The expansion of the Cistercian order in the years leading up to the general chapter in 1152 resulted in roughly 15 Cistercian houses founded across Britain, the majority of which were in England. Between 1131 and 1150, 8 houses were established in Yorkshire alone, cementing the position of the Cistercians in Britain. In the years leading up to the ban on expansion, the rapid spread of the Cistercians across England and Wales into Ireland and Scotland represented the growing popularity of the Order with rulers and landowners alike. Although the ban on new foundations greatly stunted their rate of expansion, and as a result their growing level of influence, the Cistercians still enjoyed a steady level of popularity in the following years[footnoteRef:1]. The unique methods of operation utilised, as discussed below, helped to create a positive reception of the Cistercians, both in the eyes of lay brethren (in the first half of the thirteenth century at the very least) and of landowners inviting them to construct monasteries on their land.  [1:  David Knowles, The Monastic Order in England, (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2010)] 

The desire of the Cistercians to settle in unpopulated areas, as the first monks to leave Molesme had done[footnoteRef:2], would become one of the main reasons for their popularity and success in expansion. From an economic standpoint, founding a Cistercian house could be extremely beneficial for patrons. For lords and laity who had low grade lands that produced little to no profit, Cistercian monasteries were the perfect candidates to make use of useless areas. Cistercian houses were largely self-sufficient, growing their own food with the support of lay brethren and supplying much of their own needs. Because of their preference, following a stricter interpretation of the Rule of St. Benedict, for creating their houses in deserted areas, the founding of a Cistercian house is far less likely to use up higher grade land. Lords and landowners, then, do not need to be as concerned about losing land they could otherwise make use of, or profit from, especially if it’s in close proximity to a local community. In the years after 1152 as the Cistercian economy grew alongside their capabilities as sheep farmers, they also developed more effective ways of clearing land to use. The ability of these houses to “win from waste intro fruitful productivity” the ‘desert’ areas in which they were given would undoubtedly make them a popular choice, as a lord would have no need to give prime land away, as they would with the founding of a different house, leaving them with only difficult terrain[footnoteRef:3]. [2:  Exordium Parvuum, III]  [3: Richard Oram, ‘Landscape, Land use and the Environment’ in The Oxford Handbook of Christian Monasticism, ed. by B.M.Kaczynski, (Oxford: Oxford University Press 2020) pp.148-434 (p. 419)] 

It should be taken into account, however, that not every Cistercian settlement was created on unwanted or unworkable ‘desert’ land; there are numerous cases of active depopulation of the main or surrounding areas chosen to be monastic sites[footnoteRef:4]. In Yorkshire alone, there are 3 known cases of complete eviction of the surrounding peasantry, though it isn’t known if there were relocation efforts or if they were simply made to leave[footnoteRef:5]. This implies much about both the influence of the order, and the height of its popularity. Though there are relatively few cases of such evictions, the ability to have a settlement redistributed demonstrates the strength of the Orders influence on landowners, and the tolerance these owners are willing to display in order to establish a Cistercian house on their lands. Indeed, there is also evidence that adherence to the wishes of these monks takes priority over the plans of landowners themselves. When the site for the Cistercian house at Meaux was chosen the owner of the land, Count William, hesitantly had to give up his own plans for developing the area himself for hunting[footnoteRef:6]. Action such as these demonstrate that the Cistercian Order at this time enjoys, at the very least, a significant level of favour within higher classes at the time. It is then reasonable to say that the benefits of their presence outweigh the difficulties that may arise in allocating them space. [4:  R. A. Donkin, ‘Settlement and Depopulation on Cistercian Estates during the Twelfth and Thirteenth Centuries’ Bulletin of the Institute of Historical Research, 33(1960), 141-165]  [5:   R. A. Donkin, ‘The Cistercian Order and the Settlement of Northern England’, Geographical Review, 59(1969), 403-416 (p. 412)]  [6:  Janet Burton, Julie Kerr, The Cistercians in the Middle Ages, (Woodbridge: Boydell Press, 2016), p. 61] 

