	
	
	



                                                   Cistercian Wastelands
[bookmark: _Int_Rlsb3ogc][bookmark: _Int_NgbcUFQH]Walter Map among others accused the Cistercians of depopulation of existing settlements in order to create their own ‘desert’. What factors affected the choice of Cistercian sites?
‘Spiritual ideals have thus long been used to account both for the paradoxical success of the Cistercian monks, who were voluntary poor, but became the involuntary rich.[footnoteRef:19323] In pursuit of the illusion, the Cistercians purposely selected locations with a degree of detached remoteness, reminiscent of the solitude of the original desert fathers, and for the many practical features necessary, for a monastic community to thrive, access to water, springs, rivers, woodland, pasture, fields, and quarries. Cistercian monasteries were built near rivers and often in a valley where animals could graze and near land easily ploughed. The aim of the Cistercians was to live a simple life of self-sufficiency. This interpretation has portrayed the Cistercians as pioneers, labouring monks and reclaimers of waste.[footnoteRef:28175] However, as we shall see, acquiring land to create the desert, was not a straightforward task devoid of controversy. Indeed, it was, a difficult journey which tested the rules and drew negative commentary from contemporary observers. ‘They seek out a thickly populated spot and of this in a brief time they forcibly make a desert’[footnoteRef:13840] Walter Map implied that the Cistercians remote desert was originally populated until they depopulated it. Frank Lacopo supports the wider criticisms in his own analysis ‘The Cistercians benefitted from spiritually zealous and politically opportunistic lords – native and newly introduced – for funds and other support’[footnoteRef:605] A comprehensive and objective examination of the rationale behind the selection of a particular sites by the Cistercians is limited by a lack of primary documentation. One factor relating to land which is devoid of clarity and courts a degree of controversy, is the amount of wasteland that the Cistercians transformed, and if this land, was ever technically waste in the first place. Angela Peyt suggests that ‘Forty-four percent of twelfth century granges in Yorkshire lay within the boundaries of vills which were ‘waste’ or ‘largely waste’ in 1086’.[footnoteRef:8439] Through analysis of the patterns of topographical distribution of sites, we can better understand what factors affected the choice of Cistercian sites and led to accusations of depopulation with Map alluding the monks took the best land they could find, through legitimate methods and by deception.  [19323:   Isabel Alfonso, ‘Cistercians And Feudalism’, Past & Present, 133 (1991), 3–30 p. 5  <https://www.jstor.org/stable/650765  >]  [28175:  Isabel Alfonso, ‘Cistercians And Feudalism’, p. 5  ]  [13840:   Walter Map, ‘Concerning The Origin Of The Cistercians, ‘De Nugis Curialium Or The Courtiers Trifles’, 24.25 1-10 p. 5. Courtesy of the Virtual Library, Moodle, Module From Desert Myths To Sheep Tales: The Cistercians In The Middle Ages (HPHI 6911) University Of Wales Trinity Saint David

]  [605:  Frank Lacopo, Reform And The Welsh Cistercian Houses: Colonialism And Postcolonialism, Hortulus, < https://hortulus-journal.com/reform-and-the-welsh-cistercian-houses-colonialism-and-postcolonialism-by-frank-lacopo/ >]  [8439:  Angela Petyt, ‘To What Extent Did The Cistercians In Yorkshire Have A Policy Of Depopulation?’ (1991-2001), < https://freepages.rootsweb.com/~petyt/genealogy/cist3.htm >] 

The monks of Molesme are portrayed in Cistercian literature as pioneers, ‘Cistercian legislation stipulated that houses should be built in places removed from human habitation’.[footnoteRef:11204] The general chapter of the Order laid down a certain procedure for selection of sites, including close inspection, but it is doubtful as to whether this was of benefit, considering that twenty-nine Cistercian houses in England and Wales changed their sites, due to dissatisfaction with the conditions and prospects, relocation in these cases, a necessity for survival of the house.  [11204:  Janet Burton, and Julie Kerr, The Cistercians In The Middle Ages, (Boydell Press, 2011) p. 56
] 

