Aimee Thomas
From Desert Myths to Sheep Tales: The Cistercians in the Middle Ages 
(HPHI6022)
University of Wales Trinity Saint David
Dr Harriett Webster
26.10.25

What difficulties face historians writing the history of Fountains Abbey?

Fountains Abbey is located in North Yorkshire and was founded in 1132 by Archbishop Thurstan of York. The foundation of Fountains was constructed by monks who previously left their monastery, to go follow the original basics of the Cistercians.[footnoteRef:1] Historians have a number of sources available about the origin and history of the abbey, including a number of documents, records, and the ruins of the abbey itself.[footnoteRef:2] An important document that gives an insight to the origins of Fountains Abbey is the Narratio de Fundatione.[footnoteRef:3]  This Narratio was written by a monk, from Kirkstall monastery, called Hugh, and its aim was to preserve the origin history of Fountains for the future generations of monks. To have a foundation narrative from a contemporary source would seem to be a solid piece of evidence that would answer any questions of the origins of Fountains Abbey, however, for historians the difficulties arise in understanding and interpreting such a source. Medieval writing is not without its problems, such as the need to translate from medieval Latin to English, and the problem of understanding the medieval context. There may be different literary conventions, religious themes as well as underlying agendas that may seek to represent a particular viewpoint. The process of interpretation presents problems for historians. Furthermore, the fragmented and perhaps unreliable sources contain gaps and could never present a complete picture. Historians must go further afield than the primary sources that relate to Fountains alone. There has been a huge amount of research into the Cistercians in different parts of Britain and Europe, which can help provide some additional information to Fountains Abbey. This complementary evidence helps historians’ piece together the history of the abbey.  [1:  Denis Bethell, ‘The Foundation of Fountains Abbey and the State of St. Mary’s York in 1132’, The Journal of Ecclesiastical History, 17.1 (1966), pp. 11–27 (p. 13), doi:10.1017/S0022046900051332.]  [2:  Glyn Coppack, Fountains Abbey: The Cistercians in Northern England (Amberley Publishing Limited, 2009), p. 13-16.]  [3:  Coppack, Fountains Abbey, p. 22.] 

In addition, the ruins of Fountains Abbey do provide archaeological evidence of the lives and practices of the monks. Difficulties arise however, because much has been lost over the years, with some parts of the abbey being completely destroyed. As such, it is a struggle to piece together the story of Fountains Abbey. Throughout this essay there will be an exploration into primary sources and how useful or flawed these sources are for historians writing the history of Fountains Abbey. 
Micheal Spence comments that Fountains Abbey has the most surviving records of any Cistercian monasteries within England.[footnoteRef:4] As research confirms, there is an existence of records which contain both religious and commercial aspects of life at the monastery, but archaeological evidence has been a key factor for historians to engage with the history of the abbey. Spence discusses how the knowledge historians have gathered about Fountains has been mainly derived from archaeological evidence rather than written documents on the abbey’s day to day life.  [4:  Michael Spence, The Late Medieval Cistercian Monastery of Fountains Abbey, Yorkshire: Monastic Administration, Economy, and Archival Memory (Brepols Publishers, 2020), p. 15 <http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/trinity/detail.action?docID=6240775> [accessed 20 October 2025].] 

… archaeological evidence is well evidenced, no definitive documentary history of Cistercian Fountains Abbey has yet been written, perhaps owing to the discontinuity of written sources, and instead, scholarship has concentrated on specific areas where documentary or archaeological evidence can supply most information.[footnoteRef:5] [5:  Spence, The Late Medieval Cistercian Monastery of Fountains Abbey, Yorkshire, p. 22.] 

The result of this has led to limited knowledge of the abbey. Spence continues to describe how historians do have a clear picture of the beginnings of the Abbey in 1132, to the dissolution of the monasteries in 1539, due to the written textual evidence. The only piece of documentation that discussed the dissolution was the ‘surrender deed’ however, the deed itself did not survive.[footnoteRef:6] Although there is ‘two centuries of activity’ that has not been recorded or has simply disappeared, for example the story of the ‘…economic disruption to internal and external political conflict’.[footnoteRef:7] As such, historians are missing key information about Fountains’ history from the record-keeping that had primarily focused on the foundation and the end the Abbey. Thus, this makes it difficult for historians to write the complete history of Fountains.    [6:  The Cistercians in Yorkshire, Sources of Fountains Abbey, (no date) <https://www.dhi.ac.uk/cistercians/fountains/history/sources/sources2.php> [accessed: 24 October 2025].]  [7:  Spence, The Late Medieval Cistercian Monastery of Fountains Abbey, Yorkshire, p. 22.] 

