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The Cistercians in Wales and Yorkshire

Delivered at the One Hundred and Forty-Fifth Annual Summer Meeting at York, 1998

By DR LAWRENCE BUTLER, M.A., F.S.A., M.L.F.A.

Fellow Cambrians, it is a great honour to be invited to give this Presidential Address and to
follow in the footsteps of so many distinguished scholars dedicated to the history, archaeology,
literature and culture of Wales. Little did I think that after my first introduction to your
Association during the Easter Conference at Lampeter in 1962, welcomed by such stalwarts as
J.D.K. Lloyd and Cecil Vaughan Owen, that | would find such continuing friendship and good
company with the Cambrians. It is one of your occasional publications that has inspired me to
tackle the topic of the Cistercians in both Wales and Yorkshire. In A Hundred Years of Welsh
Archaeology, published in 1949, there were, for me, two particularly valuable papers: one on
castles by Bryan O’Neil, the other on the greater religious houses by Dr Amold Taylor.! Both
types of monument have provided research topics for me, either through my work for the Royal
Commission on Ancient Monuments for Wales and Monmouthshire or through invitations from
Cadw and its previous incarnations. However since 1998 is the ninth centenary of the founding
of Citeaux, the abbeys of the Cistercian order seems to be the more appropriate topic. Another
inspiration was a chance remark by Dr David Robinson when we were discussing the Cistercian
province of Wales during the Cambrians’ visit to Strata Florida. Both Wales with thirteen
abbeys and Yorkshire with eight houses had a similar number of Cistercian houses for men, so
did they each have an internal coherence or comparability about them? By contrast Wales had
only two houses for Cistercian nuns while Yorkshire had twelve; their slight remains, especially
in Wales, means that these nunneries will not be discussed here. Concentrating instead upon the
houses for men, it is therefore a question of exploring common trends or else of highlighting
disparate developments.*

These trends and developments can be examined under six main headings, starting with the
circumstances of origin, then looking at the choice of the location and the continuity of the site,
before assessing the evidence from the architecture. At all these abbeys the prospects for
archaeological research will be evaluated before placing the individual houses in the wider
Cistercian landscape and finally considering the post-Dissolution use of the sites and their
buildings. For the purposes of this survey the boundaries of Wales and Yorkshire are drawn a
little generously with Abbey Dore on the Herefordshire side of the Golden Valley being
included in the discussion of Welsh houses and with Whalley on the Lancashire side of the
Ribble valley being used as an example of a late medieval site transfer.

In both England and Wales the period 1130-1132 was a crucial time for monastic
foundations. For England although there had been earlier foundations by the Cistercians at
Waverley (1128), a daughter of L’Aumoéne in the county of Blois and a grand-daughter of
Citeaux, and by the order of Savigny, first at Tulketh (1124) near Preston, and then more
permanently at Furness (1127) in Lancashire, the reformed monastic life was stimulated by the
arrival of a colony of Cistercian pioneers coming to Yorkshire ‘to plant an offshoot of good
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hope from the noble vine of Clairvaux’. It was reported that Saint Bernard wrote to Henry 1
saying that ‘he wished to seize plunder for his heavenly lord out of the lands of the king’,
adding that he had ‘sent valiant soldiers from his army who would not be slow to capture what
they wanted’’ This crusading military metaphor fell upon ready ears and a Norman baron,
Walter Espec, at Helmsley castle gave land nearby in the narrow valley where Rievaulx now
stands. This foundation early in 1132 had an immediate effect on the local monasteries. At St
Mary’s abbey in York a group led by the prior Richard were so disenchanted with the strict
routine of Benedictine ritual and so captivated by the emphasis on personal spirituality that they
decamped, throwing themselves on the generosity of archbishop Thurstan who provided them
with food, shelter and land. Eventually soon after Christmas in the same year, 1132, the
refugees, with a mixture of fortitude and hope, built themselves wooden huts in the valley of the
Skell by the springs or Fountains — ‘a place more suited to be the dwelling of wild beasts than
the abode of men’ (Plate 1). These two abbeys, the former a confident foundation, the latter a
precarious shelter, were the source for a large number of daughter houses throughout northern
England, southern Scotland and Norway. Eight houses were founded in Yorkshire as daughters
or grand-daughters of Rievaulx, Fountains and Furness. In most cases they relied upon the
generosity of the barons: at Meaux the monks encouraged William le Gros, count of Aumale, to
surrender his cherished deer park. Elsewhere the barons took full advantage of the Cistercian
fondness for deserted places to settle the monks as a Christian buffer zone, sometimes on
territory disputed during Stephen’s anarchy.*
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Plate 1. Fountains: the nave looking west.
By permission of English Heritage.