Early Cistercian rules decreed certain facilities were in place before the community arrived, such as an oratory, dormitory, and refectory to enable continuity of monastic religious life, if we are to take the foundational history of Fountains abbey[footnoteRef:19188] at face value, the early decree required a degree of adaptability, with the first monks at Fountains sheltering, eating, and praying under an elm tree and rock, before progressing to a basic hut. [19188:  The Cistercians In Yorkshire, The Narratio De Fundatione Fontanis Monasterii, < https://www.dhi.ac.uk/cistercians/fountains/history/sources/narratio.php>
] 

[bookmark: _Int_e9nZInl2][bookmark: _Int_7VMuBxGc]In accepting Cistercian foundational histories, we must remain mindful, that a degree of over embellishment of the facts was at deployed, to build the taming of the wilderness foundational narrative. White Monks settling savage ’A place of horror and of vast solitude, a cave of robbers, and the lair of those who lie in wait for blood’,[footnoteRef:14865] inhospitable, solitary places, ultimately rendering these wastelands into fruitful, peaceful spiritual desserts. The more sufferance encountered, the greater the piety and devotion and the closer the connection to the original dessert story. Janet Kerr states ’This imagery linked the Order as a whole to the early desert monks and, importantly, connected the later Cistercians to their founding fathers’.[footnoteRef:22599] [14865:  Janet Burton, and Julie Kerr, The Cistercians In The Middle Ages,  p. 57
]  [22599:   Julie Kerr, The Cistercians in the Middle Ages, p. 58
] 

 ‘Heavenly association with sites is common in Cistercian literature and is particularly striking in the foundation history of Jervaulx abbey’.[footnoteRef:6493] Mary’s divine endorsement for the site, was interpreted through a vision that occurred in the cloister at Byland abbey in 1150, Mary appeared and explained that she was to be found in desert places, such as Byland and Rievaulx. ’Cistercian houses are known to have been founded on sites of established spiritual significance and were likely chosen by the White Monks for this very reason’[footnoteRef:22128] some had been previously occupied as a religious settlement, such as the hermits at Kirkstall. Medieval churches and monasteries often reused early medieval or Roman sites for symbolic reasons, even if there was no direct continuity of use, locations close to Holy wells such as Strata Florida or symbolic pre-Christian and early Celtic/Christian pagan sites all ripe for building the abbey and monasteries upon.[footnoteRef:2206] Frequently the Cistercians were gifted land by patrons and founders motivated by political and power rationale, rather than spiritual goodwill or generosity. Naturally, the path of monastic site foundation was not always straightforward and on occasion it was necessary to create a temporary site while the permanent site was developed, a neighbouring village cleared or because of local socio-political unrest or patron and founder politics.  [6493:  J. Kerr, The Cistercians in the Middle Ages, p.62
 Further reference J. Burton, Foundation History Of Byland And Jervaulx, pp. 58–60]  [22128:  Julie Kerr, The Cistercians In The Middle Ages, (Boydell Press, 2011) p. 62-63
]  [2206:  J. Kerr, The Cistercians In The Middle Ages p. 61-62
See also R. Gilchrist, Sacred Heritage: Monastic Archaeology, Identities, Beliefs, (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2021)] 

Byland abbey monks moved on five occasions; the abbey’s history suggests that the unsuitability of the site at Old Byland was due to proximity to Rievaulx. However, Burton argues that ‘there may have been political strategies at play’.[footnoteRef:5500] In the absence of definitive evidence and in the half light of shadowy monastic foundational stories, it can be determined that the Cistercians, like so many people of the time, were not immune to transitional chaos, having, at times, to step outside the ideals and the rules. Therefore, it could be suggested the Cistercians were in the early day's both victims and perpetrators of locational circumstances that would have caused difficulties. Sadly, the Order forgot these harsh experiences in the years that followed and as success and wealth accumulated, their behaviour and actions in turn created depopulation and hardship for the people, attracting legitimate widespread criticism and condemnation as seen in the work of Walter Map and others. ’They tear down dwellings, churches, cast out parishioners’[footnoteRef:17038] [5500:   Burton, The Cistercians In The Middle Ages,  p. 63
    The Cistercians In Yorkshire, Byland Abbey < https://www.dhi.ac.uk/cistercians/byland/history/foundation/ >
]  [17038:  Walter Map, ‘De Nugis Curialium Or The Courtiers Trifles’, p.5
] 

