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Commentary One
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, but only wooden ones; no candelabra, except a single one of iron; no thuribles except of copper or iron; no chasuble except of fustian or linen, and without a pallium of gold or silver; no albs or amices except of linen, and likewise without gold, and silver.
(Exordium Parvum)
The extract is the opening of Chapter seventeen of the Exordium Parvum, describing the death of the first abbot Alberic and the election of Stephen. The Exordium Parvum, a key Cistercian foundation document, describes the establishment of a monastery at Citeaux and the actions of the first abbots from a Cistercian perspective. The Exordium Parvum is given authority as a historical narrative of the origins of the Cistercians by the inclusion of documents such as letters.[footnoteRef:2] The Cistercians were part of a more extensive set of experimental reforms during the 11th and 12th centuries that sought to return to a straighter adherence to the Rule of Saint Benedict.  [2:  J. Burton & J. Kerr, The Cistercians in the Middle Ages (The Boydell Press, 2016), pp. 11.] 

There is much debate as to who wrote the Exordium Parvum and when it was written. While some scholars believe the second abbot of Citraux, Stephen Harding,[footnoteRef:3] composed the Exordium Parvum in the 1120s, others regard it as a work by Raynard du Bar, abbot of Citeaux 1134-1150.[footnoteRef:4] While the document itself relates to the founding and first two abbots of Citeaux, it seems more likely that the Exordium Parvum was written sometime after the foundation, possibly in the 1150s or even later.[footnoteRef:5] The tone of this excerpt bears a striking similarity to the Apology written by Bernard of Clairvaux in 1125 to defend the Cistercians against accusations of slander against the Cluniacs.[footnoteRef:6] The aggressive manner supports a later date of composition as the influence of later ideas can be seen in the foundation document of Citeaux.  [3:  While Robert founded Citeaux, both foundational documents refer to Alberic as the first Abbot of Citeaux.]  [4:  C. H. Burman, The Cistercian Evolution: The Invention of a Religious Order in Twelfth-Century Europe (University of Pennsylvania Press, 2010), pp. 47; Burton, The Cistercians, pp. 14-15.]  [5:  Burman, The Cistercian Evolution, pp. 50.]  [6:  D. Burr, ‘Bernard of Clairvaux: Apology’, https://sourcebooks.fordham.edu/source/bernard1.asp [accessed 5 November 2021]] 

The extract from the Exordium Parvum describes some of the measures enacted by Stephen to promote the austerity and piety of Citeaux. Stephen was the forceful reformer who made significant changes at Citeaux that we now recognise as cornerstones of Cistercian life. While Robert himself strongly advocated a stricter adherence to the Rule of Saint Benedict, the fact that Stephen “prohibited the duke of that land or any other lord from keeping his court at any time in that monastery” suggests that this was happening during the abbacy of Robert and Alberic. By banning the feasts, they are not only forsaking worldly pleasures but also distancing themselves from the population to focus on spiritual pursuits in an artificial ‘desert’. The Citeaux “experiment” was not a fully formed “Order” when Robert and his monks set out from Molesme, but an evolution of ideas that culminated in Cistercianism through many trials.[footnoteRef:7] [7:  Burman, The Cistercian Evolution, pp. xii.] 

Stephen also sought to remove objects of “pride and superfluity or that would ever corrupt poverty” such as gold crosses and clothing other than linen so that none would “remain in the house of God”. In chapter VII of the Exordium Parvum, Hugh of Lyon’s letter regarding the return of Robert to Molesme declares that the furnishings Robert took with him from Molesme were to “remain unharmed with the brethren of the New Monastery”. The fact that Robert brought furnishings from Molesme and Stephen sought to ensure that no “superfluous” items “remained” suggests that Robert brought with him things that Stephen then had removed. The extract shows the importance of austerity in the early years of the Cistercians. Stricter adherence to the Rule of Saint Benedict was the main reason Robert and his followers to leave Molseme and started a new monastery at Citeaux; however, Robert himself was a Cluniac reformer, as was Pope Urban II, who ratified the establishment of Citeaux.[footnoteRef:8] It was later Cistercians, such as Bernard of Clairvaux, who were hostile towards the Cluniacs. The Exordium Parvum creates an obvious distinction between the Cistercians as the true hairs to the Desert Fathers and the “neglectful” actions of the Cluniac monks at Molesme.  [8:  J. J. Norwich, The Popes: A History [ebook] (Vintage, 2012), pp. 143] 
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