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The Cistercians have often been portrayed as hostile to the participation of women in

the Cistercian Order​. How far does the evidence support this view, or how far has 

recent scholarship caused historians to reassess it?

The participation of women in the Cistercian Order has been described as ‘shrouded in obscurity’, ‘silent’ and at best ‘contradictory’.
 One historian described it as ‘a study of inconsistences, confusions and omissions’;
 other historians go as far as to say that the Order was ‘remarkable for its hostility to women’ even refusing to acknowledge their existence as Cistercians.
 Yet the wider historical and theological trends in the eleventh and twelfth centuries in Latin Christendom suggest that it is a time of  ‘vivacity’
 and also ‘witness much experimentation’.
 This experimentation allowed not only for new orders to arise and flourish, but also for different types of religious communities which could respond to the needs of women. This essay will consider if the portrayal of Cistercians being hostile to the participation of woman in the Cistercian Order is a fair one. It will also consider the role of recent scholarship in its assessment and the increasing awareness of sources which can be used to form a view about the participation of women in the Cistercian Order. 
For some monastics, the theological view that Eve ‘is the source of all our woes’,
 is enough to ensure that not only would women be excluded from any founding narrative, but that their form of religious life, if it developed at all, would always be secondary to the male clerical monastic life. This underpinning theological view has had its impact on wider historical research. One historian, for example, commented that ‘nunneries have traditionally been regarded as small, peripheral, and scandal-ridden institutions. Their spiritual life is characterised as having the same poverty as their endowments.’
 There has also been debate about the efficacy of female prayer because women could not celebrate the mass, but rather were limited only to the recitation of the Divine Office.
 Such a view has the potential to have a significant financial impact on a small religious community, because of the revenues that the celebration of mass accrues and hence it also suggests that women cannot be financially efficacious and need the support of men and patrons in order to survive.
 Older Cistercian historiography has been famous for exploring these tensions, where it was believed that the founding fathers had a ‘determination to shun their distracting, even polluting influence.’
 One of the major historians of the Order, Leopold Janauschek, author of Originum Cisterciensium Liber Primus, completely ignored the presence of women in the development of the Order.
 Writing in the 1950s, Louis Lekai, another prominent Cistercian historian said that, ‘contemporary sources are silent about the organisation of the first nunneries, and late traditions preserved in the works of the seventeenth century Cistercian historians are contradictory.’
 When approaching sources such as the Exordium Magnum Cisterciense, ‘one could be forgiven for thinking that the Cistercian Order was an order of men only.’
  Palmer believes that ‘most early information reinforces the view that the Cistercians were reluctant to admit monasteries of women’ and furthermore when they did so, it was only because they were ‘forced to accept them.’
 The founding narrative of the Order, which took many years to evolve, ‘is firmly rooted in the male branch of the order and its key male figures.’
 Early founding texts, letters and spiritual commentaries were littered with scriptural references, the famous and often quoted text from Deuteronomy
 conveys a strong sense of the places Cistercians would choose to live, yet even ‘this spatial imagery of deserts, wild places, and beautiful places was applied to male Cistercian abbeys only; it was not used to describe female Cistercian abbeys’.
 Freeman argues that ‘as a form of shared cultural meaning, these invocations of landscape seemed to be gendered male, and to derive from and speak to a male textual community only.’
 Some historians believe that there was clear evidence in the early years of the Order of ‘Cistercian misogyny’
 and a very real hostility to the presence of women. Saint Bernard of Clairvaux was highly influential in the development of the Order and his views about women and human sexuality are complex. In his Commentary on the Song of Songs, Bernard made it clear that women are a source of temptation: ‘to be always with a woman and not to have sexual relations with her is more difficult than to raise the dead.’
 In one of his letters, he strongly opposed the creation of double monasteries arguing that it was a ‘fearful danger’ for monks and nuns to live under the same roof.
 It is said that ‘he feared contamination from women’,
 for such an influential leader within the Order to speak of women in this way suggests quite strongly that he does not wish them to participate in its life. One early Cistercian abbot and author, John Godard, who offered guidance to female religious, was described as ‘simply one of many medieval authors who perpetuated the notion that religious women were fragile vessels who should restrict their excursions into exterior spaces for fear of moral corruption.’
 In places where women were able to flourish as religious, there was still a view that men had ‘the right and duty’
 to have control over women’s lives and ensure their physical enclosure. One source boasted of how Gilbert of Sempringham, although not a Cistercian he had deep sympathy with its ethos, ‘tonsured them [women] to the skin, put an end to their wandering eyes, taken away their overly large veils, and, most importantly, stopped them from singing, precisely in order that their comely female voices might not lure people on to what is illicit and full of desire.’
 Women, both lay and monastic, represented a challenge in terms of monastic observance. The early Cistercians, it has been argued, viewed female monastics unflatteringly as pastoral work. The strictness of the enclosure, which had largely been decided by men, and prevailing theological views, forced them to be dependent on male clerics and religious communities. After creating such enclosure rules, male clerical monastics condemned such a sacramental dependency saying it represented a ‘dangerous breach in the principles of solitude and contemplation.’
 Associating with women represented in some ways an abandonment of their founding religious ideals. With a considerable body of evidence supporting the masculine element of Cistercian life it is easy to form the view that the Order was hostile to the participation of lay and monastic women. Yet, as we shall see, if we look more closely at the evidence, particularly evidence which perhaps had not been previously included, we can understand how this long-standing view has been reassessed. 

