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Topic: When and why did the Cistercians decline?

	This essay will explore the timeline and reasons behind the decline of the Cistercians. Cistercian, a member of A Roman Catholic monastic order was founded in 1098 by Robert of Molesme, and was a major religious organisation in Medieval Europe, especially in the twelfth and thirteenth centuries. The Cistercian order was led by individuals such as Robert of Molesme, who was succeeded by St. Alberic and then by St. Stephen Harding who was claimed to be the ‘real’ organizer of the Cistercian order.[footnoteRef:1] The Cistercian order emphasised the main values of simplicity, austerity, manual labor and self-sufficiency. Despite their strict practices the Cistercian order became popular throughout Europe, it was focused on agriculture, technology and economic self- sufficiency. They made a great impact on monastic reform efforts, which affected other orders and influenced their spiritual and intellectual life. The Cistercians also held an architectural legacy that was characterized by straightforwardness, functionality, and being in harmony with nature and these became prominent landmarks in medieval architecture, even today. The Cistercian Order, however, faced challenges throughout their time, such as internal and external problems, economic pressures, and changing political landscapes, which lead to a decline in influence and relevance by the late Middle Ages.[footnoteRef:2]  [1:  The Editors of Encyclopaedia Britannica Article History, ‘Cistercian | Definition, History, & Facts’, Encyclopaedia Britannica, 2019 <https://www.britannica.com/topic/Cistercians> [accessed 11 March 2024].]  [2:  Emilia Jamroziak, The Cistercian Order in Medieval Europe: 1090-1500 (Routledge, 2016), pp. 13–290 (pp. 13–290).] 

	During the early time of the Cistercian Order, they experienced vast success and a huge expansion which left a significant impact on different aspects of the European Medieval Society. As mentioned before, Robert of Molesme, along with Alberic and Stephen Harding, founded the Cistercian Order in 1098 at Citeaux Abbey in Burgundy, France. They were said to be a small group of monks who had left the Burgundian Monastery of Molesme to establish a new Monastery in the forest of Citeaux, about twenty-five kilometres south of the town of Dijon.[footnoteRef:3] Their main aim was to return to the traditional Monastic way of life that was outlined in the Rules of St. Benedict, which emphasized simplicity, austerity, and manual labor.[footnoteRef:4] During the twelfth and thirteenth centuries, the Cistercian Order was said to be greatly admired experienced a rapid growth and expansion in this period, as mentioned in the book, The Cambridge Companion to the Cistercian Order. They established many Monasteries across Europe which was made of ‘Abbeys of men’ and an ‘indeterminate number of women’ which spread their influence across regions such as Scotland, the Baltic, Spain, and Sicily.[footnoteRef:5]  [3:  Mette Birkedal Bruun, The Cambridge Companion to the Cistercian Order (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2013), pp. 25–118 (pp. 25–118).]  [4:  The Editors of Encyclopaedia Britannica Article History, ‘Cistercian | Definition, History, & Facts’, Encyclopedia Britannica, 2019 <https://www.britannica.com/topic/Cistercians> [accessed 11 March 2024].]  [5:  Mette Birkedal Bruun, The Cambridge Companion to the Cistercian Order (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2013), pp. 25–118 (pp. 25–118).] 

The Cistercian’s ability to draw people to join them, along with introducing “daughter houses” contributed to their large presence throughout Medieval Christianity. A daughter house is defined as a new foundation that a Cistercian Abbey established.[footnoteRef:6] “Daughter- houses” were also referred to as “Women’s houses”, Women's houses associated with the Order in the early and middle thirteenth centuries were more common than men's houses in the twelfth century to receive marginal territories on the so-called "internal frontiers" of "old Europe." What those nuns received were some of the last and least profitable properties available, typically because donors who established homes in the fourteenth century had little else to give.[footnoteRef:7] [6:  Sarah Foot and Julie Kerr, ‘Home Page of the Cistercians in Yorkshire Project’, Www.dhi.ac.uk, 2024 <https://www.dhi.ac.uk/cistercians/glossary/daughter-house.php> [accessed 10 March 2024].]  [7:  Constance Hoffman Berman, The Cistercian Evolution the Invention of a Religious Order in Twelfth Century Europe (University of Pennsylvania Press, 2000), pp. 161–228 (pp. 161–228).] 

