrop’ to human activity that is interpreted by any artifacts found, with a focus on an exploitative relationship of natural resources. Although useful, this fails to recognise the meaning it has for people. We can seek to understand landscape in a more complex way- as a relationship between people and land [footnoteRef:1].  [1:  McFadyen, Lesley. "Temporary spaces in the Mesolithic and Neolithic: understanding landscapes." BLACKWELL STUDIES IN GLOBAL ARCHAEOLOGY 11 (2008): 121.] 

 Site catchment analysis considers the distribution of activities around a location, in a ‘law of diminishing returns’, regarding the distance resources are transported. A development of this considers a site to be part of a wider landscape, connected to other sites, such as Llanllyr being in the wet-lands between the coast and upper reaches of the river Aeron.  A dynamic landscape model considers the effort needed to gather resources, such as canoeing compared to walking [footnoteRef:2]. This temporal understanding of landscape is considered as part of a complex way of life [footnoteRef:3].  [2:  Ibid.]  [3:  Ibid.] 




                                  Mesolithic people and their impact.
 Ian Simmons states the Mesolithic period marks the beginning of human-directed ecosystems [footnoteRef:4]. This is revealed through spreads of charcoal indicating fire use for clearing land, microliths and flint waste, also evidence of feeding deer (ivy) as management of animal populations[footnoteRef:5]. [4:  Simmons, Ian G., “The Mid-Holocene Ecological History of the Moorlands of England and Wales and Its Relevance for Conservation,” Environmental Conservation, 17.1 (1990), 61–69]  [5:  Ibid.] 

 Coastal inundation means much evidence of Mesolithic activity has been lost [footnoteRef:6]. However, waterlogged conditions along rivers and lakes such as the Star Carr site provide one of the richest sources of material [footnoteRef:7].  [6:  Schulting, Rick J., and Michael P. Richards, “Finding the Coastal Mesolithic in Southwest Britain: AMS Dates and Stable Isotope Results on Human Remains from Caldey Island, South Wales,” Antiquity, 76.294 (2002)]  [7:  Star Carr Early Mesolithic Settlement Site. Historic England Research Records 2024.] 

                     [image: ]
Fig 1.  An artist’s reconstruction of life at Star Carr, From Return to Star Carr: Discovering the true size of a Mesolithic settlement.
  Star Carr sits on a peninsula extending into Lake Flixton. Carbon dating has established occupation around 11000BP. Timber platforms are the earliest example of carpentry with stone tools in Europe[footnoteRef:8]. Other large structures are revealed by flintwork and post holes. The artifacts indicate hunting provided food, but also materials used for handicrafts, such as antlers and bones. Carnivores and rodents were hunted for pelts rather than food. Knapping produced tools such as axes, adzes, microliths, scrapers and burins showing mastery over the environment[footnoteRef:9], and revealing the Mesolithic to be a complex “culturally rich and dynamic time” [footnoteRef:10].  The scale and semi-persistence of the settlement suggests a base from which people would travel, being sited between areas of useful resources [footnoteRef:11]. [8:  Ibid.]  [9:  Star Carr Early Mesolithic Settlement Site. Historic England Research Records 2024.]  [10:  Milner, Nicky, Chantal Conneller, and Barry Taylor, Star Carr. Volume 1, A Persistent Place in a Changing World (Sheffield, England ; White Rose University Press, 2018]  [11:  McFadyen, Lesley. "Temporary spaces in the Mesolithic and Neolithic: understanding landscapes." BLACKWELL STUDIES IN GLOBAL ARCHAEOLOGY 11 (2008): 121.] 

 Mesolithic human remains have been found in other areas of the UK, including the Cheddar Man discovered in 1903. The conditions of Gough’s cave allowed preservation of DNA- his head reconstructed reveals a man similar to the population across Europe 10,000 BP [footnoteRef:12].  [12:  Lotzof, K. Cheddar Man: Mesolithic Britain’s blue-eyed boy. Natural History Museum. 2024.] 


             [image: ]
                                       Fig 2. reconstruction of the head of Cheddar man 10,000BP   



       
                                                   Climate change.

 The end of the Ice Age marked the start of the Holocene when inhospitable landscapes became full of life[footnoteRef:13]. Scrub and grassland established the landscape, with wet-land and aquatic vegetation claiming the waterways. Beavers, pike and perch inhabited these, with waterfowl visiting on migration[footnoteRef:14].  Deciduous mixed forest developed across the UK replacing the Birch and Pine, particularly below 500m. Breaks in the tree cover would be found due to senescence, lightening strike, wind throw and paludification[footnoteRef:15], but otherwise the forest was dense. It sheltered roe deer, aurochs, wild boar and elk with pine marten, wild cat, badgers, fox and hares [footnoteRef:16].  [13:  Return to Star Carr: Discovering the true size of a Mesolithic settlement. Current Archaeology.Aug 6, 2013.]  [14: Milner, Nicky, Chantal Conneller, and Barry Taylor, Star Carr. Volume 1, A Persistent Place in a Changing World (Sheffield, England ; White Rose University Press, 2018]  [15:  Simmons, Ian G., “The Mid-Holocene Ecological History of the Moorlands of England and Wales and Its Relevance for Conservation,” Environmental Conservation, 17.1 (1990), 61–69]  [16:  Return to Star Carr: Discovering the true size of a Mesolithic settlement. Current Archaeology.Aug 6, 2013.] 

