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. "The Stones

~ — The Celtic stones you see before
you are important. They are

~virtually all that remains of the

~ monastic Christian community that
- lived here over a thousand years
=i, ~ ago. Largely commissioned by and
- forthe region’s kings, noblemen

jk & abbots, they were effectively
ol

.

~ ‘expensive and conspicuous gifts
to the monastery. However, they

~ are more than just memorials
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- withroyal connections. They are
g ~ symbols and reminders of the -

continuous Christian worship

~ & - athat has taken place hereat
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ts own story to tell.

erls00years,and

Labyrinthine pattern
on Houelt Cross - try
following the pattern
on the cross itself!

Left:

The inscription of the cross
probably refers to Hywel

ap Rhys, who was king of
Glwysing, the land extending
from the river Tawe to the
river Usk until he died in AD
886. It is significant that the
inscription itself is a prayer and
perhaps even more so that you
have to kneel in front of the
cross to read it!
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The Houelt Cross

Demonstrating both skill and precision, the
decoration on the front face of the Houelt Cross
is widely regarded as of the very highest standard.
It is most likely that the sculptor(s) will have

been following a rich tradition that first found its
expression in early manuscripts and metalwork.
The decoration on the Llanilltud stones is of
three broad types; plait work, interlace and fret
(straight line). Some have suggested that the
complex and repetitive nature of the fretwork
patterns on the Houelt Cross lends itself to
meditation and prayer, rather like the meditative
walking of a labyrinth.

The inscription (above) is in Latin and reads as
follows ‘In the name of God the Father and of
the Holy Spirit. Houelt prepared this cross for
the soul of Res his father.

The eagle eyed will have spotted that the

part of the opening prayer (‘and of the son’) is
missing! Was the person that carved the stone
illiterate, and in the process of copying from a
wax tablet did he unwittingly miss out a whole
line of the prayer?
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The Samson or Illtud Cross

Look carefully and you will find three
separate inscriptions on this cross, all set in a
format that is thought to represent the image
of an open book or tablet. The inscription
on the front of the stone reads — ‘Samson
has set up this cross. (Pray) for his soul’ (the
word ‘pray’ is missing and has been assumed).
The inscription at the top of the reverse face
of the stone is perhaps the most significant.
On the left hand side a rudimentary cross
has been inscribed, and what remains of the
word ‘ILTU’ (the latin word for Illtud). This

is therefore believed to be a dedication of
the cross to St.llltud, founder of the ‘great’
monastic school here around the year 500.

The Inscription on the reverse of stone at the
top reads - ‘Iltu’ (left) and ‘Samson Regis’ (right)
thought to refer to a king named Samson.

At the bottom are two names ‘Samuel’ and
‘Ebisar’. We can't be sure who these people
were, but the name Ebisar appears on two
other crosses not too far away at St. Crallo’s
Church in Coychurch.

Discovered in 1789 by Edward Williams of
Flemingstone, when he was working as a
stone mason at the church, the front face of
the Samson Pillar is striking for the fact that it
is almost entirely filled with a Latin inscription
22 lines long. The inscription suggests that
the purpose of the stone is to secure prayers
for the soul of the donor (named as Abbot
Samson) and his king. The stone is significantly
older than the others in the collection. The
style of the script suggests a ‘common hand’
and perhaps less of a concern for surface
decoration.

Edward Williams is better known by his

bardic name lolo Morganwg. Mason, poet

and antiquarian, lolo was one of the first to
recognise the importance of the stones. It is
claimed that lolo was told some 30 years earlier
of a large monumental stone that had toppled
into the grave of ‘Will the Giant’, a local lad that
had died aged 17, just as they were laying him to
rest! The stone was too large to remove so was
left. When it was later rediscovered by lolo, he
reported that he found bones ‘of a larger size
than usual’ underneath.



‘Stylistically... one of the best of the
Welsh monuments’ was the assessment
of this stone by Nash-Williams, one of
the foremost experts in the field. We
challenged today’s experts at National
Museum Wales to provide an illustration
to show what the missing cross-head
might have looked like.

The thinking behind the conjectural
drawing of the cross-head (above) was
influenced by examples of existing
crosses such as the fragments of the

cross found at Laleston, near Bridgend.

The Cylindrical Pillar

The Cylindrical Pillar is unique in Wales, but it
is not the shaft of a cross! It probably had an
architectural function. The giveaway clue is
the deep V' shaped groove cut along its length
and visible on the right hand side. It is thought
that this groove would have been designed to
accommodate split oak or even stone panels.
The pillar is also one of a pair. The remnant

of the other pillar (almost unrecognisable

as such) is set against the south wall of the
Galilee Chapel, immediately opposite.
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One idea is that the
pillars would once
have formed an
early type of chancel
screen within the
church building itself.
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It's the end of the 11th ¢, just prior

to the Norman invasion. The Celtic
Monastery that Illtud set up some
500 years earlier is in its final phase
and the monastic community has
become more dispersed. However, an
enclosed piece of land still surrounds
the church. This is the ‘Llan’. The rest
of what you can see is what we think
may have remained of ‘Illtud’s Great
Llan’ - Llanilltud Fawr - the Welsh
name for Llantwit Major.

If you look carefully at the picture
you can make out some of the stones
that are now housed in the Galilee
Chapel. The Cylindrical Pillar is
shown being worked on by two local
stonecutters, overseen by a master
craftsman. Perhaps he’s from Ireland,
bringing with him new designs and
stone carving techniques. The Illtud
Cross and the Cross Shaft, brightly
coloured and resplendent with their
‘missing’ cross-heads in place, are

just outside the church where a local
preacher and his assistant are holding
the equivalent of a ‘Sunday

School’ gathering.

0 The church
Probably a simple single cell building
made of timber, with a thatched roof
and stone footings. Carved & decorated
timber mouldings to windows & doors.

A larger timber hall

Located at the highest point, possibly
used for feasting and perhaps a
precursor to a later Norman Manor.

The ‘village’

Still a monastic community centred
on the church, but with new secular
activities, primarily crafts & trades,
developing as a result of being in close
proximity to a relatively wealthy
monastery.

o Early form of ‘churchyard’
With clustered burials having taken
place, signified by un-marked ‘mounds’
and timber & stone markers, probably
inscribed with simple cross motifs.

Stone workshop

Perhaps supplying the wider region with
stone crosses and other items - as stone
(once again) starts to replace timber in
building construction.

e The Llan boundary
May originally have been a simple
hedge topped ditch & mound, but
shown walled as loose stone was
readily available.

0 Llan entrance
With simple gate and bridge over a
stream, the essential source of fresh
running water.

© cultivated fields
The area around the Llan would have
been dedicated to growing crops,
an essential supply of food for the
Monastery.
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Llanilltud - a great untold story

Members of St.Illtud’s Church Llantwit Major

and other local volunteers have been working

since the millennium to secure the Galilee Chapel
as a fitting new home for the church’s precious
collection of Celtic stones. We believe that this

site was the cradle of Celtic Christianity and that
the story of Llanilltud is one of the greatest untold
stories in Welsh history. This leaflet is one of a series
that will help to tell that story.
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