The Cistercians showed a great influence on Medieval life, and they rose to prominence in the ecclesiastical hierarchy. Their importance of manual labor and self-sufficiency motivated them to develop innovative agricultural techniques, which included the reclaiming of wastelands, and improving their farming practices.[footnoteRef:8] Additionally, they played a vital role in the economy at the time, their monasteries served as the heart of production, trade and economic development. Their spiritual teachings which were influenced by Bernard of Clairvaux, he shaped their religious landscape of the era, which influenced both Monastic and Lay spirituality. Saint Bernard of Clairvaux, was born in Burgundy in 1090 and died on August twentieth, 1153. He was a French Cistercian monk, mystic, and church doctor who was born into a wealthy family in Dijon. He turned over a literary education to pursue a monastic life and entered the strict religious order of Citeaux in 1112. As abbot of the Cistercian monastery in Clairvaux, Champagne, which he founded in 1115, he contributed to the order's widespread popularity. Between 1130 and 1145, he presided over civil and church councils, as well as theological debates, and his support for Pope Innocent II helped him retain the papacy during the Anacletus schism. Bernard was a confidant to five popes and may have become the most well-known religious figure in Europe. He vigorously preached the Second Crusade and penned several sermons around the Song of Solomon. He rejected the beliefs of Peter Abelard and Henry of Lausanne while defending devotion to the Virgin Mary.[footnoteRef:9] [8:  Mette Birkedal Bruun, The Cambridge Companion to the Cistercian Order (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2013), pp. 25–118 (pp. 25–118).]  [9:  John Meyer, ‘Saint Bernard of Clairvaux | Biography, Legacy, & Facts’, Encyclopædia Britannica, 2019 <https://www.britannica.com/biography/Saint-Bernard-of-Clairvaux> [accessed 11 March 2024].] 

	Even though the Cistercians rose to success and expand early, they faced internal challenges that threatened the unity and adherence to the principles they followed initially. Their attempts to restore the Rule of Benedict's early simplicity included reducing liturgical practice to allow for manual labour in the production of their own food, as well as gradually introducing lay brothers and lay sisters as labourers.[footnoteRef:10]These challenges included internal conflicts and controversies rose from the different interpretation of the Cistercian Order rules, there were personal disagreements among monks, and there were power struggles within individual monasteries. After a while, some Monasteries may have swayed from the strict austerity and simplicity that the founders promoted, and this may have undermined the spiritual integrity and reputation of the Cistercian Order. Furthermore, some monks may have lost discipline and commitment which inevitably lead to lapses in behaviour which may have tarnished the Cistercian Order’s reputation and weaken their spiritual impact. For them to address these internal issues, it required vigilance, strong leadership and a renewed commitment to the initial principles to ensure that they kept their relevance and influence through the changing circumstances.[footnoteRef:11]  [10:  Mette Birkedal Bruun, The Cambridge Companion to the Cistercian Order (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2013), pp. 25–118 (pp. 25–118).]  [11:  ] 

	Just like there were internal challenges, there were also external challenges that affect the Cistercians. These external challenges include Political conflict, a decline in investment and financial support from secular rulers, and changes in the society, along with shifting attitude towards religion and monasticism. During the Middle Ages, Europe experienced repeated political disturbances and wars which may have had an impact on Cistercian Monasteries, which resulted in loss of property, displacement of monks and internal interfering by secular authority.[footnoteRef:12] Monasteries that were in areas prone to conflict were more susceptible to this because they had to balance shifting allegiances and remaining neutral. The Cistercian Order was primarily reliant on financial assistance and investment from secular authorities and wealthy contributors, it was a huge piece of their economic puzzle.[footnoteRef:13] However, as their political circumstances changed or when their rulers faced economic challenges, benefaction and religious institutions were at risk to decline which strained their resources. To overcome these external pressures resilience, adaptability, and efficient decision-making by Cistercian leaders and communities were important to protect their spiritual mission and relevance in the evolution of the world. [12:  Constance Hoffman Berman, The Cistercian Evolution the Invention of a Religious Order in Twelfth Century Europe (University of Pennsylvania Press, 2000), pp. 161–228 (pp. 161–228).]  [13:  Constance Hoffman Berman, The Cistercian Evolution the Invention of a Religious Order in Twelfth Century Europe (University of Pennsylvania Press, 2000), pp. 161–228 (pp. 161–228).] 

