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Born in 1090 to a family of minor nobility, the author of the letter to Robert, Bernard of Clairvaux   was a notable character in the history of the Cistercians, due to his powerful words and his ability to fuel the fires in the situations he found himself in. He, along with thirty other noble men from Burgundy embarked on a mission to join the Monastery of Citeaux, founded by Robert of Molesme, and within two years of his presence as a monk, he was sent along with twelve other monks to found a new Monastery: later known of the Monastery of Clairvaux.
This letter written to his nephew Robert, has been an important piece of text, since it’s publication as, with Bernard’s way with words, it drives the conversation of how the Cluniacs had in certain ways, strayed from the Rule and the promises made to follow it as it was written. The Cluniacs lived a life of grandeur while following the Rule of St Benedict, albeit rather loosely. Manual labour was discarded in favour of writing and study, going against the importance of ‘work and prayer’ mentioned in the Rule. This way of life went against that of the Cistercian order, who’s founder Robert, set out to found a Monastery that followed the Rule even stricter than the Rule asked and Bernard, who was an early member of the Cistercians, had strongly upheld the promise Robert made to the Legate Hugh.
With Bernard being a devout man who heavily focused on prayer, meditation and seclusion, this letter provides evidence that the life of the Cluny was impossible to fathom in Bernard’s eyes; “If warm and comfortable furs…not follow you at once?” In this paragraph, he is questioning the needs of the Cluny and whether they needed things such as their expensive clothes, multiple meals and countless bottles of wine to choose from.
However, despite Bernard’s harsh wording and the appearance of Bernard’s dislike for the Cluniacs in this letter, his aim was anything but dislike and disapproval. This letter appears to insinuate that rather than condemning the Cluny, he is instead pointing out that in his eyes, the Cluniacs had lost their way and did not have the strength to follow the Rule as St Benedict had intended; “But these things are the comfort for the weak, not the arms of fighting men.” 
Despite his statement of weakness, Bernard is sure that the Cluny could find their way back to the path they made a promise to follow, “But what if you can act…able to do so?” And this was seen in the Cluniac reforms, which demanded greater religious devotion; though their materialism was something that followed them.
Evident in his letter, along with the disapproval of the Cluniacs, Bernard is disapproving of Roberts decision to return to the Cluny, “Long enough, perhaps too long…for your deliverance”, which is also evidence that Bernard was sure that Robert could return as a Cistercian monk and learn to live the way the Rule intended.
“there came a certain grand prior… admitted him into the fold…” this paragraph is an attack on the Grand Prior of the Cluny, Pons, who Bernard believed to have lured Robert back to the Cluniacs and Bernard’s dislike for the Cluny is extremely obvious here. Further fuelling his upset, it was suggested to the Pope that as Robert had been a child oblate, given by his parents to the Cluniacs, no one could refuse Robert re-joining Cluny. Robert never re-joined Bernard and the Cistercians, which was almost expected given the harsh words Bernard had accused Robert of and this fuelled Bernard on to continue his attacks on the Cluny.
Mentioning Robert being a child oblate, Bernard makes reference to his distaste of the Cluny using child oblates and how Robert wasn’t even accepted as a child oblate the way St Benedict wrote; “there is no doubt that the boy… the offering made before witnesses.” He is critical of how Robert was presented to the Cluny, but then goes a step further by saying that they couldn’t even do it correctly. This was particularly relevant at the time, as the Cistercians would not accept child oblates, stating that a child could not choose to be a monk; something which is echoed by Bernard himself in the letter “Let your servant and law giver, Benedict, judge which is the more in order: a vow made for a child when it is too young to know anything about it, or the vow he makes afterwards when he is of an age to speak for himself.”
Bernard also calls into question how the Cluny may accept land and child oblates, but could rid themselves of the child, while keeping the land. Bernard said, “Can it be that they prized the land more than the child?” This is particularly relevant to Bernard’s argument, as the monks were supposed to live within their means and lived rather frugally, but the Cluny used gold, silver, coloured glass and lived richly. This called into question how well and true the Cluny wished to follow the Rule, which in the eyes of Bernard, was not very closely at all.

