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THE ATTEMPT, IN 1152, BY THE CISTERCIAN GENERAL CHAPTER, TO HALT FURTHER FOUNDATIONS WAS A TRIBUTE TO THE SUCCESSFUL EXPANSION OF THE ORDER. HOWEVER, IT DID NOT ACHIEVE WHAT IT INTENDED. TO WHAT FACTORS DO YOU ATTRIBUTE THE POPULARITY OF THE CISTERCIANS IN ENGLAND AND WALES BOTH BEFORE AND AFTER THAT DATE?

	The popularity of the Cistercians, allowed them to expand greatly across England and Wales, setting up abbeys across the country due to their pious reforms of monasticism. This essay will observe the important factors which caused their popularity amongst the secular lords – such as their piety, political power, trade, self-sufficiency, and counter-gifts. This essay will also look at why the Cistercians found Wales and England attractive, and their reasons in setting up their abbeys all across the two countries. 
	Firstly, the Cistercian Order, also regarded as the White Monks, were the last of the monastic reforms in Europe.[footnoteRef:1] To begin, the reform was focused on a radical idea of the renunciation of society, although, this did not truly happen as the Order was greatly involved in the politics of the secular world which they wished to renounce.[footnoteRef:2] Despite this, they remained on the margins of society during the beginnings of their order in the eleventh and twelfth century, whilst still allowing a comfortable existence through the use of conversi (lay-brothers) for practical interactions with Medieval society.[footnoteRef:3] It is also vital to remember that the Cistercians were guided by the search of the ‘desert’, however true that may be – it will become more apparent further on in the essay.[footnoteRef:4]  [1:  Maximilian, Sternberg, Cistercian Architecture and Medieval Society (Brill, 2013), p. 2]  [2:  Ibid p. 3]  [3:  Ibid ]  [4:  Janet, Burton, Medieval Monasticism (Oxford: HeadStart History, 1996)] 

	Bernard of Clairvaux cultivated most of the expansion of the Cistercians between the years of 1130 and 1150, this can be followed through the letters of Bernard of Clairvaux and his extensive travels and how Bernad engaged in the political world of the twelfth century.[footnoteRef:5] In the thirteenth century the filiation of the charts listed all the abbeys associated with each of the first five Cistercian mother houses.[footnoteRef:6] In the charts it demonstrates the distinctiveness of Clairvaux in comparison to the other houses, as in the year 1153, one year after the 1152 General Chapter to halt the foundations of more monasteries.[footnoteRef:7] It noted that there were 167 abbeys associated with Clairvaux, where there were 187 associated with the rest of the Order.[footnoteRef:8] A relatively numerous amount of Clairvaux’s associated abbeys were subject to the Abbey of Clairvaux itself – also, a large amount of the abbeys can also be linked to Bernard of Clairvaux’s travels, contacts, and his political activity.[footnoteRef:9] This suggests that Bernard of Clairvaux was a hugely important Abbot in the Cistercian Order’s expansion during the twelfth century.[footnoteRef:10] Through Bernard of Clairvaux’s travels, discussion, and the spread of his writings.[footnoteRef:11] This supported the attractiveness of Cistercian communities to the secular donors and the potential monks.[footnoteRef:12] Because of Bernard’s form of Imiatio Christi (Imitation of Christ) which stresses the incarnation with an affective spiritual expression with love and friendship, put into a religious key – it encourages personal repentance, contemplative, and social reform.[footnoteRef:13] Therefore, it can be deduced from Bernard of Clairvaux’s activity during the twelfth century that he was one of the main driving forces in Cistercian expansion before 1152 – and he would have affected the expansion further into the centuries, leaving a lasting affect to medieval Monasticism.  [5:  Newman, Martha G, ‘Foundation and Twelfth Century’, in The Cambridge Companion to the Cistercian Order (Cambridge University Press, 2012), p. 30]  [6:  Ibid]  [7:  Ibid ]  [8:  Ibid ]  [9:  Ibid ]  [10:  Newman, Martha G, ‘Foundation and Twelfth Century’, in The Cambridge Companion to the Cistercian Order (Cambridge University Press, 2012), p. 30]  [11:  Ibid p. 31]  [12:  Ibid]  [13:  Ibid ] 

