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Title. Walter map among others accused the Cistercians of depopulation of existing settlements in order to create their own “desert”. What factors affected the siting of “Cistercian sites”.

From its early years the Cistercians were subject to a growing anti-Cistercian rhetoric which is echoed in Walter Map’s criticisms of the Cistercians in De Nugis Curialium.[footnoteRef:1] From the founding of the New Monastery in 1098, which then became known as Citeaux; the Cistercian Order became the most successful and remarkable religious movement during the middle ages. Citeaux, from its beginning in marshland in Dijon in France grew to 339 monasteries after 55 years. By the end of the twelfth century this had risen to 525, and towards the end of the seventeenth century the Order consisted of 740 foundations.[footnoteRef:2] In this essay I will contextualise Map’s criticism of the Cistercians and its place within an anti-Cistercian rhetoric by examining the reasons for the criticisms with specific reference to Map’s criticism of creating “their own desert”. The siting of Cistercian foundations was due to the complex interplay between numerous individual factors. I will identify and examine the most important factors that relate to a Cistercian monasteries siting by categorising these within religious, environmental geographical, and social political factors, and by drawing on specific examples from Cistercian foundations.  [1:  Map, W. De Nugis Curialium]  [2:  Coppack. G. The White Monks. The Cistercians in Britain 1128-1540. Tempus.2005. p.11] 

[bookmark: _Hlk90378824]In De Nugis Curialium[footnoteRef:3] Walter Map makes numerous attacks on the Cistercians, including accusing them of creating their own desert by evicting tenants and others from their land when establishing their monasteries. Map’s De Nugis Curialium can be viewed as echoing anti-Cistercian rhetoric which can be traced back to the early years of the Cistercian order. Cluniac criticisms of Cistercian hypocrisy and being pharisaic had been widely circulated.[footnoteRef:4] By the time of Maps accusations, criticism of the Cistercians was “well under way.” [footnoteRef:5] Opposition to the Cistercians came from other monastic groups and secular clerics.[footnoteRef:6] Gerald of Wales, who was a contemporary of Map, became increasingly critical of the Cistercians in his writings and his criticisms became more hostile over time “which culminated in his writing of Speculum Ecclesie”[footnoteRef:7]  [3:  Map.]  [4:  Golding, B. Gerald of Wales and the Cistercians. Reading medieval Studies xx pp. 1995. 5-30]  [5:  Golding, p.5 ]  [6:  Ibid. p.5. ]  [7:  Golding. p.10. ] 

“From the malice of monks, but especially the Cistercians, good lord deliver us.”[footnoteRef:8] [8:  Gerald of Wales. Speculum Ecclesie. ] 

Cluniac attacks were concerned with the Cistercians breaking with tradition and being pharisaic. Secular cleric attacks were concerned with Cistercian economic and territorial policy; including land clearance that at times involved the removing of peasant populations.[footnoteRef:9] For Golding, jealously was an important factor; from other monks who resented the Cistercian success in appealing to patrons; bishops and secular clergy whose own jurisdiction was being bypassed by Cistercian exemptions especially on tithes; and   For Lawrence, likewise, it was the Cistercians privileged position which aroused significant ill will, because of granting of exemptions from tithes, tolls and other privileges made by successive popes.[footnoteRef:10] It can be argued that the privileged position gave the Cistercians an important economic advantage and helped foster their economic success  as it allowed them to undercut their competitors. [9:  Ibid. p.6. ]  [10:  Lawrence. P.190] 

Although it can be argued that both Map’s and Gerald’s hostility to the Cistercians can be partly attributed to personal grievances both were echoing a general anti Cistercian rhetoric of the time.[footnoteRef:11] Map in referring to the desert can be seen to be directly criticising the siting of their monasteries and insinuated they were being dis ingenuous and hypercritical to one of their most important core beliefs, that of withdrawing from the world to deserted places. Map may also have been drawing attention to the position that England was “all but fully settled,”[footnoteRef:12]  Although it could have been argued that the north of England was still recovering from the harrying of the north and so more lightly populated than other areas and apart from parts of wales. Donkin in his study of the Cistercian foundations in Yorkshire provides significant evidence which helps verify map’s specific accusation of the Cistercians creating their own deserted landscape.[footnoteRef:13] This therefore leads us on to consider what were the factors that influenced the siting of Cistercian monasteries.  [11:  Golding. p.21]  [12:  Donkin, , R, A. Settlement and Depopulation on Cistercian Estates during the Twelfth and Thirteenth centuries, especially in Yorkshire. Vol xxxiii, no.88. p.142]  [13:  Ibid] 

The siting of a Cistercian foundation can be seen to be the result of the complex interplay between numerous individual factors which can be categorized within three categories: religious factors, geographical environmental factors, and social political factors. The individual circumstances of each abbey were unique, but it is possible to identify the most important factors. 