[bookmark: _Int_ZXZVTAFS]Donkin in his piece on the Cistercian plantation argues ‘If there is a connection between the founding of Cistercian houses and the undeveloped condition of the North in the early twelfth century, it is indirect rather than direct and worked through the ordinary landowners who invited the monks in the first place and provided endowments,[footnoteRef:23755] further suggesting that the ‘plantation was not planned in detail from Cîteaux; it was opportunist in nature, and the monks were usually left with some choice.’ [footnoteRef:28117] Donkin cites Meaux, and Byland as examples of site choice ‘known to have been placed directly alongside a hamlet or villa’[footnoteRef:6958] leading to settlement depopulation and the creation of granges worked by the conversi /lay brothers. ’Level everything to the path of the plough’ [footnoteRef:19070] [23755:  R.A Donkin, ’The Cistercian Order And the Settlement Of Northern England‘, Geographical Review, 59.3 (1969) pp. 403–16. p. 403 < https://www-jstor-org.ezproxy.uwtsd.ac.uk/stable/213484#metadata_info_tab_contents >
]  [28117:  Donkin, ’The Cistercian Order And the Settlement Of Northern England‘, p. 403.  

]  [6958:  Donkin, ’The Cistercian Order And the Settlement Of Northern England‘, p. 403.  

]  [19070:  Walter Map, ‘De Nugis Curialium Or The Courtiers Trifles’, p. 5
] 

[bookmark: _Int_Zud69o9P]Other examples of clearances occurred at Kirkstall, Sallay (Sawley) and Fountains, Naturally, nothing must stand in the way of Cistercian advancement and the acquisition of the landscape of choice, mindful of course that ‘Peasant colonization, with assarting, had been going on for hundreds of years. William's systematic destruction reversed the process, but it also created opportunities, which the monks, among others, were not slow to grasp’[footnoteRef:14274] The Cistercian’s acquisition of land through gifts and purchase, a cunning attempt to avoid the manorial system and peasant agriculture. Map is vocal on the catastrophic consequences of monastic dealings ’They destroy villages and churches, since their rule does not allow them to be retained’[footnoteRef:12738]. [14274:   Donkin, ’The Cistercian Order And the Settlement Of Northern England‘, p. 403. 
]  [12738:  Walter Map, De Nugis Curialium Or The Courtiers Trifles’  p. 5] 

[bookmark: _Int_bAI13mrg]Cistercian agricultural and industrial centres were known as granges, of which there were over seventy-five in Yorkshire alone by 1200, Fountains, Jervaulx, Byland, and Rievaulx owned the greatest concentration of granges. ‘The Cistercians created granges by [footnoteRef:24095][footnoteRef:11375] Cistercian granges were fundamental to the successful expansion and essential in facilitating a self-sufficient community, the conversi  were responsible for land and livestock management, conducting business on behalf of the monastery as an intermediatory buffer between the monks and the secular world, working the granges, until the later Middle Ages when they were often leased to lay tenants. Ultimately the granges were responsible for exploitation of natural resources, the environment, and people. [24095: !!! End note with ID "24095" not found in document.]  [11375:  Janet Burton, and Julie Kerr, The Cistercians In The Middle Ages, p. 14.
] 

