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1. What difficulties face historians writing the history of Fountains Abbey?

[bookmark: _Hlk125144670]Fountains Abbey was founded as an escape from the wealth and worldliness of the Benedictine Abbey of Saint Marys of York.  The Abbey of Saint Marys of York was founded in 1088. It was patronised by William the Norman and his son William.[footnoteRef:2] A group a monks, dissatisfied with the worldliness of life at Saint Marys, had requested permission from the Abbot to leave the order and set up their own community along more austere and pious lines. They were denied permission and fled to Turstin, the Archbishop of York, to seek his support. The Archbishop of York wrote to Bernard of Clairvaux, the head of the Cistercian order, to ask for the Cistercian order to accept the monks.[footnoteRef:3] The monks were given a place to set up their own community, along Cistercian lines, near Rippon, and Fountains Abbey was established.[footnoteRef:4]  The Narratio de Fundacione Fontanis monasterii was written in the 13th century by a monk called Hugh from the Kirkstall monastery, a daughter monastery of Fountains.[footnoteRef:5] It provides a foundation story for Fountains Abbey however questions arise about how the story is presented. Elizabeth Freeman suggests it might be fairly allegorical rather than a true history, aligning the origins of Fountains with the origins of the Cistercian order itself.[footnoteRef:6] The foundation story was written nearly a century after the events and therefore the details are questionable. Hugh of Kirkstall claims to have written the events based on the memories of an aged monk named Serlo who witnessed them as a child. Even if his memory was good, it still only provides a single and limited perspective of the history. To add to the difficulties of establishing an accurate history, there were periods of disruption where records were lost which also make it difficult to ascertain true order of events. The Anglo-Scottish skirmishes caused great disruption and occasions for the monks to flee for their lives.[footnoteRef:7] Much of the history has to be pieced together piecemeal through letters and documents from archives in different locations in France and Britain. Historians face difficulties in establishing the history Fountains Abbey because of the fractured nature of the evidence which comes in the form of original letters from dispersed locations, literary foundation accounts written after the events and based on distant recollections of an individual witness. [2:  george hodges, ‘The Project Gutenberg EBook of Fountains Abbey, by George Hodges.’ <https://www.gutenberg.org/files/52581/52581-h/52581-h.htm> [accessed 15 November 2022].]  [3:  Bernard of Claivaux, Letters of Saint Bernard of  Clairvaux (London: Grand Rapids, MI: Christian Classics Ethereal Library, 1904) <http://www.ccel.org/ccel/bernard/letters.html>. pag 140]  [4:  Sarah Foot Julie Kerr, ‘Home Page of the Cistercians in Yorkshire Project’ <https://www.dhi.ac.uk/cistercians/fountains/history/sources/narratio.php> [accessed 15 November 2022].]  [5:  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), 11–27 <https://doi.org/10.1017/S0022046900051332>.]  [6:  Elizabeth Freeman, ‘Meaning and Multi-Centeredness in (Postmodern) Medieval Historiography: The Foundation History of Fountains Abbey’ (Australian and New Zealand Association of Medieval and Early Modern Studies (Inc.)) <https://muse-jhu-edu.ezproxy.uwtsd.ac.uk/article/473968/pdf>.]  [7:  Mat Clark, ‘The Bloody Battles That Shaped Yorkshire’s History’, York Press <https://www.yorkpress.co.uk/news/12906158.the-bloody-battles-that-shaped-yorkshires-history/> [accessed 20 January 2023].] 

The key sources available to historians for consideration in assessing the history of Fountains Abbey fall into three groups. These include the testimony from aged monk named Serlo, the actual archaeology of the site that survives today and records gathered from a variety of contemporary sources that reference Fountains Abbey and its foundation.

The Narratio de Fundacione Fontanis monasterii on the surface gives a clear account of the events of the foundation of Fountains Abbey. 
‘Turstin, Archbishop of York, wrote to Bernard at Clairvaux, asking for Cistercian monks; and Bernard, being now, in Stephen’s old age, at the head of the Order, sent over a colony which settled in the valley of the Rie, at Rievaux.
The document describes the foundations and how it started with a request from Turstin, the Archbishop of York.  It would seem that the correspondence was not an isolated incident because Turstin addresses it to Bernard. Stephen who has been the head of the order is now in his old age and the running of the Cistercian order now seems to be in the hands of Bernard. Bernard sends monks to York, and they set up in Rievaulx. Baker suggests that they stayed in Saint Marys of York on their way to Rievaulx.[footnoteRef:8] this was a Benedictine order, and some of the monks were not comforted by their own orders behaviour and were disquieted in their hearts and sought to do better. In the rules of saint Benedict, a monk is not to move from his own order to another so some of the monks of St Marys sought to leave and set up a new order of their own.    [8:  L. G. D. Baker, ‘The Foundation of Fountains Abbey’, Northern History, 4.1 (1969), 29–43 <https://doi.org/10.1179/nhi.1969.4.1.29>.] 

