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Ruins, straddle the future and past. ‘The ideas ruins evoke in me are grand. Everything comes to nothing, everything perishes, everything passes, only the world remains, only time endures’[footnoteRef:16881] [16881:  Denis Diderot, ‘The Salon Of 1767’ Diderot on Art II, ed.by John Goodman (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1995), p. 198. French writer and critic, Denis Diderot expounded the poetics of ruins.

] 

Fountains is today a place of tranquillity and a protected World Heritage site, in the years 1132-1539 it was a busy religious landscape. From a purely visual perspective, the ruins invoke every motif allied to the 18th century romanticism of these structures. Art, poetry, fiction, melancholic, picturesque, reinterpreted aesthetics, literary tours, damp shadowlands of the gothic revival. ‘Modern fascination has done as much to obscure as to valorise its original meanings and functions’.[footnoteRef:11331] Latent visuals in marks, and carvings, traces of a past Cistercian community, set in a remote landscape, against a backdrop of internal and external fluctuating social-political change. ‘Much modern scholarship has been remarkably consistent in ascribing contemplative and world-renouncing meanings to Cistercian architecture’.[footnoteRef:4845]  
In the absence of walking the landscape, observing, touching, and interacting with the ruins of Fountain’s Abbey, a real resonance is lost when relayed by a photograph. However, the aim of this piece is not to dwell in the realms of gothic romanticism, or the latent wake of spectral white monks, instead it is to write a commentary on what the ruins and land once represented when this was a functioning Abbey. [11331:  Maximilian, Sternberg, Cistercian Architecture and Medieval Society, (Brill, 2013)< http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/trinity/detail.action?docID=1367791. >
]  [4845:  Maximilian, Sternberg, Cistercian Architecture And Medieval Society, (Brill, 2013) p. 2 < < http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/trinity/detail.action?docID=1367791>
For examples of contemplation and withdrawal in the titles of works on Cistercian architecture see, Fergusson, The Architecture Of Solitude, (1984) Robison & Burton, The Cistercian Abbeys Of Britain: Far From The Concourse Of Men, (1999) Heald, Architecture Of Silence, (2000) Kinder, Cistercian Europe: Architecture Of Contemplation, (2002) 
] 

When the reform minded/dissident monks first arrived at their Yorkshire desert in the twelfth century, they lived under an elm tree whilst they built the abbey, the landscape would have been challenging initially, but the location was purposely chosen because of the detached remoteness, reminiscent of the desert feel, to give the illusion of an authentic connection back to the original desert fathers, and for the many redeeming features, access to water, springs and river, woodland, and quarries. Cistercian monasteries were built near rivers and often in a valley, with access to land easily ploughed, surrounded by hills or woods where animals could graze, and timber easily acquired for fuel, the aim of the Cistercians was to live a simple life of self-sufficiency.
In 1135 the community was formally welcomed within the Cistercian family. Fountains was built under the advice of Clairvaux, and the Burgundian influence is seen in the layout of the plan, with English influence observed in the external architecture. The simple arrangement of the early Cistercian plan intended to replicate the simplicity of monastic life, ‘They resolved to retain no crosses of gold or silver, but only painted wooden ones.’[footnoteRef:30701]
Fountains was the second of the Yorkshire abbeys to be founded and latterly became the largest and most prosperous. Fountains stemmed from the Benedictine house of St Mary’s, York and by the time of Dissolution, Fountains was the richest Cistercian abbey in Britain. Each abbey was autonomous, but also visited by the abbot of the parent house, in Fountains case, that was the Abbot of Clairvaux. Narratio[footnoteRef:29323] is the earliest document regarding Fountains foundational history. However, ‘Research has shown that this copy, and earlier versions, transmitted an institutional desire to ‘cistercianize’ the origins of the abbey, achieved through a redactive process of emphasizing some events, omitting others, and by introducing analogies with the origin of Cîteaux itself.’[footnoteRef:747]  [30701:  Janet Burton, Julie Kerr. The Cistercians In The Middle Ages. (Boydell Press, 2011) p. 75
  See also Exordium Parvum, Chapter XV ii, NLT, p. 438.
]  [29323:  The Cistercians In Yorkshire, The Narratio de fundatione Fontanis Monasterii, < https://www.dhi.ac.uk/cistercians/fountains/history/sources/narratio.php > The Narratio is printed in ‘Memorials Of The Abbey Of St Mary Of Fountains I’, ed. by J. R. Walbran, Surtees Society 42 (1862), pp. 1-129 for translation, see A. W. Oxford, The Ruins Of Fountains Abbey (London, 1910), pp. 127-230. Earliest manuscript is dated to the fifteenth-century held at Trinity College Cambridge (MS 1104) < https://mss-cat.trin.cam.ac.uk/Manuscript/O.1.79 >]  [747:   Michael Spence, The Late Medieval Cistercian Monastery Of Fountains Abbey, Yorkshire : Monastic Administration, Economy, And Archival Memory, (Brepols Publishers, 2020), p. 22  < https://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/trinity/detail.action?docID=6240775. >] 

