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St Bernard of Clairvaux[footnoteRef:1] [1:  Saint Bernard Of Clairvaux: Biography, Saint and More, en.postposmo.com,   https://www.postposmo.com/wp-content/uploads/2020/06/SAN-BERNARDO-DE-CLARAVAL-2.jpg , [accessed 09 January 2026]. 
] 




In order to understand the factors that led to the  popularity of Cistercians in Britain, this essay will give a brief history on the establishment of the movement, where, from their  primitive beginnings based on  the ideals of austere life using St Benedicts Rule as their guide, they became   a powerful force in church and national politics across Europe.[footnoteRef:2]  The Cistercians were an order of monks that were originally formed in 1098 in France , having become disillusioned by the emphasis of the liturgy at Molesme Abbey,   and wanting to leave the monastery to set up a new foundation which closely observed  the Rule of St Benedict, living a life of poverty, simplicity and self-sufficiency. As described in the Exordium Cistercii, after many extreme difficulties, the monks established a house in Citeaux,  ‘They came to Citeaux which was then a place of horror, a vast wilderness………… the soldiers of Christ found the place, almost as though divinely prepared,’[footnoteRef:3]   After a slow start, where ‘their neighbours applauded their holy life’ but abhorred its austerity’, [footnoteRef:4] only a few monks were able to tolerate the lifestyle.  Eventually their number was swelled by thirty others and as their reputation increased, this led to the growth of the movement and the founding of other houses across Europe. As houses became overpopulated resulting in inadequate supplies and space to sustain them,[footnoteRef:5] monks and an abbot would be sent out to establish a daughter house as described in the Exordium Parvum, [2:   Janet Burton, Monastic and Religious Orders In Britain 1000-1300, (Cambridge, Cambridge University Press, 1994) , p.77. ]  [3:  Exordium Cistercii, Chapter 1, Cistercian Sources 1,  Moodle: From Desert Myths To Sheep Tales, The Cistercians In The Middle Ages, < https://moodle.uwtsd.ac.uk/course/section.php?id=144133 [accessed 09 January 2026].]  [4:   Ibid. Chapter II.]  [5:  Janet Burton and Julie Kerr, The Cistercians In The Middle Ages, (Woodbridge: The Boydell Press,2011), p.22.] 

 ‘They established abbeys in various dioceses, which under the Lord’s rich and powerful blessing so prospered from day to day that within eight years among those who had gone forth from Citeaux itself and those who in turn sprang forth from them, twelve new foundations were to be counted.’ [footnoteRef:6] [6:  Exordium Parvum, Chapter XVIII,  Cistercian Sources 1,  Moodle: From Desert Myths To Sheep Tales, The Cistercians In The Middle Ages, < https://moodle.uwtsd.ac.uk/course/section.php?id=144133 [accessed 09 January 2026].] 

The Movement was unique as it was organised by The General Chapter which was installed in Citeaux as the governing body of the Cistercian order, to establish and maintain rules of the house as written in the Cartae Caritatis, the Charter of Charity  written by English monk Stephen Harding  in 1119, while  maintaining discipline in all the Cistercian abbeys and following the Rule of Benedict. 
   The order spread to Britain with the first house being established in England at Waverley in 1128 and at Tintern Wales in 1131. From then there was a large expansion throughout England   with forty-five abbeys founded up to 1153 and although houses continued to be founded after this time, the expansion slowed. However, in Wales this seemed to be the time of most growth.[footnoteRef:7]  This was despite the announcement by the General Chapter in 1152 decreeing that no more houses were to be established. The growth of the movement endured and by 1500 there were seven hundred and thirty-eight male and six hundred and forty- three female houses having been founded, eighty-eight of those in Britain, becoming a powerful force ecclesiastically and politically with the presence of Cistercian bishops, cardinals and even a pope.[footnoteRef:8] This essay will describe the reasons for the growth of the order in England and Wales, most being the same as in Europe, and why despite the order in 1152, foundations continued.  Janet Burton states that the Cistercian monks felt that theirs was the highest form of monasticism having reverted to ‘authentic Christianity.’  [footnoteRef:9]  but there are also some reasons why the Cistercians were seen to be such a popular movement, their growth so extraordinary and their success so great in Britain.  [7:  Burton, Monastic And Religious Orders, p.75. ]  [8:  C.H. Lawrence, Medieval Monasticism, 2nd edn, (Harlow, Longman Group UK limited, 1989), p. 183.]  [9:   Burton, Monastic And Religious Orders , p.71.] 

