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The Cistercians and Their World	HPHI5022				Katie Hawks



Walter Map, among others, accused the Cistercians of depopulation of existing settlements to create their own ‘desert’. What factors affected the choice of Cistercian sites?



	The name of Walter Map arises wherever there is discussion of the depopulation of existing settlements by the Cistercians. Not their only critic, (it was a popular topic of conversation in Medieval England) Map became known for his satirical and memorably ‘acrid contribution’ to the criticism of the Cistercians in the late twelfth century.[footnoteRef:1] The depopulation of existing settlements was an unequivocal element of medieval Cistercian expansion throughout Europe, and the ‘desert’ motif a foundational aspect of Cistercian asceticism. Ostensibly the choice of site was straightforward since the Cistercian way of life required very little by way of provisions. There were, however, many contributing factors which affected the choices, and ultimately reality prevailed over idealism. It is possible to see how the Cistercians found a way to reconcile spirituality with their place in the world (but not of the world), by studying the circumstances under which settlements were depopulated, marrying the Cistercian quest for eremitic austerity and the practicalities of a successful monastic life. [1:  M. Sinex, Echoic Irony in Walter Map’s Satire against the Cistercians, Comparative Literature, Vol. 54, No. 4 (Oregon, US, Duke University Press, 2002) <https://www.jstor.org/stable/4125366> [accessed via UWTSD  Moodle] p. 275.] 

	Emulating the trials of Christ, embracing the ascetic lifestyle, and strict adherence to the Rule of St Benedict, the desert motif was the perfect literary device to illustrate the intentions of the Order. The Exordium Cistercii (EC) and the 

Exordium Parvum (EP), in their various manifestations and editions, provide the earliest textual evidence of the Cistercians as ‘upholders of the Rule in its primitive form.’[footnoteRef:2] The EC uses the phrase ‘in loco horroris et vaste solitudinis’ from  [2:  J. Burton & J. Kerr, The Cistercians in the Middle Ages, (Suffolk, UK, Boydell Press, 2011) p. 15.] 

Deuteronomy 32:10, and the EP speaks of ‘heremum’ as in ‘desert’. Both phrases ‘encapsulate’ the theme of solitude and depreciation  associated with ‘the hermit monks of the third and fourth centuries, the real founders of the monastic way of life.’[footnoteRef:3] Use of such Biblical language continued as the Cistercians expanded across Europe and into Britain, and by the time Walter Map wrote De Nugis Curialium, in the late twelfth century, the desert motif was entirely synonymous with the Cistercian world. Phrases translated from the original Latin such as ‘inhabited only by wild beasts’, ‘density of woods and thorny thickets’[footnoteRef:4], ‘abhorrent’ ‘inaccessible’, steep and remote’, had been used both literally and rhetorically since the days of the departure of thirteen men from the monastery at Molesme. To the outside world this was the Cistercian identity, how they chose to live, and at times, perhaps what they struggled to reconcile.  [3:  Burton & Kerr, The Cistercians, pp. 15-16.]  [4:  EP MS; after Augustine, De disciplina christiana, II.1: ‘spinarum desitate suffocatur; after Matt. 13:17, 
   Mark 4:7, Luke 8:7.] 

	The realities of founding a new monastery proved to be far removed from the Cistercian ideal. Focussing now on the British Isles; when the Cistercians first ventured North in the early 1100s the land was sparsely populated with swathes of woodland and barrenness. Where the Savigniacs had previously failed the Cistercians were mentally prepared for the challenge, this was their raison d'être, this ‘desert’ was ripe for subjugation, to be worked, and cared for.[footnoteRef:5]  [5:  Genesis 1:28 & 2:15.] 


From the very start the monks relied upon patrons. Sympathetic landowners who, for various reasons, chose to patronise these pious, Godly monks, and supplied land for 
the foundation of monasteries. The land they donated was diverse in situation and quality but supply it they did. The price tag for land, and ongoing patronage, was prayer and supplication for the souls of their patrons, patron’s family, and their descendants. The nobility not only attained salvation but formed alliances with men of import and influence. Having the ear of the pope, and the King of England, was well worth the investment. The land, however, was not always ideally suited to its new purpose, and for the monks to establish any kind of functioning, self-sustaining monastery they had much work to do. By toil and willpower they tamed their desert. Their objectives were achieved, and to the onlooker their ideals remained intact. As time passed the monastery population grew, with growth came increasing responsibility. Benedict’s Rule placed emphasis on receiving guests. Guests had to be fed and accommodated, their horses and servants required the same. Everything the monks established was necessary on a grander scale, monastic buildings, kitchens, latrines, and infirmary. Water for domestic and labour uses, farm buildings and land, lay brethren (conversi) to work the land, were all crucial resources for the growing monastic communities, but how to access them? These men of poverty and abstinence could not fully implement the Rule without support. 
	By 1130 Bernard of Clairvaux had made an ally of Pope Innocent II. They were a powerful pair, not just in spiritual terms but politically too. Unusually for a Cistercian abbot, whose emphasis would ordinarily have been on stability (in accordance with the Rule), Bernard accompanied Innocent on his 1130-31 travels, 