 Monasteries were especially effective for reinforcing the claim of a Lord to his land and for the consolidation of borders. With a monastery in place, there is little room for dispute over the ownership of land. This would do little to reduce their favour with patrons, for even if they were to claim better lands, they still repay their donor with newfound stability. What makes Cistercian monasteries all the more effective in this area is their neutrality. The Cistercian order maintains an internal hierarchy which allows for self-regulation, and each house is then answerable only to the pope and those within the same hierarchy. So, in times of dispute, landowners with Cistercian houses within their borders have access to neutral parties with the ability to negotiate on their behalf, as well as a strengthened claim to the land in question. 
Before a new house could be built, existing Cistercian monasteries had to find, or be offered, suitable ‘desert’ places in which they could build. For an offer could be made, some level of relationship between the Order and a possible patron had to be established. Many monastic sites were gained through the support of patrons who, in gifting their land to the Cistercians, gained the spiritual guarantee of the monks praying for their salvation. Evidently, there were many patrons willing to make this exchange, indicating the popularity of the Order, for the reasons alrighty highlighted but also as a result of their existing relationships with established members. One such example is that of Aelred of Rievaulx. As the Kings steward before entering the monastery at Reivaux, the pre-existing relationship between monk and monarch solidified the connection between monarch and Order[footnoteRef:7]. In Walter Daniel’s ‘The Life of Aelred’, Aelred and the King are shown to be close, with Aelred held in esteem and trusted by the royal household[footnoteRef:8]. This relationship between King David I and Aelred (and of course Bernard of Clairvaux) aided in bringing about the foundation of 3 Cistercian abbeys in Scotland[footnoteRef:9]. King David in particular, as an avid religious reformer in Scotland, was responsible for the foundation of numerous monastic houses of multiple orders throughout his reign, of varying monastic orders. Establishing Cistercian connections with him helps bring their Order more firmly into his sights, making patronage and popularity more likely.  Aelred’s position within the royal household not only meant he had good pre-existing external connections, but also experience with politics, making him an ideal emissary for the order, as is shown by his venturing to Rome in this position in 1142[footnoteRef:10]. The acceptance of monks such as Aelred was instrumental in improving the popularity of the Cistercians, especially within the British isles. Well-connected members were able to bring their acquaintances closer to the sphere of Cistercian influence, opening the possibility of more landowners gifting suitable areas for the founding of new monasteries. Though some patrons may extend an invitation for construction of a Cistercian settlement after hearing of, and being impressed by, the extreme lengths and piety that characterised the Cistercian way of life, they would be much more likely to after closer contact with/persuasion from members they have relations with.  [7:  ‘Aelred of Rievaulx’, English Heritage, (2021) <https://www.english-heritage.org.uk/visit/places/rievaulx-abbey/history-and-stories/aelred-of-rievaulx/> ]  [8:  Walter Daniel, Life of aelred, trans. F. M. Powicke]  [9:  G.W.S.Barrow, ‘Scottish rulers and religious orders 1070-1153’, Transactions of the Royal History Society, 3(1953), 77-100 (p. 96)]  [10:  English Heritage, ‘Aelred the Monk’ ] 

 
 One of the most prolific examples of the importance of a pre-existing relationship with regards to the establishment of a new monastic house is that of Bernard of Clairvaux. In the years leading up the general chapter of 1152, Bernard is widely regarded as the driving force behind Cistercian expansion[footnoteRef:11]. As the Abbot of Clairvaux, Bernard travelled extensively, both in visitation to daughter houses and for wider political and ecclesiastic purposes. Politically speaking, Bernard was involved in machinations at the highest levels, playing an active role in papal affairs, schisms and regional ecclesiastical disputes[footnoteRef:12]. Taking this into consideration, it becomes easier to imagine that Bernard not only made the acquaintance of many ranking and powerful people but that awareness and interest in the Cistercian Order also began to mount.  [11:  Emilia Jamroziak, The Cistercian Order in Medieval Europe 1090-1500, (London: Routledge 2013)]  [12:  M. B. Pranger ‘Bernard of Clairvaux: work and self’, in The Cambridge Companion to the Cistercian order, ed. by M. Bruun (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press 2013), pp. 186 - 198] 

