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“Cistercian, byname White Monk or Bernardine, member of a Roman Catholic monastic order that was founded in 1098 and named after the original establishment at Citeaux (Latin: Cistercium), a locality in Burgundy, near Dijon, France.”[footnoteRef:1] Founded in 1098 by Robert of Molesme, he along with roughly twenty other members of the Molesme Monastery made the decision to part from their life in Molesme, in order to live a more strict and disciplined lifestyle; one described in the Rule of St Benedict. [1:  Encyclopedia Britannica. 2022. Cistercian | Definition, History, & Facts. [online] Available at: <https://www.britannica.com/topic/Cistercians> [Accessed 1 January 2022].] 

After a less than smooth foundation and falling into hardships with the inability to recruit other men to join their ranks as Cistercian Monks,  Alberic the second elected Abbot and Stephen Harding truly established the Cistercian Order after a long and hard reform, which enabled them to flourish as what we now know as the Cistercian Order.
Despite their impressive growth in both numbers and monasteries across the globe, their numbers did decline after countless reformations until the 19th century, where the original Cistercian Monks were renamed the Common Observance and left behind, and what remained of the Cistercian Monks formed a new order, calling themselves The Order of the Cistercians of the Strict Observance. However, pinpointing the exact date in which the Cistercian Monks began to decline, has proven to be a difficult task; which poses the question, did they decline at all, or was change the answers historians were looking for?
Secondly, the accuracy in how the monks portrayed themselves throughout their most sacred texts including the Exordium Parvum and the Rule of St Benedict, has been called into question countless times. This poses a secondary argument of could there be a true decline in the Cistercian Order, when the monks themselves regularly did not abide by the rules they wrote and swore to follow?
In this essay, I’m going to explore the Cistercian Order’s timeline in order to come to a decision on whether you can pinpoint the exact moment the Order began to decline, or rather was it change and evolution within the Order that led to the newer and more reformed monks by the end of the 19th century?
One of the main events that is credited as one of the main factors of the decline within the Cistercians, is the dissolution of the Monasteries, ordered by King Henry Vll in the 14th century. The dissolution was ordered as an attack on the Catholic Church and as a way for King Henry to acquire the wealth and land that the Monasteries owned “By destroying the monastic system Henry could acquire all its wealth and property whilst removing its Papist influence”.[footnoteRef:2] His quest to dissolve the monasteries was also an act of punishment towards the Pope, who’d refused to approve his divorce with Katherine of Aragon, and the Monasteries were stuck in the political by-product of his anger; “the decision initiated the Reformation of English religion. This focused on the authority of the Pope in English religious affairs but was soon extended to what were alleged to be ‘abuses’ and ‘superstition’ in religious observance and belief’.[footnoteRef:3] Within five years, King Henry Vlll successfully dissolved all of the monasteries, both major and minor, resulting in the dissolution of the Cistercian monks. [2:  Johnson, B., 2021. Dissolution of the Monasteries. [online] Historic UK. Available at: <https://www.historic-uk.com/HistoryUK/HistoryofEngland/Dissolution-of-the-Monasteries/> [Accessed 29 December 2021].]  [3:  Carter, M., 2021. What Became of the Monks and Nuns at the Dissolution?. [online] English Heritage. Available at: <https://www.english-heritage.org.uk/learn/histories/dissolution/> [Accessed 29 December 2021].] 

Both monks and nuns across Britain were targeted, with the smaller monasteries earning less than £200 a year being the first to be seized and sold off the families and people who were sympathisers with the King. The larger monasteries followed closely behind, leaving these monks and nuns with almost nothing. The results of this led to the Crown owning the lands, gold, silver and wealth of the Monasteries, however the worst loss being the sacred libraries, manuscripts and texts kept in these monasteries; all which were destroyed.
This loss of writing would have made a severe impact on the remaining monks, who were extremely reliant on these texts in order to go about their daily life, and this would have had a major impact in their decline. They were also stripped of their homes and forced to leave the Monasteries they’d occupied for countless years and were forced to hide their devotion and find themselves in the world again. This would have had a major impact on the number of Monks and their numbers would have declined drastically, and while this event was indeed a large contributor to the decline in Cistercian monks, it wasn’t the beginning of the decline, rather you have to look even further back.
As mentioned before, the accuracy of the primary documents written by the Cistercians themselves, has been called into question due to the comparison of what they’d written and how they presented themselves in reality. The main texts we’ve drawn this conclusion of inaccuracy from, is the Exordium Parvum, the Exordium Cistercii and through comparing many of the texts written by Benedict, a highly regarded monk who took the rule extremely seriously, with other texts at the time which showed a strange separation in how they portrayed themselves in others, to how they actually lived themselves.
The Exordium Parvum, which in itself has been problematic when coming to dating when it was written, describes the origins of the Cistercian Monks, including the history, official documents and the narrative of how they came to be. Despite giving impressive insight into how the foundation of the Cistercian Order came to be, there are some obvious discrepancies. One of those being the portrayal of Rober of Molesme, the founder of the Monastery of Citeaux. In the Exordium Parvum, Robert’s intentions “declaring his intention to order their life under the custody of the Holy Rule of our Father Benedict, and therefore, carry this out more freely, steadfastly, soliciting him to extend to them even the firm support of his help and apostolic authority”[footnoteRef:4] However, this was far from the case. Robert, despite being an excellent and high revered Abbot in Molesme, he was a restless and easily bored man. The foundation of the Cistercians and the Monastery of Citeaux were in fact, at least slightly contributed to the fact that Robert had grown bored of the life in Molesme, and sought out as said in the Exordium Parvum, a way to show a much stricter devotion.  [4:  Ocso.org. 2022. The exoridium parvum. [online] Available at: <https://ocso.org/wp-content/uploads/2016/05/EN-Exordium-Parvum.pdf> [Accessed 1 January 2022].] 