As mentioned earlier, when we look at the wider historical and theological trends in the eleventh and twelfth centuries there was considerable ‘experimentation’ in religious life.
 Some of those trends tended to be more monastic and institutional, whilst others tended to be more ‘evangelical.’
 Evolving forms of monastic life were nurturing the eremitical life, as well as the coenobitical life, sometimes in combination, and also allowing for men and women to live in double monasteries. Some religious orders, such as the Norbertines, were initially very keen to ensure that women could find a home within their Order,
 although it must be noted that their attitude did change.
 The Cistercian movement and the narrative it developed was largely male making the Order appear cautious of women wishing to pursue a religious vocation; indeed, some believe that for the White Monks the term ‘Cistercian nun’ may have been a ‘contradiction in terms’.
 What is clear is that there were women who experienced a deep connection with the reform movement and gradually identified themselves with Cistercian spirituality.
 Robert of Molesme had women under his direction, they wore distinctive religious dress and followed a rule of life, however they were not enclosed, but rather lived in their own homes.
 Following his death the nuns moved to a monastery known as Jully, with a foundation charter drawn up around 1113. Whilst the foundation was based on a Cluniac model, the observance was very close to the Cistercians’ way of life and indeed a number of personal connections ensured strong ties with the reform movement.
 Whilst it would be ‘pious conjecture that the first [Cistercian] convent was Jully’,
 it was and remained Benedictine, it is interesting to note that monastic reformers were responding to the needs of women. A number of people – lay, monastic and ecclesiastical – were involved with the foundation of Tart,
 believed to be evolving in 1120 and whose foundation charter was drawn up in 1132. Its ‘observances were those of the Cistercian monks, including field work’
 and traditionally it is believed to be the first Cistercian nunnery.
 Further details are revealed in a charter dated between 1196 and 1200, which says that Tart was ‘an abbey of nuns living according to the instituta of the Cistercian Order. Therefore, let all people know that the aforementioned abbey of Tart is Cîteaux’s own daughter house.’
 Whilst this feels a major development for women wishing to express themselves as Cistercians, familiar canonical issues remain, such as ‘the abbot [of Cîteaux] has […] the power of appointing the abbess and deposing her.’
 In some houses women, who were dedicating themselves to Cistercian values which were based on the Rule of St Benedict, did not have the option to elect their own superior. Furthermore, the precise date of Tart’s incorporation is unknown,
 but nunneries began to ‘unite themselves to Tart by filiation, adopting its observances’ whilst other ‘new foundations remained under the jurisdiction of the bishops.’
 Houses which were linked to Tart had the benefit of belonging ‘by right and in perpetuity to the care and governance of the house of Cîteaux.’
 Freeman believes that Tart enjoyed a ‘rare level of autonomy’ and by 1200 had eighteen daughter houses.
 The Order itself found itself in a situation where it had to acknowledge of the presence of women within its ranks.

