Essay on the Factors in the Choice of Cistercian Sites
A number of people criticized the Cistercians at their height for the attributes of the places they were settling in. Two of the most notable critiques came from twelfth century historiographers Walter Map and Gerald of Wales.[footnoteRef:1] Both of these men criticized the dissonance between how the Cistercians were describing the sites they were choosing and building and the reality of those sites. There were many factors that contributed to the locations that they settled in, many being out of the Cistercians’ control. The critiques by these men did not provide any room for any existing outside factors, instead placing all of the blame on the Cistercians themselves. One of the major factors in the Cistercians settling in these places that went against their ideals was outside influence. This came in many different forms including the rule of governing bodies, bequeathed property, and absorbed monastic houses. Though even for the sites that had minimal outside influence, there were many factors that had been taken into account as to where and how they should build their sites. [1: Walter Map, De Nugis Curialium (Courtiers’ Trifles), trans. F. Tupper and M.B. Ogle (Chatto and Windus, 1924); Gerald of Wales, Gerald of Wales: the journey through Wales and the description of Wales, ed. B. Radice, trans. L. Thorpe, (Penguin, 2004).] 

Understanding the Cistercian site ideals
	To understand the outside factors, one must first understand the ideals the Cistercians were aiming for. Between their foundational documents and the amendments mad through the General Chapter meetings Cistercians developed a strict set of guidelines to follow when establishing an abbey, granges, or any other monastic site. This played factors both in how these sites should look but also where they may be able to be established. For example, if a Cistercian or group of Cistercians were establishing their own site these are the factors that they would use as a guideline. The Cistercian setting is that of a ‘desert’ place, often culminating in dense thickets, though typically a place with flowing water, as water served many purposes in life as well as infrastructure.[footnoteRef:2] A site was supposed to invoke pensiveness and piety through the awe of natural beauty and the connection to God through nature. This also leant into the apostolic poverty that the Cistercians strived towards, putting an emphasis on surviving a harsh terrain, biome, climate, or often woodland. A Cistercian life was supposed to be a life of simplicity but also of challenge. [2:  Burton, J. and J. Kerr, The Cistercians in the Middle Ages (Boydell Press, 2011), pp. 56-81.] 

Cistercian site challenges through the Cistercian ideal
 A largely important example of these instances are those of the distance between an abbey and its granges as well as an abbey from other abbeys. An abbey was prescribed to be forty kilometers, or approximately twenty-five miles from any other abbey and a day’s journey from its granges.[footnoteRef:3] The grange distance functioned to keep the lay brothers separate from the monks but close enough to return for events such as required feast days and typical Sunday to fulfil their partial liturgical vows. The arrangements surrounding the abbey distances existed to not oversaturate an area with Cistercian houses as that would negatively impact the order. Instead, the spread of the abbeys would allow for expansion as well as eliminate worries that would come with overcrowding such as lack of resources.  [3:  J. Burton and J. Kerr, The Cistercians in the Middle Ages, p56.; Digital Humanities Institute ‘The grange network’, https://www.dhi.ac.uk/cistercians/cistercian_life/environment/farming/farming3.php] 

	Another way that these challenges in locale were self-imposed by the Cistercians was the description of the settings. This was notably present in the Exordium Parvum, which appears to have been the main source used in the criticisms from Walter Map and Gerald of Wales.[footnoteRef:4] Less relevant elements of their critiques show a clear reference to the Carta Caritatis as well.[footnoteRef:5] There are repetitions of the same sentiments that had been a focus in the Exordium parvum present in the Exordium Cistercii.[footnoteRef:6] The Exordium Cistercii was a shorter document with the same function and story as the Exordium Parvum, just in a much more condensed form, mainly lacking the included letters of the other exordia document. Each of these exordia documents tell the foundation story of Citeaux, everything from the departure from the abbey of Molesme to the founded Citeaux, not even shying away from addressing their struggles in growing as an order. This set of historical documents functions to tell the earliest history of the order, and therefore establish the narrative and ideals of the Cistercians.[footnoteRef:7] These exordia documents use many similarly desolate sounding phrases such as ‘desert-place’, ’dense grove and thornbushes’, and even ‘wild beasts’ to drive this idea home. There are also a number of letters that highlight, support, and reiterate these notions, the most notable example being saint Bernard of Clairvaux’s letter to Robert.[footnoteRef:8] This letter was addressed to his nephew named Robert and was a critique on the recipient leaving the order of the Cistercians to join the Cluniacs. The letter was likely intended to serve a public function along with its prescribed interpersonal purpose, spreading all of these criticisms to the general populace, akin to the sixteenth-century figure of Martin Luther posting his ninety-five theses.[footnoteRef:9] This letter amongst the long list of other writings by Bernard, challenges other orders by lifting the Cistercians. In this letter, however he brags about the piety and devotion of the order by talking about the challenges and discomforts that come with being a Cistercian.[footnoteRef:10] Bernard also uses the letter to suggest that only the most pious could handle the challenging Cistercian way of life. This idea of settling in a harsh locale is also likely in homage to the Desert Fathers, some of the most revered figures of early Christianity to medieval Christian monastics.[footnoteRef:11] [4:  Exordium Parvum, ed. and trans. B.K. Lackner, in L.J. Lekai The Cistercians: Ideals and Reality, (Kent State University Press, 1977), pp.451-466]  [5: ‘Carta Caritatis Prior On the Charter of Charity’, Cistercian Studies Quarterly, 55 (2020), pp. 381-389.]  [6:  Exordium Cistercii, ed. and trans. B.K. Lackner, in L.J. Lekai The Cistercians: Ideals and Reality, (Kent State University Press, 1977), pp. 443-450.]  [7:  Exordium Cistercii, ed. and trans. B.K. Lackner, pp. 443-450.; Exordium Parvum, ed. and trans. B.K. Lackner, pp.451-466.]  [8:  Saint Bernard, Saint Bernard of Clairvaux: Seen through his Selected letters, trans. Rev. B.S. James, (Henry Regnery Company, 1953), pp. 7-19.]  [9:  Editors of Encyclopaedia Britannica, ‘Ninety-five Theses’, in Encyclopedia Britannica, <https://www.britannica.com/event/Ninety-five-Theses>.]  [10:  Saint Bernard, Saint Bernard of Clairvaux: Seen through his Selected letters, pp. 7-19.]  [11:  J. Wortley, An Introduction to the Desert Fathers (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2019)] 

