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(Fountains Abbey, from the South-West)

Fountains Abbey in Skelldale, founded by Archbishop Thurstan of York in 1132, is perhaps the most famous of all the English Cistercian Monasteries.[footnoteRef:1] Amongst the earliest Cistercian houses in Britain and a daughter of Clairvaux, its own daughter houses would stretch as far as Norway.[footnoteRef:2]  [1:  L. G. D. Baker, ‘The Foundation of Fountains Abbey’, Northern History, 4.1 (1969), 29-43 (p. 29.)]  [2:  Michael Spence, The Late Medieval Cistercian Monastery of Fountains Abbey, Yorkshire: Monastic Administration, Economy, and Archival Memory (Belgium: Brepols Publishers, 2020) p. 23.] 


The founding and early years of Fountains Abbey are recorded in the Narratio de Fundatione, written in the early 13th century at Kirkstall Abbey, a daughter house to Fountains.[footnoteRef:3] The work is reportedly based on the testimony of a monk named Serlo, and is clearly influenced by the Exordium Parvum. It attempts to create an analogous link between the founding of Fountains and of Cîteaux, ‘cistercianisizing’ the origins of the monastery.[footnoteRef:4] Influenced by a longing for the desert and to live from the labour of their hands, a group of 13 monks and their prior broke away from the Abbey of St Mary’s in York to start their own monastery under the patronage of Archbishop Thurstan of York who granted them land in the valley of the river Skell, adding to it the village of Sutton and its fields.[footnoteRef:5] The Narratio describes this location as a desert and emphasises the struggle of the monks in those early years as they lived in extreme poverty and a harsh environment. Like Cîteaux in the Exordium Parvum, Skelldale is described as “uninhabited, covered in thorns… more suitable to be the lair of wild beasts than the habitation of men.”[footnoteRef:6] To what extent this desert is metaphorical though is more complicated; Cîteaux itself seems to have held a rural population before it was granted to those monks of Molesme, and the inclusion of the village and fields of Sutton indicates that Fountains may have been a similar case[footnoteRef:7] Berman’s study of the Order in Southern France has shown that far from occupying uninhabited land, many rural communities were forcibly removed in the founding of Cistercian houses.[footnoteRef:8] Despite this apparent inconsistency, Fountains provided a far more secluded site than St Mary’s in York and is representative of the desire of the monks to remove themselves from society.  [3:  Anon., Narratio de Fundatione, Cistercian Doccuments vol.2, Moodle, pp. 9-15.]  [4:  Spence, The Late Medieval Cistercian Monastery of Fountains, p. 22.]  [5:  Anon., Narratio de Fundatione, p. 12.]  [6:  Anon. Exordium Parvum, Cistercian Documents vol. 1., Moodle, pp. 24-25. “This place, situated in the diocese of Chalon, was inhabited only by wild beasts, since it was at that time unusual for men to enter there because of the density of the woods and thorny thickets.”; Narratio de Fundatione, p. 12. ]  [7:  Janet Burton and Julie Kerr, The Cistercians (UK: Boydell Press, 2011) p. 19.]  [8:  Janet Burton, Medieval Monasticism, (Oxford: HeadStart History, 1996) p. 47.] 


The Narratio claims that before Fountains came under the Cistercian Order sometime after 1133, the monks lived with no house to shelter them from the elements.[footnoteRef:9] This is surely an exaggeration, but the first abbey would have taken proper form under the guidance of Clairvaux’s emissary, Geoffery.[footnoteRef:10] The buildings erected under the Abbey’s first two abbots would have been of wood and stone.[footnoteRef:11] According to the Summae Carte Caritatis, new abbeys must contain an oratory, a refectory, a dormitory, a guest-house and a porter’s cell.[footnoteRef:12] Two timber structures were excavated under the south transept of the church, and were likely a part of this early structure.[footnoteRef:13]  [9:  Narratio de Funatione, p. 13.]  [10:  Janet Burton, The Monastic and Religious Orders in Britain, 1000-1300. (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1994) p. 70.]  [11:  George Hodges, Fountains Abbey: The story of a mediæval monastery (Project Gutenberg, 2016) p. 29.]  [12:  Anon., Summae Carte Caritatis, Cistercian Doccuments vol. 1., Moodle, p. 36.]  [13:  Burton, The Monastic and Religious Orders in Britain, pp. 135-136.] 


