Commentary on the Reconstruction of Roche Abbey (www.cistercians.shef.ac.uk)
The twelfth-century Cistercian monastery of Roche Abbey provides twenty-first century visitors with an insight into the construction and occupation of monastic spaces. Roche Abbey had been founded in 1147 by twelve Cistercian monks who had travelled from Newminster Abbey to settle in a series of wooden buildings constructed for them, and the circumstances of its foundation allow for an understanding of medieval monastic institutions.[footnoteRef:1] [1:  ‘History of Roche Abbey’ The Cistercians in Yorkshire <https://www.englishheritage.org.uk/visit/places/roche-abbey/history/#a2-roche-h> [Last Accessed 01 March 2020].] 

Firstly, it seems somewhat important to consider the significance of the name ‘Roche Abbey’ in relation to its deliberate foundation in South Yorkshire, and the nature of the surrounding landscape, stemming from the Latin rupes meaning ‘cliff’ or ‘rock’. Janet Burton and Julie Kerr highlight in their work that ‘the Cistercians had a strong affinity with their surroundings’ and that the name of a monastic setting emphasises the setting.[footnoteRef:2] The emerging concept of isolated monastic settings develops from the early Desert Fathers, and appears consistently throughout early Cistercian foundation narratives, in particular the twelfth-century text, the Exordium Parvum. The Exordium Parvum notes that the foundation of the monastery at Cîteaux was reliant on the nature of the solitude of the location and dense woodland landscape, something the austere Cistercian order considered to be a quintessential part of a true monastic life, noting the successful location of Cîteaux, ‘the more despicable and inaccessible they realized it to be for seculars.’[footnoteRef:3] The nature of a monastic foundation relies heavily upon the surrounding landscape, and Roche Abbey clearly through the Latin origins of its name and the known circumstances of its location conforms heavily to the established Cistercian process of expansion.  [2:  Janet Burton and Julie Kerr, ‘Chapter Three: The Cistercians, their sites and their buildings’, The Cistercians in the Middle Ages (Woodbridge: Boydell Press, 2016) p.56.]  [3:  The Exordium Parvum, Module Reader: The Cistercians and their World, p.25.] 

The foundation of Roche Abbey occurs in a seemingly similar manner to many other Cistercian houses, and surviving foundation charters allow for a greater understanding of the location and circumstances of its creation. ‘The Cistercians in Yorkshire’ website provides a comprehensive history to the foundation of Roche Abbey, highlighting that throughout the Cistercian periods of expansion, the mid-twelfth century and particularly the year 1147 appears as one of the most important.[footnoteRef:4] Furthermore, the twelve monks who left for Roche Abbey became a daughter house having left Newminster Abbey, however, as Newminster was a daughter house of Fountains Abbey, Roche Abbey had undeniable links to those founding Cistercian houses, in particular Cîteaux and Clairvaux. As provided by the ‘Cistercians in Yorkshire’ website, the foundation charters of Richard de Busli and Richard FitzTurgis dated as 30 July 1147, detail the expanses of land and their suggested usage, also emphasising the isolated nature of their location, ‘free and quiet from all secular service or gift.’ [footnoteRef:5] It seems worthy of note that following the consolidated nature of the monastery the community at Roche began to restructure in stone in c.1170 and are estimated to have completed the transformation by the early-thirteenth century.[footnoteRef:6] [4:  ‘The Foundation of Roche’ The Cistercians in Yorkshire <https://www.dhi.ac.uk/cistercians/roche/history/foundation/index.php> [Last Accessed 01 March 2020].]  [5:  ‘The Foundation Charters of Roche’ The Cistercians in Yorkshire <https://www.dhi.ac.uk/cistercians/roche/history/foundation/foundation2.php> [Last Accessed 01 March 2020].]  [6:  ‘Consolidation’ The Cistercians in Yorkshire <https://www.dhi.ac.uk/cistercians/roche/history/consolidation/index.php> [Last Accessed 01 March 2020].] 

In the chosen digitised reconstruction of Roche Abbey, it is clear that the monastery had deliberately been built either on an existing running water source or had redirected a river or stream to provide a system of drainage from the abbey. ‘The Cistercians in Yorkshire’ website details some of the construction of Roche Abbey, in particular the nature of the direct water source through the monastery, noting that within the large expanses of gifted land held by the order at Roche there were multiple available bodies of water to utilise.[footnoteRef:7] It seems worthy of note that the redirection of water through monastic sites was not new to Roche Abbey, and can be understood to have been a continued practice upon the movement and growth of the Cistercian order. It can be seen through both reconstructed images and the surviving ruins of Roche Abbey that water had been redirected through channels made mostly of stone, moving the body of water from the West end of the monastic building to the East.[footnoteRef:8] It can therefore be derived that the redirected flow of water would serve multiple functions within the monastic setting, some of those functions may have been agricultural, for cooking, for those housed in the infirmary, but interestingly also as a developed drainage system.  [7:  ‘Roche Abbey’ The Cistercians in Yorkshire <https://www.dhi.ac.uk/cistercians/roche/location/index.php> [Last Accessed 01 March 2020].
]  [8:  ‘Roche Abbey’ The Cistercians in Yorkshire <https://www.dhi.ac.uk/cistercians/roche/location/index.php> [Last Accessed 01 March 2020].] 

Lastly, it could be considered that the creation and use of digitised visual constructions for understanding the nature of Cistercian monastic growth in the twelfth century, somewhat limits the ability to fully understand the foundation of Roche Abbey. Due to the ruined nature of Roche Abbey following the destruction of the monastery in 1538 during the period of the Dissolution by Henry VIII, there is little remaining of the abbey, however the remaining walls and structure can provide an understanding of the layout of the monastic institution.[footnoteRef:9] Pictures that have been taken aerially provide photographic proof for the systematic and structured nature of Roche Abbey, then allowing close comparison with other monasteries and written sources to account for each area of the monastic site. It can be assumed that in order to create digitised images of Roche Abbey, some estimations have to have been made in order to create a complete reconstruction, especially as on ‘The Cistercians in Yorkshire’ website it is noted that little contemporary written source material survives from the early foundation at Roche.[footnoteRef:10]  [9:  ‘The Dissolution: the end of monastic life at Roche’ The Cistercians in Yorkshire <https://www.dhi.ac.uk/cistercians/roche/history/dissolution/index.php> [Last Accessed 01 March 2020].]  [10:  ‘Roche Abbey: the sources’ The Cistercians in Yorkshire <https://www.dhi.ac.uk/cistercians/roche/history/sources/index.php> [Last Accessed 01 March 2020].
] 

Overall, it can therefore be seen that through the ruined walls of Roche Abbey, alongside detailed reconstructions and surviving monastic texts, that a somewhat detailed image of the Cistercian community at Roche can be constructed and explored to discover the nature of Cistercian expansion in England. 
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