     Living the apostolic life was the central theme followed by all monastic men and women throughout  history with the principles of living together but with no possessions, just as the apostles did, being the main aim.[footnoteRef:10] The Cistercians, following totally St Benedicts Rule,  ‘we command them, that they observe the Rule of the blessed Benedict in everything’,[footnoteRef:11]  with simple food, buildings, no precious metals, their aim for self-sufficiency and their distinctive white course habits, meant that they  were distinctive in all that they did,  to enable them to follow their life of poverty and simplicity.[footnoteRef:12]   They followed  a daily framework of claustral life which satisfied their desire for uniformity of observance and gave their day structure and organisation.[footnoteRef:13]  Despite  the recognition by  all of its austerity and severity, the movement became popular and people flocked to the movement, seeking fellowship in the communal living  and standing together against the devil. [footnoteRef:14] Even the black monks in York, on seeing the first monks on their way to Waverley were so impressed, that they wanted to reform their own monastery which although resulted in confrontation, eventually led to the founding of Fountains Abbey. Burton feels that as with new fashions, ‘a new order with a reputation for austerity and sanctity might enjoy a great appeal.’[footnoteRef:15]  [10:   Ibid. p.43.]  [11:  Cartae Caritatis, Chapter II, Cistercian Sources 1,  Moodle: From Desert Myths To Sheep Tales, The Cistercians In The Middle Ages, < https://moodle.uwtsd.ac.uk/course/section.php?id=144133 [accessed 09 January 2026] .]  [12:  Lawrence, Medieval Monasticism, p.177.]  [13:   Burton and Kerr, The Cistercians, p.31.]  [14:   Ibid. p.119.]  [15:  Burton, Monastic And Religious Orders , p.71.] 

            One of the most unique characteristics of the Cistercian movement which became one of the main factors for its popularity, was its organisation as originally decreed in the Cartae Caritatis, and overseen by the General Chapter, a legislative body, who’s responsibilities were to maintain the bonds of love and charity between the brethren. Uniformity and conformity was its main function, based on mutual love with mutual supervision.[footnoteRef:16]  The organisation by the General Chapter meant that expansion could occur in a structured way.   Uniformity was further enforced by annual visits every September to the mother house in Citeaux by every abbot, to meet to uphold their standards. The annual meeting  was also seen to be  used maybe controversially for the spread of messages and  ideas amongst  European rulers, therefore making the movement more politically involved.[footnoteRef:17]   Also every abbot who had begat a daughter house had to visit that abbey, ‘The abbot must know that anyone undertaking the charge of souls must be ready to account for them’,[footnoteRef:18] this was to ensure that constancy was being maintained, along with offering support, guidance, dispersion of knowledge and manpower especially if new houses needed advice from experienced monks.[footnoteRef:19]   The movements of abbots could result in difficulties especially during wars, through lack of funds or if sited a significant distance from Citeaux as demonstrated by a decree in 1180  stating that  abbots in Scotland and Ireland only need  visit  Citeaux once every four years.[footnoteRef:20] Most houses within England and Wales were not begat from continental houses, therefore distances were not such a problem for the abbot to travel, however Citeaux had eighty daughter houses which proved difficult. [footnoteRef:21]  [16: Lawrence, Medieval Monasticism, p.187. ]  [17: Lawrence, Medieval Monasticism, p.192.]  [18:  St Benedict, RB,1980, The Rule Of St Benedict In English, ed. Timothy Fry ( Minnesota: The Liturgical Press, 1982), p.25. ]  [19:   Burton and Kerr, The Cistercians, p.97.]  [20:  Ibid. p.97.]  [21:    Ibid. p.94.] 