Documents that contained information about the abbey’s day-to-day life has been lost and, the surviving written textual sources are unreliable for historians to use when researching the history of Fountains Abbey. The lost documentation of Fountains, according to Spence, were mainly ‘…the grange records, the manorial accounts and surveys, the court records, the obedientiary accounts have practically all disappeared’.[footnoteRef:8] This would be the fault of medieval record-keeping. The materials used to keep records were mostly parchment or paper which would have been ‘made from rags, or sailcloth and vegetable fibre’. The use of these materials helped to attract bugs and mice or were subjected to fire, damp and neglect from the record keepers.[footnoteRef:9] Record-keeping in medieval England was restrictive to certain elites as the concept of universal literacy did not exists.[footnoteRef:10] Spence acknowledges due to the restrictive element of the record keeping in the Middle Ages, the record keeper had the knowledge of  ‘…power of creation and oblivion…’.[footnoteRef:11] However, there are some surviving documents that historians can compile and engage with, such as the Narratio.[footnoteRef:12] [8:  Spence, The Late Medieval Cistercian Monastery of Fountains Abbey, Yorkshire, p. 55.]  [9:  Spence, The Late Medieval Cistercian Monastery of Fountains Abbey, Yorkshire, p. 55.]  [10:  Spence, The Late Medieval Cistercian Monastery of Fountains Abbey, Yorkshire, p. 53.]  [11:  Spence, The Late Medieval Cistercian Monastery of Fountains Abbey, Yorkshire, p. 53.]  [12:  'Narratio de Fundatione of Fountains Abbey', trans. J. Burton, in From Desert Myths and Sheeps Tails: the Cistercians in the Middle Ages Module Handbook, p.75.] 

The Narratio is one of the key documents for historians to review, and understand the history of Fountains abbey. However, the document itself has its problems due to the author, its intention and the information that it contains. The Narratio was requested by Abbot John of York, and it was written by a monk called Hugh,  from 1203 to 1211 which primarily focused on its history and the foundation of Fountains.[footnoteRef:13] The Narratio describes the beginnings of the abbey, the monks within the monastery of York found themselves ashamed of the life they were living and wanted to follow and go back to the basics of the Cistercian order. ‘They longed with great longing for the desert, for the labour of their own hands, for the way of the prophets’.[footnoteRef:14] The monk, Hugh, wrote that, thirteen monks, with archbishop Thurstan, were to set out into the winter desert with the anger of their brethren they were to leave behind.[footnoteRef:15] ‘Thirteen monks left the monastery of York with Archbishop Thurstan, taking with them none of the goods of the monastery, only the habits in which they were dressed’.[footnoteRef:16] On a Christmas day the archbishop assigned a site for the new monastery and described it as ‘…uninhabited, covered with thorns, lying between the mountains and the rocks, more suitable to be a lair of wild beasts…’.[footnoteRef:17] As such, the site became Fountains Abbey, and the monks elected  Richard the prior as abbot.[footnoteRef:18] The Narratio is one of the essential documents to historians to engage with the founding history of Fountains Abbey, however the document is questionable as it relies heavily on an eyewitness accounts such as a monk called Serlo, who would have been a hundred years old when the document was written.[footnoteRef:19] The writing of the document itself gives an impression of a story rather than a factual basis. For example, the description of the site, the anger of the monks and the hardship that the thirteen monks had faced, provides dramatic effect. Alongside, the intention of the document itself as there is an understanding that the Narratio de Fundatione was originally written to preserve the history and leave a good lasting impression for the future generation of monks of Fountains Abbey.[footnoteRef:20] Because of this, historians are wary of the implication it brings for a reliable primary source. This provides one example of why historians may struggle to find concrete and reliable historical evidence of Fountains Abbey.  [13:  'Narratio de Fundatione of Fountains Abbey', trans. J. Burton, in From Desert Myths and Sheeps Tails: the Cistercians in the Middle Ages Module Handbook, p.75.]  [14:  Narratio, p.77.]  [15:  Narratio, pp.77-78.]  [16:  Narratio, p.79.]  [17:  Narratio, p.80.]  [18:  Narratio, p.81]  [19:  Narratio, p.75.]  [20:  Narratio, p.69] 