Critics of Cistercian sites
	While others critiqued the Cistercians for a number of things, the two best known critics of their settlements are, as stated before, Walter Map and Gerald of Wales. These two men are often cited as having been friends, likely due to their similar backgrounds and opinions.[footnoteRef:12] Gerald of Wales was a historiographer as well as archdeacon in the late twelfth century.[footnoteRef:13] Gerald is often associated with his scathing remarks and imaginative way of describing mundane pieces of life. Gerald did not shy away from commenting on any piece of life either in praise or disdain. He spoke his opinions openly on everything from dental hygiene of the Welsh to the conduct of the Cistercians.[footnoteRef:14] Gerald’s statements on the Cistercians initially seem to be mirroring the Cistercians’ own narratives but become critical in its later portion. The earlier portion suggest a preexisting knowledge of the exordia documents by Gerald of Wales, and likely the wider ecclesiastic world. He states that after settling in some desolate place ‘later you will find splendid churches…a great amount of property and all the wealth you can imagine’, a jibe at the Cistercians.[footnoteRef:15] This contrasts Map’s statement as it focuses more on the idea that even if they do settle in these difficult places they still betray their ideals by building large rich sites, a concept also opposing the Cistercian ideal of austerity. [12:  Thorpe, L., ‘Walter Map and Gerald of Wales’, Medium Ævum, 47(1978), pp. 6-12.]  [13:  Editors of Encyclopaedia Britannica, ‘Giraldus Cambrensis’, in Encyclopedia Britannica, <https://www.britannica.com/biography/Giraldus-Cambrensis>.]  [14:  Gerald of Wales, Gerald of Wales: the journey through Wales]  [15:  Gerald of Wales, Gerald of Wales: the journey through Wales, pp. 80.] 

Aside from Gerald of Wales there was Walter Map, an English writer and as well as archdeacon in the late twelfth century.[footnoteRef:16] Map’s writings were also notable and influential, even being referenced in highly popular pieces of literature like The Canterbury Tales.[footnoteRef:17] Whilst Walter served an ecclesiastical life, he was more associated with his writings, including his satire aimed at the Cistercians. Map was highly critical of them in what appears to be most factors of the Cistercian order. Map said ‘they are ordered… to live in a desert place, which… they may either find as such, or else make’ about the Cistercian’s settlements.[footnoteRef:18] He then goes on to assert that they go to extreme lengths to clear land and remove people already settled in these places. [16:  Editors of Encyclopaedia Britannica, ‘Walter Map’, in Encyclopedia Britannica, <https://www.britannica.com/biography/Walter-Map>.]  [17:  Chaucer, G. The Canterbury Tales, (Penguin, 2003), p. 207.]  [18:  Walter Map, De Nugis Curialium (Courtiers’ Trifles), trans. F. Tupper and M.B. Ogle (Chatto and Windus, 1924), p. 56.] 

Outside factors affecting Cistercian sites
	As with anyone looking to acquire land to build, the Cistercians had to go through the proper secular channels. These kings and lords, amongst others, used their power to dictate where the Cistercians could build. There are many examples of this through written documentation, one of which being Meaux Abbey. It was documented that Count William le Gros refused to allow the abbey of Meaux in Yorkshire to be built on a plot of land because it was his favoured plot of hunting ground.[footnoteRef:19] This is nowhere near a one-off event though as there are a number of other tales of land refusals, adjustments, and suggestions of alternative land. These examples exist both in the general expanses on monastic Europe as well as concentrated places, for example, another example of this, Roche abbey, also exists in Yorkshire. [19:  J. Burton and J. Kerr, The Cistercians in the Middle Ages (Boydell Press, 2011), pp. 59-60.] 

