Landscape Characterisation Llanllyr, Talsarn
Image 1: Talsarn village, and Llanllyr mansion and gardens. (Driver, 2015)
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The earliest known period of activity at the site of Llanllyr is the Mesolithic. However, this landscape characterisation will focus primarily on the Priory of Cistercian Nuns. The Priory of Cistercian Nuns was founded in c.1180 by Lord Rhys ap Gruffyd as a daughter house to Strata Florida which sits at the foothills of the Cambrian Mountains 15 miles to the east (Lewes, 1971 and Discover Ceredigion, 2026). The nunnery was in use as a religious building until the dissolution under Henry VII in 1535.  After dissolution, some of the nunnery may have been converted into the house or farm buildings. This Tudor era house was in use until 1830 when it was replaced with the current house. The site is currently a working farm and previously housed a water bottling plant. There are also nineteenth century farm buildings to the west of the current house (Murphy, et al. 2017).
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Image 2: General view of Aeron valley around Llanllyr and old infilled glacial lake (Portalis, 2026 a)

The site of Llanllyr is situated in the Aeron Valley in West Wales in the county of Ceredigion.  The Aeron Valley was formed through glacial activity and there is currently an infilled glacial lake on the site (Portalis, 2026 b). Llanllyr house (SN 542559) is on a river terrace a few meters above the floodplain of the River Aeron and c.68 metres above sea level (Murphy, et al.2017)

In 1891, on the 1st edition 25" OS Map for Ceredigion, National Grid Reference SN 5426 5604, a Chapel is recorded. It is unclear whether this is related to the Nunnery, it appears on the map to the south of the stream that still runs south-east, north-west through the site. Traces of the chapel/church and cemetery enclosure were still supposably visible in the late 19th century. Another proposed site of the Cistercian Nunnery, is SN 5420 5605, the supposed site of the earlier 16th century mansion with the c.1830 house being built 200 metres to the south-east (Murphy and Page, 2012). There are conflicting accounts on the specific location of the Nunnery and if the c.1830 house was built on top of or to the side of the earlier Tudor house.  
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Little is known about medieval female religious communities due to a lack of sources and material, as well as poor economic impact locally. The extremely small amount of known female religious communities also proves difficult especially in Wales as there were only three established houses for Cistercian women (Curran, 2018). For many years, due to this lack of evidence, it was easy for historians to say the Cistercians neglected women, treated them with suspicion or outright rejected them. However, a 1213 statute is the earliest known incorporating nuns into the Order. Contradicting this, a 1228 statute states that no Monasteries of Nuns were built in the name of or under the jurisdiction of the Order. This meant the General Chapter takes no responsibility for spiritual care or visitation, this isolated these communities. This is only one interpretation of the 1228 statute. For the Cistercians, the early 12th century was a time of experimentation. There was a lack of guidelines during this time and Nunneries built in this period experienced more freedom than those built later on in the 13th century when the Order and Papacy began paying more attention to religious women (Freeman, 2012). 

One aspect of the Cistercian Order that is well known is the foundation mythology of taming the wilderness. Typology may have played a part in this narrative especially in Wales due to the terrain and small population (Lewes, 1971). For the Llanllyr Nunnery, this is clear to see as it is situated in the Aeron Valley surrounded by hills (Portalis, 2026 b). However, location may not be the sole designator of wilderness. Solitude and isolation are also important to the Order along with engagement with the world which was viewed as equally important. One way this engagement happened was material support given by the lay people in return for prayers. Monasteries and Nunneries were vitally important as burial places for local communities (Lewes, 1971).

To combat the lack of evidence, a new approach of prosopography is being used to explore female religious communities. Prosopography utilises family history including naming patterns, demography and individual’s relationships to others and their community. Female heads of houses and office holders were not exclusively aristocratic; merit and experience contributed to their positions. These women could have been recruited from local prominent families, but proof is difficult to obtain as many are not mentioned in family documents (Curran, 2018).


The Priory of Cistercian Nuns at Llanllyr was founded by Lord Rhys ap Gruffyd in c.1180 as a daughter house to the Monastery at Strata Florida 15 miles to the east (Discover Ceredigion, 2026). It is believed that there were 16 Nuns at Lllanllyr Nunnery, many of noble birth. Yet by its suppression in 1536, there was approximately half of the original number of Nuns.  In 1488, the Abbess, Margaret, granted leases in Lampeter, as it was owned by the Priory.  The leases show involvement within the local community (Lewes, 1971). Poetry has also been a source linking these religious women to the outside communities. In the mid 15th century, a poem written on behalf of Annes, Abbess of LLanllyr, may show connections to the royal court or family connection to Sir William Herbert Earl of Pembroke reinforcing the belief that Llanllyr had Nuns of noble birth (Curran, 2018). The Ecclesiastical Valuation undertaken on the orders of King Henry VIII in 1535 valued it at £57.5.4. To compare, Strata Florida’s valuation was £118 this shows Llanllyr was significantly smaller or in more disrepair than its mother house (Lewes, 1971). 