Presidential Address 3

Nid yw’r hawliau gennym i
arddangos y deunydd hwn.

We do not have the rights
to display this image.

Plate 2. Margam: the nave arcades looking north-west.
By permission of Peter Knowles, Photography, Port Talbot.

In Wales there was a preliminary stage when the Anglo-Norman barons established the
monks of Savigny, an order based in Normandy, at sites close to their castles at Neath (1129)
and Hen Blas in Basingwerk (1131). The first Cistercian house was also founded in 1131 by
Walter de Clare at Tintern in the Wye valley, a few miles upstream from his castle of
Chepstow; as had happened three years earlier at Waverley he invited a company of monks
from L’Aumone (‘Petit Citeaux’). The vast majority of the Welsh foundations starting with
Whitland were established by the Welsh princes in inner Wales (pura Wallia) with monks sent
direct from Clairvaux, St Bernard’s own abbey in Burgundy, outside the jurisdiction of the
dukes of Normandy or of the kings of France. Whitland (1140) and Margam (1147) were
daughter houses of Clairvaux. Although Whitland was originally founded at Trefgarn near
Haverfordwest by Bernard, the Norman bishop of St David’s (1115—48), it soon transferred to a
more fertile site near Carmarthen. When Whitland’s first daughter house of Strata Florida came
under the patronage of Rhys ap Gruffydd, the ruler of Deheubarth, in 1165, this marked the start
of the participation by the Welsh princes in Cistercian foundations: nearly all the abbeys were
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offshoots from Whitland: Aberconwy, Strata Marcella, Cwmhir, Cymmer and Valle Crucis.’
Their founders seem to have been impelled more by political considerations to enjoy the
reflected sanctity of the white monks and to possess an appropriate place of dynastic burial
rather than by strong religious motivation. Only Margam was the result of a sincere act of piety
when in 1147 Robert earl of Gloucester invited Nivard, brother of St Bernard, to witness the
symbolic act of land transfer which marked the establishment of that abbey in Glamorgan (Plate
2). Much later Tintern Minor in Ireland, otherwise known as De Voto (the abbey of The Vow),
was founded in 1201 to fulfil a promise made by William Marshal when in danger from
shipwreck on the Irish Sea. A similar vow and the gift of an important relic initiated Holy
Cross in Tipperary, founded by Donal O’Brian, king of Munster.*

Another factor which may have formed a bond between the Welsh princes and the Cistercians
was the primitive ascetic quality of the pioneer monks — ‘men of outstanding holiness and
perfect religion’, similar to the Culdee tradition of the Celtic church and seeking to inspire the
parish clergy with a devotional attitude by their own examples, even though the Augustinian
canons communicated a clearer pastoral mission. Only Penmon and Talley seem to have
fulfilled this role in Wales. The other houses of the canons were too poorly endowed to act in
this capacity; additionally Ynys Enlli (Bardsey) despite its undoubted sanctity was too remote,
and the houses of Llanthony and Beddgelert were too threatened by local strife to operate in
total safety. Over the next four centuries the bond between the founder and his abbey was
steadily weakened through dynastic change and English conquest, but at Rievaulx near
Helmsley castle and at Strata Marcella near Powis castle the baronial involvement remained
significant.

