Walter Map among others accused the Cistercians of depopulation of existing settlements in order to create their own ‘desert’. What factors affected the choice of Cistercian sites?
When the Cistercians were formed, it was because they felt that the other monastic orders were not following the Rule of Saint Benedict as closely and accurately as the Cistercians felt they should have been, like the substantial wealth that the monasteries had accumulated in part due to their mishandling of tithes that funded the excessive ornamentation inside their abbeys. This dissatisfaction led to the monks to want to create their own monastic order that followed Saint Benedict’s rule in the ‘correct’ way. At the time, these monks didn’t want their actions to be perceived as novel or revolutionary, as this was not an idea that would have been received positively, so the Cistercians framed their movement as a renewal or a revival of the monastic order following the Rule of Saint Benedict, returning to the ways of the original Desert Fathers. [footnoteRef:1] [1:  Janet Burton and Julie Kerr, The Cistercians In The Middle Ages, (Suffolk: Boydell Press, 2011), pp. 3-4] 

The Original Desert Fathers and The Ideology of Asceticism
The word ‘hermit’, a figure and concept that was held in high importance by the Cistercians, is derived from ĕrēmīta, a Latinisation of the Greek word erēmitēs (ἐρημίτης), which means ‘of the desert’, and first Cistercian house to be founded in 1098 was Cîteaux, a name which most likely has its origins in the Latin word cisterna, which means a marsh or a bog. [footnoteRef:2] The Cistercians wanted to make reference back to the original Desert Fathers who inspired them and their whole philosophy of desert dwelling and asceticism with their naming conventions, and also with their choices of sites. In the Narratio de fundatione, the site at Skelldale, Yorkshire is described as ‘a place of horror and vast solitude’ [footnoteRef:3] The concept of living in a horrifying landscape is one that harks back to the original Desert Fathers and the essential philosophy that the Cistercians have of maintaining poverty and living by the poorest means to be both humble and contemplative. The desire to replicate the original Desert Fathers by living in a desert, or as close as the Cistercians could get a desert in France and Britain, had an influence of the choice of where a site should be. [2:  Burton and Kerr, The Cistercians In The Middle Ages, p. 56]  [3:  Burton and Kerr, The Cistercians In The Middle Ages, p. 58] 

Rules on Where a Site Could Be and The Donation of Land
The Cistercians wanted to live strictly be the Rules of Saint Benedict, therefore, if something was not mentioned in his Rule, then it was something they would not do. Saint Benedict made no mention of having any mills on the land of an abbey, so the Cistercians believed that they shouldn’t have any mills on their property. The Rule also made no mention of a monk working off of his own land and keeping animals on his land to live off of, so they also believed they shouldn’t keep their own animals. Despite this, they realised that without these essential resources, they wouldn’t be able to sufficiently function in a way that allowed them to observe the Rule, so they started to accept donations of land that had streams running through them in order to install mills on for their own personal use only. These lands also had meadows on them where cattle could graze and woodlands and vineyards acting as natural resources, although that wouldn’t make these lands particularly like the deserts the Cistercians desired them to be. Another part of the Rule of Saint Benedict that the Cistercians adhered to, was that Saint Benedict did not build his abbeys in or near towns or populated villages, but in more remote locations that were ‘removed from the traffic of men’. [footnoteRef:4]  Despite this, the Cistercians were not truly cut off from the rest of civilisation, choosing instead to distance themselves from the towns and villages and be self sufficient from them, but still have access to the popular transportation routes. [footnoteRef:5] These rules from Saint Benedict had some influence over the location of the sites, certainly on the preference to be separate from towns and villages and to be more rural, however the practicality of being near transport routes and having natural resources meant that this wasn’t always the greatest influence of their decision. Having land donated and available to set up on would have been greatly influential, as it meant the Cistercians would already have a secured site for themselves. [4:  Marjorie Chibnall, The Ecclesiastical History of Orderic Vitalis, Vol. IV, (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1973), p. 30-31]  [5:  Burton and Kerr, The Cistercians In The Middle Ages, p. 56] 

The Depopulation of Existing Settlements
Some of the Cistercians had a different interpretation of how they should keep their sites in non populated areas, which was to find a convenient site for themselves, and if any village was already living there, then they’d kick them out and claim it for themselves, thus making it no longer a populated area. The destruction of villages surrounding an Abbey to create more granges and depopulate the area was a frequent and recorded course of action, like in Byland where a portion of land was allotted to the villagers to rebuild their vill, or Barnoldswick where there is no record of any allotted land for the villagers who were presumably left displaced and fending for themselves. [footnoteRef:6] [footnoteRef:7] The act of depopulation by the Cistercians was something that was mocked by satirist Walter Map: [6:  Angela Petyt, To What Extent Did The Cistercians In Yorkshire Have A Policy Of Depopulation?, (2001), <https://freepages.rootsweb.com/~petyt/genealogy/cist3.htm> [Accessed 07/11/12]]  [7:  R. A. Donkin, ‘The Cistercian Order in Medieval England: Some Conclusions’, Transactions and Papers (Institute of British Geographers), No. 33 (1963), 181-198 (pp. 186-187)] 

And because their rule does not allow them to govern parishioners, they proceed to raze villages, they overthrow churches, and turn out parishioners, not scrupling to cast down the altars and level everything before the ploughshare, so that if you looked on a place that you knew previously you could say, and grass now grows where Troy town stood. [footnoteRef:8] [8:  Walter Map, De Nugis Curialium or Courtiers’ Trifles, trans. M. R. James, (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1983) p. 93] 

He, along with others, thought the Cistercians were hypocritical and malicious, who were invaders with no pity or mercy to those whose villages were overrun by them.
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