                 [image: ]
                            Fig  3. Temperature changes. Climate Change in the Holocene period.

 Continued climate change meant the Holocene was not one uniform period, but a time of diversity. Regional differences in Mesolithic culture tell of adaptations to different environments across Britain[footnoteRef:17]. Arriving from North-west Europe they had a versatile way of life. Stone tool technology emphasised flexibility, with management of vegetation and sophisicated architecture enabling people to expand across this landscape. As they travelled and developed circuits, temporary sites would be established, with some sites becaming larger, occupied for longer, and revisited numerous times[footnoteRef:18]. [17:  Milner, Nicky, Chantal Conneller, and Barry Taylor, Star Carr. Volume 1, A Persistent Place in a Changing World (Sheffield, England ; White Rose University Press, 2018]  [18:  Ibid.] 

                                                                         

                                           Mesolithic activity in Wales.            
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        Fig 4. Exploring the submerged landscapes of Prehistoric Wales. Dyfed archaeology.
 
 Although settlement may have been coastal, some evidence of land use is found inland - as seen in the map above [footnoteRef:19]. [19:  Mesolithic Wales. Dyfed archaeology. 2024.] 

[bookmark: _Hlk164877893] Bone preservation is rare in Wales due to the acidic conditions, however Mesolithic bone fragments from Caldey Island and nearby mainland sites have given insights into diet, determined through isotope analysis of bone collagen. This reveals some individuals with a high level of marine diet, others showing a mixed diet of marine and terrestrial sources, and some a minimal reliance on marine foods [footnoteRef:20] indicating a wide adaptability to the emerging environments.        [20:  Schulting, Rick J., and Michael P. Richards, “Finding the Coastal Mesolithic in Southwest Britain: AMS Dates and Stable Isotope Results on Human Remains from Caldey Island, South Wales,” Antiquity, 76.294 (2002), ] 


                                            The Mesolithic coastline.                                          [image: ]
            Fig 5. From A Geographical Summary of the Stories and their Geological Context
[bookmark: _Hlk164437595]  A seabed core at Aberaeron shows freshwater peat at 20m under the current sea level dating 10,000BP, with signs of an increase in saltmarsh indicating approaching marine conditions [footnoteRef:21]. Only after 5,000BP did most of Cardigan Bay become underwater. The submerged forest at Borth, with preserved footprints, a Neolithic stone hearth and antlers tell of human activity in a very different environment [footnoteRef:22]. The peat beds 30m below sea level at Barry contain Neolithic flint artifacts and remains of mammals no longer living in Wales [footnoteRef:23]. Cardigan bay would have been a transport link with Ireland, evidenced by burial monuments, polished stone axes and later ogham/runic stones being in common between Wales, Ireland and Scotland [footnoteRef:24].      [21:  Brummage,S. Mesolithic-Neolithic landscapes in Ceredigion:a new site at Llanllyr. Prep.]  [22:  Bates, M. 2024. Reflections in the water: some thoughts on people and landscapes in the Irish Sea basin. Portalis Project.]  [23:  Howells, M F. 2007. British regional geology: Wales. Keyworth, Nottingham: British Geological Survey.]  [24:  Bates, M. 2024. Reflections in the water: some thoughts on people and landscapes in the Irish Sea basin. Portalis Project.] 


                                         Llanllyr. Creation and climate.

             [image: ]
              Fig 6. Image courtesy of M.Bates Fieldwork and excavation presentation, 2024

 The valley from Llanllyr to the coast at Aberaeron was deepened by glacial action 30,000BP, with a lake created at Felinfach, which gradually infilled with meltwater deposited sediments[footnoteRef:25]. We saw this in Tr8 particularly in 2022- see Fig 7. [25:  Brummage,S. Mesolithic-Neolithic landscapes in Ceredigion:a new site at Llanllyr. Prep.] 