McGuire argues that there ‘has been general confusion in treatments (sic) of the nuns concerning when their monasteries actually became Cistercian’.
 He believes that scholars formed their views about women based on their absence from the statutes of the General Chapter.  Nunneries had existed for centuries, yet were not featured in the statutes, consequently giving the false impression that they simply didn’t exist.
 Freeman argues that ‘we are better served if we accept the lack of homogeneity in Cistercian nunnery affairs’ and examine a wider variety of evidence.
 If we examine customaries, constitutions, papal bulls,
 cartularies and charters we can gain a much fuller view of their place in the Order. There can be little doubt that recent historiography which has based itself on such an approach has led to a revised view about the place of women in the Cistercian Order. The real question then becomes, ‘when is a monastery a Cistercian monastery?’
 McGuire gives two Scandinavian examples: Roskilde and Slangerup. Both monasteries were considered to have been Cistercian from their origins, ‘even though these go back to the middle of the twelfth century and thus to a time when the Order was trying in official terms to keep women at a distance and to avoid any legal commitments to women’s houses.’
 Roskilde certainly followed the Rule of St Benedict but it would be difficult to call it Benedictine because of its strong ties with the Cistercian family, by 1182 there is evidence of an evolving formal relationship, finally being incorporated in 1200.
 Nuns came from Roskilde to found the  monastery of Our Lady of Bergen and the assumption was that they were Cistercian.
 Slangerup has a similar history to Roskilde, which clearly had Cistercian customs, but it remains unclear about when it formally became Cistercian. What is clear is that houses for women evolved at the same time as the houses for men evolved, and in that process the houses understood and interpreted what it meant to be Cistercian, hence what it meant for a community of men may well have been very different to that of women. There is: 

The debate on [whether] the precise nature of a Cistercian monastery is closely tied to its moment of foundation or, rather, at what level and with what characteristics a community could define itself as fully integrated into the structure of the Order, particularly if an already-founded monastery was the object of a gradual annexation process – something often never fully completed.’
 
For example, the fusion of the Sauvigniac Congregation with the Cistercians led to a significant number of convents being incorporated into the Order, whilst some of the nunneries retained their independence yet developed Cistercian customs.
 What is worthy of note here is that alongside houses which were fully recognised, were also houses which had different levels of living out its Cistercian life.
 There is evidence of great diversity within the Order across Europe. For houses in the country of Champagne, France, where houses adopted Cistercian customs, ‘it was not at all clear that this reform would succeed or what it meant to become a Cistercian nun.’
 In northern Italy, houses for women began in the thirteenth century
 and were often used as ‘a way of forced reform’.
 Cariboni describes the Cremonese monastery of St Giovanni della Pippia which was ordered by the Pope to become Cistercian in 1236.
 Idung of Prüfening, in the mid twelfth century ‘praised women who he said emulated ‘our order’’.
 Herman of Tournai described ‘the women of Montreuil monastery [as] living according to the ordo of Cîteaux, specifically via their focus on manual labour and silence.’
 The English scene was characterised by ‘unofficial houses of nuns.’
 Twenty-five nunneries enjoyed ‘ambiguous relationships’ with the Cistercian Order.
 These houses started by belonging to one order, then were later recorded as Cistercian. Other houses claimed a Cistercian identity but were often rejected and many failed to even get official recognition. In 1139 the Bishop of Lincoln reported that ‘local nuns followed life of Cistercian monks as far as the condition of their sex allowed.’
 Freeman argues that this official or unofficial tension really misses the point.
 Whilst they did not get the recognition or go through same process of formal incorporation as houses in France or the Low Countries there were certainly houses in England which were recognised by others as living that essential charism and were recognised as such by bishops, kings, popes, laity, local Cistercian monks and those with responsibility for dissolving such houses during the Reformation.
 