where England, and Henry I, became the focus of Bernard’s expansion agenda.[footnoteRef:6] His 1131 letter to Henry appears designed to flatter. The announcement of his intention to establish a Cistercian settlement in England, was followed by promises of prayer for the king and his soul, peace in the kingdom, and ‘contentment to the end of your  [6:  Burton & Kerr, The Cistercians, p.38.] 

days’.[footnoteRef:7] Shortly afterward (1132) the foundation of Rievaulx was laid, Henry’s ‘noble baron’ Walter Espec supplied the land, and the Cistercians had the blessing not only of King Henry, but Pope Innocent, and Archbishop of York, Thurston. Well played Bernard. An agreement of mutual reciprocity had been established, and probably formed the basis of arrangements between abbots and patrons until the Reformation. Bernard had seized an opportunity, and with the approval of the pope, and the nobility, the Cistercians began to make the ‘desert’ that was Britain into the new Eden.[footnoteRef:8] [7:  Bernard’s Letter to Henry I, Concerning Rievaulx.]  [8:  Walter Map, De Nugis curialium, or Courtiers’ Trifles, Ch. 24.] 

	By the 1180s the Cistercians had become a part of the British landscape. Walter Map, secular cleric, clerk in the household of King Henry II, and monastic legal representative at the third Lateran Council (1179), submitted the Cistercian Order to intense scrutiny. Cheekily entitled De Nugis Curalium (The Courtier’s Trifles), Map’s manuscript comprised a series of critiques of the Cistercians, as well as other monastic orders. Along with contemporaries Gerald of Wales, John of Salisbury and Nigel de Longchamps, Map surveyed, and then condemned the Cistercians.[footnoteRef:9] It was their apparent ‘ferocious rapacity and spiritual pride’ that Map and his readership particularly abhorred, and in true Chaucerian form  [9:  Sinex, Echoic Irony in Walter Map’s Satire against the Cistercians, p. 275. ] 


(Chaucer is conjectured to have emulated Map’s literary technique), Map brought a high degree of immediacy and realism to his ‘report-style’ narration.[footnoteRef:10] Irony became a weapon in the hands of Map who offered himself as a ‘faithful recorder’ of words  [10:  Sinex, Echoic Irony in Walter Map’s Satire against the Cistercians p. 276.] 

spoken. Purporting to have been on intimate terms with anyone, noble or cleric, who had anything to do with the Cistercian monks, Map reported ‘first-hand’ accounts of 
incidents which had the power to shock. Trivial as the incidents may have been, he deliberately distorted them for comic and shameful effect.[footnoteRef:11] Delightfully sardonic, Map’s Trifles reads like a factual account, thus making the untangling of fact from fiction nearly impossible even today. Similarly, his medieval audience would have heard stories, or even had direct experience of the Cistercians (through the conversi, whose various roles included presenting the public face of the monastery), these stories were so close to the truth that Map’s audience would have been unable to distinguish the truth. Of what were the Cistercians accused? This research focuses on the depopulation of existing settlements for the purpose of building, or expanding, monastic property, and Map had plenty to say on the matter. [11:  Ibid p. 276.] 

Map’s ‘Trifles’, 24. Concerning the Origin of the Cistercians[footnoteRef:12] introduces the depopulation issue by referring to the ‘desert’ motif in rhetoric reminiscent of Genesis. Map drives a wedge between the monks and everyone outside the protection of the monastery by using the terms ‘Hebrews’ and ‘Egyptians’. In 25. Passing Observations of Walter Map on the Life of the Monks[footnoteRef:13] Map begins to develop his rhetoric and moves from generalisation to specific events. He continues,  [12:  Map, De Nugis curialium, Ch. 24.]  [13:  Ibid Ch. 25.] 


