A Commentary on Fountains Abbey, from the South-East (ca. 1747) by Thomas Smith
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Fountains Abbey, from the South-East, published ca. 1747 by Thomas Smith of Derby (d. 1767)
Engraved by Francois Vivares (1709-1780) print. Etching and engraving. 364mm x 530mm. Object number: 05/4278. 
Full caption at bottom of engraving:  
Fountain’s Abbey, from the South-East: Situate two Miles West of Rippon in Yorkshire. 

This depiction of Fountains Abbey in Skelldale, Yorkshire is a print by Thomas Smith of Derby held in the Royal Academy Art Collection.[footnoteRef:10211] Founded in December 1132 by reformist Benedictine monks of St. Mary’s Abbey in York, Fountains Abbey became in 1135 the second Cistercian monastic house in the north of England after Rievaulx Abbey, also in Yorkshire, and was a daughter house of Clairvaux Abbey in Burgandy.[footnoteRef:31400] At the time of the abbey’s dissolution in 1536 it was one of the most powerful and wealthy monastic houses in England and was the centre of a thriving and influential Cistercian community.  [10211:  Royal Academy of Art, Fountains Abbey, from the South-East, Published ca. 1747? Thomas Smith of Derby (undated), <https://www.royalacademy.org.uk/art-artists/work-of-art/fountains-abbey-from-the-south-east> [accessed 2 April 2024]  ]  [31400:  David Robinson (ed.), The Cistercian Abbeys of Britain: Far from the Concourse of Men, (London: B. T. Batsford Ltd, 1998), p. 111
Jean Leclerq, The Intentions of the Founders of the Cistercian Order, in The Cistercian Spirit: A Symposium: In Memory of Thomas Merton, ed. by M. Basil Pennington, (Shannon, Ireland: Irish University Press, 1970), p. 121] 

The location of Fountains reflected the Cistercian ideal for a monastic house to be situated in a location conducive to spiritual reflection and a reflective withdrawal from the temporal world.[footnoteRef:24651] The rural river valley of Skelldale would have been in stark contrast to the large and densely populated city of York where the abbey precinct of St. Mary’s was situated up against the city walls. The Benedictine house, outwith the walls of York, was sandwiched between two main thoroughfares; the River Ouse to the south and to the north the major gatehouse on York’s walls Bootham Bar, named after the city’s many market stalls. The location could hardly have been further from the early Cistercian legislation which required monastic houses to be removed from human habitation.[footnoteRef:27324] The Cistercian mother house Cîteaux Abbey is described as a ‘desert-place’ without worldly distractions and conducive to the focussed worship of God in the Exordium Parvum, the twelfth century document which details the foundation and history of Cîteaux and the foundation of the Cistercian order.[footnoteRef:11986] Skelldale is described as ‘a place of horror and vast solitude’ in the Narratio de fundatione of Fountains Abbey. Whilst it is more likely Skelldale was secluded and isolated it is unsurprising that such descriptions were used because of the need to evoke the connection with the early Desert Fathers and the origins of Cîteaux. The symbolism of isolation and rejection of the world is an important element of the Cistercian tradition.[footnoteRef:32491] [24651:  Janet Burton and Julie Kerr, The Cistercians in the Middle Ages (Woodbridge, Suffolk: The Boydell Press, 2011) p. 56]  [27324:  Janet Burton and Julie Kerr, The Cistercians in the Middle Ages (Woodbridge, Suffolk: The Boydell Press, 2011) p. 56]  [11986:  Janet Burton and Julie Kerr, The Cistercians in the Middle Ages (Woodbridge, Suffolk: The Boydell Press, 2011) p. 10]  [32491:  Janet Burton and Julie Kerr, The Cistercians in the Middle Ages (Woodbridge, Suffolk: The Boydell Press, 2011) p. 58] 

The secluded and natural characteristics of the site of Fountains are reflected in the print by Smith. This also reflects the contemporary fascination with the picturesque and a return to natural subjects which resulted from a move away from the more formal geometrically organised landscaping tradition.[footnoteRef:25100] This was at a time of an emerging industrialisation in England. Interestingly, just as the foundation of Fountains necessitated the removal of small settlements to the south of the abbey, this pastoral picturesque interest was on occasion accompanied by a similar removal of inconvenient buildings and dwellings.[footnoteRef:24086] With regard to depopulation Fountains is described by R. A. Donkin as having more evidence against it than any other house.[footnoteRef:18466]  [25100:  Plates 1.9-1.12: The Ruins of Fountains Abbey (2023), <https://scalar.missouri.edu/vm/vol1plates9-12-fountains-abbey> [accessed 2 April 2024] (para. 7 of 11)]  [24086:  R. A. Donkin, The Cistercians: Studies in the Geography of Medieval England and Wales, (Wetteren, Belgium: Universa Press, 1978), p. 41]  [18466:  R. A. Donkin, The Cistercians: Studies in the Geography of Medieval England and Wales, (Wetteren, Belgium: Universa Press, 1978), p. 46] 

Fountains had been of interest to antiquarians from the end of the seventeenth and early part of the eighteenth centuries.[footnoteRef:28372] Smith’s print predates the first archaeological excavations at Fountains which were carried out by John Martin in the 1780s.[footnoteRef:2690] The main focus of Smith’s picturesque pastoral image is the remaining architectural stonework of the abbey. Because the print predates the archaeological investigations at Fountains some of the stonework which has subsequently been revealed was not to be seen in the 1740s. However, the faithful nature of Smith’s detailed representation of Huby‘s Tower and the eastern facade can be clearly seen from a comparison with the contemporary photograph currently found on the National Trust website.[footnoteRef:17411] The print draws the eye to Abbot Huby’s bell tower in particular. Huby was abbot from 1495-1526 and the bell tower constructed during his abbacy replaced the more usual Cistercian crossing-point lantern tower.[footnoteRef:7715] Bell towers were prohibited by twelfth century Cistercian legislation and, ironically, today‘s recognisable hallmark of Fountains Abbey is a structure which was initially outlawed by its monastic order which forms the centre point of Smith’s engraving.[footnoteRef:22375] [28372:  Plates 1.9-1.12: The Ruins of Fountains Abbey (2023), <https://scalar.missouri.edu/vm/vol1plates9-12-fountains-abbey> [accessed 2 April 2024] (para. 1 of 11)]  [2690:  David Robinson (ed.), The Cistercian Abbeys of Britain: Far from the Concourse of Men, (London: B. T. Batsford Ltd, 1998), p. 112]  [17411:  National Trust, History of Fountains Abbey and Studley Royal (undated), <https://www.nationaltrust.org.uk/visit/yorkshire/fountains-abbey-and-studley-royal-water-garden/history-of-fountains-abbey-and-studley-royal> [accessed 2 April 2024]   ]  [7715:  Glyn Coppack, The White Monks: The Cistercians in Britain 1128-1540, (Stroud, Gloucestershire: Tempus Publishing Limited, 2000), p. 92
National Trust, History of Fountains Abbey and Studley Royal (undated), <https://www.nationaltrust.org.uk/visit/yorkshire/fountains-abbey-and-studley-royal-water-garden/history-of-fountains-abbey-and-studley-royal> [accessed 2 April 2024]   ]  [22375:  John A. Nichols, The Architectual Features of an English Cistercian Nunnery, in Cistercian Ideals and Reality, ed. by John R. Sommerfeldt, (Oxford: A. R. Mowbray & Co. Ltd., 1978), p. 323] 
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