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1.0 INTRODUCTION  

Bronwen Thomas Landscape Architect was commissioned in August 2016 to carry out the design for the 

Restoration of the Dell project as part of the 'Our Picturesque Landscape' Heritage Lottery Fund 

Landscape Partnership Bid. Extracts from the design brief are given in appendix 1. 

During the course of the project the brief has been developed to take account of client requirements 

and to make best use of limited resources in order to provide a useful package of material for the HLF 

bid. 

The site survey was carried out in August and September 2016, with meetings with the client, Plas 

Newydd staff, and with other consultants and interested bodies. 

The outputs for this project are: 

Executive summary 

Appraisal plan drawing at 1:500 

Concepts plan drawing at 1:500 

Series of project descriptions, giving historic references, appraisal and proposals, outline costs 

Accompanying report providing additional information  

2.0 OVERALL HISTORIC AND SITE APPRAISAL 

2.1 The Picturesque style 

The aesthetic ideal of the 'Picturesque' in art and landscape developed in the latter third of the 

eighteenth century, during the Regency period, as a response and appreciation of the natural 

landscapes and antiquities of Britain. This has variously been described as: 

Picturesque = type of scenery that is suitable for painting - broken, irregular, varied, 

spectacular.  

Picturesque = "roughness and sudden variation joined to irregularity of form, colour, lighting, 

and even sound." (Hussey) 

'Picturesque is nature or art obeying the universal laws of perfect existence, rudely, violently, 

irregularly and displaying power' 

In gardens = dramatic scenery, contrasts in texture and vegetation,  contrasts in light and shade, 

sense of romantic wildness. 

2.2 The Picturesque at the Dell, Plas Newydd during the Ladies' time 

There was a gradual development of the grounds of Plas Newydd in the Picturesque style, on a small 

scale, between the 1780s and 1820s, by Lady Eleanor Butler and Miss Sarah Ponsonby known as the 

Ladies of Llangollen. 

The Dell, as an integral and contrasting part of the grounds at Plas Newydd, became one of the 'must-

see' places to visit for tourists of the time.  
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The following description gives an idea of the scene at the height of its development: 

"The walks are pleasingly diversified and the hermitages, temples, grottos, seats etc. which 

occur, communicate ideas, the most sublime and tranquilizing. Some of these contain 

interesting selections of popular books. A tributary stream to the river Dee winds gracefully 

through the grounds, interrupted in places by rocky beds, producing that agreeable murmur 

which adds to the romantic inspiration of these solitudes." 

S & G Nicholson, visiting artists, 1824 

Overall, it appears that the Dell was a 'natural' landscape of grassland enclosures with scattered trees 

including groups of natives and exotics. Views to the surrounding hills and to the Cyflymen stream, plus 

several small romantic buildings and bridges provided opportunities for contemplation and drawing. 

These would have been linked by a circuit of informal paths and rustic bridges.  

2.3 The main contemporary sources of reference to the Dell during the Picturesque period which 

have been used to inform the appraisal and concept design are: 

¶ There are references in the Ladies letters and journals to plantings, work to river, summerhouse,  

¶ A series of watercolours by Lady Leighton in 1820s show rustic and gothic timber bridges, views, 

open dell sides, a rustic seat, the font and a 'grotesque elm'.  

¶ References in various travellers' and visitors' journals and letters. 

2.4 Contemporary Picturesque features that remain in the Dell: 

¶ The Wellhouse with the  Valle Crucis font which is a Grade II Listed Building. Erected 1782 at the 

start of Picturesque development of the Dell. The walls on either side, with inset stone tablets, may 

have been added later by the Ladies as they do not appear in Lady Leighton's watercolour. 

¶ The alignment of the dog-leg path down towards the Wellhouse from the main entrance to the Dell 

may be original. It is the only remaining path alignment which is similar to boundaries shown on the 

1840 map. 

2.5 The Dell after the Ladies' time 

After the Ladies died, Plas Newydd passed through a series of owners who respected the 'Picturesque' 

grounds of Plas Newydd whilst developing their own ideas. Gradually and inevitably the small buildings 

and rustic bridges decayed and were lost (apart from the wellhouse). Paths and bridges changed and 

the Dell became much more wooded, with the views out being hidden. 