The key religious factors were a desire to return to the purity of the Rule of Benedict, and to return to the “eremitic origins of the monastic life in the East.”[footnoteRef:14] This was making a link with the desert hermits of the early church and withdrawing from the world.[footnoteRef:15] The founders of Clairvaux sought to emulate the desert fathers by siting their abbey in what was described as a “wasteland”. The core features of the early Cistercians were a renunciation of the affairs of the outside world and the preservation of seclusion and strict enclosure.[footnoteRef:16] The Cistercian Order’s origins can be placed firmly within the religious reform movement of the early twelfth century.[footnoteRef:17]  The concept of the desert was used as a metaphor which was charged with symbolic meaning.[footnoteRef:18] This central concept of desert, wilderness and wasteland was a core belief of the Cistercian movement which impacted on the preferred sites chosen for their foundations. As the Cistercian movement developed and became formalised it developed a constitution in the Carta Caritatis. This provided a constitutional and organisational framework for the order. The Carta Caritatis required that every abbot attend a General Chapter at Citeaux once a year. The General Chapter rapidly developed to enforce discipline and enact legislation which included new foundations and siting of monasteries. An early order of the General Chapter specified that foundations should be constructed “in places removed from habitation” and not located in cities, towns or villages.[footnoteRef:19] This can be seen to formalise the Orders connection with the desert and solitude. The General Chapter also ruled that no abbey should be within 24 kilometres of another. [footnoteRef:20]  [14:  Burton, J and Kerr, J. The Cistercians in the Middle Ages. The Boydell Press.2011. (Kindle edition p. 213).]  [15:  Lawrence, C, H. Medieval Monasticism. Longman. 2001]  [16:  Ibid. p.175]  [17:  Jamroziak, E. The Cistercian Order in Medieval Europe 1090-1500. Routledge. 2013. p.5]  [18:  Burton and Kerr. p.58]  [19:  Jamroziak.  p.50]  [20:  Tobin, S. The Cistercians. Monks and Monasteries of Europe. The Herbert Press. 1995. p.74] 

There is also some evidence that abbeys may have been be sited or re-sited to occupy sites of ancient religious or spiritual significance.[footnoteRef:21] Strata Florida moved from its initial site to a new location further up the valley to an area where holy wells were recorded. In the presbytery of the Cistercian abbey is an unusual stone lined water feature sunk into the floor at a slightly different alignment to the abbey church which could be an indicator of a holy well.  [21:  Burton and Kerr ] 


The key environmental and geographical factors were a desire for remoteness, access to water, enough land to be self-sustaining, and suitable geography. 
Although Cistercian ideology stressed going back to the desert the Cistercians were contemplatives rather than solitaries and their sites can be seen to be more secluded rather than remote. Although sheltered from the world they were not cut off and most houses were relatively near transport and communication links. [footnoteRef:22] Fountain’s abbey was located 4.5 miles from the medieval city of Ripon. Citeaux was only situated 15 miles from Dijon. Cistercians favoured rural sites and were particularly associated with valleys.[footnoteRef:23] This can be seen in the location of Roche abbey.[footnoteRef:24]  [22:  Burton and kerr p.57. Wyrwa has also noted abbeys being situated near primary and secondary trade routes. Wyrwa in Malgorzata, M. Cistercian Water systems and their Significance for Shaping Landscape.   ]  [23:  Burton and Kerr p.56]  [24:  English Heritage. www.english-heritage.org.uk/visit/places/roche-abbey/] 