Whilst Fountains endured times of difficulty throughout its history including bad harvests, famine, Scottish raids and plague epidemics, the abbey and monastic community recovered from the setbacks and flourished in the Yorkshire desert, with the support of wealthy sponsors, ‘benefactors might be inspired by spiritual or worldly motives – and often by both’.[footnoteRef:22438]   [22438:  Janet Burton, Julie Kerr. The Cistercians In The Middle Ages, (Boydell Press, 2011) p. 185
] 

Observing the abbey footprint and later archaeological research[footnoteRef:31017] it is evident that the shrewd Cistercian economics and agrarian initiatives, drove the architectural expansion of the abbey. Cistercian foundations exemplify the tendency for exploiting the extensive land holdings, and the products of the land, agricultural production, fisheries, tanning, mining, metal working and the ‘biggest producer of wool in Yorkshire’[footnoteRef:6863] The economic success of these activities enabled the abbey to become a prosperous institution that accumulated wealth enough, to be comparable to the wealthiest land-owning aristocracy. The community had 140 holdings throughout Yorkshire, Lancashire, Lincolnshire, and Cumbria. ‘The grange system of farming was at the heart of the Cistercian economy and became synonymous with the Order’s successful exploitation of the land’,[footnoteRef:25521] single units of land staffed by lay brothers who relieved the monks from routine jobs, giving them more time to dedicate to God. 'A tannery of this size, spanning such a large area of the site, reveals an operation on an industrial scale’[footnoteRef:8078] [31017:  Glyn, Coppack,  ‘Fountains Abbey: Archaeological Research Directed By Conservation And Presentation’, Monastic Archaeology, ed. by Graham Keevill, (Oxbow Books, 2001), pp. 175–82 < http://www.jstor.org/stable/j.ctt1m321sm.13. >]  [6863:  Janet Burton, Julie Kerr. The Cistercians In The Middle Ages, (Boydell Press: 2011), p. 185 ]  [25521:  Janet Burton, Julie Kerr, The Cistercians In The Middle Ages, (Boydell Press, 2011) p. 167
For further reference on granges see T.A.M Bishop, ‘Monastic Granges In Yorkshire’, The English Historical Review, 51.202 (1936), pp. 193–214 < http://www.jstor.org/stable/553517 >]  [8078:  BBC News, ‘Fountains Abbey: Radar Reveals Largest Monastery Tannery’ 
(2021) <  https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-england-york-north-yorkshire-59035335 >] 

