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The New Monastery: Texts and Studies on the Earliest Cistercians, edited by Ellen Rozanne Elder (Spencer, Massachusetts: Cistercian Publications, 1998), pp. 241, paper, $14.95, ISBN 0 87907 360 8.

There has been an increasing awareness of the need for scholarly exegesis of the founding texts of the Cistercian Order.
 Some historians, for example, have rightly expressed concern about the masculine nature of the founding narrative of this monastic movement.
 In light of their concerns, some aspects of Cistercian historiography have revealed the need for analysis of a wider selection of sources to ensure a complete view of the evolution of the Order. In this present volume, published twenty years ago, Elder has made selections of the texts produced by the Order, in addition there are essays providing both exegesis and context. The volume is divided into six sections. Each section covers a major period in the development of the early Cistercians, such as Alberic becoming the Abbot of the New Monastery. The text is produced with maps and illustrations. The latter are chosen and presented in a particular way to encourage reflection; the texts also appear to have been printed as if to ensure an unhurried lectio and therefore represent something of the monastic movement we are invited to encounter. 
The first section is entitled ‘Exordium cistercii: The Beginnings of the New Monastery’. This section simply contains one source and it is as if the editor wishes to expose us to its efficacious nature. The first source reveals Reynard, viscount de Beaume, the lay founder of Cîteaux.
 The source demonstrates no criticism of Molesme
 and because of that conveys the ‘origin myth’
 with greater power. 

The next section is entitled ‘Pater ipsius monasterii: Robert of Molesme’. This section has texts that are biographical and explain how Robert founded Molesme, his move to Cîteaux and his return to Molesme. Texts are taken from the Exordium Parvum and an account written by Orderic Vitalis.  Newman comments that ‘Cistercian history once seemed straightforward’
 and seemed to be one of the ‘certainties of medieval scholarship’,
 yet ‘even the identification of the founder has been difficult and controversial.’
 The way in which Elder presents the sources ensures that the reader has a strong sense that Robert’s move back to Molesme was nothing less than an ‘international affair’ and involved ‘the papal legate and archbishop of Lyons, two popes, two cardinals, five local bishops and three abbots.’

The third section, entitled ‘Viduata suo pastore: Alberic Becomes Abbot of the New Monastery’ focusses entirely on Alberic. The section uses texts from the Exordium Parvum and a eulogy written by Abbot Stephen Harding. There is an intriguing essay on the words viduata suo pastore written by the Cistercian Chrysogonous Waddell. This first major essay in the book reveals the approach of the editor. It is very clear that the methodological tools being used in this volume come from ‘philology, rhetoric, literary studies, philosophy and theology’
 and a very genuine sense of ‘ressourcement’.
 To cite one example, Lekai had translated viduata suo pastore as ‘deprived of its shepherd’.
 Waddell prefers the translation of vidua as ‘widow’, hence widowed,
 and indeed this is the translation the editor uses earlier in the volume. The methodology reveals a much deeper level of meaning that has a clearer link with early Cistercian spirituality and brings out a stronger feminine element of the Church as Bride. 
The next section is entitled ‘Amator regulae et loci: Stephen Harding becomes Abbot’ and represents the largest part of the book consisting of nearly eighty pages and is rich in content. This section contains extensive essays on the English background of Abbot Stephen Harding, the ‘Molesme Cistercian hymnal’ and an exegesis of a letter from Abbot Stephen. The section has texts from the Exordium Parvum, a section from the ‘Deeds of the Kings of England’ by William of Malmesbury and letters from Abbot Stephen Harding to Abbot Thurstan of Sherborne and its community. What emerges is deeply intriguing because it reveals that the leadership of Stephen Harding at Cîteaux may have been very different from the leadership of Bernard at Clairvaux, furthermore, that there may have been two traditions within early Cistercian monasticism. There is compelling evidence that Stephen was perhaps too aware at times of his Abbatial dignity, on one occasion he wrote ‘we prohibit by the authority of God and of our congregation’
 and his letter on chant is referred to by the author as an ‘encyclical’.
 The author suggests that this ‘distinctiveness’
 may have arisen from Stephen’s experience and knowledge of English monasticism. The articles offer great insight into a number of English sources that Stephen may have known. The authors of the sources, such as William of Malmesbury and Orderic Vitalis, are very keen to ensure that readers sense that Cistercians are followers of the Rule of St Benedict.
 This section leaves no doubt that Stephen was aware that he was participating in a tradition – that of Basil, John Cassian, the Regula Magistri, Benedict – and indeed expected Cistercians to be ‘imitators […] and even its propagators.’

The fifth part, entitled ‘Rectitudo regulae: The Straight Path of the Rule’ discusses the liturgical-patristic elements found in Exordium Parvum, the Rule of St Benedict and wider monastic texts, and explores the way in which scriptural texts have been used within early foundational texts. The essay represents the view that Cistercian texts are ‘palimpsests of biblical, liturgical and patristic utterances, rhetorically complex and carefully edited’.

The final part, entitled ‘Successoribus nostris: The Cistercian Inheritance’ covers a variety of topics: the liturgical-patristic elements found in the prologue of the Exordium Parvum, early Cistercian legislation, Cistercian architecture and the abbey of Tart. 
This is an exceptional book and I suspect at the time of publication it presented a fresh way of approaching Cistercian historiography. The ‘focus is directed to systems of belief as well as to linguistic, rhetorical and literary structures.’
 Its ‘integrated approach’
 ensures that sources are fully appreciated accompanying exegetical and explanatory essays. Layers of meaning, which had deep significance for the early Cistercians, are revealed presenting exciting challenges to students of Cistercian history today.  
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