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‘Far from the dwellings of men’.  What influence did the notion of the ‘desert’ have on the Cistercian Order in terms of their self-image and their practices?

[bookmark: _Hlk504578423]The Cistercian order’s origins can be considered a reaction against the elaboration of customary rules that had evolved in the development of European monasticism.[footnoteRef:1]  Monks may have originated in a search for solitary life, but the Benedictines had become very outward looking, which had made them susceptible to corruption and far removed from the first monks of desert fathers.  The Cistercians therefore stood for those who wished to flight from the world once more, although such actions were considered contrary to those who held the concept of one, single Christian family dear.[footnoteRef:2]  ‘Monasticism refers to religious life within communities’ and the Cistercians were to continue in this mould but change its focus to living apart, in the European countryside. [footnoteRef:3] What was new to the Cistercian approach was linking it to their environment.[footnoteRef:4] The Cistercian’s practice and self-image rested upon a ‘spiritual climate’ created to represent the desert experience of the hermit monks and the tension this caused was evident as they struggled with this new ethos, and applied it to their institutions, economic activity, and relations with the wider community, with various degrees of success.[footnoteRef:5]  [1:  R.W. Southern, Western Society and the Church in the Middle Ages, (London: Penguin Books, 1990)]  [2:  D. Knowles, Christian Monasticism, (London: World University Library, 1969)]  [3:  J. Burton, Monastic and Religious Orders in Britain, 1000-1300, (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1997) ix]  [4:  E. Jamroziak, The Cistercian Order in Medieval Europe, (Abingdon: Routledge, 2013) p16]  [5:  Waddell cited in M. Birkedal Brunn, The Cambridge Companion to the Cistercian Order, (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2013) p4] 


The Cistercians self-image was based on an unbreakable ‘evolution from the first hermits of the Egyptian desert’.[footnoteRef:6] The aspiration of a life of solitude was based on interpretations of biblical texts, and such emphasis can be detected in the description of Cistercian monasteries located in a place of horror and vast solitude according to accounts in the Exordium Ciscercii, reflecting words from Deuteronomy.[footnoteRef:7] The ascetism core to the order, from solitude of the bible, may also reflect Moses desert wandering, although this arguably may have been introduced by the second generation Cistercians. [footnoteRef:8]  Figures such as St. Antony, St. Ephrem and St. Basil the Great can all be seen to inspire and ‘many of these (early monks), like John Cassian, were driven to seek were driven to seek refuge in the west by the violent theological controversies that had their storm centre at Alexandria’.[footnoteRef:9]  John Cassian favoured the life of a hermit to creating a dual cenobitic monastery at Marseilles, and although hugely influential on the development of European monasticism it is interesting that the Cistercians reject this dual approach centuries later.  What is similar though is that all the ‘desert monks were responding to a vocation which they found in the Christian tradition … to renounce property and ordinary human ties’.[footnoteRef:10] It is this sense of vocation and need to live in the wilderness to bring them closer to God and in preparation for heaven that drove many to join the white monks.  However, such spare lifestyle brought its own challenges and during a sweeping disease in 1112, death hit the first community, whose health was not strong enough. [footnoteRef:11]  The Cistercians were not the first monastic orders to aim to emulate the desert fathers, Bernard of Tiron had lived as a hermit, and the Tiron and Savigny orders can be argued to have included an eremitical element.[footnoteRef:12]  Bernard of Clairvaux favoured the cenobitic communal life and was not a promoter of the desert life of a hermit.[footnoteRef:13]  He focused on dwelling together as a brotherhood and accepted pluralism in the struggle.[footnoteRef:14]   The interpretation of Cistercian claims of choosing to live in a settlement in the desert has been contested, and from the 1980s the focus on the literal has been largely rejected, especially when comparing written sources with archaeological evidence.[footnoteRef:15]   [6:  D. Knowles., Christian Monasticism, (London: World University Library, 1969) p7]  [7:  J. Burton J., and J. Kerr, Cistercians in the Middle Ages, (Woodbridge: The Boydell Press, 2011) p15]  [8:  M. Birkedal Brunn, The Cambridge Companion to the Cistercian Order, (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2013) p5]  [9: C. H. Lawrence, Medieval Monasticism, (Abingdon: Routledge, 2013) p12
 ]  [10:  C. H. Lawrence, Medieval Monasticism, (Abingdon: Routledge, 2013) p2]  [11:  A. T., Ratsibone, St. Bernard of Clairvaux, Oracle of the Twelfth Century, (North Carolina: TAN Books, 1991)]  [12:  J. Burton, Monastic and Religious Orders in Britain, 1000-1300, (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1997)]  [13:  M. Birkedal Brunn, The Cambridge Companion to the Cistercian Order, (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press 2013) p6
]  [14:  E. De Wall, The Way of Simplicity, The Cistercian Tradition, (London: Darton, Longman and Todd Ltd, 2005]  [15:  E. Jamroziak, The Cistercian Order in Medieval Europe, (Abingdon: Routledge, 2013), see also G. Coppack, The White Monks, The Cistercians in Britain 1128-1540, (Stroud: Tempus Publishing Ltd, 2005] 