Early economic historians saw the Cistercians as twelfth century 'pioneers' who cleared and drained new areas which resulted in massive wealth gain from 'bumper crops' on 'never-before cultivated grounds'. However, more recent research has revealed that, while many Cistercian abbeys grew affluent, they were not the pioneers that they were described to be. The Cistercians income was generated from selling meat, cheese, and other animal products, along with the typical agricultural products, to neighbouring cities where they were sold free of tithes, tolls, and market dues.[footnoteRef:14]The Cistercian Monasteries also face economic and agricultural challenges. There were economic pressures which included inflation and market demand which put a significant strain on their financial resources. There were significant shifts in their agricultural techniques, and they had to adapt to their new land use patterns. The Cistercian communities had to adapt to these changes which meant they had to switch from traditional farming to more specialised ones. They were also affected by environmental hazards, such as climate change, natural disasters, and disease outbreaks which caused fear within the community. These catastrophes destroyed their crops, interrupted their trade routes and caused epidemics such as the Black death. The combined effects of these circumstances jeopardised the sustainability of the Cistercian communities which hurt their infrastructure, support and their charitable obligations. To maintain their sustainability, they implement strategies that showed resilience which included economic activities that promoted diversity, they invested in infrastructural improvements, and they fostered partnerships with neighbouring communities.[footnoteRef:15]  [14:  Mette Birkedal Bruun, The Cambridge Companion to the Cistercian Order (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2013), pp. 25–118 (pp. 25–118).]  [15:  Emilia Jamroziak, The Cistercian Order in Medieval Europe: 1090-1500 (Routledge, 2016), pp. 13–290 (pp. 13–290).] 

	The Cistercian order faced their internal and external challenges through various strategies. They promoted unity, settled their conflicts, they improved the order’s consistency through mediation, disciplinary action and they reorganized their government. They also made it their priority to maintain their diplomatic relations with secular authorities to receive security and financial help. They also implemented reforms to revitalise the monastic way of life and restore spiritual concentration, they emphasised simplicity, austerity, and devotion. These reforms included a stricter devotion to the Rules of St. Benedict, they increased their prayer and meditation practices, and they focused on moral conduct. Bernard of Clairvaux played an important role in encouraging the spiritual reform within the Cistercian order.[footnoteRef:16] The Cistercian monasteries also expanded their economic endeavours beyond agriculture, they expanded to wool manufacturing. They used their resources and expertise to produce income and support their communities. They were willing to adopt to new technology, particularly in agriculture and industry which included water management systems (water-powered mills) and land reclamation techniques which boosted their productivity and showed resilience. These responses and adaptation efforts helped The Cistercian order to navigate through their internal and external problems and refresh their spiritual focus and ensure that they maintain the long-term viability of their communities.[footnoteRef:17] [16:  Janet E Burton and Julie Kerr, The Cistercians in the Middle Ages (Woodbridge, Suffolk, Uk; Rochester, Ny: Boydell Press, 2016), pp. 82–90 (pp. 82–90).]  [17:  Mette Birkedal Bruun, The Cambridge Companion to the Cistercian Order (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2013), pp. 25–118 (pp. 25–118).] 

	The timeline of the decline of the Cistercian order was well documented in history, there were events that happened before they finally declined. They faced economic problems in the late thirteenth and early fourteenth centuries, because of this, there were changes in their farming patterns, their revenues declined and there was a rise in their debts. The black death in Europe which took place in the fourteenth century took a huge toll which resulted in a decline in their population which limited their ability to sustain their communities and maintain their properties. In the sixteenth century, they had religious reform movements, which included Protestant reformation which reduced the Cistercian order’s influence. The collapse of the Protestant reformation resulted in the demolition of numerous monasteries.[footnoteRef:18] In the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, religious warfare and political instability disrupted the Cistercian Monasteries. In the nineteenth century, there was secularisation and industrialization, which had a major impact on the Cistercian Order’s way of life.[footnoteRef:19] Finally, in the twentieth century there was an ongoing deterioration where occupations fell, the population was aging, and they faced more financial struggles.[footnoteRef:20] [18:  The Editors of Encyclopaedia Britannica Article History, ‘Cistercian | Definition, History, & Facts’, Encyclopedia Britannica, 2019 <https://www.britannica.com/topic/Cistercians> [accessed 11 March 2024].]  [19:  Constance Hoffman Berman, The Cistercian Evolution the Invention of a Religious Order in Twelfth Century Europe (University of Pennsylvania Press, 2000), pp. 161–228 (pp. 161–228).]  [20:  The Editors of Encyclopaedia Britannica Article History, ‘Cistercian | Definition, History, & Facts’, Encyclopedia Britannica, 2019 <https://www.britannica.com/topic/Cistercians> [accessed 11 March 2024].] 