Access to an adequate and reliable supply of water was a significant factor in the choice of a monastic site. Water was used intensively in food preparation, flushing of latrines, artisanal production, mills and for ritual purification. Monastery sites developed elaborate systems of water management and monasteries became the principal innovator of water technologies in medieval Europe. [footnoteRef:25] At Byland the abbey was built on a reclaimed marsh and needed the draining of a broad valley.[footnoteRef:26] The monks diverted the River Holbeck and created a series of leats and drains to service the abbey and precinct. Another stream was also dammed forming a mill pond which fed into the drainage system. (see fig 1.) Water was also used as a power source for a mill. At Fountains Abbey the River Skell was diverted and moved 26 metres. A drain was then constructed along its old course which was used to flush the latrines. [footnoteRef:27] [25:  Bonde, S and Clark, M. The Technology of Medieval Water Management at the Charterhouse of Bourgfontaine.  Technology and Culture, vol 53, no.3.The John Hopkins University Press, society for the History of Technology. 2012 pp. 625-70. http://www.jstor.org/stable/41682703 ]  [26:  Coppack. p.50]  [27:  Coppack. G. Fountains Abbey. The Cistercians in Northern England. Tempus Publishing. 2006. p.35] 



[image: ]
Fig. 1. Byland abbey: Plan of the monastic precinct.

As important as water was the need to be self-sufficient and the requirement to have access to enough land to be self-supporting. This eventually developed into reorganisation of lands into granges and the development of the conversi. The Cistercians aim to be self-sufficient meant that their foundations developed extensive precincts.[footnoteRef:28] Rievaulx’s extended to over ninety acres while Byland Abbey’s was over one hundred acres.[footnoteRef:29]  Ideally land holdings were located as close to the abbey and its precincts as possible. There is evidence in the creation of granges and particularly abbey precincts that these could result in evictions which supports Map’s accusations of creating their own desert. Evictions could be swift in respect of the abbey precinct and sometimes extended over many years in the case of granges.[footnoteRef:30]  At Barnoldswick in 1152 when the monks moved to Kirkshall the former abbey site was turned into a grange and the “inhabitants of four parochial vills were evicted”.[footnoteRef:31]   [28:  Ibid. p.160]  [29:  Ibid. p.160]  [30:  Donkin, R, A. Settlement and Depopulation on Cistercian Estates during the Twelfth and Thirteenth centuries, especially in Yorkshire. Vol xxxiii, no.88 p.144]  [31:  Ibid. p.146] 

It was not uncommon for abbeys to be re-sited to more favourable locations. At Barnolsdwick the monks moved to Kirkshall because of the poor climate conditions.[footnoteRef:32] This pattern is also seen in other territories. The monks of Om in Denmark relocated due to the original location being too isolated in 1172.[footnoteRef:33] Abbeys were also relocated due to issues of flooding or an inadequate water supply.[footnoteRef:34] A number of abbeys moved due to outgrowing their original site in order to move to a better site. When offered land the exact location of the abbey was often left for the monks to decide. This is the case at Roche where the land was donated by two landholders whose donations were on different sides of the stream. The monks were able to choose which side of the stream to locate the abbey.[footnoteRef:35] Cistercian abbey churches were normally orientated east west. However, this orientation may be varied according to the site condition and the normal Cistercian monastery plan may also be amended to accommodate the site conditions.  [32:  Donkin. p.146]  [33:  Mcquire in Burton and Kerr. p.57]  [34:  Donkin. R, A.  The Site changes of medieval Monasteries. Geography. Vol44. No4 (November 1959) p.253]  [35:  English Heritage. www.english-heritage.org.uk/visit/places/roche-abbey/] 


Social and political factors were important factors. The motivation behind patrons and benefactors can be seen to be complex and included commemoration, concern over salvation and political reasons of the laity and the established episcopate.[footnoteRef:36] However, some key factors can be identified.  [36:  Burton and Kerr. p.44] 

The establishment of Cistercian foundations as other monastic orders depended on donations of suitable land by patrons and benefactors and were dependent on the land-owning classes. The relationship between monks and benefactors was based on reciprocity.[footnoteRef:37] In return for donations of land the monks would pray for the benefactor’s salvation. This can be seen as the chief motive of the laity. At Roche Abbey two local landowners, Richard son of Turgis and Richard de Bully, Lord of Tickhill donated the land for its initial foundation. Further donations were made by neighbouring landowners.[footnoteRef:38] [37:  Jamroziak. p.94]  [38:  English Heritage. www.english-heritage.org.uk/visit/places/roche-abbey/] 