           The twelfth century was the most popular time for expansion with the Cistercians having built a high reputation and therefore attracting many donors, for, to have donated land to establish a monastery,  would have raised ones social standing.[footnoteRef:22]  For a monastery to maintain its ideal of self-sufficiency, it needed an area to site the monastery plus  land to farm.  This was obtained in Britain by gifts of land from wealthy patrons from all ranks but mainly local knightly ranks either for spiritual or political gain, [footnoteRef:23] for example, Tintern in Wales was founded by Walter Fitz Richard de Clare, a second-generation Anglo Norman but Melrose, the first abbey in Scotland by King David I and  Waverley in 1128 was endorsed by King Henry I. Cistercian abbeys were seen as markers of power and authority throughout Europe with some even being established in the Holy land in 1147,[footnoteRef:24]   and this was no different in Britain.  Familial connections between benefactors was not uncommon, such as   Bishop Willim Giffard who invited  the first monks to  Waverley and Walter Fitz Richard were relatives.[footnoteRef:25]  It is felt that everybody had their own agenda and were asking what Cistercians could do for them.[footnoteRef:26]    However, one of the biggest motives  was probably for spiritual salvation, with grants  given in exchange for prayers, masses or ultimately a burial spot or last minute conversion to the order shortly before dying.[footnoteRef:27]  Wales expansion was possibly more politically motivated and will be dealt with later in the essay.  [22:   Ibid. p.165.]  [23:  Ibid. p. 163.]  [24:   Ibid. p. 50.]  [25:  Burton, Monastic And Religious Orders , p.69.]  [26:  Burton and Kerr, The Cistercians, p.36.]  [27:   Ibid, p.163.] 

            One of the biggest factors in the expansion of Cistercians was the presence of protagonist Bernard of Clairvaux who was one of the earliest monks at Citeaux who is thought to have been responsible in the 1120’s for creating and shaping the Cistercian identity,[footnoteRef:28] and by his death in 1153, the reason for the foundation of three hundred and fifty houses in Europe. He was a charismatic preacher within Europe, mentoring popes, kings and cardinals,[footnoteRef:29]   who was not very well himself, showing that spirit could triumph over physical weakness.[footnoteRef:30]  His high profile helped the foundation of Rievaulx in north England and subsequent monasteries in England in 1131, following his letter to Henry I, [28:  Ibid. p.35.]  [29:  Lawrence, Medieval Monasticism, p.183.]  [30:  Ibid.p.185.  ] 

‘I have proposed to seize it, (Henry’s land) and I am sending men from my army who will, if it is not displeasing to you, claim it, recover it and restore it with a strong hand.’[footnoteRef:31] [31:  Bernard Of Clairvaux,  ‘Letter Of Bernard, Abbot Of Clairvaux, To King Henry I’ ,  Cistercian Sources 2, Moodle: From Desert Myths To Sheep Tales, The Cistercians In The Middle Ages, https://moodle.uwtsd.ac.uk/course/section.php?id=144133  [accessed 09 January 2026].] 

This resulted in Henry writing a royal charter inviting Cistercians to take over some of his claimed lands which included much of Wales.[footnoteRef:32]  As monks aspired to seek lands that were secluded and away from human habitation, ‘no monastery shall be constructed within cities, castles and manors’, [footnoteRef:33] rural sites were their sites of choice which England and Wales had in plentiful supply.  [32:   Frank Lacopo, ‘Monastic Colonialism In Medieval Wales. The Cistercian Family Of Margam And Whitland’, Academia.edu,2017, p.3. https://www.academia.edu/35703451/FLacopo_MONASTIC_COLONIALISM_IN_MEDIEVAL_WALES_THE_CISTERCIAN_FAMILY_OF_MARGAM_AND_WHITLAND_pdf [accessed 09 January 2026].]  [33:   Summa Cartae Caritatis, Chapter  IX, Cistercian Sources 1,  Moodle: From Desert Myths To Sheep Tales, The Cistercians In The Middle Ages, < https://moodle.uwtsd.ac.uk/course/section.php?id=144133 [accessed 09 January 2026] .] 

