Walter Map among others accused the Cistercians of depopulation of existing settlements in order to create their own ‘desert’. What factors affected the choice of Cistercian sites? 
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	Walter Map’s “De Nugis Curialium” is a text based around the places and things that Map had experienced. It loosely translates to ‘A Courtier’s Troubles’. In a particular section of the book he criticizes the Cistercians and their lack of hospitality while also talking of how their so called “desert locations” for their abbeys were not as deserted as they claimed them to be.[footnoteRef:1] His account was more of a satirical look on the Cistercians, but he would not be the only one to criticize their ways of obtaining land. Gerald of Wales would also talk of his own criticisms surrounding the order, as well as John of Salisbury , and Nigel de Longchamps. The Cistercians would also not be the only order he criticized, as he seemed to be critical of monastic orders as a whole.[footnoteRef:2] Walter Map’s particular writings are mostly on the beginnings of the Cistercian order in England. He talks of the different ways in which the Cistercians would assess land and determine if it was suitable for one of their abbeys. This is not the only document that goes into detail about this, the Exordium Parvum itself lists the factors that made the first Cistercian abbey of Cîteaux the ideal place for their foundations.[footnoteRef:3]  [1:  Walter Map, De Nugis Curialium, trans. by Montague R James (London: Honourable Society of Cymmrodorion, 1923) <https://archive.org/details/denugiscurialiummrjames/page/n11/mode/2up> [accessed 26 October 2025].]  [2:  Margaret Sinex, ‘Echoic Irony in Walter Map’s Satire against the Cistercians’, Comparative Literature, 54.4 (2002), 275–75 <https://doi.org/10.2307/4125366>.]  [3:  Exordium Parvum] 

	Cistercians had a particularly close connection with their surrounding environment as they believed their physical environment was ‘a window to the divine’. These harsh lands being tamed had a symbolic meaning of returning the soul to God.[footnoteRef:4] Even the names they gave to these locations would have something to do with the landscape an example being Clairvaux translating to “Valley of Light” or Roche relating to the rocky landscape.[footnoteRef:5] [4:  Janet Burton and Julie Kerr, The Cistercians in the Middle Ages (Woodbridge, Suffolk, Uk ; Rochester, Ny: Boydell Press, 2011).]  [5:  Burton and Kerr, The Cistercians in the Middle Ages ] 

	The Cistercians preference for ‘desert-places’ can first be seen in their seeking out of Cîteaux. In the Exordium Parvum it says:
…they eagerly headed for the desert-place called 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:6] [6:  Exordium Parvum (as found in module handbook)] 

While the Cistercians can’t exactly inhabit a “true desert” as the desert father of Egypt had, they could get as close as they could with the locations they found. Cistercians would typically found their monasteries in places similar to Cîteaux, inhabited only by wild animals and places that other humans would rarely approach. The Cistercians would take these wild lands and ‘tame’ them for the glory of God. As with all monastic orders, almost everything they did was a way to bring them closer to god and prioritize worship and prayer. While they liked seclusion, they were not a group of solitary monks. They kept close connections to other transport links and communication routes.[footnoteRef:7] [7:  Burton, Kerr Cistercians in the Middle Ages p.57] 