The fact that that the life of an anchorite was not structured for him by any monastic rule was not a choice made by the fledgling Cistercian community.[footnoteRef:16] Prior Robert may have had an interest in the eremitic tradition, but an air of reform was also required. [footnoteRef:17] The main reason for departure from Cluny to set up the new order, according to the Exordium Ciscercii, was to seek poverty but the Exordium Parvum suggests the motivation was to enable greater focus on the rule.[footnoteRef:18] ‘To revive what they believed to be the pure simplicity of Benedict’s plan’.[footnoteRef:19] All possible aims can be reconciled by the self-image created of self-denial and personal sacrifice. [footnoteRef:20]  The Cistercian’s second key figure, Stephen Harding ensured a stricter interpretation of the Rule of St. Benedict was followed, alongside codification of rational rules for assimilation to other cells colonised from Citeaux.[footnoteRef:21]  These codified everything from simple liturgy and prayer to a sparse vegetarian diet, and lack of breeches under undyed habits.[footnoteRef:22]  It is said that even St Stephen’s own confidence in the extreme life chosen by the first Cistercians ‘began to waver’ over the strict regime installed following its reduction in numbers due to disease and poor health.[footnoteRef:23] He also gave the order qualities of quietness and self-deprecation reflecting his own characteristics.[footnoteRef:24] The emphasis of moral conduct was significant but can not be seen to have made a wider impact succeeding to change society’s moral values given their lack of contact with the outside world. Constance Berman has argued that the papal confirmation documents during the early period of the order’s foundation are forgeries and therefore the statutes were only assembled c. 1160.[footnoteRef:25] However, criticism of Berman’s methodology has resulted in this claim being ignored by many historians. [footnoteRef:26]  Bernard of Clairvaux’s colourful references to the Cistercian ‘desert paradise’ may only have been intended as allegories to install internal coherence and spiritual aspiration.[footnoteRef:27]  [16:  C. H. Lawrence., Medieval Monasticism, (Abingdon: Routledge, 2013) p5]  [17:  E. Jamroziak, The Cistercian Order in Medieval Europe, (Abingdon: Routledge, 2013)]  [18:  J. Burton J., and J. Kerr, Cistercians in the Middle Ages, (Woodbridge: The Boydell Press, 2011) p12]  [19:  C. H. Lawrence, Medieval Monasticism, (Abingdon: Routledge, 2013) p164]  [20:  G. Zarnecki, The Monastic Achievement, (London: Thames and Hudson Ltd, 1972)]  [21:  R. W. Southern, Western Society and the Church in the Middle Ages, (London: Penguin Books, 1990)]  [22:  D. Knowles, Christian Monasticism, (London: World University Library, 1969)]  [23:  A. T. Ratsibone, St. Bernard of Clairvaux, Oracle of the Twelfth Century, (North Carolina: TAN Books, 1991)]  [24:  D. Bethell, ‘The foundation of Fountains Abbey and the state of St Mary’s, York, in 1132’, Journal of Ecclesiastical History, 17 (1966), 11–27
]  [25:  E. Jamroziak, E., The Cistercian Order in Medieval Europe, (Abingdon: Routledge, 2013) p24]  [26:  See Waddell cited in E. Jamroziak., The Cistercian Order in Medieval Europe, (Abingdon: Routledge, 2013) p25]  [27:  M. Birkedal Brunn, The Cambridge Companion to the Cistercian Order, (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2013) p10] 