         Cistercians had a reputation for obtaining uncultivated land and making it usable, which could be mutually beneficial as benefactors were pleased to part with uncultivated land.[footnoteRef:34] This became an important part of the movement’s economy, with sheep farming and wool production becoming very important especially in Wales and Yorkshire. It was quickly realised that for a house to maintain the idea of self-sufficiency, the land needed to be large enough and farmed by people other than monks who were known as lay brothers or conversi. These lands known as granges, included arable land, pasture, woodland minerals and fishing.[footnoteRef:35]   Although this was not unique to the Cistercian movement, they were the first to include lay brothers in their communities. Conversi were introduced in the first twenty years of Citeaux’s foundation and were deemed essential for the cultivation of their land while monks could concentrate on their liturgical duties, [footnoteRef:36] sometimes outnumbering monks by two or three to one in a monastery.  They took vows of obedience and carried out some liturgical duties but their main role was to manage land, livestock and the general business of the monastery acting as a link to the outside world to stop the monks having to deal with secular affairs.[footnoteRef:37]  Although it was felt by some to be exploitation of workers it was also felt that it was a better opportunity across class lines, with the conversi exchanging their labour for food, lodging and importantly, spiritual salvation.[footnoteRef:38]  The rising general population in Britain meant that there was an excess of people, enabling  the lay brethren to be recruited from the neighbourhood.[footnoteRef:39]  It was also an accessible route into the monastery which previously had been  forbidden for the peasant class,  with manual work taking  on a new significance with lay brothers making their contribution to religion through their labour.[footnoteRef:40] However despite the General Chapter preaching equality between the monks and lay brothers, ‘We hold them to be our brothers and, with our monks, sharers of our goods both spiritual and temporal’,[footnoteRef:41]  the locally recruited grew more unhappy with hierarchy and superiority developing within the precincts and this meant that they found their status unsatisfying. [footnoteRef:42] Survival of a monastery meant needing  a solid economy to support its community needs which the Cistercians were well known for.[footnoteRef:43]   Houses sold any produce  surplus to needs  which produced profit, this was especially the case  for wool from the Yorkshire houses.[footnoteRef:44]Although the early houses rejected tithes to maintain the idea of poverty, by the twelfth  century some were accepting tithes and by the thirteenth century some houses were leasing land which again produced profits and the need for lay brethren declined. [footnoteRef:45]  [34:   Burton and Kerr, The Cistercians, p.150.]  [35: Ibid. p.160. ]  [36:  Ibid. p.151.]  [37:  Ibid. p.157.]  [38:  Locopo, ‘Monastic Colonialism’ p.  9.]  [39:   Burton and Kerr, The Cistercians, p.154. ]  [40:   David Robinson, Tintern Abbey, 5th edn, ( Cardiff: Cadw Welsh Government, 2011) , p.8. ]  [41:   Summa Cartae Caritatis, Chapter XX, Cistercian Sources 1 .]  [42:   Burton, Monastic And Religious Orders, p. 77.]  [43:   Burton and Kerr, The Cistercians, p.149. ]  [44:  Ibid.p.150.]  [45:  Ibid. p.161.] 

              Although the reasons for expansion of the Cistercians in Britain were common to all of Europe, a local factor unique to England was found during the reign of King Stephen (1135-54) and the resulting ‘civil war’ between him and Matilda. It was thought to be a period of anarchy and breakdown within the government, resulting in the flourishing of the Cistercian movement due to confusion about who owned land and were thus able to gift it to the Cistercians.[footnoteRef:46]  Walter Map who thought of them as ambitious and greedy[footnoteRef:47] and Gerald of Wales were both disparaging about the acquisition of land by the monks, ‘putting things to good use can never justify the fact that they have been wrongly acquired.’ [footnoteRef:48]  [46:  Burton, Monastic And Religious Orders, p.73. ]  [47:   Ibid, p.73.]  [48:  Gerald Of Wales, The Journey Through Wales And The Description Of Wales, (London: Penguin Books,1978), p.104.  ] 

               The Cistercian movement attracted many women to its ranks with the greatest expansion between 1190 and 1250. This was despite appearing that  Cistercians were hostile towards women. The Carta Caritatis stated ‘women shall not be received as guests….. nor shall they enter within the gate of the monastery’.[footnoteRef:49] Undeterred by this, it is thought that  the very early monks- some of whom were already married, requested their wives to take  vows at the same time and enter into nunneries which would have been run similarly.[footnoteRef:50] Although possibly not adopting all the activities performed by men and the nunneries being smaller in size, [footnoteRef:51] by 1500 there were twenty-seven Cistercian nunneries in Britain proving its popularity.   [49:   Summa Cartae Caritatis, Chapter XVIII, Cistercian Sources 1 .]  [50:  Burton and Kerr, The Cistercians, p. 54. ]  [51:  Burton, Monastic And Religious Orders, p. 103.] 