Donation of land may also be partly or solely for political purposes. Tintern Abbey (1131) was foundered on the borders of the Welsh Marches by Walter Fitz Richard de Clare of Cheptow castle.  Whitland Abbey (1140) supported by Bernard, Bishop of St Davids and Margam Abbey (1147) on land donated by the Earl of Gloucester, were intended to support English power in South Wales.[footnoteRef:39]  In Britain the Cistercians can be seen to be supported by the ruling elite.[footnoteRef:40] This included Archbishop Thurstan of York (Fountains abbey), Bishop Alexander of Lincoln (Thame and Louth Park), Walter Espec (Rievaulx), King David of Scotland (Melrose).[footnoteRef:41] The patronage of king John in the twelfth century led to a revival of foundations in England related to the royal household which significantly raised the status of the order. [footnoteRef:42]  [39:  Coppack. p.21]  [40:  ibid. p.22]  [41:  Ibid. p.22]  [42:  Ibid. p.65] 

In Wales the initial foundations can be seen as the Anglo-Welsh and Anglo-Norman ruling elites aim to assert their authority. This position changed when Rhys ap Gruffudd, Prince of Deheubarth took over the patronage of Strata Florida.[footnoteRef:43] It was from this date that Cistercian expansion of Wales took off. [footnoteRef:44] As the Cistercians were a Europe wide movement, they offered no connections with an English alien invasion and offered no threat.[footnoteRef:45] Rhy’s support gave him status and prestige and international contacts. Further foundation with Welsh princely patrons followed; Strata Marcella at invitation of Prince of Powys, Owain ap Gruffudd; Cwmhir on land given by prince of Ceri and Maelienydd, Cadwallon ap Madog; Llantarnamwith support of Lord of Caerleon, Hywel ap Iorweth; and Aberconwy supported by the princes of Gwynedd [43:  Burton and Kerr.p.45 and Coppack. p.66]  [44:  Coppack. p.66]  [45:  Burton and Kerr. p.45 and Coppack. p.66] 

It is clear that the actual siting of an abbey depended on the complex interplay between individual factors. There is evidence more than a third of Cistercian houses in Britain were re-sited.[footnoteRef:46] Some foundations were re-sited on multiple occasions. At Byland in Yorkshire the monks occupied five sites over a period of 43 years. The monks of Boyle moved on four occasions over a period of sixteen years.[footnoteRef:47] An abbey may have a been re-sited for a single reason or multiple reasons. The move in relation to Strada Florida may have been to relocate to a site due to a deep-rooted spiritual associations as per Burton and Kerr or to a more open site and better water supply as per Donkin.[footnoteRef:48] In addition there may well have been a political motivation. What is clear is that each abbey has a unique and distinctive set of factors. [46:  Donkin,R,A. The Site changes of medieval Monasteries. Geography. Vol44. No4 (November 1959). pp251 -258]  [47:  Burton and Kerr. p.61.]  [48:  Burton, J and Stober, K. Abbeys and Priories. Abbeys and Priories of Medieval Wales. University of Wales Press. 2015. p.188, Donkin. The Site changes of medieval Monasteries p. 252] 

[bookmark: _Hlk90539172][bookmark: _Hlk90632777]In conclusion, Map’s and other criticisms reveal the tension between the Cistercians founding ideals and its ability to adapt to rapid expansion and its success at exploiting the grange system and its privileged position in relation to tolls, tithes, visitation rights and its other privileges. Its very success eventually condemned it to moving further away from its founding ideals and its original reformist agenda that helped secure its initial success. Key characteristics was their ability to be flexible and adaptable. This flexibility and adaptability can be evidenced in the individual histories of each abbey and in their siting. It allowed them to adapt to local and national conditions and perhaps tap into the spirit of the age. This can be seen in the organisational structure as a whole and in the factors that effected the siting of individual abbeys. Being isolated but not removed from others, importance of self-sustainability, and the ability to attract benefactors and donations were core features. The other factors detailed in this essay were more secondary. However, each abbeys siting depended on the complex interplay between these factors, which are evidenced in the individual histories of each Cistercian abbey and in their specific siting and re-siting. Although preferring isolated sites the Cistercians were very much part of the social political, and religious structures of society. It was this interplay between the religious; environmental and geographical; and social political factors; and the social, political and religious structures which can be seen reflected in each abbey’s history and siting. It is also this interplay that can be reflected within the anti- Cistercian rhetoric of which Walter map’s comments can be seen to be part of.  
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