If the Cistercian interpretation of desert was taken to be wilderness it is confirmed through their practice of taking cheap wasteland in remote areas.   Such sites were of low value economically and were therefore easier to gain ownership of.  Whether such areas were barren of population or truly remote has become an area of debate.  Both Berman and Ward question whether the Cistercians lived far away, true to the ‘desert’ belief.[footnoteRef:28]  Burton explains that there are examples where land given to the order was previously inhabited by local communities, [28:  J. C. Ward, ‘Fashions in monastic endowment: the foundations of the Clare family, 1066–1314’, Journal of Ecclesiastical History, 32 (1981), 427–51b] 

‘Meaux Abbey in East Yorkshire… entailed the reduction of a village… and the removal of its inhabitants… Revesby Abbey in 1147 three villages were destroyed’.[footnoteRef:29] [29:  J. Burton, J., Monastic and Religious Orders in Britain, 1000-1300, (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1997) p73] 

Even contemporaries, such as Walter Map, recognised the limits installed upon their practices through their strict rules which prevented them from governing parishioners, so instead they razed villages to uphold their desert father principles regardless of the destruction this caused. [footnoteRef:30] [30:  J. Burton, J., Monastic and Religious Orders in Britain, 1000-1300, (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1997) p73] 


The idea of self-supporting communities must also be questioned, given their creation of a religious proletariat through the adoption of conversi, when the Cistercians vocation was said to be manual labour for God.  Whether they believed this truly reflected society in heaven,
‘… it is Clairvaux.  She is Jerusalem, joined to that which is in heaven with all the power of her mind; she imitates the life above, she shares it by spiritual kinship’,[footnoteRef:31] [31:  Clairvaux cited in D. Knowles, Christian Monasticism, (London: World University Library, 1969) p90] 

the pseudo-religious incorporation does appear at odds with the desert fathers;
A hermit said, ‘I never wanted work to be useful to me while causing loss to my brother, for I have this hope that what helps my brother will bring fruit to me’. [footnoteRef:32] [32:  B. Ward, (tr.), The Desert Fathers, Sayings of the Early Christian Monks, (London: Penguin Books Ltd, 2003)] 

Such use of conversi was by no means a Cistercian invention, the abbey of Vallombrosa used the same concept to ensure enough manual labour.[footnoteRef:33]  It avoided the vow to not control serfs and install a manorial system, but whether it broke with the principle to not live off the proceeds of others is a grey area.[footnoteRef:34]  While the Cistercians could use the conversi to shield them against contact with the outside world and therefore corruption, they were following in the footsteps of the early monks who provided workshops for the unemployed.[footnoteRef:35]  The use of lay brothers also created an agricultural revolution in enabling the range system to be adopted to farm vast areas of wasteland that an ordained monk on spares rations and a thirty day week would have not been successful in doing so.  Coppack’s work on archaeological remains of early Cistercian monasteries suggests that the monks tried to remain away from the conversi, as excavations have suggested divisions of rood screen in worship as well as living arrangements, whether in large on smaller communities of 50 or more.[footnoteRef:36]  It is no wonder that such segregation caused unrest amongst the conversi and the simplicity of the self-sufficiency, with the removal of dependent families, created wealth. ‘In the sources of their income, their business methods and their economic attitudes, the Cistercians became indistinguishable from the older Benedictines’. [footnoteRef:37] Bernard of Clairvaux still contended though that [33:  J. Burton, Monastic and Religious Orders in Britain, 1000-1300, (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1997) p65]  [34:  L. J. R. Milis, Angelic Monks and Earthly Men, (Woodbridge: The Boydell Press, 1999)
]  [35:  D. Knowles,  Christian Monasticism, (London: World University Library, 1969)
]  [36:  G. Coppack, The White Monks, The Cistercians in Britain 1128-1540, (Stroud: Tempus Publishing Ltd, 2005)
]  [37:  C. H. Lawrence, Medieval Monasticism, (Abingdon: Routledge, 2013) p177
] 

