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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)


In this commentary, I will discuss an extract from the Exordium Parvum, a twelfth century document describing the establishment of the Cistercian Abbey of Citeaux.[footnoteRef:1] The Latin ‘exordium’ meaning ‘beginning’, and ‘parvum’ meaning ‘new’ suggests that the establishment of the abbey was the first step in the revival of Cistercian identity. Indeed, the Exordium Parvum was a foundation text for later Cistercian narratives, including documents such as the Parvum Cistercii, indicating its importance to the medieval monastic sphere.[footnoteRef:2] [1:  O.S.C.O., ‘Exordium Parvum’, Order of Cistercians of the Strictest Observance, May 2016. Available online at: https://www.ocso.org/resources/foundational-text/exordium-parvum/ [accessed 21 February 2020].]  [2:  O.S.C.O., ‘Exordium Cistercii’, Order of Cistercians of the Strictest Observance, May 2016. Available online at: https://www.ocso.org/resources/foundational-text/exordium-cistercii/ [accessed 21 February 2020].] 

The source mentions two figures – Alberic and Stephen, both of whom were abbots at Citeaux. Arguably, the source’s celebratory tone towards these figures credits them with the maintaining of Cistercian principles at Citeaux following their leave of Molesme. That the source mentions them suggests that they were regarding highly by those at Citeaux and that they were successful in their control of the abbey. Indeed, the source tells us that Alberic had “practiced fruitfully regular discipline in the school of Christ”, heralding him as an exemplar Cistercian.[footnoteRef:3] This quote could also be interpreted that discipline and the Rule of St Benedict was more regularly enforced at Citeaux than perhaps it had been at Molesme.  [3:  O.S.C.O., ‘Exordium Parvum’. ] 

The source mentions that Stephen was “an Englishman by nationality” suggesting that the extent and popularity of the Cistercian order in Molesme was being received overseas.[footnoteRef:4] What the source does not tell us, however, is that Stephen, who is described as a “lover of the Rule and of the place”, is attributed to the Carta Caritatis, a Cistercian document which reformed parts of the Rule.[footnoteRef:5] The Caritatis states for example, that during the establishment of a new monastery, it shall not “be constructed within cities”, emphasising the Cistercian principles of self-sufficiency and limited interaction with the secular world.[footnoteRef:6] More importantly, the Caritatis also states that, “no abbot shall be sent to a new place without at least twelve monks”, linking to the apostolic number, as well as referencing the twelve monks who founded Citeaux.[footnoteRef:7]  [4:  Ibid. ]  [5:  Stephen Harding, Carta Caritatis. Available online at: https://moodle.uwtsd.ac.uk/pluginfile.php/343627/mod_resource/content/0/Cistercian%20sources%201.pdf [accessed 22 February 2020], p. 35. The “place” is Molesme.]  [6:  Ibid., p. 35.]  [7:  Ibid., p. 35.] 

The Ecclesiastical History of Orderic Vitalis suggests that the Cistercian Order was perhaps one of the biggest growing phenomenon during the Twelfth Century Renaissance, and that it was legislation such as the Parvum as well as Bernard of Clairvaux’s Apologia that led to its growth and “ecclesiastical cultural evolution”.[footnoteRef:8]  As well as this, the Ecclesiastical History points out a number of flaws in the Cistercian order, including a quotation from the Bishop of Langres, who said, “we carelessly overlook[ed] a number of it’s precepts”, referencing places such as Molesme that failed to follow the Rule closely.[footnoteRef:9] Interestingly, the Ecclesiastical History seems to suggest that Molesme was once the centre of “true piety” but after many years its founding abbot Robert realised that, “it seems to me that we have not observed it in every point”.[footnoteRef:10] It is here, therefore, that we have what seems to be the motivation behind the establishment of Citeaux as a stricter Cistercian abbey, as well as the production of reformed texts such as the Caritatis and the Apologia.  [8:  R. N Swanson., The Twelfth Century Renaissance. (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 1999), p. 154.]  [9:  Orderic Vitalis, The Ecclesiastical History of Orderic Vitalis. Available online at: https://moodle.uwtsd.ac.uk/pluginfile.php/343625/mod_resource/content/0/Cistercian%20Sources%202.pdf [accessed 22 February 2020], p. 1. “it’s” refers to the Rule of St Benedict.]  [10:  Ibid., p. 1.] 