Cistercian architecture was decidedly plain in ornamentation; Aelred of Reivaulx, echoing Bernard, wrote in his Speculum Caritatis that there was no place in the monastery for the sculpture and painting seen in other places.[footnoteRef:14] Despite this, the grandeur of Cistercian abbeys like Fountains is difficult to escape. The Cistercian monastery revolved around the cloister and inner enclosure; each side of the cloister was linked to a different aspect of monastic life.[footnoteRef:15] The church, visible in the image, was generally situated adjacent to the northern liturgical wing of the cloister.[footnoteRef:16] The grand western gate of is obscured by a tree in the photograph, leaving the most striking feature of the church to be the stone tower built by Abbot Marmaduke Huby (1495-1596).[footnoteRef:17] Not only is this tower a late edition, but it marks a divergence from the General Chapter Institute of 1158 which banned the construction of stone bell towers.[footnoteRef:18]  [14:  Aelred of Reivaulx, Speculum Caritatis, Cistercian Documents vol. 2, Moodle, pp. 26-27.]  [15:  Maximillian Sternberg, Cistercian Architecture and Medieval Society (Boston: Brill, 2013) pp. 181-183.]  [16:  Ibid, p. 182.]  [17:  Hodges, Fountains Abbey, p. 119.]  [18:  Statutes of the General Chapter, Cistercian Documents vol. 2., Moodle, p. 36.] 


The group of separate buildings visible in the photograph are the guest houses. As previously mentioned, these are among the essential Cistercian buildings. Benedict dictates that guests are to be received like Christ, and that poor men and pilgrims were to be shown special attention.[footnoteRef:19] The two guest houses in the photograph, built in the 1160’s, were likely however for distinguished visitors, who would remain separate from the monks and dine with the abbot.[footnoteRef:20] Isolation from lay society was important to the Cistercians and placing the guest houses adjacent to the lay brother’s range was surely deliberate.  [19:  Benedict of Nursia, The Rule of St. Benedict, ed. and trans. Abbot Justin McCann O.S.B., The Rule of St Benedict (London: Sheed & Ward Ltd, 1972) p. 119-121.]  [20:  Sternberg, Cistercian Architectre and Medieval Society, p. 182.] 


Also clearly visible in the image is the western range, associated with the lay brothers, or conversi.[footnoteRef:21] Conversi are deemed by the Carte Caritatis to be bretheren, but were forbidden from becoming monks.[footnoteRef:22] Thus they were kept separate with their own refectory and other spaces for their daily living.[footnoteRef:23] The work of the conversi was to manage the granges of the Abbey; through this they provided the food for the brethren and were the backbone of the monastic economy.[footnoteRef:24]  The granges of Fountains were extensive; over the centuries they expanded considerably from the original holdings donated by Thurstan. One tactic used by the monastery to obtain new granges was to lease a patch of land and convince the landholder to grant it to the Order before the lease ended.[footnoteRef:25] The monastic economy run by the conversi was at first mostly dependent on wool production; however, after a period of debt crises in the late 13th and 14th centuries, the abbey came to rely more and more upon tenanted holdings.[footnoteRef:26] By 1535, 80.2% of monastic income was derived from rents.[footnoteRef:27] The work of the conversi appears in modern eyes to be a grey area, and to what extent it amounts to the Cistercians living by their own hands is debateable; however, they were a crucial component of the Order’s ability to combine their holiness with economic success.[footnoteRef:28] [21:  Ibid, p. 183.]  [22:  Anon., Summae Carte Caritatis, pp. 37-38.]  [23:  Sternberg, Cistercian Architecture and Medieval Society, p. 183.]  [24:  Spence, The Late Medieval Cistercian Monastery of Fountains, p. 25.]  [25:  The pastures Gnoup and Darnbrook in Craven were obtained from the Percy family in this way after a 7 year lease, Ibid. p. 24-25.]  [26:  Ibid. p. 27.]  [27:  Ibid. p. 27-28.]  [28:  Burton, Medieval Monasticism, p. 50.] 
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