	Being a Catholic monastic order meant being influenced by higher governing powers in the nonsecular world as well. These ecclesiastics of importance ranged from local archbishops to cardinals and even on occasion the pope himself. This mainly manifested in receiving written permission or support of these site projects. These permissions added validity to their construction and by extension the Cistercian order itself, this, however, meant giving in to the wishes of those higher in rank, even if it went against the order’s ideals. Whilst the pope was on occasion Cistercian himself, he held some of the highest and most venerated power in the Middle Ages.[footnoteRef:20] Pope granted permission was a valuable asset that helped the Cistercians to get into the good graces of other monastic groups as well as the good graces of secular people of importance. Papal support came with some complications that lower powers didn’t in some regions, however, preventing the papacy from being a sole source of religious backing. Below this though was the support of other ecclesiastic leaders like archbishops, these men, while more minor in land range still were of a high religious importance. Many examples of these kinds of permissions, both papal and lower, are seen in letters and charters, such as those included in the document of the Exordium Parvum.[footnoteRef:21] [20:  Editors of Encyclopaedia Britannica, ‘Blessed Eugenius III’, in Encyclopedia Britannica, <https://www.britannica.com/biography/Blessed-Eugenius-III>.]  [21:  Exordium Parvum, ed. and trans. B.K. Lackner, pp. 451-466.] 

	As evidenced by the charters and letters held by the order the Cistercians were often bequeathed land, buildings, and other property. These pieces of land, as a result of not being chosen, would often betray some of the ‘rules’ of what a Cistercian site may be. While the future purpose of the land was up to their discretion in some cases, this was often not the reality of these plots of land. Many of the types of property granted would have to do with livestock, farming, and food, often being fishponds or land for pannage.[footnoteRef:22] Not all that was bequeathed existed for the survival of the monks, but also often was intended to aide in expanding the order. While the early documents call for the monastic houses to be built in desert places, the Cistercians would on occasion be bequeathed an existing large plot of land or building with the explicit instructions for that land to become a Cistercian abbey or monastery.[footnoteRef:23] Many pieces of land, due to previous ownership, were much closer to the rest of civilization than a strict adherence to the Cistercian ideals would allow. The land that they had been granted would not necessarily be in a desolate place, as they were familial lands, often having previously been on their home property or land they had farmed in the past. To ensure that the land could be kept the desires of the deceased or bestower would be met, as the acquisition of land was paramount for the, at times rapid, growth of the order.  [22:  A.M.  Cooke, ‘The Settlement of the Cistercians in England’, The English Historical Review, 8.32(1893), pp. 625-676.]  [23:  Berman, C.H., The Cistercian Evolution: The Invention of a Religious Order in Twelfth-Century Europe,(University of Pennsylvania Press, 2000), pp. 161-220.] 

	Another factor in Cistercian sites that was not so much a decision was the absorption of Savigniac houses. These houses, having been previously established under the order of Savigny, had not been built with the intention of following Cistercian ideology. The Savigniac order got absorbed into the Cistercian order in the twelfth century, which as a result turned each of the existing Savigniac houses Cistercian.[footnoteRef:24] One example of this is Basingwerk abbey, an abbey originally established under the Savigniac order in 1132. This Flintshire abbey existed as a daughter house of Savigny Abbey itself, but became Cistercian in 1147. This abbey progressed with a later charter to become the daughter house of the also converted Buildwas abbey. These abbeys would tend to find themselves under scrutiny for not aligning with the ideals the Cistercians set upon for their abbeys. For example If a church even had too tall of a belltower it would endure harsh criticism from both inside and outside the order, as it went against mandate.[footnoteRef:25] A major factor amongst the list of complaints raised over the non-Cistercian qualities of these houses was the setting. There was no way to move the large preestablished abbeys to the appropriate prescribed distance from any others nor was it an option to change the settings of the abbeys. It is known that critics of the sites of the Cistercian order were familiar with these abbeys, therefore these would have likely been included with their overall scope of the Cistercian order. It is known for example that Gerald of Wales stayed at Basingwerk abbey, taking enough note to describe it in his writings.[footnoteRef:26] [24:  J. Burton. and K. Stöber, Abbeys and Priories: Abbeys and Priories of Medieval Wales, (University of Wales Press, 2015), pp. 46-50.]  [25:  P. Fergusson, ‘Early Cistercian Churches in Yorkshire and the Problem of the Cistercian Crossing Tower’, Journal of the Society of Architectural Historians, 29(1970), pp. 211-221.]  [26:  J. Burton and K. Stöber, Abbeys and Priories: Abbeys and Priories of Medieval Wales, p. 46.] 

In conclusion, the Cistercians got criticism for the sites they chose not matching the locations they said they were settling in. The criticism had a basis and was not unwarranted for people seeing the dissonance between the ideal and the reality, but remained harsh for the reality of the situation. To reiterate, there were many outside influences that came into play in choosing where the Cistercians established their sites, often leaving the choice out of their hands. These were mainly external influences from both secular and non-secular individuals, the absorption of other monastic orders, and lastly, the contribution of property from bequeathments.
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