	Furthermore, other primary sources, such as other textual document’s, has been found although these sources are not without there damages. Documents like charters for land granting, rights of communities and letters do provide some insight but, the evidence would need to be pieced together for any information about Fountains Abbey.[footnoteRef:21] A primary example would be Letters written by Saint Bernard, the Abbot of Clairvaux. Saint Bernard had written two letters about Fountains Abbey, found in the Life and Works of Saint Bernard by Dom. John Mabillon and Samuel J. Eales, one letter, Letter XCIV, contains Saint Bernard’s opinion on the departed monks who founded the abbey and another  letter, Letter XCVI, to Robert, the Abbot of Fountains in 1132.[footnoteRef:22] Documents such as these help historians understand the perception of Fountains but also understand more about its history. As established earlier, the Narratio is one of the key documents for the history for the founding of Fountains Abbey, but there are other documents that consisted of Fountains Abbey’s later history. The three key documents are ‘President book’, ‘Bursar’s book’ or ‘Memorandum Book of Thomas Swinton’.[footnoteRef:23] These sources were compiled during John Greenwell abbacy, the Bursar book recorded the daily lives of the monks through household expenses and the administrative within the abbey. However, the document had suffered through dampness and mice over the years. The memorandum Book of Thomas Swinton contains information of the abbey’s financial records. Thomas Swinton was the Fountains’ abbot from 1471 to1478, but it is a disorganised account of the financial records, which hinders historians attempt to piece together its history. While the President book is important to historians for researching Fountains’ history, the book has undergone damage and is unreliable to use for writing the history of Fountains.[footnoteRef:24] All three documents are key to writing the history, as well as smaller documents such as letters, but these sources have experienced significant damage. The contents would have to be pieced together by historians to review and write Fountains history, as well as translating these documents from Latin to English. This process will take time and multiple resources to engage with the documents making it difficult to write and understand the importance of Fountains Abbey.  [21:  The Cistercians in Yorkshire, Sources of Fountains Abbey, (no date) <https://www.dhi.ac.uk/cistercians/fountains/history/sources/index.php > [accessed: 24 October 2025].
]  [22:  Life and Works of Saint Bernard, ed. Dom. John Mabillon and ed. and trans. by Samuel J. Eales, M.A., D.C.L., 2nd edn (London: Burns & Oates Limited, 1889), p.327-331. ]  [23:  The Cistercians in Yorkshire, Sources of Fountains Abbey, (no date) <https://www.dhi.ac.uk/cistercians/fountains/history/sources/#:~:text=It%20includes%20information%20regarding%20the,perhaps%20also%20figs%20and%20raisins> [accessed: 24 October 2025].]  [24:  Spence, The Late Medieval Cistercian Monastery of Fountains Abbey, Yorkshire, pp. 143–45.] 

	 On the other hand, archaeological evidence does help historians to engage with the history of Fountains Abbey. The idea of the ‘desert’ is an important factor to the Cistercians when building a monastery. However, Noël Menuge comments that the sites would have been manipulated by the monks, ‘…they controlled and manipulated this same landscape for material wealth and prosperity’.[footnoteRef:25] As such historians would use the abbey’s landscape to understand why the site was picked and how the monks ‘survived’ in the ‘desert’.  The placement of Fountains Abbey architecture and layout allows historians to engage with how the abbey functioned and the abbey evolved overtime, from the original construction to the dissolution of the monastery. However, the abbey ruins have undergone reservations after the dissolution of the monasteries, as multiple landowners reused the remaining structures to aesthetically reshaped Fountains Abbey gothic ruins.[footnoteRef:26] However, the architecture and archaeological evidence has to be taken into consideration as the reconstruction and displacement of the ruins makes it difficult to understand the true layout and the evidence it contains. As such, it makes it difficult for historians to engage and understand Fountains Abbey evolution overtime.  [25:  Noël James Menuge, ‘The Foundation Myth: Some Yorkshire Monasteries and the Landscape Agenda’, Landscapes, 1.1 (2000), pp. 22–37 (p. 22), <doi:10.1179/lan.2000.1.1.22>.]  [26:  Sarah Thompson, ‘Recycling Ruins.’, Third Text, 25.6 (2011), pp. 675–86 (pp. 675–86), 69838496, <doi:10.1080/09528822.2011.624342>.] 

	Medieval historians experience difficulty when researching and engaging with medieval sources. Throughout the essay there has been a discussion on sources and the complexity when writing about a particular history. Fountains Abbey is a clear example of why historians sometimes find it difficult write and research its history. The Narratio de Fundatione is one of the most valuable and key documents that provides the story of the foundation of Fountains Abbey. However, as discussed, the document had a clear agenda when it was commissioned due to this, historians approach the document with caution. As well as that, medieval sources would have experienced damages due to the use of medieval record keeping. As Spence has commented, medieval record keeping was unique due to the materials the monks would have used, as such textual documents, such as letters by Saint Bernard, financial records and charters, the materials used, like vegetable fibre, would attract bugs, mice and susceptible to the elements. This would make research into Fountains Abbey more difficult as these primary sources would be fragmented and scattered. In addition, these damages have dangerously affected and destroyed multiple of sources over time. Due to this, historians have reached a limitation on their understanding of the daily lives of the Cistercian monks within Fountains Abbey. Moreover, there is a reliance on archaeological evidence that the Fountains Abbey ruins can provide. The surrounding landscape of the ruins can inform historians on the reason why the Cistercians established their monastery in the area as well as, how the monks built the abbey and how it has evolved overtime, although the ruins do have it limitations. After the dissolution of the monastery, the abbeys remains was left to fall to ruin and over the centuries the abbey has gone under reconstruction and misplacement under different ownership. This can affect historians’ understanding of the abbey’s true layout and the evidence it would contain. This demonstrates the difficulties that historians face when research and writing the history of Fountains Abbey.  
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