What difficulties face historians writing the history of Fountains Abbey?
The writing of history is one of the most important and common forms of record taking. It is incredibly important for historians, as it allows them to study history, as well as share and publish their ideas, however it can also lead to difficulties for historians when they are performing research before writing. This can be due to a multitude of reasons, for example there may not be many primary sources to use in research or if there are, they may be incomplete or may have been proved invalid or biased due to other sources. This causes many difficulties for historians. In terms of the history of Fountains Abbey, there may be other individual struggles when attempting to write this. The abbey was founded in 1132.[footnoteRef:1] The name is thought to refer to the six springs within the 12th century abbey site.[footnoteRef:2]  Fountains Abbey is in Yorkshire, and it was one of the first Cistercian houses in England and was seen as the ‘principal house of the order in England’.[footnoteRef:3] Medieval history can be particularly hard to write for historians, as there are often not many available sources due to the lack of literacy at the time. [1:  Spence, Michael, The Late Medieval Cistercian Monastery of Fountains Abbey, Yorkshire : Monastic Administration, Economy, and Archival Memory (Brepols Publishers, 2020)]  [2:  A. D. Mills, ‘Fountains Abbey’, A Dictionary of British Place Names (Oxford University Press, 2011)]  [3:   Coppack, Glyn, Fountains Abbey (Amberley, 2009) Page 1] 

It is important to write the history of places like Fountains Abbey, as it allows others to understand and learn more about the abbey itself and why it may have been created. If we can learn more about why this abbey was created, and who was involved, it may allow us to understand its significance and its links to other monastic houses. It is also important to have a written history as people visiting the abbey’s ruins that still stand today may want to understand the history of this building. This is key as ‘Fountains Abbey is of continuing importance today’.[footnoteRef:4] [4: Author Unknown, The Cistercians in Yorkshire, Fountains Abbey, Introduction, Accessed 23/10/25 https://www.dhi.ac.uk/cistercians/fountains/history/#:~:text=Fountains%20Abbey%20was%20the%20second,significant%20monastic%20remains%20in%20Europe.] 

Fountains Abbey is important to Cistercian history for many reasons. For example, Glyn Coppack states that ‘Fountains provides one of the finest examples of the rise and decline of the order in Europe’.[footnoteRef:5] This therefore shows its importance within the Cistercian order. It was also a key abbey to the order due to its standing in England. Another reason that this abbey is important is because Foundation Abbey’s mother house was Clairvaux, this was an important Cistercian house as it is a daughter house of Citeaux.[footnoteRef:6] Fountains Abbey is also a key abbey to the Cistercian order in England as it was the mother house to eight other Abbeys within England, this meant that it held power and had authority.[footnoteRef:7] This Abbey’s vast scale of monastic operations may cause a difficulty for historians writing the history, as there is a lot to discuss and the information is widely spread so may be hard to find. [5:   Coppack, Glyn, Fountains Abbey (Amberley, 2009) Page 1]  [6: Author Unknown, The Cistercians in Yorkshire, Fountains Abbey, The Library, Accessed 22/10/25 https://www.dhi.ac.uk/cistercians/fountains/buildings/library/library2.php#:~:text=The%20fifteenth%2Dcentury%20'Bursars',was%20spent%20on%20binding%20books.&text=In%20the%20twelfth%20and%20thirteenth,and%20learning%20within%20the%20cloister.]  [7:  Wardrop, Joan, Fountains Abbey and Its Benefactors, 1132-1300 (Cistercian Publications, 1987)] 

The history of religious houses and orders is often well recorded as monks living in monasteries may have the daily task of writing included in this day. This was because according to the Rule of St Benedict it was important to keep busy and have a structured day.[footnoteRef:8]  This writing would be important as it meant that these monasteries could record their own history and the history of the area they are based in or the history of other houses they may be connected to. This was also because at the time, many people were not literate, however monks were, so they would be responsible for recording important information like history and creation narratives such as the ‘Narratio de Fundatione’.[footnoteRef:9] [8:  ‘The Rule of S. Benet’: Latin and Anglo-Saxon Interlinear Version. United Kingdom, Early English Text Society, 1888.]  [9:  ‘Narratio de Fundatione’ translated by Janet Burton] 