[bookmark: _Int_IfaCTvrN]Cistercian houses were also a source of cash for their benefactors, land was given or exchanged in a mutually beneficial deal for money or goods, on occasion the monks might ask for certain land which would be beneficial to their interests. Unfortunately, it is often difficult to tell which lands were bestowed, which were the result of coercive dealings, and which were bought. It is understandable then that the Cistercians were portrayed by their critics as ruthless predators who ‘Recognise their prey as a hawk’[footnoteRef:20191] and would drive out peasant settlements to make way for their cultivation of the land, such as Fountains Abbey which depopulated areas in order to establish granges[footnoteRef:32103] Monasteries were landowners, thus on occasion engaged in legal conflicts over tithes, and land ownership and naturally a stereotype of monastic greed emerged. The critiques of the Cistercians, may in part, have stemmed from jealousy or competition to secure wealthy patrons, leading to resentment from the secular clergy who found their influence and parishes overshadowed, while the Cistercian’s benefitted from exemption of tithes.  [20191:  Map, ‘De Nugis Curialium Or The Courtiers Trifles’ p. 3]  [32103:  The Cistercians In Yorkshire, The Narratio De Fundatione Fontanis Monasterii, < https://www.dhi.ac.uk/cistercians/fountains/history/sources/narratio.php> 
] 

[bookmark: _Int_rdswBDqt]The Cistercians founded their order motivated by reformist attitudes, claiming to be restoring St. Benedict's Rule by returning to simple and ascetic lives. However, by 1150 religious orders were being scrutinised, this included criticism of the Cistercian’s perceived self-righteousness, the growth of anti-Cistercian rhetoric had many voices including Walter Map (c.1140–c.1209) cleric at the court of Henry II. De Nugis Curialium,[footnoteRef:9646] authored by Map, was an account of occurrences the royal household might trifle with during their idle hours, and an encyclopaedia of religious orders, which included a lampoon the Cistercians in Distinctio 1:25 of De Nugis.[footnoteRef:17105] Map was not alone in his critique of the Cistercians, other critical voices included Gerald of Wales (c.1146-1223) 'From the malice of monks, but especially the Cistercians, good Lord, deliver us’[footnoteRef:24591] Itinerarium, was Gerald’s his first detailed mention of the Cistercians, at a time when criticism of the Order was already well established. Critical opposition to the Cistercians came from the Cluniacs, who accused them of breaking with tradition, while secular clerics, commented on aspects of Cistercian territorial and economic policy, which broke Cistercian rules, such as the possession of rents, churches, and of land clearance. Orderic Vitalis (1075–c. 1142) was another critic of the White Monks, making the point about the lack of humility in rejecting black robes as self-righteous ‘They especially favour white in their habit and thereby seem remarkable and conspicuous to others’[footnoteRef:20074] As a contemporary primary witness the satirical commentary of the Cistercians by Walter Map is a masterpiece, cutting and credible, Map’s example of how the Cistercian monks would acquire land from a wealthy donor is humorous, ‘By much feigning of innocence and long importunity’.[footnoteRef:23762]  Golding states that Map is suggestive of forgery in relation to Byland and Neath abbey’s ‘Moreover, they forged charters’,[footnoteRef:16156] Map also alludes to nefarious rumours of Cistercian monks coercing or murdering for property and land. [9646:  Walter Map, De Nugis Curialium, Latin Poetry; Piers Plowman (Z-C-texts) Bodleian Library MS. Bodl. 851<  https://digital.bodleian.ox.ac.uk/objects/0cecbb9e-b126-4360-b514-eb949f851b43/ >
]  [17105:   M. R. James, C. N. L. Brooke, and R. A. B. Mynors, Walter Map, De Nugis Curialium, (Oxford, 1983), p. 85. ]  [24591: B. Golding, ‘Gerald Of Wales And The Cistercians’, Reading Medieval Studies, XX, (1995), 5-30 (p. 5) < https://centaur.reading.ac.uk/84622/ > 
]  [20074:  Orderic Vitalis, Ecclesiastical History IV, pp. 311-313 p. 313. M. Chibnall, The Ecclesiastical History Of Orderic Vitalis, 6 (Oxford, 1969-80), p. 325
]  [23762:  J. Kerr, The Cistercians in the Middle Ages, p. 149
]  [16156:  B. Golding, ‘Gerald Of Wales And The Cistercians’, Reading Medieval Studies XX’ (1995), 5-30 p. 7 < https://centaur.reading.ac.uk/84622/