	Some Cistercian sites that we can still see today do not seem to fall into the category of ‘secluded’. For example, Kirkstall Abbey now sits on the A65 (Abbey Road) in Leeds, and has leant its name to a whole suburb of the city. Just across the road there are rows of houses, with the abbey sitting in the middle of the public park. Comparatively, locations such as Strata Florida are still located in very rural and secluded locations with the exception of the farm that would later be built at Strata Florida, however that would come long after the dissolution of the monasteries.[footnoteRef:8] While some of these sites seem to be in locations that no longer remain rural and secluded, if someone were to imagine themselves in that location 800 years ago, it is likely that it was quite secluded. There are records and historical accounts that show that Leeds has had settlements there for centuries even before the Cistercians came knocking at their door, however the current placement and expansion of the city was not what it would have been in 1152. That area of what is now in Leeds had not even been settled by people yet. When the Cistercians would look for a site, its not necessary that it had to be remote, just secluded, as the monks lived a secluded lifestyle. Across most monastic orders, the amount of contact the monks would have regarding secular affairs would be minimal, mostly limited to interactions necessary for trade and selling of goods. This seclusion would allow for the monks of the monastery to focus on self-sufficiency, and worship. It would allow for minimal distractions as the Cistercians believed that distractions from the outside world hindered their ability to be connected to God and allowed for overthinking of non religious affairs. If the only people a monk came into contact with was those within the same monastery then there was no reason for him to speak, as they all remained relatively silent in the monastery, only really speaking through prayer and song. Being in these rugged landscapes could have also been a strategic move. During raids monasteries were easy targets, but when your monastery is in a place where no one else ever really goes, then it isn’t likely you will have pesky raiders anywhere near your doorstep. It also made it easier for them when establishing themselves in an area and spreading their faith. If no other monastic order had thought of settling themselves in an area then that easily made the Cistercian monastery the hub for monastic activity within the area. [8:  Cadw, ‘More about Strata Florida Abbey | Cadw’, Gov.wales (Cadw, 2023) <https://cadw.gov.wales/more-about-strata-florida-abbey>.] 

	Not only was the physical place a factor in the choosing of a site, but architecture played a big role in Cistercian houses. When a person goes and visits former monastic sites throughout England and Wales in the modern age, they look quite grand and imposing within the landscape, however this was not the case in the middle ages. While their monasteries were still large and grand and even larger before the dissolution as they would not have fallen into ruin, they were quite simplistic compared to other monastic orders. They kept their layouts simple with a simple Romanesque plan, they had no stained glass and only used plain materials. Most Cistercians houses started with just a few timber buildings with the wood either taken from surrounding forest or given to them by the lords who were donating their lands. 
	A Cistercian site requires a few environmental factors. It requires a water source as well as enough land to be self-sufficient using agriculture, with Cistercians having a particular focus on sheep as their wool would be a major factor in Cistercian economy, pigs would also be a small part but not as widely used as sheep for both their wool and meat. Agriculture was extremely important to the Cistercians, as part of their belief of returning to a more ascetic lifestyle included manual labour. This is in direct opposition to the Cluniacs who believed that manual labour was below them in a sense and would hinder them from their prayer and worship of God. The Cistercians sought to make manual labour and integral part of their daily routines, as St Benedict had originally laid out in his rule.[footnoteRef:9] And as is quite obvious, if you don’t have good enough land you cannot farm it. For a smaller monastery this may not be as much of an issue, but as time goes on and the Cistercian order grows, the abbeys grow in size as well as numbers, and their economic power grows, more fertile land is required. This could be where someone could say that the Cistercians were a bit hypocritical when it came to their own rules as it was meant to be a rugged untamed landscape, but also for practicality reasons you need your sheep to have enough grass to feed on and enough fertile land to grow all the food the monks and lay-brothers in the monastery would be eating. The biggest reason, and most important, given for the insistence on manual labour within Cistercian monasteries is to avoid idleness. Idleness was the enemy of the Cistercians as it could allow one’s mind to wander and even allow the devil to enter their thoughts. Idleness and secular passions had no place within a Cistercian monastery.[footnoteRef:10] This is made most clear in the letter that Bernard of Clairvaux writes to his nephew Robert after he left Clairvaux for the Cluniac abbey that Robert’s father had allegedly promised him to as a child oblate.  [9:  Benedict, Saint, M Dominica Legge, and Ruth J Dean, The Rule of St. Benedict : A Norman Prose Version (Oxford: Blackwell, 1964).]  [10:  Dennis R Overman, ‘Manual Labor: The Twelfth-Century Cistercian Ideal’ (1984) <https://scholarworks.wmich.edu/masters_theses/1525/> [accessed 26 October 2025].] 

