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 A COMMENTARY ON AN EXTRACT FROM THE EXORDIUM PARVUM

‘The man of God, Alberic, however, after he had practised fruitfully regular discipline in the school of Christ for nine and a half years, went home to the Lord, full of glory in his faith and virtues, and therefore deserved to be rewarded by God with eternal life. His successor was a certain brother by the name of Stephen, an English man by nationality, who had also come to that place from Molesme, a lover of the Rule and of the place. During his time, the brethren and this abbot prohibited the duke of that land or any other lord from keeping his court at any time in that monastery, as they used in times past to do on the occasion of great feasts. Furthermore, lest anything remain in the house of God – where it was their wish to serve God devoutly day and night – that savoured of pride and superfluity or that would ever corrupt poverty, the safeguard of poverty, that they had chosen of their own free will, they resolved to keep no crosses of gold or silver’
(Exordium Parvum)

The extract begins by indicating the piety of the recently deceased second Abbot of Citeaux, Alberic. However, the extract does not mention Alberic in as much detail as it does with Stephen Harding – which may be an indication on the influence Stephen Harding had on the New Monastery. Citeaux was a recently founded monastery, in the Duchy of Burgundy.[footnoteRef:1] It flourished, and claimed to be a community that held the Rule of St. Benedict in a higher regard than the other monasteries during its inception.[footnoteRef:2] The beginning of Citeaux, additionally known as the Novum Monasterium (New Monastery) in other documents, was founded by a group of monks in the year 1098, travelling from Molesme, which was situated at the diocese of Langres – these monks were led by the first Abbot of Citeaux, Robert.[footnoteRef:3] Odo I, Duke of Burgundy, the Bishop of Chalon-sur-Saone and the Papal Legate were also consulted before the monks set off on their journey in founding Citeaux.[footnoteRef:4] The reasons as to why the monks left Molesme was due to the dissatisfaction of wealth and political status of the monastery.[footnoteRef:5] Stephen Harding and Alberic were also on the journey to found a new monastery alongside Robert – then Robert would be called back to his Abbacy at Molesme due to the monks of Molesme demanding Pope Urban II to return Robert – in which Alberic took upon the mantle of Abbot after Robert.[footnoteRef:6] There is a possibility that Alberic may have been an Anchorite before joining Molesme and became the second Abbot of Citeaux.[footnoteRef:7]  [1:  Janet Burton and Julie Kerr, The Cistercians in the Middle Ages (Boydell Press, 2011), p. 9]  [2:  Ibid ]  [3:  Ibid p. 10]  [4:  Ibid ]  [5:  Newman, Martha G, ‘Foundation and Twelfth Century’, in The Cambridge Companion to the Cistercian Order (Cambridge University Press, 2012), p. 27
]  [6:  Janet Burton and Julie Kerr, The Cistercians in the Middle Ages (Boydell Press, 2011), p. 11]  [7:  Rozanne, E. Elder, ‘Early Cistercian Writers’, in The Cambridge Companion to the Cistercian Order (Cambridge University Press, 2012), p. 199] 

Stephen Harding is the focal point in this extract, where it mentions his deeds as the third Abbot of Citeaux from 1108/9 – 33, after the death of Alberic.[footnoteRef:8] Stephen Harding is an Englishman and this is mentioned in most Cistercian documents, and other documents that mention the Cistercians – Stephen Harding was also not from an illustrious family.[footnoteRef:9] Harding left Sherborne Abbey in Dorset, where he was a monk.[footnoteRef:10] After which he travelled to Scotland, France, and to Rome – he went to a liberal arts school and educated himself.[footnoteRef:11] After his travels and return from Rome, Harding would become a monk at Molesme.[footnoteRef:12] Stephen Harding added additional rules to the Rule of St. Benedict for Cistercian Monasticism.[footnoteRef:13] The first of the rules that Stephen Harding added was the exclusion of secular lords such as the Duke of Burgundy from holding a court at the monastery of Citeaux during important feast days.[footnoteRef:14] The second of the rules was an introduction of physical austerity greater than before, whereby they banned materials such as gold and silver – and would only allow wooden crosses that were painted, and nothing else – as this was to ensure the safeguarding of the monks from greed and wealth.[footnoteRef:15] Lastly, Stephen Harding may have written a hypothetical primitive version of the Exordium, being the prologue, chapter I – II and IV – XIV.[footnoteRef:16] Harding also wrote the Carta Caritatis (Charter of Charity) to ground the Cistercian communities, and to uniform their monastic customs, creating a process of visitation between the founding Abbey of Citeaux and the affiliates, and established a year general chapter, which was an annual meeting of Abbots.[footnoteRef:17] As seen in the text and the Rule of St. Benedict, it becomes clear that Harding, and the other monks that founded Citeaux, wished to ensure that the Rule is kept pure, and add additional rules to assure their way of life.[footnoteRef:18] [8:  Ibid ]  [9:  William of Malmesbury, Gesta Regum Anglorum (Moodle Handbook)]  [10:  Rozanne, E. Elder, ‘Early Cistercian Writers’, in The Cambridge Companion to the Cistercian Order (Cambridge University Press, 2012), p. 199]  [11:  William of Malmesbury, Gesta Regum Anglorum (Moodle Handbook)]  [12:  Janet Burton and Julie Kerr, The Cistercians in the Middle Ages (Boydell Press, 2011), p. 20]  [13:  Ibid p. 11]  [14:  Ibid ]  [15:  Ibid ]  [16:  Ibid p. 20]  [17:  Martha G. Newman, ‘Foundation and Twelfth Century’, in The Cambridge Companion to the Cistercian Order (Cambridge University Press, 2012), p. 27]  [18:  Abbot Justine McCan, The Rule of St. Benedict, (London: Sheed & Ward LTD, 1952)] 

Another similar document to the Exordium Parvum is the Exordium Cistercii, it tells a tale of the departure and founding of Citeaux but in a more brief way than the Exordium Parvum, in which it does not contain the strong criticisms the Exordium Parvum exhibits.[footnoteRef:19] The Exordium Cistercii also fails to mention failure to observe the Rule of St. Benedict.[footnoteRef:20] Because of this difference in the Exordia, it seems that the Exordium Parvum is more oriented towards outsiders in order to validate the New Monastery. The Exordium Cistercii, however, is a prologue to the Carta Caritatis, and focuses on the monks of Citeaux. The reasoning in why it does not mention Molesme critically is due to the lack of need in doing so, as this could be a known oral history within the document. Despite certain chapters of the Exordium Parvum being based on earlier traditions, the Exordium Cistercii is the older document entirely.[footnoteRef:21] Lastly, Raynard du Bar wrote some of the chapters of the Exordium Parvum before 1147.[footnoteRef:22] [19:  Janet Burton and Julie Kerr, The Cistercians in the Middle Ages (Boydell Press, 2011), p. 11]  [20:  Ibid ]  [21:  Ibid]  [22:  Ibid p. 13] 

To conclude the extract, it places a heavy emphasis on the death of Alberic, but does not dwell on that which is lost and instead only focuses on his piety. It is also important to mention the context of the foundations of Citeaux and the beginning of Stephen Harding – of which was one of the most influential Cistercian abbots, most notably regarding his additions to the Rule of St Benedict, and pushing them into further ascetism without becoming Anchorites. Lastly, the similarities and a comparison between the two Exordia are important in understanding the composition of the chapters in the texts, and the audience of the texts.
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