In considering the choice of location I have previously identified the possible significance of
the visual link between the ruler’s /lys or castle and the abbey placed under his protection.’
Such symbolic links as that between Aberconwy and Degannwy, Valle Crucis and Dinas Bran
(Plate 3), Strata Florida and Ystrad Meurig, or Strata Marcella and Powis castle may be given as
examples of an interdependence of military and devotional protection. This is really very little
different from Neath abbey and its founder Richard de Granville’s castle or Basingwerk and
Hen Blas at Coleshill: in both these cases it is likely that the monks at first lodged in the castle
bailey and used the castle chapel whilst their site was being prepared for them. The preferred
locations tend to be in the broader, more open straths or valleys and along the tidal estuaries, in
contrast to the few houses sited in narrow secluded valleys as at Cwmbhir and Dore. Generally
these abbeys show a stability in their location either moving over a short distance, as at Strata
Florida, or being transferred closer to a political nucleus, as at Aberconwy.

In Yorkshire the visible link between the founder’s castle and his abbey is not so clear or with
the threat of Scottish invasion was not so desirable. However the narrow valleys of Rievaulx
(Plate 4) and Fountains were respectively only two miles from the castle of Walter Espec at
Helmsley and from the manor of archbishop Thurstan at Ripon. Roche was about three miles
from Richard de Builli’s base at the royal castle of Tickhill. The other abbeys of Byland,
Jervaulx, Kirkstall, Meaux and Sawley were situated at a greater distance from their founders’
castles and were far more vulnerable to brigandage. The anomalous establishment at
Scarborough, midway between the castle and the town’s harbour and manned by proctors sent
out from Citeaux, was more clearly an economic base intended to facilitate trade with the
continent.®* Tintern, Margam and Neath maintained houses in Bristol to obtain similar burghal
privileges in a blatant departure from early Cistercian regulations. The Yorkshire abbeys later
owned houses in York, Beverley and some other towns.
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Plate 4. Rievaulx: the setting in the valley of the river Rye.
(Classical temples on hill top terrace: upper left)
By permission of English Heritage.

There were many examples of communities whose initial choice of site had been too hasty.
Fountains’ third daughter settled first at Barnoldswick in 1147, but the monks soon complained
of the harsh climate: ‘it was a cold and bleak place, often in the clouds, [where] the crops failed
to ripen and the corn became white on the stalk’. Almost identical phrases were used by the
monks of Sawley in 1188 whey they tried unsuccessfully to move to more fertile ground.” The
community at Barnoldswick retreated to a more sheltered location at Kirkstall in Airedale in
1154. The monks who eventually settled at Byland had a far more chequered early history
moving four times between 1134 and 1177, including a short stay at Old Byland where the
community found that their bells were mistaken for those of nearby Rievaulx causing confusion
at both abbeys; a similar complaint of clashing bells occurred at Barnoldswick between the
Cistercians and the nearby parishioners.

Two entirely different sets of circumstances caused later site changes to be made. During the
English conquest of Gwynedd Edward I identified his need for a castle at the mouth of the
Conway at its junction with the Gyffin; in 1283 he ordered the Cistercian monks at Aberconwy
to be transferred to Maenan, eight miles upstream from their former house. The strong support
which the native Welsh monks had given to the cause of Llywelyn ap Gruffydd was another
factor influencing the English king’s decision. A ruthless attitude to his opponent’s grandfather
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was shown by Edward in the removal of the body of that abbey’s founder, Llywelyn ap
lorwerth, from Aberconwy in Gwynedd to Maenan in Perfeddwlad. An entirely different set of
circumstances caused another site transfer: a deteriorating climate forced the monks of Stanlow
to move from the Wirral peninsula. Their initial site, chosen in 1172, was on the south bank of
the Mersey and constant flooding by tidal surges made the conduct of religious life particularly
damp and penitential. A drier site had to be found urgently and in 1296 they moved to Whalley
in Ribblesdale despite its proximity to Sawley, six miles upstream. There are some similarities
between the flooding at Stanlow and the relocation of Grace Dieu from the west bank of the
Trothy to slightly higher ground on the east bank though even there the remains seem to be
deeply covered by hill wash.