Arouse yourself, gird your loins, put aside idleness, grasp the nettle, and do some hard work. If you act thus you will soon find that you only need to eat what will satisfy your hunger, not what will make your mouth water. Hard exercise will restore the flavour to food that idleness has taken away. Much that you would refuse to eat when you had nothing to do, you will be glad of after hard work. Idleness makes one dainty, hard work makes one hungry. It is wonderful how work can make food taste sweet which idleness finds insipid. Vegetables, beans, roots, and bread and water may be poor fare for one living at his ease, but hard work soon makes them taste delicious.[footnoteRef:11] [11:  St Bernard’s letter to Robert (as found in module handbook)] 

	When looking at Walter Map’s writings on the Cistercians, and monks in general, it is quite obvious what his opinion of them is and what the reader is meant to see them as. He refers to them as hawks stalking their prey and talks of how they have such wealth that they do not allowed to be shared
…and though the gospel does not permit them to take thought for the morrow, they have such a reserve of wealth accruing from their care that they could enter the ark in the same spirit of security as Noah, who had nothing left outside to look to.[footnoteRef:12] [12:  Walter Map, De Nugis Curialium, trans. by Montague R James] 

Walter also writes on how they have apparently committed fraud and care little for their neighbours.
Their neighbours they wrong. Their vanquished opponents they proscribe. Whatever promotes their interest they appropriate under some pretext of righteousness. Inquire into any one of their frauds, and an answer is ready so plausible that he who sees it might accuse the very gospel of error. The man who has charitably invited them into a part of his estate might seem to be their neighbour; but out he goes. ‘“‘ Do not to others as thou wouldst not be done by.”’ Little they care for that or for anything like it.[footnoteRef:13]  [13:  Walter Map, De Nugis Curialium, trans. by Montague R James ] 

When he writes about their acquiring of lands for their monasteries he mentions how when they find their ‘desert-places’ they can also make them into desert places. He writes of how they are govern lands by men who are not the rightful owners, and in defiance of protests from others and care not for how they acquire these lands, but how they keep them. Walter writes of how they destroy villages and turn out the people and are sure to sow crops so that they now have their claim upon the land. 
And because their rule does not allow them to govern parishioners, they proceed to raze villages and churches, turn out parishioners, destroy the altars of God, not scrupling to sow crops or cast down and level everything before the ploughshare, so that if you looked on a place that you knew previously you could say, ‘and grass now grows where Troy town stood.’”[footnoteRef:14] [14:  Walter Map, De Nugis Curialium, trans. by Montague R James ] 

Because Walter’s account of the origins of the Cistercians is so clearly written to paint them as the bad guys in the scenario, its hard to know if his account is a true one. He does mention earlier in his writings of how in every situation the Cistercians will make themselves out to be the good guys and true worshippers of God, and Walter does the exact opposite. He wishes to show the contradictions of their teachings and rules, how they preach one thing but do another. As was mentioned earlier he is not the only one to have criticized the Cistercians and it is clear not everyone holds them in high esteem during the middle ages.[footnoteRef:15] But in term of their power and reach throughout Europe, it makes it quite clear that despite these criticisms they still held on to a vast amount of ecclesiastical power. [15:  Margaret Sinex, ‘Echoic Irony in Walter Map’s Satire against the Cistercians’, Comparative Literature, 54.4 (2002), 275–75 <https://doi.org/10.2307/4125366>.] 

	The criterion for a Cistercian site seems extensive while also being simplistic. Their desire for rural and secluded locations seems like a tall order in this day and age with urbanization, but it could’ve  proved to be quite easy to determine a location. As long as they were not encroaching on a person’s land unwanted, they had a vast amount of options. They key factor that could have made things difficult is the need for a water source as any town, village, or city would also need to be placed by a water source. But particularly in Britain, there is an abundance of rives and estuaries that the Cistercians could choose from. They would not require much in terms of equipment, they were content to live off of only what they could obtain from the land itself. The first foundations of Cîteaux and Clairvaux were found through the travel of the particular monks, but as the Cistercians grew in popularity within the monastic community, they found it easy to obtain their land through the endowments of local lords. Once they had determined that the monastery was suitable for their community, the lords would freely give it to them. This made their expansion all the easier. This would also make the Cistercian order as a whole one of the biggest landowners within the middle ages. Their criteria was strategic as well as based in worship. The criteria set down would set them up to be one of the most successful and distinctive monastic orders of the high to late middle ages.
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