COMMENTARY 3
FLOOR PLAN OF TINTERN ABBEY

Achieving Benedictine seclusion due to its position on the steep slopes of the Wye Valley, Tintern, daughter house of L’Aumone, was founded in 1131 by Walter de Clare, Lord of Chepstow (Tintern - Cistercian Abbey, n.d.). Itemising the construction chronology, the plan facilitates insight into two inter-related themes. Firstly, the concept of an intrinsically Cistercian architectural style and the extent to which Tintern followed that style. Secondly, an enhanced understanding of the direction and nature of Cistercian evolution during that period.

Reference is often made to a definitive Cistercian architectural style, initially Romanesque and then steadily more Gothic (Cistercian Style, 2017). Indeed, early Cistercian building conformed to a functionally austere and square design, often referred to as the "Bernadine model” (Coomans, 2018, p. 157). The most common format was a cruciform shaped church, of which Tintern‘s original building is an example and can be seen on the diagram as ”buried Twelfth century masonry”.  Jamzoriak highlighted several other defining Cistercian architectural features. The Chapter house was usually to the east of the cloister; refectories were often built at ninety degrees to it. The infirmary was in the east due to its contemporary association with healing. The accommodation for Lay brothers was to the west (Jamzoriak, 2015, p. 12).  Tintern has all of these features.

If there was such an ideal model from where did this originate? The sacrosanct Rule of Benedict makes “no mention of buildings” (Kinder, 2000, p. 26).  Bucher, however, points to some guiding principles that, whilst “of an exclusively negative nature", nevertheless “guided the Cistercian architect” (Bucher, 1960, p. 93). Rather than being specific design features, these principles were instead based on the spiritual intent contained within the Rule. Firstly, that the building should be “without emotional expression” and secondly “that the monastic church should be nothing but an officina “ (Bucher, 1960, p. 93).  Presumably, rather than being equipped with formal ground plans, monks forming new abbeys arrived with a spiritual model coupled with a recollection of the design of the mother abbey. 

To have a rigid collection of standard features, there must have been a means for disseminating and enforcing those requirements. Bucher cites the Apologia ad Vuillermun Abbatem 1123-5 by Bernard of Clairvaux, which attacked Cluny’s “purposeless and ridiculously expensive type of architecture” (Bucher, 1960, p. 94).  According to Bucher, the General Chapter had a code on arts enforced by visitations equipped with draconian powers. The forbidding of tower construction in 1157, for example, could result in them being demolished (Bucher, 1060, p. 94).

Whilst there may have been some uniformity of design in the twelfth century, the subsequent rapid growth of the Cistercian Order outpaced its primitive administrative capacity to control it.  “The restrictive theoretical prescriptions of the General Chapter and the Carta Caritatis, Exordium Parvuum could never have served to inspire Cistercian communities all over Europe to adopt one standardised architectural model” (Jamzoriak, 2015, p. 12).  Tintern does differ from other Cistercian abbeys.  According to Jamzoriak, the cloister is usually to the south of the church in northern Europe, whilst the opposite is true in southern Europe (Jamzoriak, 2015, p. 12).  However, at Tintern, the cloister is to the north of the church. Interestingly Tintern’s sister abbey at Waverley also has this feature. (Greene, 2005, p. 87).  It may well be that uniformity was only possible within immediate abbatical filiations and became diluted as the line of filial communication became extended.  

Bucher argued that increasing architectural variation was indicative of “the step by step disintegration of the moral discipline within the order” (Bucher, 1960,  p. 94).  Bernard himself is labelled as the originator of decline because he “had to prove that a truly monastic architecture using modern vaulting techniques was possible on a monumental scale.” (Bucher, 1960,  p. 94).  It might be more profitable to view deviations from the original concept as driven by factors other than vanity.  One of the defining features of the Cistercian model was the use of lay personnel, the conversi, for manual labour. This necessitated further targeted expansion of the abbey complex. “The standardised Cistercian plan with its chevet, which allowed for an indefinite increase of altars, its adaptable nave reserved for a sometimes large number of Conversi was certainly the most practical solution for the needs of the monastic communities” (Bucher, 1960,  p. 100).  At Tintern, lay accommodation was constructed to the west of the site to house an expanding number of conversi.  Presumably, the new church, which was begun in 1269, was partly required to accommodate their spiritual needs. The large porch at the western end was a break with the Cistercian custom of ” a flat undecorated west facade” (Lawrence, 2015, p. 21).  Undoubtedly this was a stipulation of the benefactor Roger Bigod III, although the pattern followed later versions of Clairvaux, and the absence of towers was in line with Bernadine guidelines. The plan describes the new church as “The Gothic Church”.  Tintern was following a general thirteenth-century trend towards Gothic architecture, and this mirrored other abbeys such as Rievaulx (Coomans, 2018, p. 158). 

Tintern was typically Cistercian in that it conformed to some general aspects and deviated from others. Overwhelmed by rapid expansion, lacking an updated ruleset and robust quality control mechanism, building styles were bound to reflect the local pressures of topography, available materials, benefactors' demands, and changing architectural techniques. This does not constitute a general spiritual decline.
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