Bernard’s travels and extensive influence was not likely to be his first experience with the power of having the right connections. Burton argues that the appointment of Bernard over other monks with more experience to be abbot of Clairvaux was in part due to “his connections with he lay founders of the house”[footnoteRef:13]. Given his understanding of the importance of connection then, it is small wonder that he was able to use the many acquaintances he made on his travels to grow the Order so substantially. It is because of characters such as Bernard and Aelred, and the connections they bring into the Order that the spread of the Cistercian is so expansive in the years leading up to 1152.  [13:  Janet Burton, Julie Kerr, p. 24] 

Yet, despite the view of several critics, there is much evidence to imply that Bernard’s main priority was his position as abbot at Clairvaux, and that he lamented the time spent away from his monastery. In a letter written to the monks of Clairvaux (c.1135), Bernard assures them that his suffering is far greater than theirs and that he is “forced to live for a time apart” from them on his travels[footnoteRef:14]. Here we see another reason for the popularity of the Cistercians: their dedication to the monastic life of contemplation and desire for pious stability. As a result of the Orders strict focus on the values of piety, they attracted a substantial amount of respect and admiration from members of the laity, be it nobles, gentry or common folk alike. The harsh conditions of Cistercian life did much to impress a sense of holiness on those around it, particularly when compared to the lifestyles of other monastic orders such as the Augustinians and Benedictines. Although Bernard was doubtless a man within many spheres of influence, his ability to maintain his position and devout dedication to the values of his order personify the success of the Cistercians in handling twin faucets of power and piety.  [14:  Bernard of Clairvaux, Letter XXXVIII in <http://www.ccel.org/ccel/bernard/letters.html> ] 

Cistercian houses were also particularly popular with the Princes of Wales as a result of their independence from Anglo-Norman houses. With no affiliation to Anglo-Norman houses and a completely internal hierarchy, there was no risk of visitation or interference from politically motivated external church officials, making the Cistercians a favoured choice amongst the Welsh nobility[footnoteRef:15]. This demonstrates the political ambiguity of the Cistercians, a factor that proved to be extremely beneficial for their popularity and expansion efforts, both before and after 1152. After the foundation of Strata Florida and the generosity of its subsequent patron Lord Rhys, many other Welsh rulers began to found Cistercian houses on their own lands[footnoteRef:16]. With no direct connection to English or Norman foundations, Welsh lords could found monastic houses with no threat of bringing unwelcome Anglo involvement into their affairs, a factor which undoubtedly made the Cistercians a much more popular choice than other houses, such as the Benedictines. The political ‘neutrality’ of the Cistercians does much to improve their popularity as through their potential use as negotiators as through the lack of Anglo interference they might incite[footnoteRef:17].  [15:  Janet Burton and Karen Stober, ‘Introduction: Monastic Wales’, in Abbeys and Priories of Medieval Wales (Wales: University of Wales Press, 2015), pp.1-30 ]  [16:  Ibid., p.12]  [17:  I say ‘neutrality’ here with some reservation as the term can only be firmly used in reference to the politics of foreign policy – in matters of ecclesiastical politics the Cistercians are quite clearly anything but neutral. ] 