‘they (the Cistercians)  are ordered (by the Rule of St Benedict) …to live in a desert place, which to be sure, they may either find as such, or else make…’. He goes on more specifically, describing exactly how the Cistercians devote themselves to creating their ‘desert’ 
…they tear down dwellings, churches, cast out parishioners, overturn the altars of God, are not ashamed to overthrow and to level everything to the path of the plough…
Map reaches the crescendo of his bilious tirade by accusing the Cistercian Order of fraud in a detailed account of the murder of a landowner, his children, and his whole household, except for the wife. On returning home the wife found that 
…where there had been buildings, gardens, and large trees, (she) found a level and well ploughed field, no sign and no traces of a human habitation, ‘because they were not’.[footnoteRef:14] [14:  Map, De Nugis curialium, Ch. 25.] 

Byland Abbey, (with its tumultuous history of relocation, alleged poor management as a former Savigniac Order, and more recent conflict with its monastic and peasant neighbours) was exposed for the world to see by Walter Map.[footnoteRef:15] Was there any truth in his satirical endeavour? [15:  Janet Burton, Monastic and Religious Orders in Britain 1000-1300, (Cambridge University Press, 1994) pp.68- 69, & 133.] 

		Cistercian records fall broadly into two categories; foundation narratives, and records of day-to-day business and legal transactions. Foundation narratives (histories) are records of events of import to the community. They look at incidents of conflict and resolution within the abbey walls and associated land, with the express purpose of learning lessons from the past. The second form of 

document is business and legal. A necessary feature of monastic community life, these bills of sale, accounts of gifting, purchasing, and consolidation of land holdings illuminate the Cistercian desire for the ‘desert’. The Cistercians did however keep records of disputes and resolution commitments. Surviving Cistercian 
records of disputes are carefully worded such that no hint of underhanded or unlawful transactions is evident. Instead, transactions are reported in terms of ‘gifting’, ‘purchase’ and ‘consolidation’, in the interests of ‘economy and efficiency’.[footnoteRef:16] [16:  Burton, Monastic and Religious Orders in Britain 1000-1300, p. 253.] 

The following of scenarios highlight the variety of land conflicts in which the Cistercians were involved, and the wide variety of people with whom it was necessary to negotiate terms. 
Rievaulx Abbey c.1169: ‘Charters recording conflict resolutions between the abbey and its neighbours suggest that trust was a particularly desirable quality in their mutual relationship.’ The ‘spectacular conflict’ over Welburn’s ‘common land’ (desert, perhaps?) between tenants of Roger de Mowbray and Rievaulx Abbey is recorded in medieval manuscript Cartulary no. 61. It is the account of a disagreement which resulted in ‘a trial of battle’ between the ‘champions’ of the opposing sides. The dispute was resolved without loss of life but required the ‘judgement of twelve knights’ to bring the whole debacle to a close. [footnoteRef:17] Walter Mapp and cohort would have been rubbing their hands together. [17:  Emilia Jamroziak, Rievaulx Abbey and its Social Context, 1132-1300 (Turnhout, Belgium, Brepols Publishers,    2005) Ch. 3, pp. 114-115.] 

Fountains Abbey c.1175-1240: Acquired the villages of Thorpe Underwood, Balderby, Greenbury, and Caiton among others. Also, Barnoldswick, its church and 


four parochial vills. The monks came into possession of these vills, removed the inhabitants, and razed the church to the ground ‘because it disturbed the peace and quiet of the monks.’ [footnoteRef:18] [18:  English Historical Review 51.212-13, 51.209. 
    Dugdale, Mon. Ang. V 305 and V 229  no.21. 
    Clark, Pub. Thoresby Soc. 4.174-75.] 

Holm Cultram Abbey, Scottish boarders, 1222: The bishop of Glasgow filed a complaint against the monks of Holm, who had ‘usurped parochial churches in his diocese and made them into granges and chapels, expelling the clergy and the tenantry.’[footnoteRef:19] By no means comprehensive, these examples demonstrate the variety and scale of depopulation by the Cistercians, their reasoning, and the type of language used.  [19:  Register of Holm Cultram 53-54 no.139.] 