· ‘The Benedictine abbey of St. Mary of York was a rich and vast establishment. It had received gifts from William the Norman, and from William his son. It was so fine that Richard the prior and a little company of sympathetic brethren, touched by the example of the simple manners of Rievaux, came to the conclusion that it was too good a place to be an appropriate residence for a Christian. They determined to leave it.’
This was not looked on favourably and fighting broke out among the order. It appears to show the struggle of the original members as they sought support to set up their religious order. The events described show the controversy surrounding the struggle to establish Fountains Abbey.
‘On 28 June 1132 Richard, the prior of St. Mary's York, together with Gervase, the subprior, approached Geoffrey their abbot—an old man, 'simple and almost illiterate'—with a request for the reform of the abbey. After protracted negotiations an appeal was made to archbishop Thurstan, who visited the abbey on 17 October 1132. A riot ensued, and the archbishop was forced to retreat from the chapter house into the abbey church. Thirteen monks took refuge there with him, removed with him from the abbey, and, after spending Christmas with him at Ripon, received from him the land in Skelldale where the ruins of the abbey they founded still stand.’[footnoteRef:9] [9:  Bethell. P3] 

[bookmark: _Hlk125144787]It is clear to see the good intentions of the monks. they are wanting a reform of St Marys, and not a split. Archbishop Thurstan came to visit them, and this incident must have been horrific enough for Thurstan to grant them permission to move. We have to be aware that the archbishop still has to request permission from Clairvaux for this order to be accepted. St Marys is powerful and well supported. This move was controversial from the conception and though we have records in the form of letters form this time we must accept that they could not give us the full picture of events.		
The Narratio in some ways presents an origin story for Fountains Abbey that is parallel to the foundation story of the Cistercian order itself and this raises questions of its authenticity. Elizabeth Freeman has proposed that the foundation story was in many ways an allegory to support the idea of Fountains as an exemplar of the Cistercian way.[footnoteRef:10] The monks who flee to establish Fountains Abbey mirror the original Cistercians, the followers of Saint Bernard, who had to flee to the ‘desert’ in order to worship in the way they thought  appropriet and to sustain their religious values of piety.[footnoteRef:11] The theme of the ‘desert’ is strong in the Narratio and emphasises the connection between the founding monks of Fountains and the original Cistercians. This raises questions about how contrived this similarity may be and whether there are additional motives for this narrative. [footnoteRef:12] Because the origins of fountains Abbey were controversial and upset some of the establishment, perhaps there was a need to provide legitimacy for Fountains Abbey as true and worthy members of the Cistercian order.  [10:  Elizabeth Freeman.]  [11:  Bernard of Claivaux.]  [12:  Bernard of Claivaux.] 

[bookmark: _Hlk125133164]The first year of the founding of Fountains is described as very difficult and austere in line with Cistercian values and ideas of the desert. It made a good match for the particular narrative that was promoted. Cîteaux is the first home of the Cistercians, and it is where they get their name from.[footnoteRef:13] the name is French for reeds. This is the description of the wilderness that the bible implores the monks to cleave to.  [13:  ‘Exordium Parvum : Ordre Cistercien de La Stricte Observance: OCSO’ <https://ocso.org/resources/foundational-text/exordium-parvum/> [accessed 31 October 2022].] 

Deuteronomy 2:7
‘For the Lord your God has blessed you in all that you have done; He has known your wanderings through this great wilderness. These forty years the Lord your God has been with you; you have not lacked a thing.’
Because if they listen to God, like the verse above tells them, they will have all and lack nothing.  The monks of Cîteaux had to work hard to clear a place in the wilderness. The monks of Fountains abbey were given a very boggy marshland to inhabit. We have no reason to disbelieve either story but it could have been embellished to show how this was very tough on both party’s to survive in the beginning. 
The recollection of the aged monk Serlo acts as validation for the accuracy of the account. In the preface of the Narratio, Serlo is keen to emphasise the accuracy of his memory. He draws attention to the fact that he was an eyewitness and personally knew the monks involved.[footnoteRef:14] [14:  Baker.] 

