Commentary on Bernard of Clairvaux’s Letter To His Nephew Robert 
The chosen extract appears within a letter written by Cistercian monk Bernard of Clairvaux to his presumed nephew Robert, concerning Robert’s departure from Clairvaux for the Cluniac Order to whom he had been promised by his parents as a child. Composed in spring of 1125 the letter explicitly details Bernard’s critique of the Cluniac Order, and the issues surrounding the complete acceptance of the Rule of Saint Benedict within the Cistercian Order.[footnoteRef:1]    [1:  A Companion to Bernard of Clairvaux, ed. Brian Patrick McGuire (Leiden; Boston: Brill, 2011) p.177.] 

Bernard’s mention of the Rule of St Benedict within the extract of the letter to his nephew Robert stresses the integral role of the Rule to the Cistercian Order, and perhaps therefore the ignorance of the Cluniac Order toward correct monastic conduct, ‘let your servant and law giver, Benedict, judge which is the more in order.’[footnoteRef:2] The passage in which Bernard is referring to within the Rule of Saint Benedict is Chapter LIX, titled ‘Concerning Noblemen’s Sons and Poor Men’s Sons Who Are Offered’ in which Benedict discusses the nature of offering a child to a monastery as a child oblate. After considering the circumstances under which a nobleman may offer his child as an oblate, Benedict emphasises that ‘thus then let every precaution be taken, so that there may not linger in the boy’s mind any notion of possession, by which notions he might, to his ruin, be deceived.’[footnoteRef:3] Despite Bernard’s thorough understanding and strict following of the Rule of Saint Benedict, it becomes clear that the Cistercian rejection of child oblates remains a large part of Bernard’s argument and therefore an obvious problem with the monastery at Cluny.  [2:  The Letter of St Bernard to his Nephew Robert, Module Reader: The Cistercians and their World, p.53.  ]  [3:  The Rule of Saint Benedict, trans. Justin McCann (London: Sheed and Ward Ltd, 1972).] 

Throughout the entirety of Bernard’s letter to Robert, it becomes clear that despite its intended purpose as a scolding letter concerning the somewhat false promise made to Cluny, the information can also be drawn out to explore the contemporary nature of the oblation of infants. The emphasis Bernard places on the parental responsibility of making a child an oblate becomes a large part of his criticism, stressing that child oblation is ‘a vow made for a child when it is too young to know anything about it’ and that those entering monastic life should be able to choose.[footnoteRef:4] This extract heavily features the Rule of Saint Benedict, and Bernard clearly has an extremely detailed understanding of the process through which child oblates are offered, despite the Cistercians rejected this practice entirely. Bernard writes ‘let them see and judge which has the most force: the vow a father makes on behalf of his son, or the vow a son makes on his own behalf’, thus stressing his own moral objection to the acceptance of child oblates, and therefore reflecting upon the Cistercian preference of adult conversion, the conversi, however the nature and definition of this term has been debated.[footnoteRef:5]  [4:  Letter of St Bernard to Robert, Module Reader, p.53. ]  [5:  Letter of St Bernard to Robert, Module Reader, p.53.] 

It becomes clear that the purpose of Bernard’s letter may not be to scold Robert’s departure from Clairvaux, but instead as a work of rhetoric importance that demonstrates the true nature of the Cistercian Order. In a chapter by Les Perelman titled ‘The Medieval Art of Letter Writing: Rhetoric as Institutional Expression’, it becomes clear that the letter in the eleventh and twelfth centuries served as part of a greater shift towards rhetorical practice within the medieval rebirth of antiquity.[footnoteRef:6] The emerging rhetorical composition of the ars dictaminis had been taught in early universities and monastic institutions, and Bernard’s surviving letters could therefore reflect this movement. McGuire states in his A Companion to Bernard of Clairvaux that the 1125 letter to Robert ‘displays all Bernard’s literary skills […] short and straightforward sentences give the impression of spontaneous speech rather than writing’ and therefore emphasises the complexities of Bernard’s composition.[footnoteRef:7] McGuire’s account of Bernard’s life provides a useful insight into the significance of his composition, however McGuire notes that Robert was a cousin and not his nephew. However, whilst the rhetorical nature of Bernard’s letter to his nephew Robert is undeniably an important factor in the circumstances of its composition in 1125, the content of the letter is arguably the more important to understanding the Cistercian movement.  [6:  Les Perelman, ‘The Medieval Art of Letter Writing: Rhetoric as Institutional Expression’ in Textual Dynamics of the Professions: Historical and Contemporary Studies of Writing in Professional Communities, ed. Charles Bazerman and James Paradis (University of Wisconsin Press, 1991) p.98.  ]  [7:  A Companion to Bernard of Clairvaux, ed. McGuire, p.178. ] 

Lastly, whether Bernard had intended to or not, his letter to Robert provides an incredibly useful insight into the nature of the rivalry between the Cluniacs and the Cistercians. Bernard’s critique of the Cluniac Order is undeniable in his letter to Robert, as mentioned above, the presence of the Rule of Saint Benedict emphasises the poor conduct of Cluny as a monastic order. Stating that ‘the boy [Robert] was only promised to Cluny without any formal oblation, for the petition prescribed in the Rule was not made by his parents, not was the hand bound in the altar cloth and offering made before witnesses’ through which it can be seen that the oblation of Robert to Cluny was incorrect and therefore not legally binding.[footnoteRef:8] Written shortly after the chosen extract appears, Bernard critiques Cluny as having taken advantage of Robert and his parents, and that despite the guidance of the Rule of Saint Benedict concerning the donation of land, Cluny had not followed the Rule correctly, ‘can it be that they prized the land more than the child?’[footnoteRef:9] Bernard’s moral objection to the oblation of his nephew Robert to the monastery at Cluny appears to fall both as a criticism of the process of oblation as well as an opportunity to criticise Cluny as an institution.  [8:  Letter of St Bernard to Robert, Module Reader, p.53.  ]  [9:  Letter of St Bernard to Robert, Module Reader, p.53.] 

It can therefore be seen that Bernard’s letter to his nephew Robert presents Cistercian concerns about the monastic acceptance of child oblates, in addition to exploring the role of rhetoric and letter writing in the twelfth century. 
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