 ‘Fonteyns, the fountains or springs, from French fontein, referring to the six springs within the abbey site,[footnoteRef:31461] the name and spiritual importance of water also reflects the connection between monastic lives and water spaces and should not be underestimated.[footnoteRef:4243]  The monastic community were forward thinking and industrious, undertaking the complex work of canalising the river Skell to flush water through the latrine block, so that sewage waste flowed away. Water from the Skell was also utilised to drive the mill, the Cistercians exploited and polluted the river in equal measure, not only for the needs of spiritual daily living, but for industrial and waste purposes. ’Unfortunately, the water supply system at Fountains is not yet fully understood and requires thorough archaeological excavation.[footnoteRef:23495]   [31461:  A.D Mills, A Dictionary Of British Place Names, (Oxford University Press, 2011)
]  [4243:  Weiqiao Wang, Jiang Feng, ’Water As A Common Reference For Monastic Lives And Spaces In Cistercian And Han Buddhist Monasteries, (2022) < https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S2095263522000656 >                                      For an extensive examination of water management at monastic sites, with reference to Fountains, see C. J. Bond, 'Water Management In The Rural Monastery', in The Archaeology of Rural Monasteries, ed. by R. Gilchrist, (British Archaeology Reports, Oxford, British 227,1989), pp. 83-111, J. Bond, 'Monastic Water Management In Great Britain: A Review', in Monastic Archaeology, ed. by G. Keevil, (Oxford, 2001), pp. 88-136

]  [23495:  The Cistercians In Yorkshire, ’Water Management’, < https://www.dhi.ac.uk/cistercians/cistercian_life/environment/water/water7.php >] 

Fountains was extensive, the church and claustral buildings stood at the centre of the precinct sheltered from the hustle and bustle of general activity, allowing the monks to carry out their spiritual daily living in peace. The inner court housed domestic buildings and workshops, industrial and agricultural work took place in the outer court south of the river. Other buildings here would have included the mill, granary, infirmary, and a slaughterhouse. The surrounding grounds dotted with orchards, and pastures. The structure of the abbey buildings and land would have evolved throughout the Middle Ages.
It could be argued that Fountain’s success is a contradictory existence, an uneasy merge of religion and capitalism which are at odds with the messaging contained within St. Benedict's Rules, a monastic community that shut itself away from people, yet needed people as investors, patrons, and workers to survive, the Order influenced many aspects of medieval life, including the economy, agriculture, industry, and politics, and with an extensive accumulation of granges, and profitable agrarian initiatives, turned the natural setting to financial gain. However, it could be suggested that the initiatives were necessary to finance the community and further building of abbeys to allow for the expansion of the Cistercian message to other parts of Britain. Fountains modern custodians The National Trust, put a more gentile spin on it ‘The Cistercians and especially the community at Fountains were pioneering farmers and land managers’,[footnoteRef:27502] and it is the modern custodians who also put the ruins of the abbey to work for its upkeep, hired out for film location s and other such lucrative endeavours. [27502:  BBC News, ‘Fountains Abbey: Radar Reveals Largest Monastery Tannery’
(2021) < https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-england-york-north-yorkshire-59035335 >
] 

‘407 years of monastic existence, from 1132 to 1539’,[footnoteRef:4931]  ended when Henry VIII turned his back on the Roman Catholic Church and declared himself head of the new Church of England. The Dissolution/ Suppression of the Monasteries led to Fountains Abbey signing a deed of surrender in 1539 closing the chapter on the wealthiest Cistercian monastery in England and initiating a lengthy period of forgetting monastic history. Concluding thoughts rest with Bernard of Clairvaux,[footnoteRef:28799] he believed the architecture of a monastery should reflect its humility and withdrawal from the world and be devoid of excess in all aspects, including size, and materiality, for extravagance would threaten the very foundations of monastic life. Would Bernard have approved of the vast wealth and substantial abbey footprint the ruins in the photograph reflect? [4931:  Michael Spence, The Late Medieval Cistercian Monastery Of Fountains Abbey, Yorkshire : Monastic Administration, Economy, And Archival Memory, (Brepols Publishers, 2020), p. 22 < http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/trinity/detail.action?docID=6240775. >
]  [28799:  Conrad Rudolph, ’Bernard Of Clairvaux's Apologia As A Description Of Cluny And The Controversy Over Monastic Art, Gesta 27 (1988) 125-132.
< https://www.academia.edu/12138697/_Bernard_of_Clairvauxs_Apologia_as_a_Description_of_Cluny_and_the_Controversy_Over_Monastic_Art_Gesta_27_1988_125_13 >] 
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