‘Dictated in extreme old age by Serlo, a monk of Kirkstall, who had been brought up at St. Mary's York, and who had taken the habit at Fountains c. 1137-8. He was almost a hundred years old when he gave these reminiscences to his amanuensis, Hugh of Kirkstall, in about the year 1206…..Serlo's account of St. Mary's York before the exodus had something of the tone of the Exordium Cisterciensium, the account of the origins of Citeaux itself, when it described Molesme,’[footnoteRef:15] [15:  Bethell.] 

Serlo is an eyewitness testimony to the happenings at St Marys and Fountains abbey. As a monk of the abbey, we cannot accept the recollections of a very old man. This not because of his age but we would have to assume that as he is dictating his memories that he cannot write. This would probably mean that he was a lay monk and, in his time period, not of the class to be able to be a valid witness.
[bookmark: _Hlk125144876]The text of the Narratio is written in the flowery style of medieval ecclesiastical writing. It evokes and includes much formal praise of the Church leaders and of God and so does not present as a dry and factual history. It places the Narratio at the point in time of the heyday of monastery building and ecclesiastic power. The language is deliberately emotive and leads and persuades the reader to accept the narrative as presented. Joan Wardrop tells us that there are over 5000 extant documents connected with Fountains abbey[footnoteRef:16] this gives us plenty of information but nothing firm to hold to. The amount of information in explain Fountains seems to be more about individuals that a true narrative of the facts. One of the better histories of fountains was written in 1903 by George Hodges.[footnoteRef:17] This account is fluid but not conclusive because he also has to look at documentation that is hundreds of years old. To get the complete picture therefore, evidence needs to be gathered from a number of different and widely dispersed sources, each of which have doubts about their veracity.  [16:  Ann K. Warren, review of Review of FOUNTAINS ABBEY AND ITS BENEFACTORS, 1132-1300. CISTERCIAN STUDIES SERIES 91, by Joan Wardrop, Medieval Prosopography, 9.2 (1988), 129–33.]  [17:  hodges.] 

The building and ruins of Fountains corroborate some aspects of the foundation narrative. This provides some of the most certain evidence of the foundation story. All the documentation is not wrong. There is no reason for all the people of the past to be putting a spin on the evidence. But the world of Fountains birth was a very turbulent one. Its has only been 22 years since the battle of Hastings. The Anglo/Scottish wars were not official at this time, but skirmishes and raids were not unheard of and documentation could be destroyed. We must look at a far more reliable part of the story of Fountains and that is the Archaeology. In its beginnings we see the monks having to worship under an elm tree.[footnoteRef:18] It is not long before fountains is one of the richest monasteries in Britain. Francis Pryor tells us that he will always trust the archelogy. A friend of his works for the National Trust and when they were putting the lights in for security and for the tourists at Fountains the archaeologists were able to look under the ground properly for the first time.[footnoteRef:19] With the use of ground penetrating radar the National Trust have found evidence of one of the largest tanneries in Britain.[footnoteRef:20] This evidence shows us the true wealth of this Cistercian that the documentation alone cannot convey. [18:  Bethell.]  [19:  Francis Pryor, Britain in the Middle Ages, 3rd edn (Harper Perennial, 2007).]  [20:  ‘Fountains Abbey: Radar Reveals Largest Monastery Tannery’, BBC News, 25 October 2021, section York & North Yorkshire <https://www.bbc.com/news/uk-england-york-north-yorkshire-59035335> [accessed 20 January 2023].] 


Historians have a whole lot of documentation to sift through when telling the story of Fountains abbey. Fountains was built through a time of upheaval when loyalties could and did change of a regular basis. The documentation we still have cannot be the whole story because we do not know what has been lost or deliberately destroyed. The Narratio de Fundacione Fontanis monasterii was written and narrated a century after the events and is a parallel account to the foundations of Clairvaux so we have to assume that some poetic licence is involved. The monk Serlo was telling his childhood memories of the beginning of Fountains and we must believe that his recollections would have been tainted by time. The ruins of Fountains that are taken care of by the National Trust are what our historians must look to now as the true evidence of Fountains abbey.
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