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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)
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The above text is an extract from the Exordium Parvum (the Little Beginning), a foundational contemporary document of the Cistercian Order that tells the story of the origins their early history, dating to around the 12th century. It is taken from Chapter XVII, “Of the Death of the First Abbot and the Promotion of the Second and of their Institutes and their Joy” and refers to events taking place at the monastery of Cîteaux. The book the piece was taken from consisted of 18 chapters, a mixture of narrative history, letters and other documents.

The extract presented refers to the death of the previous Abbot, Alberic, and the introduction of his successor, Stephen. From this we can date the events being covered to as near as the 29th of January 1108 for the death of Alberic, who would later be sainted. It also pinpoints Stephen as no less than St. Stephen Harding, author of the Carta Caritatis (The Charter of Love/Charity). They were part of the original group who split off from the monastery at Molseme to form the nascent order of the Cistercians.  

Situated in Dijon, Cîteaux Abbey was within the sphere of influence of the duchy of Burgundy, which would become one of the most famous and powerful dynastic powerhouses France and the Holy Roman Empire. Indeed, the abbey had been part funded by Duke Odo I of Burgundy amongst other nobility in its first days. In one of two mentions of the lay founders of the Abbey, this text discusses the change in relations between the nobility and the monks: unlike the Benedictine practices of old, the monks would no longer entertain the laity at feasts.[footnoteRef:1] [1:  J. Burton, J. Kerr, The Cistercians in the Middle Ages (Woodbridge, Boydell Press, 2011), pp 18.] 


The Carta Caritatis was being written during the period that the extract from Exordium Parvum referenced here. These early Cistercians were making it clear that they wished to get closer to the views of poverty expressed in The Rule of St Benedict, thinking that their originating houses had strayed too far from the correct path. Therefore, the text shows that this was the time, under the tenure of St. Stephen that many of their ideas on how their new, more properly ascetic lifestyle should be practiced.

The work is notable for numerous reasons, one of which being its mixed nature of narrative and letters. It is part chronicle, part collation of documents. The work also forms a sort of guidebook by way of chronicle as to how to set up a monastery, although in less administrative format than the Carta Caritatis. Exordium Parvum states, by historical example, how the monks should seek to better themselves and live their lives properly. Two examples are found with in the text here, first with the increased separation from involvement with the nobility, and more emphatically by emphasising the importance of eschewing wealth and pride – even in the name of worshipping God.

It is important to view the Exordium Parvum alongside the Exordium Cistercii. Both are similar works, the Exordium Cistercii being shorter and differing in tone – far more forgiving of the failings of Molseme. Yet combined the two sources are some of the most valuable available for examining the history of the Cistercians. Despite any differences between the texts, they add up to the same events.[footnoteRef:2]  [2:  J. Burton, J. Kerr, The Cistercians in the Middle Ages (Woodbridge, Boydell Press, 2011), pp 9.
] 






Bibliography

Hosted Primary
Carta Caritatis https://www.ocso.org/resources/foundational-text/charter-of-charity/ [online] accessed on 01/03/2020
Exordium Cistercii https://www.ocso.org/resources/foundational-text/exordium-cistercii/ [online] accessed on 01/03/2020
Exordium Parvum https://www.ocso.org/resources/foundational-text/exordium-parvum/ [online] accessed on 01/03/2020

Secondary
Burton, J., Kerr, J. The Cistercians in the Middle Ages (Woodbridge, Boydell Press, 2011).
Tabor, D. In search of the Perfect Wilderness. Anchoritism in Cistercian Art and Spirituality
The Cambridge Companion to the Cistercian Order, Ed. M. B. Bruun (Cambridge, Cambridge University Press 2013).


2