‘Thou wilt find among the woods something that thou didst never find in books.  Stones and tress will teach thee a lesson thou didst never hear from masters in the school’. [footnoteRef:38]  [38:  Clairvaux cited in D. Knowles, Christian Monasticism, (London: World University Library, 1969) p90
] 


The anti-intellectual approach of the Cistercians appears at odds, when it had Bernard of Clairvaux, one of the great thinker and orators of the age at its helm.  It also appears less convincing considering Bernard’s disdain for the lower classes due to their deficiencies of being ‘rustics without learning’. [footnoteRef:39]  Their focus upon the unity of God and man failed to be underpinned, but a less scientific approach was not out of step with the masses in a medieval world that believed in the omnipresence of devils and sin. [footnoteRef:40]  However other orders were providing students and receiving payment, following Pope Benedict XII’s lead in this reform, and this would be an are the Cistercians would eventually have to give way on, although they rejected the idea of visiting pilgrims, which Cluny gained vast wealth from.   Whether Bernard of Clairvaux could bring himself to withdraw from the world completely was most unlikely, given that much of his time was spent on papal politics, despite his criticisms of Benedictine time spent of church business. [footnoteRef:41]  Rejection of interference from the episcopacy had been granted by the papacy and such avoidance ensured strict application of Cistercian rules.[footnoteRef:42]  Possession of churches and collection of tithes was also rejected in a move towards a more humble lifestyle and a true secular order.[footnoteRef:43]  Avoidance of feudal service was another obligation frowned upon, although ironically the order’s expansion was mainly due to those who had benefitted from the feudal system and were now in a position to act as patrons. Overall, the influence of the  [39: R. W. Southern, R. W.,Western Society and the Church in the Middle Ages, (London: Penguin Books, 1990)
]  [40:  L.J.R. Milis, Angelic Monks and Earthly Men, (Woodbridge: The Boydell Press, 1999)
]  [41:  N. Cantor, ‘The crisis of western monasticism 1050–1130’, American Historical Review 66 (1960/1), 47–67
]  [42:  R. W. Southern, Western Society and the Church in the Middle Ages, (London: Penguin Books, 1990)]  [43:  B. Kemp, ‘Monastic possession of parish churches in England in the twelfth century’, Journal of Ecclesiastical History, 31 (1980), 133–60
] 

‘Spiritual movements are not immune from the pressures of fashion: a new order with a reputation for austerity and sanctity might enjoy a great appeal. Magnified by the patronage of royalty’. [footnoteRef:44] [44:  J. Burton, Monastic and Religious Orders in Britain, 1000-1300, (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1997) p71
] 


When God and his Angels slept in England the climate of disorder helped the Cistercians to prosper and growing Welsh self-awareness gathered support from the native princes.[footnoteRef:45]   [45:  J. Burton, Monastic and Religious Orders in Britain, 1000-1300, (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1997) p76
] 

