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(Ground Plan of Tintern Abbey)


Tintern Abbey, founded in 1131 by Walter de Clare, was the first Cistercian Abbey in Wales, and was second in Britain after Waverly in Surrey.[footnoteRef:1] Its proximity to the Welsh borders encouraged a positive relationship with the Welsh Marcher lords, allowing for “Welsh-English exchange and integration” and establishing Tintern Abbey as one of the earliest Cistercian powerhouses in Britain.[footnoteRef:2] [1:  The Cistercians in Yorkshire, Cistercian Abbeys: Tintern, 2010. Available online at: https://www.dhi.ac.uk/cistercians/abbeys/tintern.php [accessed 28th February 2020].]  [2:  Cambrian Archaeological Association, Archaeologia Cambrensis, 156 (2007), p. 219.] 

The positive relationship between the Marcher lords and Tintern was consolidated in part due to the trade of sheep’s wool.[footnoteRef:3] Indeed, surrounding Tintern Abbey was “3000 acres of arable land”, in which livestock was kept, with horses in particular used to cushion the economy of the Abbey.[footnoteRef:4] Burton writes that the horses sold by monks at Tintern “fetched high prices” indicating that there existed, to some extent, a relationship with the secular communities via trade.[footnoteRef:5] The fact that Tintern was established in a relatively urban area supports this idea, and suggests that the monks at Tintern were not as solidary as other Cistercian monasteries, such as Citeaux Abbey, had been.[footnoteRef:6] Despite this, Burton argues that Tintern’s significance to the Cistercian Order was relatively small, and that attitudes towards the monks at Tintern was complicated, arguing that “Tintern, Margam and Neath” never succeeded in gaining respect, nor benefactions from the native Welsh, as they were attributed to the Anglo-Normans.[footnoteRef:7] However, in 1275, William Marshal granted the monks of Tintern, “all the lands, possessions, liberties and immunities” in the surrounding area of Monmouthshire, indicating that the extent of their influence by the thirteenth century was considerably large.[footnoteRef:8] Tintern’s influence grew further, when in 1201, ‘Little Tintern’ was established on the Irish coast.[footnoteRef:9] The growth of Tintern was evident not only in its spread of influence, but also by its architecture, which steadily grew over two centuries. Perhaps the need to expand the Abbey came in part due to the ‘Twelfth-Century Renaissance’, explaining additions made to the abbey such as the Gothic Book Room which was intended to accommodate the continuously-growing library of literature that boomed due during this period.  [3:  A. D. Carr, Medieval Wales. (Victoria: Macmillan International Higher Education, 1995), p. 97.]  [4:  The Cistercians in Yorkshire, Cistercian Abbeys: Tintern, 2010. ]  [5:  J. Burton, Monastic and Religious Orders in Britain, 1000 – 1300. (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1994), p. 236.]  [6:  J. Burton, Monastic and Religious Orders in Britain, 1000 – 1300. (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1994), p. 243. ]  [7:  Ibid., p. 75.]  [8:  Tintern Abbey, Descriptive account of Tintern abbey, Monmouthshire ... selected from Grose, Gilpin, Shaw, Wheatley, and other esteemed writers. To which is subjoined, An account of the Cistercian order of monks; and other interesting particulars, with a preface, and notes, by C. Heath. With ... a correct translation of the charters of the earls of Pembroke and Norfolk, ed. C. Heath. (Oxford: Oxford University, 1798, digitised 2007), p. 2. ]  [9:  The Cistercians in Yorkshire, Cistercian Abbeys: Tintern, 2010. ] 

The growth of the abbey also suggests that recruitment was on the increase. Indeed, it was estimated that up to seventy monks resided at Tintern at its height, fifty of which were estimated to be conversi.[footnoteRef:10] These figures suggest that there existed a communal lifestyle and sense of community at Tintern. The ground plan of the abbey seems to suggest that communal areas such as the abbey’s two cloisters and warming house may have united the communities of monks and lay brothers, who otherwise resided in separate areas of the abbey. Interestingly, the dormitories of the lay brothers were located close to areas such as the kitchen and the yard, emphasising that the role of the conversi was to perform manual labour. Indeed, the recorded number of conversi compared to the number of monks suggests that the monks relied heavily on their manual labour, and that the inhabitants of Tintern were self-sufficient and did not rely on secular resources.  [10:  Ibid. ] 

