Week 4

The Coming of the Cistercians to Britain
William of Malmesbury
The foundation of Rievaulx Abbey


In this session we look at contemporary, or near contemporary sources for the advent of the Cistercians into Britain:  at the account in the Gesta Regum Anglorum (Deeds of the Kings of the English), written by William of Malmesbury, himself a Benedictine monk, in about 1124, just before the Cistercians made their first British foundation at Waverley in 1128. We then study the sources for the foundation of what became one of the foremost Cistercian houses in England, Rievaulx Abbey. These comprise:

(i) the letter of St Bernard, abbot of Clairvaux, in which he announced to King Henry I his intention to found a Cistercian monastery in England

(ii) the chapter telling of the foundation of Rievaulx in the foundation narrative of what grew to be one of the wealthiest and most powerful abbeys of White Monks in England, Fountains Abbey (Yorkshire)

(iii) the foundation charter of Rievaulx. 

In this and the following sessions we ask the questions: what impulses brought the Cistercians to Britain in the last years of the reign of Henry I (1100–1135), to Waverley (1128), Tintern (1131), and especially Rievaulx and Fountains (1132)?  What do the records tell us of the nature of Cistercian monasticism and its relations with both the ecclesiastical and the secular aristocracy?  

Texts: supplied

Reading:

Knowles, Monastic Order, pp. 227–45.
Burton, Monastic and Religious Orders, chapter 4.
Booklist section iv(b) especially Burton, ‘The Foundation of the British Cistercian Houses’, and Monastic Order in Yorkshire, chapter 4; Holdsworth, ‘St Bernard and England’; Nichol, Thurstan, pp. 149–91.

For the Narratio de Fundatione of Fountains Abbey as a source, see Baker, ‘The Genesis of English Cistercian Chronicles’.


Also in this session we think about the significance of the career of Ailred. This is a topic some of you may be pursuing for your essay.


 A Cistercian Abbot
The life and writings of Ailred of Rievaulx

Ailred, abbot of Revesby (1143–47) and then of Rievaulx (1147–67), was one of the best known of the English Cistercians, and was sometimes called the English Bernard. He was the subject of a life written not long after his death by Walter Daniel. In this session we look at this Life and ask what its historical value is: is it a biography? Or is it more like hagiography, the life of a saint? What, if anything, does it tell us of Cistercian life and spirituality? We look also at some of the writings of Ailred, those printed in Matarasso, Cistercian World, pp. 149–97, for, unusually for a Cistercian, he was a prolific writer. Moreover, he was a public figure, a man of wide contacts, royal, aristocratic and ecclesiastical, who adjudicated in what might now be called ‘public enquiries’ both inside and outside the Cistercian Order. How did this square with the concept of the monastic life? It will also be useful to look at the career of another man drawn to the Cistercian life, a man well-known to Ailred, Waldef of Kirkham. His conversion to the White Monks involved him, not in leaving a secular career, but in quitting one religious calling, that of the Augustinian canons, for another.

What does the Life of Ailred tell us of Ailred as a recruit and as a monk?

What does the Life tell us of Cistercian monasticism?

Consider the role of Ailred as an abbot and public figure.

What was the nature of Ailred’s writings? And how does this reflect – or fail to reflect – the Cistercian attitude towards writing and study?

Texts:

Extracts from the Life (supplied)
Matarasso, Cistercian World, pp. 149–97

Reading:

Knowles, Monastic Order, pp. 257–66; Burton, Monastic and Religious Orders, pp. 175–6, 181–2, and passim.
Squire, Aelred of Rievaulx.
Dutton, ‘The conversion and vocation of Ailred of Rievaulx’
D. Roby, ‘Chimaera of the North: the active life of Ailred of Rievaulx’
