Aimee Thomas
From Desert Myths to Sheep Tales: The Cistercians in the Middle Ages 
(HPHI6022)
University of Wales Trinity Saint David
Dr Harriett Webster
19.10.25

Commentary of the Ground plan of Tintern Abbey
[image: A map of a building

AI-generated content may be incorrect.]
Ground plan of Tintern Abbey





The ground plan of Tintern Abbey, taken from Cadw Tintern Abbey Leaflet, highlights the three different phases of construction.[footnoteRef:1] By following the brown, red, blue and green colours it demonstrates the original construction from the late Twelfth to Thirteenth Century. Similarity with yellow, orange, violet and white to showcase the second round of construction around 1269 and 1330. The last phase is highlighted with the colour pink, a neutral colour and light blue.  [1:  Cadw. (2005). Tintern Abbey Leaflet [Leaflet]. Cadw.] 

The foundation of Tintern Abbey is situated on the banks of the River Wye in Monmouthshire, Wales.[footnoteRef:2] The site is under the jurisdiction of Cadw, a Welsh Government Historic environment service, which protects and maintain historic places in Wales.[footnoteRef:3] Tintern Abbey come under the protection of Cadw in 1984, they then began to improve the ruins and the accessibility. There is a current plan for a five-year conservation project underway from 2023.[footnoteRef:4]  [2:  Cadw, ‘Tintern Abbey’, 2025< https://cadw.gov.wales/visit/places-to-visit/tintern-abbey#directions> [accessed 16 October 2025]. ]  [3:  Cadw, ‘Cadw, Home’, 2025 <https://cadw.gov.wales/about-us> [accessed 16 October 2025].  ]  [4:  Cadw, ‘Tintern Abbey: Five year conservation project gets underway at Tintern Abbey’, 2025 < https://cadw.gov.wales/about-us/news/five-year-conservation-project-gets-underway-tintern-abbey> [accessed 16 October 2025].  ] 

	Tintern Abbey was one of the first Cistercian monastery to be founded in Wales, second in Britain.[footnoteRef:5] The abbey was founded in the year 1131 by Walter fitz Richard de Clare, an Anglo-Norman lord of Chepstow. The land was granted, by Walter fitz Richard de Clare, to a group of monks from the ‘Cistercian abbey of I’Aumône in France.’[footnoteRef:6] The abbey was a daughter house of Citeaux.[footnoteRef:7] The abbey foundation was situated on the border between Wales and England which was a key strategy to keep a connection with Cistercian abbeys and monasteries within England.  [5:  The Cistercians in Yorkshire, Cistercian Abbeys: Tintern (no date) <https://www.dhi.ac.uk/cistercians/abbeys/tintern.php> [accessed: 19 October 2025]. ]  [6:  Cadw. Tintern Abbey Leaflet, p.1]  [7:  The Cistercians in Yorkshire, (no date). ] 

From the image, it demonstrates the expanding community from the mid-twelfth century. It is estimated to have had twenty monks and fifty lay brothers. The community continue to thrive as the abbey gained new land as the monks were farming over 3000 acres of land by the late thirteenth century.[footnoteRef:8] By 1535 the annual net worth of the abbey was £192, making Tintern abbey one of the third wealthiest Cistercian abbeys in Wales until September 1536. The abbey surrendered to King, Henry the eighth, due to the English Reformation.[footnoteRef:9] The abbey was left forgotten until the eighteenth century.[footnoteRef:10]   [8:  The Cistercians in Yorkshire, (no date).]  [9:  The Cistercians in Yorkshire, (no date).
Janet Burton and Karen Stöber, ‘Tintern: Cistercian Abbey’, in Abbeys and Priories, Abbeys and Priories of Medieval Wales, 1st ed. (University of Wales Press, 2015), pp. 204–09 (p. 206) <https://www.jstor.org/stable/j.ctt9qhdvn.63> [accessed 19 October 2025].]  [10:  Cadw. Tintern Abbey Leaflet, p.1] 

The image is interesting as the construction of the abbey was a mirror image to what a Cistercian abbey would have looked like. Cistercian abbeys should have had the same foundation, layout and design. However, the photo demonstrates three stages of development and construction of the abbey. The original foundation, phase one, was built in the mid-twelfth century and continued to be expanded on as the community increased. According to Janet Burton the original foundation, 
lay in a walled precinct of 27 acres and usually the claustral buildings lie to the north rather than the south of the church, so that the waters of the Wye could be utilised on the site.[footnoteRef:11] [11:  Burton and Stöber, ‘Tintern’, p. 207.] 

However, there is not many original remains left from the twelfth century above ground. Burton describes that the ‘only portion of the east wall of the west range and part of the book room to the north of the north transept are still standing’.[footnoteRef:12]   [12:  Burton and Stöber, ‘Tintern’, p. 207.] 

	The second phase of construction was attributed to Roger Bigod, an earl of Norfolk. He financed the rebuilding of a church and was generous in donations. As such he was granted the title of ‘second founder’.[footnoteRef:13] Burton explains, what was the new construction installed within the abbey, [13:  Burton and Stöber, ‘Tintern’, p. 207.] 

The choir, south transept, and easternmost bays of the nave, were part of a building campaign between 1269 and about 1288, and the westernmost nave bays and the west end of the church date from the following decade or so (colour plate 17). The great west door is of elaborate design, probably reflecting its ritual importance, and a niche between the two doors may have housed the miracle-working statue of the Blessed Virgin Mary that drew pilgrims to Tintern in the later Middle Ages. The west windows with their delicate tracery must have been a spectacular and impressive site.[footnoteRef:14] [14:  Burton and Stöber, ‘Tintern’, p. 208.] 

The third phase of construction focussed primarily on the accommodation of monks and the sick, the kitchens, estimated to be added in the fifteenth century, and another chapel, estimated in the fourteenth century, which would have been the last major addition to the abbey.[footnoteRef:15]  [15:  Burton and Stöber, ‘Tintern’, p. 209.] 

	 The ground plan of Tintern abbey can be a useful image to use as a historian researching Cistercians houses within Wales. The image demonstrates the expansion of the community as well as the vast wealth of Tintern. This showcases the abbeys importance to the surrounded aristocratic families.  While Cistercian abbeys or monasteries were supposed to be within a ‘desert’ Tintern shows that there were an active community and it was placed in a significant location. 
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