	Over twenty years after the General Chapter’s attempt to ban the foundations of further abbeys – Robert fitz Stephen of Cardigan (A Norman Lord) despite the General Chapters ban, established a monastery from Whitland Abbey which is supposed to be a daughter house from Clairvaux – however, this is contested and academics are beginning to question whether Clairvaux did in-fact found the Abbey, as it is written in the Fundatio no earlier than 1181, it describes that the Abbey of Whitland was founded by Vaucelles.[footnoteRef:14] Then Whitland would send monks to Strata Florida (Ystrad Fflur) in modern day Ceredigion near the Cambrian mountains.[footnoteRef:15] After Robert fitz Stephen founded Strata Florida, the Lord Rhys of Deheubarth resurged and took over many parts of South Wales and Mid Wales, this included Strata Florida.[footnoteRef:16] In 1184 the Lord Rhys in his charter wrote that he ‘loved and cherished’ the Abbey – and endowed Strata Florida with extensive moorland and mountain pastures to expand their economy.[footnoteRef:17] This can be because of many things, such as the lay burials, seen today at Strata Florida Abbey.[footnoteRef:18] Not only that the Cistercian supported the Welsh princes through their administrative support and financial recompense in return for the land grants provided to them – which in turn bolstered the princes support, notably the Lord Rhys into supporting them so vehemently.[footnoteRef:19] Not only were they such political allies to the Lord Rhys and other princes – they were also effective at providing spiritual support for the aristocracy and the commoners through prayer and other aspects of the Order.[footnoteRef:20] Not only was the Lord Rhys so supportive of Strata Florida, but a huge support of the Cistercian Order generally, and in 1201 the Lord Rhys supported the Order for further expansion.[footnoteRef:21] Llantarnam Abbey in the south and Aberconwy in the north were daughter houses to Strata Florida in the resurgence of the Welsh princes.[footnoteRef:22] Other notable Welsh nobles that also founded abbeys were Owain Cyfeiliog for Strata Maracella in Southern Powys, and the Lord of Ceri and Maelienydd supported the foundation of Abbey Cwmhir, and Madog ap Gruffudd Maelor for the foundation of Valle Crucis at the request of the Cistercian abbots of Wales.[footnoteRef:23] Additionally, the Cistercian houses wrote many deeds and histories for the Welsh lords in helping them preserve their culture and lineages by copying a multitude of their manuscripts, providing them with ample hospitality, and safeguarded their muniments.[footnoteRef:24]  [14:  Janet, Burton, ‘The Cistercians in Marchia Wallia and Pura Walia: Monasteries, Communities, and Identities’, 65, (Nottingham: Nottingham Medieval Studies, 2021) p. 108]  [15:  Janet, Burton and Julie Kerr, The Cistercian in the Middle Ages (Boydell Press, 2011), p. 45]  [16:  Ibid]  [17:  Ibid]  [18:  Jamroziak, Emilia, The Cistercian Order in Medieval Europe : 1090-1500, First edition. (Routledge, 2016), p. 101]  [19:  Janet, Burton and Julie Kerr, The Cistercian in the Middle Ages (Boydell Press, 2011), p. 45]  [20:  Ibid ]  [21:   Ibid p. 45]  [22:  Janet, Burton and Julie Kerr, The Cistercian in the Middle Ages (Boydell Press, 2011), p. 45 – 46]  [23:  Ibid p. 45 – 46  ]  [24:  Ibid ] 

	After the Roman Empire’s departure of the British Isles, began the age of the saints – and during this period in Wales especially, many lords and other secular people became saints through various means.[footnoteRef:25] As this made Wales a land rife with saints, it could have had another aspect in why the Cistercian’s had decided to expand further into Wales. For example, places such as Margam Abbey had a grange on the site of  Theodoric which decided to take a life of hermitage, furthermore, places such as the marsh of Afan may have been a site of hermitage and Cob for St. Milburga.[footnoteRef:26] Tintern too had eremitical connections to the seventh century Saint Tewdrig, which was originally the King of Morgannwg/Gwent.[footnoteRef:27] Therefore, due to the number of abbeys being near or on sites of hermitage – this could have caused them to gravitate towards these areas, as they held hermitage in high regard due to figures such as St Benedict of Nursia or the desert fathers. [25:  Martin, Crampin, Welsh Saints from Welsh Churches (Y Lolfa, 2023)]  [26:  David, H. Williams, The Welsh Cistercians: Aspects of their Economic History (Grffin Press, 1969), p. 17]  [27:  Ibid] 

