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The man of God, Alberic, however, after he had practised fruitfully regular discipline in the school of Christ for nine and a half years, went home to the Lord, full of glory in his faith and virtues, and therefore deserved to be rewarded by God with eternal life. His successor was a certain brother by the name of Stephen, an English man by nationality, who had also come to that place from Molesme, a lover of the Rule and of the place. During his time, the brethren and this abbot prohibited the duke of that land or any other lord from keeping his court at any time in that monastery, as they used in times past to do on the occasion of great feasts. Furthermore, lest anything remain in the house of God – where it was their wish to serve God devoutly day and night – that savoured of pride and superfluity or that would ever corrupt poverty, the safeguard of poverty, that they had chosen of their own free will, they resolved to keep no crosses of gold or silver …

(Exordium Parvum)


The Exordium Parvum, alongside the shorter Exordium Cistercii, chronicles the foundational years of the Cistercian order. It is controversial in modern scholarship and there are competing theories as to when it was authored.[footnoteRef:1] Internal evidence in both exordia referencing the number of abbots suggests a date of the early 1120’s, however this has not been universally accepted.[footnoteRef:2] Chrysogonus Wadell argues that both works were completed during the Abbacy of Raynard Du Bar 1134-1150, and that the Exordium Cistercii predates the Exordium Parvum.[footnoteRef:3] Wadell theorises that the final form of the text, including the extract from Chapter 17, was completed not long before 1147, placing it in a time of great development for the order.[footnoteRef:4][footnoteRef:5] [1:  Pauline Mararasso, The Cistercian World: Monastic Writings of the Twelfth Century (London: Penguin Books, 1993) p. 3.]  [2:  Janet Burton and Julie Kerr, The Cistercians (UK: Boydell Press, 2011) p. 12.]  [3:  Ibid. p. 13.]  [4:  Ibid.]  [5:  Ibid. ] 


This extract is taken from Chapter 17 of the text. ‘About the Death of the First Abbot and the Election of the Second and Their Institutes and their Happiness.’[footnoteRef:6] It begins by describing the death of Alberic who we are told after ‘nine and a half years, went home to the Lord full of glory in his faith’. Alberic was technically the second abbot of Cîteaux, preceded by Robert who had been forcibly returned to Molesme at the behest of Pope Urban II. However, Alberic is arguably the abbot who stabilised the venture and gave it its real shape. In Chapter 15 it is Alberic and his brethren who, mindful of their solemn promise to the rule of St. Benedict, rejected the clothing and food that contravened it.[footnoteRef:7] The length of his abbacy is uncertain. While the extract says he was in place for 9 and a half years, William of Malmsbury, writing around 1124, says Alberic does not reign for more than 8 years; and In Orderic Vitalis, Alberic remains there for 10.[footnoteRef:8] In any case, after the near decade of his abbacy, an Englishman named Stephen was elected to replace him.  [6:  Exordium Parvum, Cistercian Documents Vol.1, Moodle, pp. 24-34.]  [7:  Exordium Parvum, ed. trans. Pauline Mararasso, The Cistercian World: Monastic Writings of the Twelfth Century (London: Penguin Books, 1993), p. 6.]  [8:  William of Malmsbury, Gesta Regum Anglorum, Cistercian documents vol.2, Moodle, p. 3; Orderic Vitalis, Historia Ecclesiastica, Cistercian documents vol.1, Moodle, p. 50.] 


Stephen, known at this time by the name Harding, was donated as an oblate to the Benedictine abbey of Sherborne around the time of the Norman conquest.[footnoteRef:9] When he came to manhood, he cast aside the monastic garb and travelled to Scotland, and then to Paris where he studied in the liberal arts. Malmsbury tells us that here he became reawakened to the Love of God and, after journeying to Rome, he sought entry into the new Benedictine house of Molesme.[footnoteRef:10] It is here that he seems to have changed his name to Stephen, and was heavily involved in the controversy there, his name appearing among the founders of Cîteaux in the ‘Letter of the Legate Hugh’.[footnoteRef:11] The extract describes him as “a lover of the rule and of that place”. Indeed, if we are to believe William Malmsbury, it was Stephen who begun the controversy at Molesme when he found their observance of the Rule lacking in comparison to his experience at Sherborne.[footnoteRef:12] Describing the founders of Cîteaux as lovers of the Rule is a common theme of Cistercian literature and can be found throughout both exordia. Rooting themselves in Benedict’s Rule and the even more ancient traditions of the Desert Fathers, gave the Cistercians a profound legitimacy, and allowed them to authoritatively challenge the accepted ideals of monastic life.[footnoteRef:13]  [9:  R. W. Southern, The Making of the Middle Ages (USA: Yale University Press, 1953) p. 159]  [10:  William of Malmsbury, p. 2.]  [11:  Exordium Parvum, p. 24.]  [12:  William of Malmsbury, p. 2.]  [13:  Southern, The Making of the Middle Ages, p. 160.] 