2.6 The main sources of reference about later developments at the Dell which have been used to 

inform this appraisal are: 

¶ 1840s tithe maps, OS maps 1877, 1900, 1912, 1932 sales map 

¶ CADW's Register of Parks and Gardens Wales, ref. PGW 48 

¶ Historical overview in the 1998 Plas Newydd management plan by Nicholas Pearson Associates 
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2.7 Comparison of historic maps showing the gradual development of the designed landscape 

and how it has changed since the Ladies' time: 

  

 

  

 

 

Earliest map showing Plas Newydd and the Dell, 

some 10 years after the Ladies' time 

 

Layout of the Dell is little changed in thirty-plus 

years. 

Further developments by Colonel Yorke in 

late 1800s show two ponds in the Dell. 

The path layout is similar to that which exists today, 

with the stone bridges in place, and a hydraulic ram 

replacing the two ponds 
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2.8 The Dell today 

Plas Newydd has been in public ownership and open to visitor since the 1930s. Although the gardens 

around the house have been developed as a public park, the Dell remains primarily semi-natural 

woodland with an informal path network where the picturesque qualities remain.  It is appreciated by 

local people for enjoying a quiet walk, but it is not always obvious (or promoted) to visitors.  

Following the management plans of 1998 and 2012, the main developments in the Dell in 21st century 

have been the rebuilding of stone retains on either side of the stream following severe flooding, and the 

construction of  the Summerhouse and Lady Eleanor's Bower. 

Recent clearance, particularly of the overgrown laurel understorey, has revealed 'new' views and the 

potential for more, and has done much to alleviate its previous rather intimidating and neglected air. 

2.9 Features that have been altered or added but are in the Picturesque style: 

¶ Three stone bridges across the Cyflymen stream. The original bridges, as shown in pictures of the 

time, were rustic timber which have long vanished and there is no way of telling where they were 

located. The series of maps show various locations, with the current ones being place by 1912.  

¶ The current Summerhouse was constructed in 2004 on the site of a previous summerhouse (marked 

SH on maps since 1874) but with a reduced footprint in order to be located entirely within Plas 

Newydd's perimeter fence.  

¶ Lady Eleanor's Bower was re-constructed in 2004 on the site of a previous summerhouse 

overlooking the Dell. 

2.10 Characteristics and qualities of Picturesque style that remain: 

¶ The sequestered character of the Dell, hidden from view from all sides, including from the rest of 

the grounds of Plas Newydd. 

¶ Steep paths, enhancing feeling of drama and contrast. 

¶ Limited views and vistas within and into the Dell, with contrasts between open and closed spaces, 

tantalising glimpses of the stream, the follies and further hillsides, sequences of changing views 

¶ The rapidly-flowing Cyflymen stream which forms the visual and auditory focus of the Dell. 

¶ Sounds are 'trapped' within the Dell, with birdsong and flowing water being the main sounds. 

Sounds from beyond, such as traffic noise, mainly disappear within the Dell. The adjacent children's 

playground to the east, however, brings noise at odds with the Dell and gives the impression that 

the Dell is full of children playing. 

2.11 Features and characteristics that detract from the Picturesque 

¶ The pumping station with its black and white paintwork, is unnecessarily eye-catching at the lower 

end of the Dell.  

¶ Along the eastern boundary the palisade security fence can be seen in places, prominent against a 

sun-lit backdrop, especially in the vicinity of the Summerhouse.  

¶ Following severe flooding in 2002 parts of the stream have been canalised between high dry stone 

walls which prevents access and somewhat reduces appreciation of this most natural feature.  

¶ There are now no clear views, even in winter, of the dramatic surrounding hills, especially to Castell 

Dinas Bran. 

¶ Intrusive, uninviting and inaccurate signs and interpretation boards. 
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2.12 Appraisal plan 

The Appraisal Plan has been produced  at 1:500 scale at A2 size. It shows the key features and qualities 

of the Dell, giving a date that each first appeared on maps or descriptions, plus a brief analysis. The 

reduced version below gives an indication of its contents. 

  