At its dissolution, ownership passed to the crown who leased it to John Henry ap Rhydderch of Kidwelly in 1537, however he was unable to pay. In 1553, it was leased to William Sackville and John Dudley (who was beheaded a year later for involvement in a treason plot against Queen Mary I). The ownership of the land changed hands many times between the dissolution of the Priory in1535 and 1720 when the Lewes family came into ownership and continue to own the land (Lewes, 1971). Parts of the current mansion may have incorporated parts of the Nunnery, unfortunately visibly there are no remaining medieval buildings or earthworks. (Murphy and Page, 2012 and Murphy et al. 2017). There is also little documentary evidence for the exact location of the Priory, but it is believed to be to the west and north of the current house. The location of the Priory is debated as seen in the location section above (Murphy et al. 2017).  
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Pre-dating the Priory of Nuns, there is a late 8th or early 9th century inscribed stone which states the donation of the land to the Church with Christian imagery of crosses. In 2000, a geographical survey of the pasture field was done in an attempt to locate the Priory. It showed nothing of interest and was redone in 2014 showing again nothing except a faint linear feature. These investigations have failed to provide conclusive evidence of the exact location of the medieval nunnery (Murphy, et al. 2017). However, it is still believed that the Priory may be located to the south-east of the site of the current house.  Owners state that a large stone-built arched drain runs from the present house towards the River Aeron (Murphy and Page, 2012). 

Investigations at Llanllyr have provided very little in the way of medieval presence however, staff and students of the University of Wales Trinity Saint David (UWTSD) and the Portalis Project have provided evidence of early Mesolithic human interaction with the landscape. Portalis explores the connection been Wales and Ireland dating back to the early Mesolithic. The excavations resulted in finding small sharp flint flakes, which are as a result of tool making, these tools may have been used for fishing, hunting or wildfowling.  The flint tools were found in two mounds on the valley floor. These areas would have been dry refuge in a marshy landscape. Flint is not local to the area but may have come across from Southern England or Northern Ireland by human movement (Current Archaeology, 2022).

Image 3 shows a partially polished stone hand axe created from an igneous rock that may have come from a Welsh neolithic quarry or from nearby beaches. This would have been attached to a handle or haft and used for wood chopping and carpentry.  This axe may have been reworked many times and may have been more polished at one point (Portalis 2026 d). Image 3: Partially polished stone axe from excavations at Llanllyr
(Portalis, 2026 c)



Image 4 shows Mesolithic flint bladelet which may have been from the production of a projectile.  This required a very skilled person to knap small fragments of flint from a core or pebble. It was likely made using a hammerstone found at a local beach. Bladelets are common among Mesolithic assemblages and are associates with microliths as seen in image 5 (Portalis, 2026 f).Image 4: Mesolithic bladelet from excavations at Llanllyr
(Portalis, 2026 e)
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[bookmark: _Toc230507171]Conclusion

The site of Llanllyr is one that has had human interaction since the early Mesolithic as is evidenced by the assemblage of flints tools that have been found on the site along with the neolithic polished stone hand axe (Portalis, 2026 d and Portalis, 2026 f). The Priory of Nuns at Llanllyr have proved harder to find archaeological evidence for, however there is documentary evidence such as a poem written on behalf of Annes, Abbess of Llanllyr, and the Ecclesiastical Valuation in 1535 on behalf of Henry VIII (Curran, 2018 and Lewes, 1971).  What is missing from documents is the exact location of the nunnery.  It has been suggested that it may be situated where the chapel was recorded on the 1891 1st edition 25" OS Map for Ceredigion, SN 5426 5604 or 200 metres to the north-west of the current house SN 5420 5605, the proposed site of the 16th century house (Murphy and Page, 2012).  Another location that has been suggested, is under the current house as the Tudor era house was potentially built repurposing elements of the Nunnery and in c.1830 the current house was built over the Tudor house (Murphy, et al. 2017). Archaeological investigations have so far failed to conclusively locate the Priory.  However future investigations could continue to explore the Mesolithic activity as well as potentially locating the Nunnery. 
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