Fountains Abbey may be easier to write about due to the fact that the ‘Narratio de Fundatione’ exists, this is a narrative about the foundation of Fountains Abbey. This text was written in the thirteenth century and is believed to have been written by a monk of Kirkstall (a daughter house of Fountains) named Hugh at the request of Abbot John of York who was an Abbot of Fountains.[footnoteRef:10] This text details the foundations of this abbey. It discusses how some of the monks of St Mary’s in York left due to discontentment in order to found a new house in order to follow the Rule of St Benedict in a more ‘accurate’ manner. ‘The essential purpose for which Fountains Abbey was founded was the pursuit of religion’.[footnoteRef:11] This text also included letters that were sent to or from officials discussing this group and their new monastery.  [10:  ‘Narratio de Fundatione’ translated by Janet Burton]  [11:  Hodges, G. (n.d.). Fountains Abbey: The story of a mediæval monastery. Project Gutenberg.] 

One of the letters included in this text is the letter of Thurstan, which has been the subject of debate. In this letter to William, archbishop of Canterbury, Thurstan describes the crisis in the North of England and defends the monks’ desertion of their abbey.[footnoteRef:12] He took this group of monks ‘under his wing'.[footnoteRef:13] It exists in two versions, long and short, and appears in some manuscripts independently from the Narratio. Therefore, there is a debate as to whether it is a part of the original composition or if it was designed to justify the actions of those who left St Mary’s. This could lead to difficulties for historians writing the history of Fountains Abbey as this letter may have been written as a form of propaganda supporting this new abbey and the Cistercian order. This is further suggested by the fact that the letter contains an attack on Benedictine and Cluniac houses, despite the fact that it was written to a Cluniac house. [12:  Author Unknown, The Cistercians in Yorkshire, Fountains Abbey, Origins, Accessed 22/10/25 https://www.dhi.ac.uk/cistercians/fountains/history/origins/index.php]  [13:  ‘Narratio de Fundatione’ translated by Janet Burton] 

The monks that had left St Mary’s wrote a letter to Bernard of Clairvaux in order to join the Cistercian order.[footnoteRef:14]  The hoped that Clairvaux would become their mother house.[footnoteRef:15]  In 1133, the adopted the Cistercian rule and became a daughter house of Clairvaux.[footnoteRef:16]  This gave these monks a sense of identity and belonging. This was important as it meant the house had an order to follow, this would give them a sense of organisation, especially because the Cistercian order was very well organised and had very strict orders. An example of this are the rules set out in the ‘Carta Caritatis’ that discuss how the houses within the order should interact with each other.[footnoteRef:17] [14:  Coppack, Glyn, R Gilyard-Beer, and English Heritage., Fountains Abbey: North Yorkshire (English Heritage, 1993)]  [15: Author Unknown, The Cistercians in Yorkshire, Fountains Abbey, Foundation: a Cistercian identity, Accessed 23/10/25 https://www.dhi.ac.uk/cistercians/fountains/history/foundation/#:~:text=Having%20endured%20the%20winter%20of,and%20hopes%20for%20the%20future. ]  [16:  John Cannon, and Robert Crowcroft, ‘Fountains Abbey’, A Dictionary of British History (Oxford University Press, 2015)]  [17:  Harding, Stephen, Carta Caritatis] 

This text also includes a description of the monks ‘sheltering under an elm tree’ before they had built their monastery and how the monks ‘maintained the monastic horarium’ (the daily schedule that monks would follow) despite these circumstances.[footnoteRef:18] This is important as it is included in the original Cistercian documents that the monks of Citeaux created a new monastery by going out into the ‘desert’ and creating their house in an uninhabited area, this therefore likens Fountains to Citeaux which strengthens their sense of importance within the order due to the fact that Citeaux is the original Cistercian house.  [18:  ‘Narratio de Fundatione’ translated by Janet Burton] 

‘The story of Fountains Abbey is written not only in contemporary documents but also in the surviving fabric of its buildings and its buried archaeology’.  For example, the ruins of this abbey can be used to work out where the buildings would have been, however this may not always be possible. Archaeology is very important to studying history as it allows historians to develop a further understanding of the buildings that have existed throughout the history of the Abbey and what is still standing or still existing as ruins. However, it can often be difficult to date ruins or to tell what they may have been, so this may cause difficulties for historians.
Another reason that Fountains Abbey may not be difficult to write about is due to the fact that there are other sources that discuss the foundation, and the land which the abbey is on. For example, ‘the basic sources for the study of Fountains Abbey are the charters recording transactions in lands and rights’.[footnoteRef:19]On the other hand, Fountains Abbey may be difficult to write about is due to the fact that some Chartularies exist, but some parts are missing.[footnoteRef:20] These documents may also be hard to interpret. [19:  Wardrop, Joan, Fountains Abbey and Its Benefactors, 1132-1300 (Cistercian Publications, 1987) Page 1]  [20:  Wardrop, Joan, Fountains Abbey and Its Benefactors, 1132-1300 (Cistercian Publications, 1987)] 