The Cistercians weren’t just popular with the ruling classes, however, and up until the late thirteenth century the attitudes of the Order toward lay brethren made them popular with the Peasantry as well[footnoteRef:18]. Considering the emphasis of the Cistercians on producing their own crops and tending to their land themselves, it stands to reason that, when taking their liturgical duties into account as well, the inclusion of a working section of the order was a highly necessary addition. Cistercian attitudes toward lay brethren differed from others the time in that they didn’t just engage with them but included them in a “comprehensive customary for their organisation”[footnoteRef:19]. Though distinctions between monk and lay brethren were quite clear, the rate of expansion that the Cistercians grew at would have been significantly reduced had the lay brethren not been included. Aside from working fields, the lay brethren aided in the erection of the rudimentary buildings that monks would inhabit in order to found a new monastery. Without this internal force to provide such accommodation, the Cistercians would have been reliant on local lords to provide the necessary accommodation that would allow their travel to new sites. Alongside this, the lay brethren aided the entry and success of the Cistercians into the economic market, handling trade and exchange to prevent the monks having direct involvement. The lay brethren, then, were a vital part of the Cistercian Order. As such, with the growing number of monasteries and houses in Britain, particularly after 1152, the need for lay brethren also rose. From the plans of Cistercian houses such as Tintern, there is evidence of a substantial increase to size of buildings meant to house lay brethren, showing an increase in members during the early thirteenth century.  The inclusion of illiterate brethren, and the offer of stability and a secure source of work and food, unsurprisingly made the Cistercians popular with lay brethren.  [18:  Project staff, ‘The decline of the lay-brotherhood’, The Cistercians in Yorkshire, (2021), <https://www.dhi.ac.uk/cistercians/about/#Introduction >]  [19:  Janet Burton and Julie Kerr, p.151] 

The ability of the Cistercians to evolve is a primary reason that they retained popularity for such a long period. Their social outlook, economic practices, political neutrality and simultaneous (relatively) strict and constant obedience of high standards they set for themselves since the Orders foundation in 1098 earnt them a firm base of respect amongst the vast majority of those they interacted with. Within the British isles especially, both before and after the general chapter of 1152, the expansion and development of the order shows that they enjoyed a level of stability from which they could maintain themselves, if not prosper. Their ability to evolve with time is shown through the contraction and expansion of their monasteries and abbey’s and relates the practicality and self-awareness that characterises the order and justifies their popularity.




Bibliography
· ‘Aelred of Rievaulx’, English Heritage, (2021) <https://www.english-heritage.org.uk/visit/places/rievaulx-abbey/history-and-stories/aelred-of-rievaulx/> 
· Barrow, G.W.S. ‘Scottish rulers and religious orders 1070-1153’, Transactions of the Royal History Society, 3(1953), 77-100 
· Bernard of Clairvaux, Letter XXXVIII in <http://www.ccel.org/ccel/bernard/letters.html>  
· Burton, Janet, Kerr, Julie The Cistercians in the Middle Ages, (Woodbridge: Boydell Press, 2016)
· Burton, Janet, Stober, Karen ‘Introduction: Monastic Wales’, in Abbeys and Priories of Medieval Wales (Wales: University of Wales Press, 2015)
· Donkin, R. A.  ‘Settlement and Depopulation on Cistercian Estates during the Twelfth and Thirteenth Centuries’ Bulletin of the Institute of Historical Research, 33(1960), 141-165
· Donkin, R. A. ‘The Cistercian Order and the Settlement of Northern England’, Geographical Review, 59(1969), 403-416 
· Jamroziak, Emilia The Cistercian Order in Medieval Europe 1090-1500, (London: Routledge 2013)
· Knowles, David, The Monastic Order in England, (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2010)
· Oram, Richard ‘Landscape, Land use and the Environment’ in The Oxford Handbook of Christian Monasticism, ed. by B.M.Kaczynski, (Oxford: Oxford University Press 2020) pp.148-434 
· Pranger, M. B.  ‘Bernard of Clairvaux: work and self’, in The Cambridge Companion to the Cistercian order, ed. by M. Bruun (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press 2013), pp. 186 - 198
· Project staff, ‘The decline of the lay-brotherhood’, The Cistercians in Yorkshire, (2021), <https://www.dhi.ac.uk/cistercians/about/#Introduction >