In a letter to Edward I (1284) the Archbishop of Canterbury protested against the proposed foundation of Aberconway Abbey, Wales. Cistercian monks were the hardest neighbours, ‘for where they plant their foot, they destroy villages, take away tithes and curtail by their privileges all the power of prelacy.’[footnoteRef:20] Outside the Order dissatisfaction was expressed more openly and with more venom. The likes of Walter Mapp and the Archbishop of Canterbury were not alone in their concerns.  [20:  Registrum epistolarum fratis Johannis Peckham, archiepiscopi Cantuariensis, ed. C. T. Martin 
(3 vols., London  1882-85; R.S.) II 726-7, 769-70, ep. 554 in Donnelly, J. S., Changes in the grange economy of   English and Welsh abbeys 1300-1540, Traditio 10 1954 Vol. 10. (Cambridge University Press, 1954)  <https://www.jsror.org/stable/27830297>  p. 409.] 

The ‘desert’ places of Britain were rapidly disappearing, and the Cistercians fundamental cenobitic customs were being lost. Very often, proximity of Cistercian houses to non-clerical settlements and other monasteries, caused problems. Bitter legal battles over land rites became the norm during the thirteenth century, necessitating intervention beyond the General Chapter. Ecclesiastical and secular 

authorities were called upon to resolve disputes between Cistercian houses and issues of inheritance rights. They provided protection against repossession and theft of Granges, and against ownership challenges by donors’ heirs.[footnoteRef:21] Sites the Cistercians had previously seen as ‘desert’, had become assets. They had ‘established an efficient and profitable land-based economy’ which inevitably took  [21:  Burton & Kerr, The Cistercians, pp. 171-172.] 

the Order way beyond their simple beginnings into the cut-throat world of politics and business.[footnoteRef:22]  [22:  Ibid p. 168.] 

Petyt draws on the Byland Cartulary; ‘The Monks needed to have total seclusion, away from ‘the world’, and if ‘the world’ occupied the land they had been granted, then they had to be removed.’[footnoteRef:23] For Platt ‘archaeological evidence and common sense’ dictate that spiritual factors took second place to economic factors when siting granges, it made economic sense to evolve near existing settlements, and thus the Rule was deliberately broken.[footnoteRef:24] Berman refers to ‘the dream of monastic settlement in untouched places’ as ‘an unworkable ideal’.[footnoteRef:25] Donnelly believes that the Cistercians ‘earned an unenviable reputation for destroying villages and depriving churches of tithes’, from which they never recovered.[footnoteRef:26] Whilst Kerr is not alone in believing that the Cistercian ‘desert was more metaphoric than real’,  [23:  Dugdale, trans., Byland Cartulery in Petyt, Angela, To What Extent did the Cistercians in Yorkshire have a policy of Depopulation? Essay, via RootsWeb, Ancestry.com (Nd.) [accessed via UWTDS Moodle].]  [24:  Colin Platt, The Monastic Grange in Medieval England (Macmillan, 1969) in Angela Petyt, To What Extent did the Cistercians in Yorkshire have a policy of Depopulation? ]  [25:  C. H. Berman, Medieval Agriculture, the Southern French Countryside, and the Early  Cistercians. A Study of Forty-Three Monasteries,  Transactions of the American Philosophical Society, Vol 76,  No. 5. (American Philosophical Society, 1986) <https://www.jstor.org/stable/1006411> p. 125]  [26:  J. S. Donnelly, Changes in the grange economy, p. 409.] 




their engagement with the world was fundamental to their understanding of caritas, their sites were neither isolated nor cut off from society.[footnoteRef:27] [27:  Burton & Kerr, The Cistercians, p. 189.] 

The Cistercian choice of sites had begun simply. ‘Desert’ places were plentiful in post 1066 England and the appeal of expansion into new territory must have appealed to these men of God, since their mission was to take the Gospel of Christ to all corners of the earth. [footnoteRef:28] Ultimately, their mission became a struggle for survival in a world that had changed beyond all recognition. Historically the Cistercian choice of sites had been affected by two factors, the desire to live as ascetically as possible under the Rule of Benedict, and the generosity of a benefactor. In an ironic reflection of the departure of monks from Molesme hundreds of years earlier (because of failure to observe the Rule of St Benedict (EP) or alternatively, (EC) because riches were not conducive with poverty and virtue),[footnoteRef:29] the Cistercian endeavour to adhere to the Rule resulted in policy change, adaptation, and even its breakdown.  [28:  Matthew 28:19, Mark 16:15, Luke 24:47, Acts 1:8.]  [29:  Burton & Kerr, The Cistercians, p. 11-12.] 

Fundamentally, the siting requirements for Cistercian houses were: Metaphorical deserts (Kerr), total seclusion (Petyt), economic factors (Platt), and idealistic dreams of untouched places (Berman). All other natural resources could be obtained through patrons, and the conversi labour force. 
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