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Description automatically generated with medium confidence](b) Fountains Abbey, from the southwest


The source is a photograph of Fountains Abbey, near Ripon in the West Riding of Yorkshire, from the southwest. 
“The abbey was founded in 1132 by 13 Benedictine monks from St Mary’s Church (in the centre of York). They had grown tired of the extravagant and rowdy way that the monks lived in York, so escaped, seeking to live a devout and simple lifestyle elsewhere. After 3 years they became settled in their new way of life and was admitted into the Cistercian order.”[footnoteRef:1] [1:  National Trust, The History of Fountains Abbey, and Studley Royal [n.d]
https://www.nationaltrust.org.uk/visit/yorkshire/fountains-abbey-and-studley-royal-water-garden/history-of-fountains-abbey-and-studley-royal [accessed 19th October]] 

The abbey suffered many financial difficulties, particularly in the 14th century with bad harvests, raids from the Scots and even the Black Death, which caused an economic collapse. However, in spite of these issues, the Abbey remained important, and went through a period of revival under the Abbacy of Marmaduke Huby (1495-1526), who built the Great Tower, as a symbol of his hope for the Abbey’s future. The abbey was later closed during the dissolution of the monasteries in 1539, and the Abbot, Prior and Monks were sent away with pensions. The estate was later sold to Sir Richard Gresham and was privately owned until 1960s. In 1983, the National Trust brought it from the West Riding County Council.[footnoteRef:2] [2:  Ibid] 


The source is a textbook example of a Cistercian monastery, not only from the way it was set up, but to the location and even the architectural details. 
The abbey was set up in a similar way to how most Cistercian abbey were set up, in the sense that they became disillusioned with their previous church and order and move to be further away from the secular world, and thus temptation and sin. This is similar to how Citeaux Abbey was created after Robert of Molesme, and a group of Benedictine monks became dissatisfied with the relaxed observance of their abbey and wanted to live a secluded lifestyle under the interpretation of the Rule of St Benedict.[footnoteRef:3] This also links into their choice of location for the monastery. It is located about 3.5 miles away from Ripon (which is about a seven-minute drive) and is next to the River Skell; and it is believed that the abbey was named Fountains after the river. This choice is location is extremely strategic as well as providing drinking water and an abundant supply of fish, it would also create fertile and arable land, which is perfect for farming. This will thus enable them to become near enough completely self-sufficient and not have to rely on the secular world for assistance. However, being somewhat near to Ripon, they can also contact the outside world in times of need, and presumably did during their difficulties in the 14th century.  [3:  Britannica, Citeaux and Cistercians [n.d]
https://www.britannica.com/place/Citeaux [accessed 19th October 2025]] 


As well as the location, the architecture is a really significant thing to focus on, as it highlights how the abbey is Cistercian and does not belong to another order. The abbey is a perfect example of Cistercian architecture, because as you can see it is quite plain and simple, especially when comparing it to other abbeys such as Westminster with its gothic architecture, and sculpture of people and martyrs from history. Fountains also features, rounded cloisters and archways, as well as a raised nave, which is all key features of a Cistercian abbey. The plainness of the abbey is an important feature to focus on as highlights the Cistercian order main value of not being distracted from the worship of God, so they keep their architecture plain to prevent any forms of distraction. 
In the distance you can also see the Great Tower, which was built by Abbot Marmaduke Huby, which serves two functions. Firstly, the tower has a symbolic purpose as providing as the connection between the world of the living and heaven, thus symbolising the monastery role as devoting themselves to God, but also connecting themselves with heaven through the means of prayer and worship. The tower also would have featured a bell, which naturally would ring when it was time to prayer, and this would serve as a reminder to the monks of their role and duties within the church, but also appear as a message from heaven as the bell would it at the top of the tower, and thus be one of the closest parts of the church to heaven. 

Another significant element of the architecture is that the monastery is still standing even after the dissolution of the monasteries. Despite the monastery being dissolved in 1539, and Henry VIII ordering the place be gutted for anything of value and use, the bricks and the skeleton of the monastery still remains. This is highly symbolic as it shows a bit of resistance to Henry VIII and him turning away from the catholic church, but also shows how Catholics existed then and still exist now in spite of history. 
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