Despite the fact that there is a foundation document for Fountains Abbey, it may still be difficult to write the history of this abbey, as the document may have been biased due to having been written by someone within the order. The Cistercians held very strong opinions about how they conducted themselves and may have changed certain parts of the history in order to make it seem that they were doing the correct thing, even if they were not. There is also the issue that the document may have been changed or edited throughout time, leading to inaccuracies. This is an issue with many medieval documents.
A key difficulty that historians face when studying sources is the issue of bias. This is true for all sources not just medieval ones. Bias can be defined as ‘an attitude not justified by facts’.[footnoteRef:21] Considering bias is important as it can lead to ‘unfair accounts of the past’ due to the historian studying the text or the person who wrote the text.[footnoteRef:22] This is why it is important to understand who wrote a text and why, in order to determine whether or not it is biased. This is also important when assessing the validity of a source, as if it is biased it likely does not tell the full story, therefore it may be missing key details that are useful for understanding the history. Therefore, whenever a source is studied, bias has to be considered. Overall, bias is an issue that faces historians writing the history of anything. [21:  Moss, Walter G., Historians' Perspective on Media Bias: Where it Came from, and What Can be Done?. Accessed 24/10/25 https://www.historynewsnetwork.org/article/historians-perspective-on-media-bias-where-itcame#:~:text=Bias%2D%2Dan%20%E2%80%9Cattitude%20held,wreak%20havoc%20in%20our%20world.]  [22:  Mccullagh, C.. (2000). Bias in Historical Description, Interpretation, and Explanation. History and Theory. 39. 39 - 66. 10.1111/0018-2656.00112.] 

Another issue that faces historians writing the history of Fountains Abbey, is due to the dissolution of the monasteries. This abbey surrendered in November 1539, this meant that the monastery was no longer used and the wealth and land it held now belonged to others.[footnoteRef:23] As said by Julia Hickey ‘The greatest Cistercian Abbey in the kingdom was chopped up and dispersed'.[footnoteRef:24] The dissolution of the monasteries led to many issues in terms of historical documents as many that were being kept in monasteries were lost or destroyed when this dissolution happened.  [23:  Coppack, Glyn, R Gilyard-Beer, and English Heritage., Fountains Abbey : North Yorkshire (English Heritage, 1993)]  [24:  Hickey, Julia, ‘The Lingering Power of Fountains Abbey’ (2005) Accessed 24/10/25 https://www.timetravel-britain.com/articles/churches/fountains.shtml#:~:text=This%20was%20a%20revolt%20led,torn%20from%20the%20abbey%20walls.] 

Another reason that it may be difficult for historians to write the history of Fountains Abbey, is due to fact that the buildings were built at different times and in different eras. For example, the bell tower which was built in the sixteenth century despite the fact that Cistercian Abbeys were not supposed to have these. Other buildings were also added to the Abbey throughout time in periods of prosperity, including the impressively named "Chapel of the Nine Altars".[footnoteRef:25] This causes difficulties for historians writing the history as the buildings were built in different time periods so would possibly look different or have been built using different materials, therefore it may be difficult to work out when each building was built. This may also be an issue as if these buildings were recorded after being built, they would have all been recorded separately, therefore not all of these records may still exist or be easy to locate. This makes it difficult to piece together the history of Fountains Abbey. [25:  Hickey, Julia, ‘The Lingering Power of Fountains Abbey’ (2005) Accessed 24/10/25 https://www.timetravel-britain.com/articles/churches/fountains.shtml#:~:text=This%20was%20a%20revolt%20led,torn%20from%20the%20abbey%20walls.] 