‘The place’, as it is described in the extract, Cîteaux is presented in the Exordium as a 'thicket inhabited only by wild beasts; in reality the area was not far from Dijon and had a rural population.[footnoteRef:14] While far from the ancient haunt of Anthony, Cîteaux became the Cistercian ‘desert’ and metaphoric embodiment of their desire to remove themselves from lay society.[footnoteRef:15] The following passage in which Stephen prohibits the Duke or any lord from ‘keeping his court at any time in that monastery, as they had done in times past’, is a clear representation of that desire, yet it also clearly suggests that for some time Cîteaux had been entertaining its lay patrons in this way.[footnoteRef:16] This was not uncommon, large Royal Monastic foundations in England for example were often called upon to entertain their patrons, even hosting important state gatherings.[footnoteRef:17] Chapter 53 of the Rule encourages guests so long as they are kept separate from the monks; however, it does stipulate that special attention should be shown toward poor men and pilgrims, and certainly doesn’t mention hosting the courts of local magnates.[footnoteRef:18] Over the 11th century, awareness had grown of the decline in monastic discipline brought on by subordination to lay powers.[footnoteRef:19] It is probably in this light that Stephen banned the practice, while clearly endeavouring to keep the Benedictine essence of monastic hospitality. William of Malmsbury highlights that the only reason the Abbot was parted from his flock was that he shared his table with strangers and the poor.[footnoteRef:20]  [14:  Burton and Kerr, The Cistercians, p. 19.]  [15:  Janet Burton, Medieval Monasticism, (Oxford: HeadStart History, 1996) p. 45.]  [16:  Burton and Kerr, The Cistercians, p. 18.]  [17:  Julie Kerr, Monastic Hospitality : The Benedictines in England, c.1070-c.1250 (Woodbridge: Boydell Press, 2007) p. 3.]  [18:  Benedict of Nursia, The Rule of St. Benedict, ed. and trans. Abbot Justin McCann O.S.B., The Rule of St Benedict (London: Sheed & Ward Ltd, 1972) p. 119.]  [19:  Giovanni Miccoli, ‘Monks’, in The Medieval World, ed. Jaques Le Goff, trans. Lydia G. Cochrane (London: Parkgate Books, 1997) p. 52.]  [20:  William of Malmsbury, p. 3. ] 


Seemingly related, Stephen removed everything in the house that ‘savoured of pride and superfluity or that would ever corrupt… the safeguard of poverty, that they had chosen of their own free will.’ This last phrase is particularly interesting as it refers to one of the main divergences between the Cistercians and the Rule. While Chapter 59 of the Rule is dedicated to the acceptance of oblates, the Cistercians refused them.[footnoteRef:21]  Notably, Stephen himself came[image: The Gloucester Candlestick top image] into monastic life an oblate, only to cast off his garb in disgust.[footnoteRef:22] Potentially heartfelt by Stephen, this divergence demonstrates how Cîteaux was not just a return to the past but a revolt of reason against the shackles of custom.[footnoteRef:23] The Exordium goes on to list the lavish items of gold and silver to be removed. Bernard also criticised displays of monastic wealth in his Apologia, and it became an important part of Cistercian arguments against Cluny.[footnoteRef:24] [21:  Benedict of Nursia, p. 59.]  [22:  William of Malmsbury, p. 2.]  [23:  Southern, The Making of the Middle Ages, p. 160.]  [24:  “I ask the question which a heathen poet put to his fellows. "Tell me, O priests," he said, ‘why is there gold in the holy place?’” in. Bernard of Clairvaux, Apologia, Cistercian documents vol. 1., Moodle, p. 59-60.] 
Figure 1. V&A 7649:1 'The Gloucester Candlestick'
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