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The graveyard around St Maryôs church in Strata Florida is an atmospheric place, situated next 

to the iconic ruins of Strata Florida Abbey founded in 1164. Both are surrounded by the most 

peaceful and powerful countryside. Both resonate with the vibrations of the near and distant 

past, and both are ready to impart their deeply laid history to those willing to look. 

 

It is hoped that the following account will help open the pages of this historic site to you as you 

walk around the graveyard. By looking at the gravestones we learn a great deal about the 

history of the people who lived nearby within the parish of Ystrad Fflur and of those from further 

afield who chose to be buried in the graveyard. 

 

Although the graveyard in St Maryôs has been in existence for the last 1100 years nearly all the 

gravestones here today date from the last 300 years, as they do in most Welsh cemeteries.  

Before that burials were marked in more temporary ways, if marked at all.  The size, shape, 

colour and position of the stones and other grave furniture can tell us a great deal about the 

social history of the area over that period of time, and that would fill a whole book.  This can 

only be an introduction to the place and take you on a brief tour. 

                                                                                                                                                          

The graveyard in St Maryôs has great significance to the local 

community who pay respect to the dead members of their families 

by placing flowers on their graves. These range from real flowers, to 

silk and plastic, whilst from Victorian to more recent times there has 

been a practice of having ceramic flowers under glass domes. 

Several of these can be seen in St. Maryôs graveyard. 

 

We hope that you enjoy your visit and can respect the place for all that it means to the 

community and those who have loved ones buried here.  

 

This booklet has been produced as one result of a long-term research and student training 

project conducted by the School of Archaeology, History and Anthropology in the University of 

Wales Trinity St David, based on its Lampeter Campus with the co-operation of Gaenor Parry, 

instigator of the Abbey School.  For further information please go to www.strataflorida.com.  

Part of this work and the production of this booklet have been enabled by a grant from the 

European Agricultural Fund for Rural Development and the Welsh Government. 

 

 

 

http://www.strataflorida.com/
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Walking through the graveyard  

 

 
 

The map is a sketch guide through the graveyard.  The green lines mark the pathways.  Please 

keep to them where you can.  The letters can be found in the following account. 

 

  

 

N 

The main entrance is through what is known as a lych gate 

(literally a ócorpse gateô) wide enough to allow access for a 

coffin and its bearers. Here the cortege paused before the 

final procession to the church. Although relatively recent in 

its present form, the Strata Florida lych gate is a very fine 

specimen and, surprisingly, out of all the examples of these 

gates that exist in the world, a photograph of it is used by 

Wikipedia to demonstrate what they look l ike.  Here it is 

decorated for a wedding.  The gate is dedicated to óTom Gofô, 

Thomas David Davies of Ystrad Meurig who died in 1994. 
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A.  As you go through the lych-gate into the graveyard the first 

gravestones on either side are recent and belong to those who 

have died in the late 20th and early 21st centuries. The 

headstones on these graves are all about the same height, are 

nearly all of grey or black granite and are laid out in well-

defined rows. 

B.  As you walk further towards the church the headstones on the left were erected during the 

1930ôs through to the 1950ós & 60ós. These headstones appear more individualistic and there 

is a lack of uniformity.  The sizes and shapes of the gravestones are much more varied and 

include a few crosses and pillars. There is also, for example, one tombstone that looks like an 

obelisk, a favourite symbol of memorial drawn from the interest in Egyptian symbols which 

began in the late Victorian era.  The materials used for headstones in the early part of the last 

century were also more varied compared with the material used today. These early headstones 

were made from slate, red granite, marble, limestone and even quartz. Several of the graves 

in this area contain no headstones ï they are what we call óbed typeô family graves with multiple 

commemorative inscriptions on small pedestals, on the surrounding kerbs or on single 

tombstones. 

  

C.  As you walk further down the main path towards the 

church door, some of the gravestones are in small groupings, 

a few even with low iron fences around them. These are 

family plots and the stones often contain multiple names as 

members of the same family are buried sometimes over 

several generations.   

 

 

You will notice also that there are several flat gravestones, a style 

that represents an older tradition. 
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D. One of these flat stones, laid near the north wall of the graveyard, carries a remarkable 

inscription in verse: 

 

  Unknown 

     Died in a snowstorm by  

     Teifi Pools Feb. 1929 

He died upon the hillside dreer, 

Alone where snow was deep, 

By strangers to be carried here 

Where princes also sleep. 

 

Local accounts say that from a scrap of paper found in his pocket it is possible that this 

unknown man was a veteran of the Second Afghan War (1878-80). 

 

E.  On the right hand side of the path, cut into a rising embankment made from the rubble of 

the ruined Abbey, there are graves of a similar date and type with a narrow path separating 

them from the earliest part of the graveyard. 

     

F.  At the top of this narrow path, there is a particularly 

large black granite pillar which is a memorial to the 

James family who were great benefactors in the parish.  

Many of their endowments and bequests are still 

remembered today by the name of the house they used 

to visit, Pantyfedwen, which lies just above the Abbey.  

Sir David James and his wife Lady Grace were prominent 

members of the London Welsh and he is best known for 

his involvement in the early growth of cinemas. 

 

The church  of St Maryôs bears the same dedication 

to the Mother of God as the Abbey itself once did.  It 

has a simple rectangular plan and was re-built, in its 

present form, in 1815 and then refurbished again in 

1875 and 1914.  In the 1960s four splendid new 

stained glass windows were given by the James 

foundation and made by Powell and sons of 

Whitefriars, London.. The church replaced an earlier 