 Secondly, the journey which Robert and the other twenty monks embarked on has been called into question, with part of being a Cistercian Monk is to live in isolation and far from others. This was a critical part of the hermit journey and a critical part of being a Cistercian, and while it was stated in the Exordium Parvum that they travelled into desolation and the unknown, did they really? “And thus escorted by so goodly a company they eagerly headed for the desert-place Citeaux. This place, situated in the episcopate of Chalon, and rarely approached by men back in those days because of the thickness of grove and thornbush, was inhabited only by wild beasts.”[footnoteRef:5] [5:  Ocso.org. 2022. The exordium parvum. [online] Available at: <https://ocso.org/wp-content/uploads/2016/05/EN-Exordium-Parvum.pdf> [Accessed 5 January 2022].] 

Geographically, the city of Citeaux wasn’t actually that far from Molesme and it is worth noting that there is the element of modern-day travel not being around in those times and the journey would have taken them some time, they didn’t truly venture far from their home. And secondly, as mentioned in my previous point, despite going to this ‘desolate’ land, they were given aid by the Lord of the land, Lord Odo who have them supplies and the ability to build their first Monastery comfortably. This in itself, wasn’t a very Cistercian thing; St Benedict felt very strongly about mastering the mind over body and while the twenty-one monks did live through extreme hardships of weather and hunger, the very Rule they swore to abide by, was somewhat cast aside in order to let Odo help them.
The Order couldn’t decline before they even began, but they also couldn’t establish themselves as an Order if they all perished before anything became of them. Had they not accepted help, they would not have established themselves in Citeaux and the Order would not have come to fruition; but ultimately, did that mean even the founders of the Cistercian Orders could not live up to the standards they wrote about in their texts? Does that mean that decline began the moment Robert decided he wanted to follow The Rule more strictly?
Having looked at the inconsistencies with how the Cistercian monks portrayed themselves, versus how they actually showed their devotion, my follow up question would be to ask if the Cistercians could ever face a true decline, when what is considered to be the exact way of being a Cistercian monk, wasn’t the way the Cistercians acted themselves? Having researched many aspects of the Cistercian Monk’s timeline, it’s clear to me that there are many inconsistencies within the timeline itself, which in my opinion, answers the question to a degree on when the Cistercian’s began to decline. However, I think the most important thing to consider when looking at the decline, is at all points these Cistercian Monks believed they were being as Cistercian as possible. Despite the ever-constant changes in how they showed their devotion, it was just that, devotion.
One example seen of this was in Fountains Abbey, famous as one of the biggest and most prosperous Cistercian Monasteries in the twelfth century. Built as a traditional Cistercian Monastery, which was supposed to be a clear example of humility. As said by Benedict, things such as towers were sinful and not very Cistercian, which is true and had been established in the Rule of St Benedict; that the Cistercian monks should not indulge themselves or give themselves to luxuries. Proving that the Cistercians were fluid in their devotion, rather than rigid, Abbot Marmaduke Huby proved to be an excellent example of this. Huby was perhaps the most well-known Abbot of Fountains Monastery, where he came to be Abbot in 1495. He greatly impacted the Monastery and the Cistercian Order and left his own legacy in the form of a tower at Fountains.
As stated above, towers on the Monasteries were considered extremely un-cistercian and when Huby built the tower, he was widely criticized for his actions; “The bell tower built by Abbot Marmaduke Huby at the Cistercian monastery of Fountains has often been regarded as self-aggrandizement.”[footnoteRef:6] The tower went against everything the Cistercian Monks documented as being ‘Cistercian’, however this poses the question of whether or not this is the perfect example of a change in displaying devotion? [6:  Carter, M., 2022. The Tower of Abbot Marmaduke Huby of Fountains Abbey: Hubris or Piety?. [online] Taylor & Francis. Available at: <https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1179/yaj.2010.82.1.269> [Accessed 4 January 2022].] 

The tower itself was adorned with three bands of inscriptions around the upper storeys, which consisted of texts from the offices sung at a Cistercian monastery on a Sunday. This in itself, is interpreted as Huby’s expression of devotion to Jesus and his religion. There are also images of the three saints on the tower, which again has been interpreted as a show of Huby’s devotion. This, in my opinion, is proof that there was no solid decline in the Cistercian Order, but a reform in how devotion was portrayed.
In conclusion, it is clear to me that there was no true moment where the Cistercian Order began to decline, rather a slightly magnified portrayal of themselves and a change and evolution within the order which allowed slight variations in how they showed their devotion. Despite this, I don’t believe these changes in their devotion in anyway, dampened how strongly they felt for their religion and their order. And despite the decline that wiped out the main portion of the thirteenth century Cistercian Monk and after countless unsuccessful reforms, there are still reformed Cistercian Monks living and following the Rule in modern day; the Monks of Caldey Island. Which in my opinion, is proof that there was never a point where decline happened, how they showed their devotion and religious identity has just evolved as the world around them changed.