	The Cistercian Order would also have a large aspect of reciprocity to all their religious and lay interactions – in order for them to have material donations such as land and donations – because of this the houses would pray for their lay donator’s salvations.[footnoteRef:28] This idea of reciprocity went way beyond spiritual means and would involve counter-gifts – these can entail many material gifts, from knives, a pair of gloves or cloaks.[footnoteRef:29] The house would do this for symbolising their goodwill and to ensure that they emphasised the Order’s hopes for a lasting relationship with their secular lords.[footnoteRef:30] An example in Europe, Burgundy; There were counter-gifts when Reigny Abbey was given a land grant of pasture and in response the Abbey provided numerous counter-gifts, such as: a cow for the lords wife, brooch for his son, a cape for his second son, and two solidi for both of his daughters – not only this, there are also a high frequency of counter-gifts in the twelfth and thirteenth century in Yorkshire, were the donors felt obliged to accept the gifts from the abbeys due to necessity, suggesting a rather significant counter-gift which enabled the secular lords to support them.[footnoteRef:31] This could have been a common occurrence in the foundation of abbeys, as the Cistercians were adamant in ensuring the growth of their order before 1152. Not only this, it shows the economic wealth of the Cistercian houses and how willing they were in providing such wealthy gifts to their benefactors.  [28:  Jamroziak, Emilia, The Cistercian Order in Medieval Europe : 1090-1500, First edition. (Routledge, 2016), p. 94]  [29:  Ibid]  [30:  Ibid]  [31:  Jamroziak, Emilia, The Cistercian Order in Medieval Europe : 1090-1500, First edition. (Routledge, 2016), p. 95] 

	The relationship between the lay donators and the Cistercian Order was astonishing for the most part – it can be seen in many instances where the secular lords preferred the Cistercian institutions far more than their other religious counterparts.[footnoteRef:32] It can be seen were charters have regarded the Cistercians as ‘my monks’ in many instances – and Earl Conan of Brittany in his role on founding Jervaulx Abbey in Yorkshire in 1154, recorded him writing ‘my monks who are there to serve God and pray for me’.[footnoteRef:33] Despite this not being a reason for the expansions before and after 1152 – it can provide inferences on how important the Cistercian Order became to the secular lords through their support as a monastic house. Potentially, the relationship certain houses the Cistercians had with the secular lords could have caused the other lords to also ‘copy’ their neighbours through envy of their relationship. [32:  Ibid ]  [33:  Ibid] 

	Returning to Strata Florida and their lay burials. The Cistercians commonly provided this service to their secular lords.[footnoteRef:34] Despite the lay burials being a near common occurrence in the abbeys of the Cistercians, it was fairly restrictive in allowing the lay population having it as a benefit.[footnoteRef:35] A Cistercian statute in 1180 restricted secular burials in the Cistercians monastic churches to kings, queens, bishops and other important figures of the aristocratic society.[footnoteRef:36] The practice of lay burials was definitely an important tool of the Order for sustaining and creating relationships with the lay world – and from 1147 the abbeys servants who would have died in the precinct were given the rights to be buried within the monastic cemetery alongside a number of ‘friends and family’ – which became important to their lay donators and supporters.[footnoteRef:37] Another turning point for Cistercian relationship with the wider world of the laity, the Cistercians held a General Chapter meeting in 1179 – which allowed lay burials of the founders and whoever else that could not be refused without a scandal arising.[footnoteRef:38] An example in Britain alongside Strata Florida was Fountains Abbey. In the thirteenth century there were requests which provide information from Yorkshire society – which included a substantial amount of peasants and several cases of lay burials from a singular family for over 3 generations.[footnoteRef:39] Often lay burials reflected the political alliances with the Cistercians and their secular lords, and in the north of Wales Valle Crucis Abbey would serve as a huge burial site for Madog ap Gruffudd and his sons – the Brut y Tywysogion lists that roughly 20 Welsh noblemen and women were buried and commemorated at Valle Crucis Abbey.[footnoteRef:40] Another point to consider is that lay burials sometimes took the form of a counter-gift, and there is evidence of this in charter of grants, confirmations or in quitclaims of disputed properties.[footnoteRef:41] It is usually recorded in the charters as ‘with the body’, which refers to the donors expected burials and commemoration.[footnoteRef:42] Despite the use of lay burials in the Cistercian abbeys, Rievaulx Abbey was slower than most abbeys in allowing lay burials and only in the fourteenth century tombs begin to appear in the east part of the buildings of the Abbey.[footnoteRef:43] Therefore, it can be seen, however they were used, that the lay burials enticed the lay population in setting up the Cistercians abbeys – and it can surely be seen as effective in doing so. Due to the numerous examples all across England and Wales showing how popular this ‘counter-gift’ was, despite it partly going against the Order’s original teachings.  [34:  Ibid p. 103]  [35:  Ibid p. 101]  [36:  Ibid ]  [37:  Jamroziak, Emilia, The Cistercian Order in Medieval Europe : 1090-1500, First edition. (Routledge, 2016), p. 101]  [38:  Ibid p. 101 – 102]  [39:  Ibid p. 103]  [40:  Ibid p. 106]  [41:  Ibid p. 103]  [42:  Ibid ]  [43:  Ibid p. 106] 