Freeman argues that statutes from this period actually reveal an order that cared deeply for women. Statutes which appeared to place restrictions were ‘designed to ensure that nunneries had sufficient finances to prosper and that there were systems in place for nuns to receive adequate pastoral care and access to the sacraments.’
 Whilst some statutes from 1228 do still seem to be negative towards women they also reveal that nuns were free ‘to emulate’ the Cistercian life.
 Liturgical texts from the period also demonstrate an awareness of the place of women within the Order. One twelfth century manuscript shows Cistercian nuns saying the office with St Bernard.
 However, this feminine presence within liturgical texts should not surprise us. Berman expresses her disappointment that often we assume that these texts were only produced by men. She says that ‘in addition to copying liturgical books and the classics of monastic education and spirituality, we have evidence that women themselves dictated charters, copied cartularies, and organised their archives in ways to best exploit their economic resources.’

By the mid thirteenth century Jacques de Vitray said that ‘the observance of the nuns of the Cistercian Order had multiplied like the stars of heaven, and that nuns were transferring from other monasteries in order to lead the better life of the Cistercians.’
 Nunneries in France and Spain were sufficiently established to the extent that they copied Cîteaux even in its administrative and canonical functions by holding provincial chapters. Between 1220-1240, forty nunneries were founded or incorporated in the Low Countries,
 one author describing this period as ‘the great century for monasteries of nuns’.
 Cistercian convents were also described as ‘vibrant communities, constantly evolving to meet the needs of patrons and potential adherents’.
 Berman argues that ‘we now believe that women were much more efficient at managing their properties than once thought, and that many houses of nuns were not in fact poor.’
 The evidence in Flanders and Hainaut suggests that Cistercian women were highly competitive in developing patronage and in securing the long term financial security of their community.
 Jordan argues that: ‘
In suggesting their nuns were viewed as inferior to their male counterparts in the monastic landscape, their motives suspect and the finances of their abbeys muddled, scholars have often cited their inability to attract sustained religious patronage. Such views ultimately stem from an interpretation of medieval society that assumes than men’s prayers were more valued than women’s.
 
The nunneries in Wienhausen and Wintney supported themselves through sewing, the nuns in Hainaut and Flanders were ‘entrepreneurs involved in land reclamation.’
 Cistercian nuns in the monastery of Brasov, who sought meaningful work within their enclosure, appealed to the Curia because they were being asked to ‘cook for the monks’ and ‘take care of their gardens.’
 Because they dared to question this they had the Cistercian habit removed from them; a Papal Legate was promptly dispatched and they were received back into the Order.
 Even though perhaps not necessarily intended, the Cistercians had actually attracted strong women who did not necessarily want to be controlled by men.
 Furthermore, their nunneries attracted some of the ‘most powerful laywomen of the thirteenth century.’
 This is confirmed by recent historical writing which acknowledges the role of lay women benefactors. Rifreddo was founded by Countess Alice of Saluzzo and Maubuisson by Queen Blanche of Castille. The foundress of Marham was Isabel of Aubigny, Countess of Arundel,
 such was her dignity that she was given access to the chapter house at Waverley to discuss matters with their abbot. 
The tension surrounding enclosure and the need for the clerical cura monialium evolved and, it could be argued, ensured greater independence for women. ‘In theory, the early Cistercians sought to avoid the responsibility of spiritual direction of women, but, in point of fact, they were forced by circumstances to assume their charge.’
 Initially, monks, friars and clerics were imposed on female communities and often deeply resented by women.
 Lekai argues that one response from the Order was that abbeys which had the pastoral responsibility for Cistercian convents actively recruited clerics and priests who were willing to become chaplains. Following their canonical novitiate and training in Cistercian spirituality and liturgy in the mother house, they would then take their vows in the presence of the Abbess and community in which they were going to dedicate their lives. These chaplains expressed their vow of stability by living permanently in the Cistercian nunnery, they wore the Cistercian habit and their immediate superior was actually the Abbess of the community in which they resided.
 This solution could be interpreted as a deliberate attempt to prevent the need for double monasteries, but it did also ensure that women had the appropriate cura monialium. Furthermore, the opportunity for male clerics to have their vows received by an Abbess or female superior was a bold juridical initiative. For those nunneries unable to do this, they maintained their access to other clerics, monks and friars. In many ways, this was no disadvantage, because if anything, it meant that they were ‘rooted more firmly’
 in their local community, probably more so than the monks.

