Commentary
The source selected is a translation of Narratio de Fundatione of Fountains Abbey. The preface was instigated by Fountains Abbey’s Abbot, John 1203 – 1211, and written by Hugh, a monk from Kirkstall Abbey in present-day Yorkshire. The aim of the document was to ensure that future monks would know about the abbey’s origins. Hugh is said to have based his writing upon the reminiscences of an elderly monk, Serlo, who moved from St Mary’s Abbey York to Fountains in 1136; it is therefore entirely feasible that Serlo was an eyewitness. At the time the narrative was written Serlo would have been approximately a hundred years old,[footnoteRef:1]  therefore his input seems less probable. [1:  J. Burton, The Monastic Order of Yorkshire 1069-1215. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press 2006 p103] 

The narrative is not a formal foundation document as would be found in a Papal Bull or charter; it is more descriptive, and the reader is drawn to read on as if it was a novel, which it is not. If it were about one person, it could be classed as biographical, which posits the question, can a biography be written about the set-up of a new abbey? The document is made up of eighteen chapters, the first of which is the preface, which sets out the identity of the author. Subsequent chapters deal with the reason for leaving York, the archbishop’s thoughts on the monks leaving York and subsequent problems, the move to the Cistercian order, St Bernard’s involvement, finances, training and finally the support of Hugh, the Dean of York. 
This commentary will concentrate on chapter 3, ‘Concerning the Monastery of York and our First Fathers’. Hugh narrates that the founder monks were living in the Abbey of St Mary’s York, and had become dissatisfied with their lives because they thought they were no longer strictly following ‘the Rule of St Benedict’. They began to long for an austere life rather than being ashamed of the free and easy ways of their city-based order. Their dream was to find a desert place offering solitude and hard work; St Benedict’s Rule does not suggest the monks live in a desert place more that the location should be away from towns and cities, so clearly life at St Marys Abbey York was both noisy and city-based. According to Hugh’s text, there were initially seven monks drawn to leave including the sacrist. Their intentions to leave were initially hidden from others in case anyone tried to prevent them from leaving. As it happened the person they were most concerned about, the prior, who like the monks felt that he had not been following his profession zealously, decided to join them. Prior Richard was a god-fearing religious man who gathered in total thirteen monks who thought the simple lifestyle of a Cistercian monk would suit them better, rather than their Benedictine house. They discussed the problems that they may face outside of their abbey, yet still they chose insecurity, and poverty. They did not intend to cause shame and embarrassment to their order and the abbey’s congregation; however, their move threatened to cause a scandal to their house and Order. Coppack[footnoteRef:2] argues that they would have had no idea what they were beginning as they exchanged the relative wealth of York for life in the woods.      [2:  G. Coppack, Fountains Abbey the Cistercians ib Northern England,  Stroud Glocs: Amberley Publishing. 2009 P7] 

If we look at the early Cistercians, they had become dissatisfied with deviations from The Rule of St Benedict which discusses how monks should follow a life of humility and guard against greed and should be happy with a mean and lowly life. The early Cistercians left Molesme because they wanted to lead a life that followed The Rule more closely. The Exordium Parvum describes how the monks set out for a desert place, the monks of St Mary’s York also sought a desert place. Contextually this refers to a place of solitude away from towns and cities. The number of monks leaving for Citeaux was twenty, whilst only thirteen left for a life of poverty and labour from St Mary’s. Burton argues that the narrative for Fountains Abbey was intended to be analogous to the Exordium Parvum so that in time Fountains Abbey would have the same credibility as Citeaux.[footnoteRef:3] [3:  Burton, Monastic Order of Yorkshire p103] 

Fountains Abbey today is a World Heritage site managed by the National Trust and maintained by English Heritage. It can be found in the Skelldale river valley. The land was then owned by the Archbishop Thurstan of York, who had a palace in nearby Rippon, which is about thirty miles from the minster in York. The abbey site remains a peaceful setting away from the bustle of city life.[footnoteRef:4] Since the first monks arrived at the wooded site Fountains has been rebuilt several times, and its archaeological history is well documented; it is one of the most studied sites with yet more to discover. [4:  Personal observation March 2022.] 

Recent scholarship suggests that the early documents of the Cistercians are understood to have been written after the monks left Molesme Abbey and had set up Citeaux. Burton describes how Chrysogonus Waddell’s research indicates that parts of the Exordium Parvum had been written by Stephen Harding whilst chapter III was the work of Raymond Du Bar circa 1147.[footnoteRef:5] Berman argues that these documents were not written until the late twelfth century the intention was to create a history for the Cistercians who she claims were not an Order[footnoteRef:6]. Burton’s proposition that the Fountains Abbey documents were produced for the same reason is thus logical. However, Berman’s argument suggesting that the Order did not exist before the mid-twelfth century does not seem applicable here. The scholarship discussed above would suggest that Serlo’s input is questionable and that the similarity to Exordium Parvum agrees with Burton’s argument that the narrative was written to emulate the Exordium Parvum. Indeed, the rags-to-riches story of Fountains Abbey mirrors the development of the Cistercian order in France and when the Abbey became the principal Cistercian house in England it became parallel to the development of Citeaux. [5: Chrysogonus Wadell in J Burton and J Kerr, The Cistercians in The Middle Ages, Woodbridge: The Boydell Press 2011. P13]  [6:  J Burton  (2008) Past Models and Contemporary Concerns: The Foundation and Growth of the Cistercian order pp 27-45 in Cooper, K, and J. Gregory, ‘Revival and Resurgence in Christian History : Papers Read at the 2006 Summer Meeting and the 2007 Winter Meeting of the Ecclesiastical History Society (Woodbridge: Published for the Ecclesiastical History Society by the Boydell Press, 2008) p27
] 

Is the Narratio based on an eyewitness account or monastic records? Perhaps in a way it does not matter, in that it reflects the historiology of the founding of Fountains Abbey.
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