	A point to consider is the fate of original inhabitants settlements which the Cistercians settled.[footnoteRef:44] In numerous instances in Britain, the Cistercians would settle already settled land and displace the population to create a ‘desert’.[footnoteRef:45] When the Cistercians were to take the land the serfs would then become villeins, an example of this was Margam Abbey, where they did it at Bonvilston and Tintern at Porthcaseg – sometimes they would completely destroy pre-existing settlements such as Llangewydd which had a church dismantled overnight.[footnoteRef:46] Although this is a negative aspect of the Cistercians’ expansion – it is a large reason as to how they expanded, as it is also important to understand Europe was mostly settled at this point – therefore, it becomes arduous to find room for more settlements that were truly barren. Additionally, it can be inferred that the land they chose was not only due to proximity, but the potential of a lucrative industry from assarting the land.[footnoteRef:47] [44:  David, H. Williams, The Welsh Cistercians: Aspects of their Economic History (Grffin Press, 1969), p. 17]  [45:  Ibid]  [46:  David, H. Williams, The Welsh Cistercians: Aspects of their Economic History (Grffin Press, 1969), p. 17]  [47:  Ibid p. 47] 

	Regardless of the Cistercian Order’s teaching of the separation from lay society, they acted as a heavy political power across the Medieval period. The Cistercians acted as mediators and counsellors for secular rulers, where they also spent a considerable amount of their time on diplomatic missions for their Dukes and Royal courts.[footnoteRef:48] Not only this – the Cistercians were also asked to attend parliament in some instances, which could suggests that the abbots themselves were away from their abbeys for long periods of time.[footnoteRef:49] However, the Cistercians viewed themselves as being exempt from the duty of attending parliament, as Cistercians were free from all secular services.[footnoteRef:50] The political activity of the Cistercians truly displays their value to the lay world – and this reflects their expansion in England and Wales through the support of their lords and how their value developed overtime. It can also be noted on how different the Cistercians were in Wales in comparison to England; they were far more enveloped in Welsh politics. [48:  Emilia, Jamroziak, The Cistercian Order in Medieval Europe : 1090-1500, First edition. (Routledge, 2016), p. 113]  [49:  Ibid ]  [50:  Ibid ] 

	Lastly, the Cistercian were hugely self sufficient after setting up their abbeys.[footnoteRef:51] This would have made the Cistercians even more attractive for the secular lords to support in setting up their abbeys, as the lords would not be required to support them as much as other monasteries at the time, ensuring their independence alongside their supportive relationship with one another.[footnoteRef:52]  [51:  Janet, Burton and Julie Kerr, The Cistercian in the Middle Ages (Boydell Press, 2011), p. 160]  [52:  Ibid ] 

	To conclude, it is comfortable to argue that before the 1152 General Chapter meeting the Cistercians were incredibly successful in their expansion, particularly through Bernard of Clairvaux spearheading the Order across Europe – as well as the self-sufficiency, political activity and counter-gifts the Cistercians offered. In regards to how the expansion was after the 1152 General Chapter meeting which did work for a time – the Order did not particularly get affected by it, as the expansions in Wales and England continued through their use through similar means, not changing their supportive nature with the secular lords. Therefore, it can be argued that the Orders successful expansion before 1152, allowed them to show to the wider Medieval world how lucrative and attractive the Order was – which in turn made 1152 unsuccessful a few years after that date. 
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