The Cistercians’ architecture provides a clear contrast between Wales and Yorkshire, both in
the survival of the abbey remains and in the quality of the masonry. Yorkshire possessed an
abundance of freestones, often as at Roche and Fountains obtained by quarrying the valley sides
in which the abbey lay. Wales had large tracts of slates and igneous rocks with few
opportunities for fine carving or graceful columns. Within Yorkshire there is substantial visual
evidence of the early Burgundian influence of Fontenay at Rievaulx and Fountains, particularly
in the use of domed or transverse vaults on the nave aisles (Plate 1). In Wales the evidence is
scantier, but the naves at Dore and Margam seem to be linked to the mainstream Romanesque
style (Plate 2). Whereas the Yorkshire houses of Roche, Byland, Rievaulx and Fountains built
their eastern arms in a purer form of Early English Gothic, only Dore in its rebuilt eastern arm
shows a similar clarity and inventiveness. The work at the eastern arm at Valle Crucis, a
repositioned archway there, a similar arch now in the south porch at Aberconwy, the arcade
from Cwmbhir (now in part re-erected at Llanidloes), and a capital from Strata Marcella (now at
Buttington) display an abundance of floral decoration which has moved away from primitive
Cistercian ideals. This is also reflected in the array of tombstones at Valle Crucis."

It is only with the rebuilt churches at Tintern (Plate 5) and Neath that one sees the freedom of
late thirteenth-century masons to explore the mixture of a rectangular plan allied to ornate
capitals, vault bosses and tracery. At Neath also the decorative counterplay of grey slate
walling and white Pennant limestone dressings is exploited. Presumably the rebuilt presbytery
and transepts at Margam and the entirely new church at Maenan (Aberconwy II) showed similar
ornateness. There is no equivalent work in the abbey churches in Yorkshire, though the new
church at Whalley in Lancashire must have been similar to Tintern. A century later, in about
1483, abbot John Darnton placed large Perpendicular windows in the east and west gables of
Fountains abbey church (Plate 6) and included above the eastern one in the south wall of the
Chapel of Nine Altars a carved head of a mitred abbot, perhaps to praise himself. Even more
prominent are the early sixteenth-century towers built at Kirkstall for abbot William Marshal
and at Fountains for abbot Marmaduke Huby; both show a distinctive and self-laudatory
departure from Cistercian ideals, comparable to the contemporary incomplete west towers at
Furness and for prior Richard Moon at the Augustinian house of Bolton-in-Wharfedale. Only
the west tower at Cymmer in Meirionydd provides in the late fourteenth century a poor
unadorned relative in contrast to this grand display in northern England.

The domestic cloister buildings often mirror the message of the churches. In Wales the
evidence is simple, practical and prosaic, with only the multangular chapter houses at Dore and
Margam showing a more ambitious approach, later imitated by a very similar octagonal chapter
house at Whalley. The east range undercroft at Neath presents an impressive display of
vaulting which could have been matched or outshone at Tintern had the vaulting survived there.
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Plate 5. Tintern: east end of the church, from the south-east.
By permission of Cadw: Welsh Historic Monuments.
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Plate 6. Fountains: the eastern chapels showing late fifteenth-century windows.
By permission of English Heritage.

In Yorkshire the domestic architecture is far richer, survives far better and reflects quite clearly
the higher quality of mason-craft present in the castles and churches of the surrounding
countryside. The immense refectory and the apsidal chapter house at Rievaulx, the impressive
west range undercroft at Fountains, the austere regularity of the dormitory at Jervaulx and the
surviving gatehouse at Roche all show the size of the community and the wealth of their local
estates as well as their continuing wider contacts with the continent. Whilst the later domestic
accommodation surviving in Wales is usually utilitarian (apart from the abbot’s houses at Neath
and Cymmer), the abbot’s lodgings at Rievaulx and Fountains display far more complex
arrangements of rooms with grand fireplaces, devotional inscriptions and fine sculptural detail."