Furthermore, it could be difficult to write the history of Fountains Abbey is due to the fact that the Abbey was rebuilt after being destroyed due to a fire in 1146.[footnoteRef:26] This could mean that many historical sources could have been destroyed and therefore there may be information about the Abbey that is now inaccessible. Another issue that this may have caused is that it may be hard to figure out if the Abbey was rebuilt according to how it originally was, or if changes had been made. This therefore may have created a difficulty for historians writing the history of the abbey. [26: Author unknown, Accessed 26/10/25 https://www.britainexpress.com/counties/yorkshire/abbeys/fountains.htm#:~:text=The%20church%20was%20the%20first,medieval%20Gothic%20architecture%20in%20England.] 

Overall, there are many issues facing historians writing the history of Fountains Abbey. This is for a multitude of reasons, for example despite the fact that there are some sources that discuss this history, these sources may not give us the full picture, may not be complete, may be inaccurate or they may be invalid due to bias. Another issue that faces historians is due to the changes that have been made to the Abbey throughout history, as it can be hard to identify when and why these changes occurred. This can cause an issue for historians as it will mean they may not be able to understand or interpret the full history.


Bibliography:
Primary Sources:
‘Narratio de Fundatione’ translated by Janet Burton
Harding, Stephen, Carta Caritatis
‘The Rule of S. Benet’: Latin and Anglo-Saxon Interlinear Version. United Kingdom, Early English Text Society, 1888.
Secondary Sources:
 A. D. Mills, ‘Fountains Abbey’, A Dictionary of British Place Names (Oxford University Press, 2011)
Coppack, Glyn, Fountains Abbey (Amberley, 2009) Page 1
Coppack, Glyn, R Gilyard-Beer, and English Heritage., Fountains Abbey: North Yorkshire (English Heritage, 1993)
Hodges, G. (n.d.). Fountains Abbey: The story of a mediæval monastery. Project Gutenberg.
John Cannon, and Robert Crowcroft, ‘Fountains Abbey’, A Dictionary of British History (Oxford University Press, 2015)
 Mccullagh, C.. (2000). Bias in Historical Description, Interpretation, and Explanation. History and Theory. 39. 39 - 66. 10.1111/0018-2656.00112.
Spence, Michael, The Late Medieval Cistercian Monastery of Fountains Abbey, Yorkshire : Monastic Administration, Economy, and Archival Memory (Brepols Publishers, 2020)
 Wardrop, Joan, Fountains Abbey and Its Benefactors, 1132-1300 (Cistercian Publications, 1987)
Digital Sources:
Author unknown, Accessed 26/10/25 https://www.britainexpress.com/counties/yorkshire/abbeys/fountains.htm#:~:text=The%20church%20was%20the%20first,medieval%20Gothic%20architecture%20in%20England. 
Author Unknown, The Cistercians in Yorkshire, Fountains Abbey, Foundation: a Cistercian identity, Accessed 23/10/25 https://www.dhi.ac.uk/cistercians/fountains/history/foundation/#:~:text=Having%20endured%20the%20winter%20of,and%20hopes%20for%20the%20future. 
Author Unknown, The Cistercians in Yorkshire, Fountains Abbey, Introduction, Accessed 23/10/25 https://www.dhi.ac.uk/cistercians/fountains/history/#:~:text=Fountains%20Abbey%20was%20the%20second,significant%20monastic%20remains%20in%20Europe.
  Author Unknown, The Cistercians in Yorkshire, Fountains Abbey, Origins, Accessed 22/10/25 https://www.dhi.ac.uk/cistercians/fountains/history/origins/index.php 
Author Unknown, The Cistercians in Yorkshire, Fountains Abbey, The Library, Accessed 22/10/25 https://www.dhi.ac.uk/cistercians/fountains/buildings/library/library2.php#:~:text=The%20fifteenth%2Dcentury%20'Bursars',was%20spent%20on%20binding%20books.&text=In%20the%20twelfth%20and%20thirteenth,and%20learning%20within%20the%20cloister.
Hickey, Julia, ‘The Lingering Power of Fountains Abbey’ (2005) Accessed 24/10/25 https://www.timetravel-britain.com/articles/churches/fountains.shtml#:~:text=This%20was%20a%20revolt%20led,torn%20from%20the%20abbey%20walls. 
Moss, Walter G., Historians' Perspective on Media Bias: Where it Came from, and What Can be Done?. Accessed 24/10/25 https://www.historynewsnetwork.org/article/historians-perspective-on-media-bias-where-itcame#:~:text=Bias%2D%2Dan%20%E2%80%9Cattitude%20held,wreak%20havoc%20in%20our%20world. 