] 

[bookmark: _Int_Q0YCsLhQ][bookmark: _Int_UrK63lCb]Cistercian damage limitation counter propaganda may well have tried to blame the attacks by Map and others on personal grievances, or resentment. However, this negative press loaded with critiques and accusations, tainted the reputation of the Order and Janet Kerr rightly states that ‘the situation was more complex‘.[footnoteRef:7035] Certainly, a consideration of the bigger picture is required to enable a more balanced perspective, as it is often very tempting to be influenced by whichever voice has more appeal or more spin, as a modern observer, I am being swayed by Walter Map whilst trying to retain objectivity, Map seems to speak for the ordinary people, that had no voice or power to raise concerns. [7035:  J. Kerr, The Cistercians in the Middle Ages, p.149-150. p. 149
] 

The Cistercian Order prohibited possession of churches, tithes, manors, serfs, land rents, mill revenues, and all incomes contrary to the purity of the monastic vocation. Therefore, Cistercian possession of, and particularly exemption from payment of the tithe, solicited angry criticism. Early Cistercian legislation had rejected the possession of tithes, but it did not take long for the order to change their policy, and in 1169 Alexander III expressed disquiet over Cistercian greed in obtaining types of property that their rule forbade, and he threatened them with a revocation of their fiscal privileges. ‘Peter of Blois attacked the Cistercians[footnoteRef:7526]’[footnoteRef:21842] Tithes due from lands the monks cultivated themselves had not been paid, with the result that many parish churches were ruined; the Cistercians pressured and coerced their neighbours to give or sell them property; they bought up or leased more land than they needed in order that the surplus could be used for profit. [7526: !!! End note with ID "7526" not found in document.]  [21842:  B. Golding, Gerald Of Wales and the Cistercians, (1995), Reading Medieval Studies. pp. 5-30 p. 8 < https://centaur.reading.ac.uk/84622/ >
] 

[bookmark: _Int_aikDnuiT]The Cistercian’s honourable ideals, and good intentions were diluted by reality, as is so often the case in life. Regardless as to how we individually interpret the impact of Cistercian success, expansion, and land acquisition, it is a far from perfect legacy. Over idealistic and restrictive Cistercian legislation including the Rule of St. Benedict was outdated as time, circumstance and the Order progressed, understandably this led to individual monastic communities deviating from them, resulting in criticism. The Cistercian recreation of the spiritual desert objective was so narrowly and singularly focussed it became tainted with a vain self-righteousness rightly highlighted the critics. Margaret Sinex states ’From the outset, Distinctio 1:25 encourages the reader to identify both with the narrator's viewpoint and with the suffering of the Cistercians' many victims’.[footnoteRef:970] Certainly, the evidence supports Map and the other critics in their accusations of Cistercian greed, hypocrisy, and ruthless profiteering from land deliberately depopulated by an Order increasingly blinkered by ignorance wealth and religious power, it is entirely legitimate to cast a cynical eye and find common ground with the observations in the satire of Walter Map. It is hard to reconcile that this was initially a monastic order founded on severe austerity and isolation, which transitioned to misplace the rules, turn a profit, and often appeared devoid of any semblance of ethical and moral sensitivities or sensibilities in considering the impact upon others so severely affected by land clearances and depopulation. Accepting land and money from founders and patrons with dubious social and political connections, peddling inaccurate, forged, revised, or mythologised foundational histories, and redacted documentation is damning, but worse even were, rumoured accusations of coercion and murder. In researching this piece, it is evident academics  have differing theories and conclusions on many aspects of Cistercian history including depopulation and land acquisition. If we take the historic Cistercian scenario into the present, some observers would be understandably outraged. However, I would argue that the Cistercian’s would flourish under the modern model of capitalism, land speculation, evictions, and social cleansing of communities, deliberate wastelands created by landlords and landowners redeveloped and sold for profit.  [970:  Margaret Sinex, ’Echoic Irony In Walter Map's Satire Against The Cistercians’, Comparative Literature, 54 (2002), 275-290 p. 282
] 
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