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Document Report on Bernard of Clairvaux’s Apologia ad Guillelmum abbatem 
(An Apology for Abbot William)

The author of the document under examination within this report is Bernard of Clairvaux, who became abbot of the new Cistercian monastery in Burgundy in 1115, and within ten years had become the key spokesperson for the Cistercians and all that they had come to represent; an inward-looking order aiming to avoid corruption from their true vocation.  William, abbot of St. Tierry, had asked Bernard to write a treatise with the clear dual purpose to “defend the Cistercians against the charge of slandering the Cluniacs and, at the same time, criticise Cluniac laxity”.[footnoteRef:1] By 1125 Bernard was entering into a controversy which would last longer than his own lifetime; an intense rivalry with the Cluniac monks from which the order’s first founding fathers originated.  Bernard apparently knew little about Cluny first-hand and based his ideas on William’s stories.[footnoteRef:2] William had his own motives, disappointed that the Benedictines would not adopt Cistercian customs.  Following a ‘moderate show of reluctance’’[footnoteRef:3]. Bernard embarked on writing a satirical plea, which seems to be first targeted at an audience within the Cistercian community itself, but which really aims to hold the attention of the Abbey of Cluny through highlighting the many ways the black monks’ conduct is failing to live up to the ideals they claim to live by. An Apology for Abbot William therefore serves as a powerful attack on the Benedictine order’s excesses, in contrast to the life of austerity, reflected in the white monks’ land cultivation, dwellings, liturgy and sparse diet.  Given its origin and purpose, the picture of abuses being committed by the Cluniacs must be questioned, as the exaggerated scene at a nameless monastery, is also arguably written with the additional intention to shock and amuse readers from the wider European nobility, who serve to act as patrons to both orders, and from which, therefore, creating an indelible negative impression would prove beneficial to the future growth of the Cistercian order.  [1:  D. Burr cited at https://sourcebooks.fordham.edu/source/bernard1.asp [accessed: 19 Dec 2017]]  [2:  E. Jamroziak, The Cistercian Order in Medieval Europe, (Abingdon: Routledge, 2013) P24]  [3:  T. Wyatt and P. Matarasso (tr.), The Cistercian World: Monastic Writings of the Twelfth Century, (Middlesex: Penguin Books Ltd, 1993), p.42] 

Bernard opens his tract using the classical mechanism best practiced in the speeches of Cicero, through building up the prosecuted only to demolish their reputation for greater dramatic effect. To heighten this further, Bernard also intertwines verses of the bible to be seen as pious and fair by his clerical audience.
‘Do not pass judgement prematurely before the Lord’s coming. He will bring to light what is hidden on darkness.’ [footnoteRef:4] [4:  Ibid.] 

He checks the behaviour of his monks, appearing to support the authority of his counterpart at Cluny,
‘Whether their stand or fall concerns their master.’[footnoteRef:5] [5:  Ibid.] 

Adding ‘we will tolerate such doings’[footnoteRef:6], implicitly suggests that abuses are being committed and takes the moral high ground by choosing to not be judgemental in the future. [6:  T. Wyatt and P. Matarasso (tr.), The Cistercian World: Monastic Writings of the Twelfth Century, (Middlesex: Penguin Books Ltd, 1993), p.42] 

After attacking the sin of pride committed by the Cistercians, which all levels of society would understand given the medieval reality of the seven deadly sins and the visual penalties awaiting in hell, graphically captured in woodcut carvings of the day, Bernard then turns his attention to how the Benedictines are failing to live up to their own high standards, through discussing abuse upon abuse committed, aiming to amuse his audience in the process.
‘I shall go on to major ones which seem minor because they are so common. I say nothing of the enormous height, extravagant length and unnecessary width of the churches, of their costly polishings and curious paintings which catch the worshipper's eye and dry up his devotion.[footnoteRef:7] [7:  Bernard of Clairvaux’s Apologia ad Guillelmum abbatem, (An Apology for Abbot William), 1125, translated by D. Burr, cited at https://sourcebooks.fordham.edu/source/bernard1.asp [accessed: 19 Dec 2017]] 

At a time when the peasants were overburdened with tithes and patrons were turning to support the Cistercians due to their austere living, he uses a rhetorical question to emphasise the outwardly recognisable economic difference in their monasteries.
 "Tell me, poor men, if you really are poor what is gold doing in the sanctuary?"[footnoteRef:8] [8:  Ibid.] 

Clairvaux, who has rejected statues and paintings from the simple interiors of the Cistercian monasteries, suggests a lack of reverence by the secular world invited into their holy places,
Often the face of a saint is trampled by some passerby's feet.[footnoteRef:9] [9:  Ibid.] 

He also turns his attention to the many distractions which he feels would affect a monks’ spiritual contemplation, so important to the white monks who model themselves on the ‘desert fathers’
 ‘In short, so many and so marvellous are the various shapes surrounding us that it is more pleasant to read the marble than the books.’[footnoteRef:10] [10:  Ibid.] 

Bernard’s conclusion highlights that he has more criticism that he could say, but he is ‘reasonably’ cutting his account short.
‘This is a rich vein and there is plenty more to be quarrelled’.[footnoteRef:11] [11:  T. Wyatt and P. Matarasso (tr.), The Cistercian World: Monastic Writings of the Twelfth Century, (Middlesex: Penguin Books Ltd, 1993), p.42] 

He feigns concern for any consequences his words may cause, knowing that a reply from Peter the Venerable would be expected, but that any argument caused would be the fault of an unwarranted response.
‘And would to heaven that these few lines do not occasion scandal.’[footnoteRef:12] [12:  T. Wyatt and P. Matarasso (tr.), The Cistercian World: Monastic Writings of the Twelfth Century, (Middlesex: Penguin Books Ltd, 1993), p.42] 

Bernard means to cause no offence, but merely to help Peter in his struggle ahead
May end of grateful for my scrictures if they desist from their evil ways’. [footnoteRef:13] [13:  Ibid.] 

There is every possibility that, although quite unintended, this document did help Peter, as he had now been provided with a legitimate reason to continue with his reforms and this silenced dissenters.  A challenge had almost been laid down by Bernard, ‘not everyone can safely scale the heights’.[footnoteRef:14]  However this was not to be Bernard’s final word on the matter, and similar concerns were voiced in many letters, such as one addressed to Abbot Richard of Fountains in England.   [14:  Ibid.] 

The significance of this document is considerable, as it condenses down the quarrel between worshipping God through inward, humble reflection or outward signs of glorification.  A quarrel which would dominate relations between religious orders over the next century.
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