         [image: ]                  [image: ]
                                        Fig 7.  Trench 8 on Mound 1, 2022. Photos authors own.
 The mounds at Llanllyr were created by periglacial ground ice heave [footnoteRef:26] due to water freezing within silt and expanding, creating an upward movement [footnoteRef:27]. These mounds were then covered by gravel and silts washed down from the melting glacier. The islands were set in an area of wet-land, similar to Cors Caron now. [26:  Brummage,S. Mesolithic-Neolithic landscapes in Ceredigion:a new site at Llanllyr. Perp.]  [27:  Murton,J. Frost Heave. Encylopedia of Geology (Second Edition)2021. Volume 2.] 
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[bookmark: _Hlk164602406]                                          Fig. 8. Cors Caron. Natural Resource Wales. 2024.
 The changing climate is confirmed in the geoarchaeology revealed during this dig. Stratifcation in several trenches displayed evidence of repeated weather events. Tr 13 shows bands of peat indicating stable growth periods long enough to create top soil, followed by flooding of water slow enough to drop silt in significant amounts. This was repeated more than once.
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                                       Fig 9. Tr 13.  Sediment/Peat horizons. 2024.
 The force of water needed to cut through the orange silt in Tr14 must have been considerable, and the sediment deposited on top reveals much slower water conditions soon after. This suggests at least one major flood of power and volume followed by more sedate conditions.
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                         Fig 10. Tr 14.  Cutting through to gravel and depositing events. 2024.
 Tr 10 N revealed polygon cracking in the sediment with soil infilling the cracks, indicating drought conditions allowing bare sediment to be exposed to intense sun.
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                                   Fig 11. Tr 10 S. Polygon cracking in sedimant. 2024.
 
                                          Human activity in Llanllyr.

 Living in the valley during this time of climatic change, people had an adaptable relationship with the land. Dealing with rising and falling water the environment would vary considerably.  Activity was on a seasonal circuit, following migrating birds and fluctuation in resource provision [footnoteRef:28], part of a culturally complex life [footnoteRef:29], that possibly overlapped the Neolithic [footnoteRef:30]. [28:  Return to Star Carr: Discovering the true size of a Mesolithic settlement. Current Archaeology.Aug 6, 2013.]  [29:  Milner, Nicky, Chantal Conneller, and Barry Taylor, Star Carr. Volume 1, A Persistent Place in a Changing World (Sheffield, England ; White Rose University Press, 2018]  [30:  Brummage,S. Mesolithic-Neolithic landscapes in Ceredigion:a new site at Llanllyr . Prep.] 

 Evidence of this relationship is found in the artifacts and features. Llanllyr has produced utilised flint flakes, a polished axe head, and flint debitage indicating significant activity [footnoteRef:31]. The flints from Tr10 N are of two colours- brown and red- indicating at least two flint cores have been worked. The pattern of the scatter will be plotted and analysed and depending on the distribution of large and small flakes, it might suggest whether one core has been worked, or several. [31:  Ibid.
] 
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Fig 12. Lithic distribution Tr 10. 2022. Courtesy of Sammantha Brummage. Mesolithic-Neolithic landscapes in Ceredigion:a new site at Llanllyr.

 Adding the finds from this year extends the picture, most flints being found in Tr10 N. 
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Fig 13. Lithic distribution Tr 10 plus N and S.   2024. Photo authors own.
  In 2022 the charcoal from Tr10 was dated to Early Neolithic- 4840+/-30BP [footnoteRef:32]. This year the charcoal from the firepit will be dated and being in the same context as the flint scatter on Tr10 N it could give a date for the knapping events. Incorporated with the dates from the peat horizons in Tr13 the contours of the land here will become more apparent. [32:  Brummage,S. Mesolithic-Neolithic landscapes in Ceredigion:a new site at Llanllyr. Prep.
] 

 The edge of the marsh has been plotted along the S/E edge by the Test Pits. Bore Holes last year revealed the Mesolithic peat horizon 3.85m below current soil level at the far end of the transect from Mound 1. This indicates a larger island and steeper drop to the marsh edge than is apparent today. Instead of the grazing land we now have, the range of environments across this landscape made it a luxuriant place, populated by many fish, animal and plant species. The pollen results from the Bore Holes indicate Birch, Oak, Hazel, Willow, grasses and spores of ferns and sphagnum moss [footnoteRef:33] however this can be misleading as water will carry pollen from a wide area, which will accumulate in valley sediments.  [33:  Bates, M. Fieldwork and excavation presentation, 2024.] 
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[bookmark: _Hlk164846266]Fig 14. Courtesy of M. Bates. Fieldwork and excavation presentation, 2024

 Each fragment of information slowly builds an understanding of the landscape, and the way humans interacted with it. As the picture grows it will inform the choices for excavation in the years to follow.

  Summary.
 Understanding the landscape at Llanllyr as a relationship between the land and the culturally complex Mesolithic people, the evidence of artifacts and features demonstrates some of their involvement. Many activities leave no mark, but reading the traces of charcoal and flint, peat horizons and sediments, a picture of the valley as a very different place emerges. The absence of tools more likely used in a settlement, may suggest this area of resources was used in an ephemeral way [footnoteRef:34]. Living through a time of climate instability, the conditions in the valley changed repeatedly, which would influence activity. Water would make transport over distance possible, and being in the Aeron valley a connection with the coast is likely. [34:  Brummage,S. Mesolithic-Neolithic landscapes in Ceredigion:a new site at Llanllyr. Prep.] 

 Although the search for a settlement site continues, it is substantially proven that this beautiful valley was host to people since the Mesolithic/Neolithic, lighting fires, working flints, gathering resources- using all the ingenuity available to us humans to thrive.
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