	Despite the decline of the Cistercian order, they left a legacy and influence. Although there was a reduction in the prominence over the years, the Cistercian Order’s legacy continuously lives in many elements of European history and culture. The Cistercian Order’s emphasis on simplicity, austerity, and devotion had a significant impact on mediaeval spirituality and monastic practices. Furthermore, the Cistercians’ contributions to agriculture, architecture, and intellectual pursuits are still widely recognised and researched today.[footnoteRef:21] Though their institutional influence was decreased, the aims and achievements continue to shape the view of mediaeval Europe and its religious environment. It is known that the Cistercian order made substantial contributions to European culture and spirituality throughout its history. The order’s emphasis on manual labor and agricultural integrity helped transform enormous areas of land into productive and sustainable landscapes. Their architectural works, which were distinguished by simplicity and harmony with nature continue to embody wonder and admiration.[footnoteRef:22] Furthermore, Cistercian theologians like Bernard of Clairvaux enriched European spirituality by their profound thoughts and works, which inspired generations of believers from various traditions. The Cistercian legacy in art, literature, and theology has demonstrated the ongoing power of their spiritual and intellectual aspirations.[footnoteRef:23] The decline of the Cistercian Order shed a light on the dynamics of religious institutions and the challenges that they faced over time. It emphasised the significance of adaptation and resilience in the face of an environment that changes, as well as dangers of complacency and institutional strictness. The decline of the Cistercians highlighted the intricate interaction of internal and external variable that influence the fate of religious communities, which range from economic demands and environmental problems to shifts in religious beliefs and society standards. The decline showed a clearer knowledge of the processes that affect evolution and sustainability.[footnoteRef:24]  [21:  Maximilian Sternberg and E.J. Brill (Lejda, Cistercian Architecture and Medieval Society (Leiden; Boston: Brill, 2013), pp. 15–50 (pp. 15–50).]  [22:  Maximilian Sternberg and E.J. Brill (Lejda, Cistercian Architecture and Medieval Society (Leiden; Boston: Brill, 2013), pp. 15–50 (pp. 15–50).]  [23:  The Editors of Encyclopaedia Britannica Article History, ‘Cistercian | Definition, History, & Facts’, Encyclopedia Britannica, 2019 <https://www.britannica.com/topic/Cistercians> [accessed 11 March 2024].]  [24:  University of Sheffield, ‘Cistercians in a Changing World – the Cistercians in Yorkshire’, the Digital Humanities Institute at the University of Sheffield., 2020 <https://www.dhi.ac.uk/blogs/cistercians/cistercians-in-a-changing-world/#:~:text=The%20high%20death%20toll%20directly> [accessed 12 March 2024].] 

	In conclusion, the decline of the Cistercians was a complex historical phenomenon that was influenced by a wide range of internal and external variables. The Cistercians' journey from humble origins as a reform movement within mediaeval monasticism to their pinnacle as one of Europe's most powerful religious orders was marked by both success and tribulation. They suffered Internal problems, which included disagreements over the interpretation of the Rule of Saint Benedict, a reduction of austerity, and a lack of discipline, harmed the spiritual energy that had characterised the early Cistercian communities. They were also affected by external factors, which included political changes, a decline in support, and societal trends away from monasticism, which aggravated the order's problems. There were also economic and environmental issues which worsened the stresses, with changes in farming practices and environmental challenges which threatened the viability of Cistercian monasteries. Despite these problems, the Cistercians responded by attempting economic reform, adaptability, and diversification, with the goal of preserving their spiritual heritage in the face of hardship. Finally, the demise of the Cistercians serves as a sobering warning of the vulnerability of religious organisations in the face of historical change. However, the Cistercian Order's legacy lives on, leaving an everlasting effect on European culture, spirituality, and intellectual life. Reflecting on their demise provides vital insights on the dynamics of religious institutions, as well as their ability to adapt and evolve over time.
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