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In his anthropological approach to analysing religious buildings, Oskar Veraaik stresses the importance of understanding several concepts. Firstly, the social and political purpose of the structure and how blurred the lines are between the secular and ecclesiastical nature of the building. Secondly; that the space is defined by the rituals that take place within, not vice versa. Thirdly; religious spaces are not designed due to inherent qualities rather, by a desire to be viewed as opposite to ecclesiastical structures.[footnoteRef:1] From this ground plan can any of Veraaik’s concepts be interpreted?  [1:  Oskar Verkaaik, Religious Architecture: Anthropological Perspectives, (Amsterdam: Amsterdam University Press, 2013), pp. 8, 9, 14, 15.] 

The initial effect of viewing Tintern Abbey’s ground plan is how sprawling it is. The church follows the conventional Cistercian architectural design, in its simplicity and rejection of superfluity; while the layout of the outer buildings is chaotic and complex by comparison. This proves Veraaik’s point of religious buildings being designed around the rituals that take place within. The origins of the Cistercian order was with the principle of simplicity and following the Rule of St Benedict, this is seen in the simple design of the church, but religious rituals are not the only rituals to take place within a monastery and the monks strict adherence to the regulations for sleeping, eating, labour, and every other aspect of life not spent in prayer create a need for far more complex buildings.
What political and social meaning can be derived from this ground plan? Almost at the centre sits the infirmary cloister with the infirmary situated to the east. The monks at Tintern, seemingly, were engaged in their social duty of caring for the sick, although their lay infirmary was situated a mile away. This would suggest that the infirmary within the monastery was used only by the monks and was probably not even used by the lay brothers.[footnoteRef:2] Tintern’s political involvement can be seen in the abbot’s elaborate chambers. Tintern was the only welsh monastery where corrodians were housed. In 1302 Earl Roger Bigod temporarily surrendered his estates including Tintern to the crown, making it an ideal place for royal corrodians to be housed; which they were from the reign of Edward I to Henry VIII.[footnoteRef:3] The abbot’s chambers would have been the most suitable housing for such residents. How clearly defined were the lines between the ecclesiastical and secular uses of this monastery. The lay infirmary being situated a mile away, possibly for infection control, draws a rather solid boundary. Corrodian John Owain and his household ate at the abbot’s table and were given white bread and the best beer. While in direct contrast to the Rule which states ‘all who arrive as guests are to be welcomed like Christ’, archaeological evidence shows that at Tintern special measures were being taken to provide for high-status guests.[footnoteRef:4] The rather meagre living space provided for the cistercii provides another insight into the social workings of the monastery. The quarters of the lay brothers, small and situated on the very edge, almost outside, of the complex suggests an atmosphere in which they were considered second-class citizens. This idea is further supported by the elaborate decoration carved into the doorway for the monk’s entrance into the church, where no such decoration is made for the cistercii.[footnoteRef:5]  [2:  David H Williams, The Welsh Cistercians, (Gloucester: Action Publishing Tech, 2001), p. 152.]  [3:  Williams, The Welsh Cistercians, pp. 141, 142.]  [4:  Williams, The Welsh Cistercians, pp. 143, 144.]  [5:  Williams, The Welsh Cistercians, p. 111.] 

[image: ]Differing slightly from Veraaik’s claim that religious buildings are designed in opposition to secular structures is the notion that Cistercian structures were designed in opposition to other religious structures. This point is best made when comparing the design of Tintern’s church to the elaborate contemporary designs of Cluniac monasteries. The ground plan of Lewes,[footnoteRef:6] the oldest Cluniac monastery in Britain illustrates the differences the Cistercians were striving for in their designs. Bucher’s claim that a rigid set of principles consciously laid out in the thirteenth century are responsible for the development of a defined Cistercian architectural system. When architect Villard de Honnecourt designed the ‘ideal plan’ upon which all Cistercian monasteries were supposed to be based, it was in direct protest of the Cluniac tradition.[footnoteRef:7]  [6:  A Floor Plan of Lewes Priory, https://www.lewespriory.org.uk/excavations [Accessed 29-02-20]. ]  [7:  Francois Bucher, 'Cistercian Architectural Purism', Comparative Studies in Society and History, 3 (1960), 89-105, pp. 89, 91.] 

Studying the ground plan at a purely practical level show that few aspects of Tintern’s design set it apart from other contemporary Cistercian houses, the cloister is unusually situated to the north of the site. In the warming room to the north-east of the site was an elevated fireplace perhaps providing some form of central heating.[footnoteRef:8] The rest of the site conforms with Cistercian norms and displays their ingenuity, the elaborate drainage system running along the north of the site through the kitchens and latrines terminates at a sluice gate, designed to efficiently wash away waste. The monks built up the ground under the church elevating its position in the landscape.[footnoteRef:9]    [8:  Williams, The Welsh Cistercians, pp. 111, 116.]  [9:  Williams, The Welsh Cistercians, pp. 106, 114. ] 

It is questionable to what extent Cistercian architecture was regulated in the medieval period. In his book Cistercian architecture and medieval society, Sternberg argues that the notion of a Cistercian standard was a construct of post-WWII modernist thinking. That the modern interpretations of Cistercian design have obscured its original meanings, over emphasising some aspects of the Cistercian’s apparent renouncing of the world.[footnoteRef:10] In applying Veraaik’s concepts to this analysis of Tintern’s ground plan an appropriate level of subjectivity has been achieved to allow for Sternberg’s observations.    [10:  Maximillian Sternberg, Cistercian Architecture and Medieval Society (Boston: Leiden, 2013), pp. 1, 15.] 
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