Whilst the founding and constitutional history of the order may be seen as masculine, its spirituality was profoundly feminine. In a letter to a novice monk, Saint Bernard of Clairvaux refers to ‘Christ as mother’ or ‘mother-bird’, reminiscent of Matthew 23:37.
 In another letter, St Bernard writes to Cistercian Pope Eugene III, saying, ‘I have been freed of maternal obligation towards you […] you were once in my womb; you will not be drawn from my heart so easily. Therefore I will instruct you, not as a teacher, but as a mother’.
 Aelred of Rievaulx (1110-1167) referring to Christ on the cross, says: ‘his sacred arms stretched out as if to embrace, those sweet breasts extended as if to refresh’
 Gilbert of Hoyland (d. 1172) ‘compares wounds of Christ to breasts from which we may drink wine and milk’,
 Christ ‘according to his own admission, he is in person my father and mother and brother.’
 Gilbert also speaks of the ‘motherhood of the monastic community.’
 Monastic houses themselves take on a feminine characteristic. Walter Daniel, biographer of Aelred, describes Rievaulx as ‘the mother of mercy’, words undoubtedly taken from the Salve Regina.
 Another Cistercian author, Guerric of Igny reminds brethren within his monastery that ‘you are mothers of the Child who has been born for you and in you.’
 Guerric ‘states that he received a distinct call from Christ to fulfil the role of spiritual mother.’
 The Cistercian Order also propagated a strong devotion to the Blessed Virgin Mary, as she represents a ‘woman who managed to penetrate the very centre of the Cistercian spiritual life.
 This in itself is significant because the Rule of St Benedict makes no reference to the role of Mary or to any customs that monastic communities should have to honour her.  ‘Cistercian monastic tradition associated Mary with the sacrament through a superimposition of the moment of consecration and the Annunciation.’
 Women from a diverse variety of monastic communities were recognised as authoritatively articulating a Cistercian spirituality, amongst these were Gertrude of Helfta, Mechtild of Hackeborn, Beatrice of Nazareth Abbey.
 Gertude came from ‘a monastery which followed the Cistercian usages without being officially attached to Cîteaux’.
 Jamroziak argues that ‘despite the permanent unease about female authority, Cistercian communities gave many nuns the power to influence spirituality through their visions and texts. The influence of charismatic figures such as Mechtild of Magdeburg, Mechtild of Hackeborn or Lutgard was significant beyond the walls of their monasteries and even beyond the Cistercian Order’.
 For communities which followed rules of enclosure: 

Friendship and correspondence [was] important for the development of the monastic ethos. Cistercian monks who were chaplains to the nuns took their pastoral role very seriously, and visions and texts of female Cistercian female mystics were infused with ideas shared by all Cistercians, regardless of their gender.
 
It can be argued that the focus has been too ‘mechanistic’ and historiography has tended to focus on ‘institutional structures and organisation’.
 This is largely because the sources tended to emphasise this dimension, mainly for juridical purposes. If Cistercian historiography includes letters, spiritual direction and friendship then ‘the cura of an individual monialis is as important as the cura monialium’;
 the contribution and participation of both women and men in the mutual up building and development of their Order is clear to see. 

The Cistercian Order was born in a time of great experimentation in monasticism and it had to develop its own sense of identity. Its ascetical rigour gave the impression of hostility to the presence of women with the Cistercian Order. Recent historiography has taken into account a much wider variety of historical sources and this has led to a greater awareness of the participation and place of women in the Order. Furthermore, there has been a need to ‘reassess many of the gendered assumptions that inform modern notions of medieval perceptions of the sexes’
 and to accept the range of diversity amongst female religious houses in this period.
 In adopting such an approach, the Order can be seen as a place of ‘variety, flexibility and fluidity’.
 The context of the development of the Cistercian Order provided a particular opportunity for women to develop their own sense of religious life. As Jamroziak argues, ‘the spiritual life in many Cistercian houses gave an opportunity to women searching for a meaningful role in the church.’
 Cistercian female communities could ‘go beyond simple juridical identification present in papal documentation’.
 They were able to develop for themselves what it meant to be Cistercian, thus ensuring their diverse and vivacious participation in one of the great reforming monastic movements of the medieval period. 
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