         The phenomenal success of the movement meant that an order was issued in 1152 by the General Chapter to try to stop the foundation of any further houses, to decelerate the rate of expansion. Burton and Kerr quote this version by Waddell taken from Narrative, Legislative texts from early Citeaux, ‘ In the year of our Lord 1152 it was decreed in the General Chapter of abbots that in future no new order of our Order would be constructed’.[footnoteRef:52] This was  to enable the maintenance of  the core principles of stability and uniformity, which they felt was getting out of control with the rapid expansion. However, although the growth of the movement had been greatest in England before this date, it did not completely stop, and it still increased in Wales following 1152. [52:  Burton and Kerr, The Cistercians, p. 44.] 

      These reasons are thought mainly to be because founders and patrons continued to desire to establish houses mainly for political reasons as well as for their salvation. [footnoteRef:53] Up until the 1160’s the foundation of abbeys had  been endorsed by Anglo Norman lords but after this period, it was the princes of various kingdoms in Wales ,who vying for dominance against each other and  the English , felt that it was politically astute to build or take control of a Cistercian Abbey which was a marker of power and authority. [footnoteRef:54] Half of the monasteries in Wales were founded by Welsh princes while others were controlled by them. [footnoteRef:55] Lord Rhys of Deheubarth took over  Strata Florida in 1164 after he gained control of south and mid Wales, supposedly because he loved and cherished the abbey, but Burton and Kerr think that it was more due to the material benefits of international contacts, prestige and status while the monks could give administrative support and financial help in exchange for grants of land.[footnoteRef:56] In return for their patron’s support, the monks wrote history, copied manuscripts thus preserving Welsh culture, gave spiritual support and practical expertise and although not part of the original statute of Cartae Caritatis ‘nor do we grant burial to any outsider unless he is a guest,’[footnoteRef:57] allowed burial within their walls.[footnoteRef:58]  Wales, much like north England contained terrain that was deemed suitable to a Cistercian Abbey. Many were remote and uncultivated sites which were widely used for sheep farming and wool production, an industry widely synonymous with Cistercians and therefore greatly valued.[footnoteRef:59]  [53:  Ibid. p. 44.]  [54:  Ibid. p. 50. ]  [55:   David E. Thornton, ‘A Mynach By Any Other Name…..The Anthroponymy Of The Welsh Cistercians c.1300-1540’, Academia.  edu. 2021, < https://doi.org/10.16922/WHR.30.4.1> [accessed 10 January 2026]. ]  [56: Burton and Kerr, The Cistercians, p. 45. ]  [57:   Summa Cartae Caritatis, Chapter XXIV, Cistercian Sources 1. ]  [58:  Burton and Kerr, The Cistercians, p. 46.]  [59:  Burton, Monastic And Religious Orders, p.76.] 

     There were many reasons for the success of the Cistercian movement in Europe which were mirrored in England and Wales although there were also more local reasons for their expansion which had significance as demonstrated above. The Cistercian movement was greatly admired for the presence and legislation performed by the General Chapter, however, the statute stating that there were to be no more monasteries built, seems to have fallen on deaf ears. C.H.Lawrence states that the annual meetings, being the only ‘international assemblies,’  allowed for rulers to use them as a ‘public forum’ resulting in  the spread of ideas and propaganda, meaning   that Cistercians  could be used as an influential pressure group.[footnoteRef:60] It appears therefore, that the  spiritual and political wishes  of patrons which included barons, princes and kings,  added to by support from senior church officials, had greater power and influence than did the ruling body of the General Chapter thus allowing for continued foundation of monasteries after 1152.  [60:  Lawrence, Medieval Monasticism, p.192. ] 
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