The Parvum, similarly to the Caritatis, outlines a number of significant rules expected to be maintained at Citeaux, including the prohibition for dukes to hold court in the monastery, as well as detailing the items allowed at Citeaux.[footnoteRef:11] These items include “only painted wooden” crosses, as well as “fustian or linen” chasubles, and linen “albs or amices”.[footnoteRef:12] These simple materials would have maintained a degree of uniformity between the monks at Citeaux, as well as the “safeguard of poverty”, one of the fundamental principles of the Cistercian Order.[footnoteRef:13] The materials would also have been easy and cheap to obtain, and possibly produced by the monks themselves. Therefore, it appears that the monks were self-sufficient in their production of materials at Citeaux, and that they did not rely on the secular world to support themselves, thus fitting the Cistercian principles of solitude and self-sufficiency.  [11:  O.S.C.O., ‘Exordium Parvum’.]  [12:  Ibid.]  [13:  Ibid.] 

Despite this, Berman argues that the Cistercians thrived due to their reliance on the laity, and that French peasants who were attracted to Citeaux by the idea of conversi, led to the success of Citeaux.[footnoteRef:14] Indeed, although it went against their principles, perhaps the founders of Citeaux were motivated to establish the abbey in the heart of France rather than in complete isolation, as, in the words of Berman, it was monasteries founded within “settled agricultural populace” that thrived more than those established in the wilderness.[footnoteRef:15]  [14:  C. H. Berman, Medieval Agriculture, the Southern French Countryside, and the Early Cistercians: A Study of Forty-three Monasteries. (American Philosophical Society: 2007), p. 56. ]  [15:  Ibid., p. 56.] 

	Although the authorship of the Exordium Parvum remains unknown, it widely believed that it was written by monks at Citeaux, potentially even during the lifetime of abbot Stephen Harding.[footnoteRef:16] Stephen’s interrelationship with a number of key Cistercian narratives emphasises his importance to Citeaux. His relationship with Bernard of Clairvaux is interesting, as according to Berman, the Parvum fails to mention Bernard in the text due to a critique of his “failure to maintain monastic stability” as well as his “duties as abbot of Clairvaux”.[footnoteRef:17] On the other hand, Bredero argues that the reason Bernard was not mentioned in the Parvum, was because his “influence on the policies of Citeaux was still limited” due to “differences in opinion between abbots”, with the ‘abbots’ in question believed to be Bernard and Stephen.[footnoteRef:18] To conclude therefore, this extract from the Exordium Parvum is valuable in that we can interweave it with other Cistercian texts from this period, many of which link to Stephen in some way. Additionally, the source is useful in determining how Cistercian Abbeys during this period operated, through providing a number of rules by which the Cistercians would have abided.  [16:  Abbey of Scourmont, ‘The ‘Exordium Cistercii’ and the ‘Summa Carta Caritatis’: A Discussion Continued”, in Cistercian Ideals and Reality, (1978), p.45. Available online at: http://www.scourmont.be/exordium/unit4.pdf [accessed 22 February 2020]. It is estimated that the Exordium Parvum was written anywhere between 1112-1170. Stephen Harding’s death occurred in 1134. ]  [17:  C. H. Berman, The Cistercian Evolution: The Invention of a Religious Order in Twelfth-century Europe. (Pennsylvania: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2000), p. 14. ]  [18:  A. H. Bredero., Bernard of Clairvaux. (London: A&C Black, 2004), pp. 214 - 215.] 
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