In our Centenary publication 4 Hundred Years of Welsh Archaeology Dr Arnold Taylor
suggested research topics that could be tackled by below-ground investigation, some of which
have since been accomplished. Yet the perception exists that the Welsh sites, apart from
Tintern, are to be understood principally from their archaeology and not from their architecture.
As a result of this attitude Wales was excluded from Norton and Park’s volume Cisrercian
Architecture in the British Isles and from Peter Fergusson’s Architecture of Silence.” Some
attempts have recently been made to assess the surviving architecture,'* but archaeology, as in
the recent survey at Whitland (Fig. 1), and conservation appraisal, as in the remedial work at
Cwmbhir, have an important contribution to make. The prospects for new discoveries by using



10 Archaeologia Cambrensis

CLOISTER

Fig.1. Whitland: based on excavation and geophysical survey.
By permission of Cambria Archaeology.
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Fig. 2. Strata Marcella: possible reconstruction of the plan of the abbey church and cloister
based on excavation and geophysical survey.
By permission of C.J. Arnold and W.J. Britnell.

integrated geophysical work is much more exciting. The work of Dr Christopher Armold has
clarified some anomalies at Strata Marcella (Fig. 2)." Far more could be undertaken on the
church plans at Cwmbhir and Cymmer as well as on the first church at Neath.' There are
excellent opportunities in open ground for investigating the cloisters and courts at Cwmbhir,
Margam and Whitland, as well as the canons’ accommodation at Talley. The first sites at Strata
Florida and at Rhedynog Felen (the predecessor of Aberconwy) might also yield valuable
results to resistivity survey. For all these abbeys we could then reconstruct their precincts as
fully as is now possible at Tintern.'®

The research questions at Yorkshire sites have moved beyond the recovery of plans, though
work on examining the early timber phases of Fountains, Kirkstall and Sawley and the first
church at Rievaulx has been important (Fig. 3)."” Instead there has been a fuller analysis of the
industrial processes' and a comprehensive assessment of artefacts, especially floor tiles."
Furthermore the work of Stuart Harrison and Peter Fergusson at Byland (Plate 7) and Rievaulx
have shown a different way forward in analysing fallen and buried masonry and tracing loose
architectural details which have enabled them to identify the contributions of individual masons
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to specific phases of construction and decoration.”® This approach has been applied in Wales to
the pulpitum at Tintern (Plate 8)*' and to the loose sculpture at Strata Florida.” The later
detached sculpture at Neath would benefit from such a research programme.

The better understanding of the Cistercian contribution to the Welsh landscape has received
added impetus from the publication of Dr David Williams® At/as, his survey of grange chapels
and the collaborative work on Dore. The Royal Commission’s work in Glamorgan has enabled
the monastic granges belonging to Neath and Margam to be better understood, with impressive
field surveys of Monknash (Plate 9), Marcross and Sker.” The Yorkshire estates were much
more extensive: Fountains had by far the highest income of any Cistercian house in the British
Isles, and it also has a large amount of surviving documentation, some of which has been
published and analysed in recent years.”* The Monuments Protection Programme has enabled
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Fig. 3. Rievaulx: the first stone church revealed by geophysical survey of the later cloister.
By permission of English Heritage and John Szymanski.
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: a reconstruction of the interior of the west front look
By permission of English Heritage.
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Plate 8. Tintern: a reconstruction of the pulpitum.
By permission of Cadw: Welsh Historic Monuments.