‘Patrons and intercessory obligations were not contradictory’ to the desert imagery and connections with the world became necessary for survival and were arguably as pragmatic as actions taken by the early anchorites.[footnoteRef:46] Charity also required some contact, however the porter acted as the distributor of alms and the Cistercians failed to create a position of almoner like its counterpart orders.[footnoteRef:47] [46:  M. Birkedal Brunn, The Cambridge Companion to the Cistercian Order, (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2013) p71
]  [47:  R. Rosewell, The Medieval Monastery, (Oxford: Shire Publications, 2012) p17] 






[bookmark: _Hlk504558120]The Cistercians focus on community can be traced back to Pachomius and his disciples.  He gave them a rule and an institution. ‘Chastity and poverty were presupposed, and to these Pachomius added obedience in its specific form’. [footnoteRef:48] It is no wonder that Bernard of Clairvaux has been accused of seeing women as a threat to his chastity, but wider Cistercian attitudes to women have been recently challenged.  By the thirteenth century, women were admitted, even if this is considered to have been a reluctant action. The Cistercian structure willingly described the relationship of reciprocity and love, with its colonised cells as that of the relationship between a mother and daughter.  This enabled a system of visitations to be installed, allowing central control and adherence to rules, and must be considered a strength in contrast with Savigny’s Byland monastic experiment which failed due to lack of central control.  Obedience and stability became key to the image projected by a Cistercian monastery and it is no wonder this attracted so much support and much needed endowments. Even ‘Citeaux itself was not exempt and lacking a mother house itself was visited by the four abbots of its eldest daughters’. [footnoteRef:49]  Coppack also demonstrates how such a system of central control resulted in a slow pace when founding a daughter house as Fountains was offered a site by Hugh Brito in 1137 and although wooden buildings were constructed, it was two years until a community settled as statutes stated a full complement of approved books were required, which had to be laboriously copied. [footnoteRef:50]  The apostolic gestation has been argued by Berman not to be a ‘significant phenomena in the early phases of the proto order’ though this seems sceptical given the amount of colonisation which takes place.[footnoteRef:51] What gave the order a complexion of an international organisation was the institution of the general chapter. [footnoteRef:52]  In Carta Caritatis a model for central authority, ‘a masterpiece of planning’ was developed.[footnoteRef:53]  Ensured discipline, through a central synod and sanctions if required, enabling regimented development from Burgundy across Europe, similar to the growth of Pachomius’ monastic order from Egypt through two general meetings. [footnoteRef:54]  Legislation could also be enacted in the Cistercian model ‘s September meeting and the ties of love and mutual support were reaffirmed to strengthen the order.  [48:  D. Knowles,  Christian Monasticism, (London: World University Library, 1969) p14
]  [49:  J. Burton, Monastic and Religious Orders in Britain, 1000-1300, (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1997) p66]  [50:  G. Coppack, The White Monks, The Cistercians in Britain 1128-1540, (Stroud: Tempus Publishing Ltd, 2005) p22
]  [51:  E. Jamroziak, The Cistercian Order in Medieval Europe, (Abingdon: Routledge, 2013) p24
]  [52:  C. H. Lawrence, Medieval Monasticism, (Abingdon: Routledge, 2013) p173
]  [53:  D. Knowles, Christian Monasticism, (London: World University Library, 1969) p75
]  [54:  D. Knowles, Christian Monasticism, (London: World University Library, 1969) p15
] 



The original buildings of the Cistercians reflect the austere conditions of the hermitage caves. Although it is questionable whether the founding fathers did leave Molesme due to monastic decadence, the interiors remained plain, and archaeological evidence suggest buildings were white washed in a show of purity. [footnoteRef:55] [55:  G. Coppack, The White Monks, The Cistercians in Britain 1128-1540, (Stroud: Tempus Publishing Ltd, 2005)
] 

‘Early Cistercian churches… were simpler, more austere buildings… that equated plain interiors with the purity of Christ’. [footnoteRef:56] [56:  R. Rosewell, The Medieval Monastery, (Oxford: Shire Publications, 2012) p17
] 