The Chronicle of Tintern Abbey, written in 1301, states that the construction of the “new church of Tintern Abbey, 32 yeres in building, was ﬁnished by Roger Bygod”, who added many buildings to Tintern’s existing twelfth century structure.[footnoteRef:11] The layout of Tintern Abbey, according to Halsey, was built to resemble the nearby Ewenny Priory, as is made evident through their shared stylistic features, including near-identical transepts and naves, built in the typical Christian style to resemble a crucifix.[footnoteRef:12] Halsey also notes similarities between Tintern and Waverly, which was built just four years prior, as well as its resemblance of L’Aumone, its French mother house.[footnoteRef:13] Tintern was initially colonised by monks from L’Aumone, and thus was a grand-daughter house of Citeaux, resembling many of its features.[footnoteRef:14] One of the architectural styles adopted from Citeaux was the relative plainness of the abbey. Burton states that Tintern was intended to be “plain and unadorned”, and that when the abbey was excavated, it revealed a “plain, austere structure”.[footnoteRef:15] The simplicity of the abbey relates to the Apologia, which encouraged Cistercian buildings to be relatively plain.[footnoteRef:16] The arches above the western central door in particular were especially simple, with the archaeologist Morris attributing this simplicity to “low funds”.[footnoteRef:17] Indeed, Tintern’s lack of funds were recorded in the fourteenth-century, where, in the aftermath of Owain Glyndwr’s rebellions, it stated that the abbey was required to rely on “cash relief from the offerings of pilgrims”, suggesting that by this point, a close relationship to the secular world had been established.[footnoteRef:18]  [11:  Chronicle of Tintern Abbey, trans. by Harvey (1969) in Morris, R. K., Coldstream, N., and Turner, R., The West Front of Tintern Abbey Church, Monmouthshire, The Antiquaries Journal, 95 (2015), p. 123.]  [12:  R. Halsey, R., Cistercian Art and Architecture in the British Isles. 2nd edn. (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1988), pp. 72 – 73.]  [13:  Halsey, Cistercian Art and Architecture in the British Isles. 2nd edn., p. 73.]  [14:  The Cistercians in Yorkshire, Cistercian Abbeys: Tintern, 2010. ]  [15:  Burton, Monastic and Religious Orders in Britain, 1000 – 1300., p. 138.]  [16:  Bernard of Clairvaux, An Apologia to Abbot William. Available online at: https://moodle.uwtsd.ac.uk/pluginfile.php/343625/mod_resource/content/0/Cistercian%20Sources%202.pdf [accessed 27 February 2020], p. 12.]  [17:  R. K. Morris, N. Coldstream, N., and R. Turner, The West Front of Tintern Abbey Church, Monmouthshire, p. 140.]  [18:  The Cistercians in Yorkshire, Cistercian Abbeys: Tintern, 2010. ] 

Although construction to Tintern Abbey was a “continuous programme” spanning two hundred years, the abbey would eventually cease construction in the fifteenth century.[footnoteRef:19] By 1539, Tintern had become the twenty-eighth monastery to be dissolved during the Dissolution of the Monasteries, and its ownership was given to the Earl of Worcester.[footnoteRef:20] In the abbey’s itinerary, Worcester recorded the death-dates of each benefactor of the Abbey, which interestingly included numerous kings of France.[footnoteRef:21] These French benefactions suggest that the French kings were encouraging of the growth of the Cistercian Order in Britain, and were enthusiastic to see Tintern, as an off-shoot of Citeaux, thrive. The continuous benefactions from the French nobility, as well as from the Welsh Marcher lords, meant that at the time of its dissolution, Tintern was reportedly the richest monastery in Wales, of any religious order.[footnoteRef:22] This information, coupled with archaeological evidence, as well as the abbey’s ground plan, tell us a lot about not only Tintern, but Cistercian monasteries at the time, from its physical appearance, to its benefactors, and its relationship with the wider medieval world. [19:  D. M. Robinson, Tintern Abbey. 2nd edn. (Cadw Welsh Historic Monuments, 1990), p. 122.]  [20:  Tintern Abbey, Descriptive account of Tintern abbey […], ed. C. Heath, p. 3. ]  [21:  Tintern Abbey, Descriptive account of Tintern abbey […], ed. C. Heath, p. 2. ]  [22:  The Cistercians in Yorkshire, Cistercian Abbeys: Tintern, 2010. ] 
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