English Heritage to move beyond the pioneering work of Colin Platt and thereby identify more
detailed landscape patterns and developments (Plate 10).>* As well as the evidence of landscape
features such as mill ponds, sheep-houses, lead rakes, and iron pits, there still remain industrial
buildings such as the woolhouse at Fountains (Fig. 4). More unusual is the display of piety
(or egotism) in the grange chapels built by abbot Marmaduke Huby at Bewerley, Morker and
North Cowton. Some earlier chapels still survive: on Fountains’ grange of Bouthwaite and at
Jervaulx’s possession of Thrintoft.*

The final aspect to consider is the post-Dissolution treatment of the Cistercian abbeys. At
Neath and Margam gentry mansions were created from the cloister ranges and the process can
be re-interpreted. The changes to construct farmhouses in the east ranges of Basingwerk and
Valle Crucis are more difficult to identify, while the converted guest-house or abbot’s lodging
at Cymmer is encased within the later house. The former west range may survive concealed
within the Stedman mansion at Strata Florida (Plate 11). The re-use of the west range within the
Wynn mansion at Maenan must rely on documents and early nineteenth-century drawings to
understand its former plan.”” Perhaps because there were no great gatehouses to act as the
nucleus for a mansion and insufficiently large estates to attract Tudor speculators to Wales no
spectacular prodigy house was erected, though Fowler’s mansion on the terrace above Abbey
Cwmbhir does not now survive. Where new ‘great houses’ were built there was the preference to
chose dominant uncluttered settings rather than be associated with or surrounded by abbey
remnants.
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Plate 9. Monknash grange: air photograph from the south-east.
By permission of Cambridge University Air Photographic Collection.
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Plate 10. Newlass grange: air photograph from the east.
By permission of Cambridge University Air Photographic Collection.
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Fig. 4. Fountains: reconstruction drawing of the medieval woolhouse.
Hlustrator: Simon Hayfield.
By permission of English Heritage.
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By contrast the treatment of the Yorkshire ruins passes through two distinct phases. In the
late sixteenth century abbeys were used as a convenient quarry from which to build gentry
mansions nearby, as at Fountains, Jervaulx and Whalley.® In the late eighteenth century these
abbeys are treated as the backcloth for a contrived Romantic landscape: the monastic ruin in a
vista or as an eye-catcher within parkland planting. This was spectacularly achieved by
William Aislabie of Studley Royal at Fountains between 1768 and 1781, though Gilpin visiting
in 1772 was unimpressed by the treatment of the ruins. It was obtained more distantly at Roche
which was incorporated as a woodland clearing in Capability Brown’s landscaped design of
Sandbeck Park for Richard, fourth Earl of Scarbrough, between 1769 and 1774. The abbey
ruins were viewed more discreetly from the terrace created high above Rievaulx (Plate 4),
terminated by two classical temples erected in 1783 by Thomas Duncombe, leading the visitor
from Duncombe Park (the successor house to Helmsley Castle) on a journey of unfolding
discovery as tantalising glimpses of the abbey were seen through seemingly casual gaps in the
carefully controlled tree planting.”” Wailliam Aislabie also converted the grange chapel of
Morker at ‘Herleshowe’ or St Michael on Howe Hill into a Gothick summer-house. In Wales it
is only at Margam that a Picturesque setting is obtained after 1793 by making the chapter-house
ruins into a manipulated parkland feature, though Tintern was much admired for its ‘Romantic’
qualities and Valle Crucis (Plates 3 and 12) was often included on the Tours of North Wales.*

In both Wales and Y orkshire there are some under-explored sites, such as Cwmbhir near Builth
and Meaux near Beverley; in both regions the female houses are little studied.” For the next
decade the archaeological future lies in the development of non-destructive geophysical
techniques such as ground penetrating radar, the survey of standing structures by thermal
imaging and the greater use of infra-red or false colour aerial photography. The Cistercian
abbeys in Wales would be ideal candidates for just such a research programme and the
Cambrians the ideal sponsors for its advancement.

Plate 11. Strata Florida: bird’s eye view from the north-west in 1741 by the Buck brothers.
By permission of the National Library of Wales.
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Plate 12. An early nineteenth-century view of the east end of Valle Crucis.
By permission of the National Library of Wales.