Although the Cistercians are considered missionaries of French Gothic architecture in England, the Bernadine plan may something which Bernard of Clairvaux regretted and the changing of building in stone came from necessity once the monasteries ere well-established.  The services, devoid of scripture and chanting, took place in ‘barns’ devoid of fine art works, in sharp contrast to the Benedictine monasteries. Zarnecki claims that although Bernard may have overlooked fine gold cases for relics he was not so forgiving of ‘vain interiors‘, statues of ‘ridiculous monsters’ and ‘crowns of light like cartwheels’.[footnoteRef:57]  Bernard has been criticised for confusing ethics and aesthetics, but the Cluniacs may have allowed their quest for beauty to lapse into unnecessary luxury in their abbeys, although their argument was that their house should glorify God. [57:  G. Zarnecki, The Monastic Achievement, (London: Thames and Hudson Ltd, 1972) p72
] 

‘… I maintain that we should do homage also to the rite of the Holy Sacrifice, as to nothing else in the world, with the outward splendour of the holy vessels, with all inward purity and al outward magnificence.’[footnoteRef:58] [58:  Abbot Suger cited in D. Knowles, Christian Monasticism, (London: World University Library, 1969) p82] 

  Any Cistercian artwork and ironwork that crept in to the later stone buildings remained very much regional and the Cistercians only contributed to a renaissance in art through manuscript illustration which permitted elaborate scenes to be depicted involving much skill and time, but such contributions remained unseen and inaccessible to the masses so can not be argued to have had a wider impact on society. 
 

The Cistercians created a distinct identity, which has been accused of favouring ascetism over humanism. [footnoteRef:59]  The notion of the ‘desert’ can be seen to psychologically influence the white monks’ self-image and in addition, can explain why the order failed as missionaries.[footnoteRef:60] When examining their fundamentalist approach to cultivating frontier territory, the isolation amount of achieved can be argued to be a myth, as can the amount they fulfil their vocation of manual labour. However, the ‘desert’ becomes more of a reality when assessed as a metaphorical wilderness, allowing monks of the cloisters personal contemplation like the group hermitage of Alexandria. Their strict rules governing clothing and diet suggest ascetism was central to their spiritual striving, but even this area is open to criticism, with allegations that they installed ‘meanness and plainness rather than simplicity’. [footnoteRef:61]  Their practices of obedience and charity installed throughout their centralised system have echoes of the Pachomius’ monastic order, safeguarding mutual love and discipline across the ranks.  Their shared dwellings, offered them communal support without the overburden of too many services to interrupt personal prayer and manual labour, and it is in the original wooden huts that the Cistercians combated the indulgences of the Benedictine and tried to live in the true spirit of the ascetic desert fathers.  Believing that ‘theirs was the highest form of monasticism’ suggests monks that had become too self-righteous and was contrary to the values they were attempting to emulate. [footnoteRef:62]   The later buildings in stone, can be considered a break with the ascetic self-image of the second-generation monks.  However, despite the rejection of churches and tithes, it is perhaps the issue of patrons where the Cistercian brothers can be seen to fail by straying far from their intended unworldliness, even if it is viewed as a pragmatic action, to provide for monks to live away ‘from the dwellings of men’.  Overall, the influence of the ’desert’ can detected in the central practices of the Cistercians and the return to the guiding principles pf the ‘desert fathers’ was reflected in the white monks’ self-image even when the Carthusians emerged a more resolute force in European monasticism, taking over the mantle and recreating isolation more successfully than the later Cistercians.  [59: L. J. R. Milis, Angelic Monks and Earthly Men, (Woodbridge: The Boydell Press, 1999)
]  [60:  R. W. Southern, Western Society and the Church in the Middle Ages, (London: Penguin Books, 1990)
]  [61:  D. Knowles, Christian Monasticism, (London: World University Library, 1969) p78]  [62:  J. Burton, J., Monastic and Religious Orders in Britain, 1000-1300, (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1997) p71


] 
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