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In 1098, as a response to perceived laxness within traditional monasticism as 

followed by the Benedictines and especially the Cluniacs, a small group of monks set 

out from the rich Abbey of Molesme to found a new monastery, "far from the 

concourse of men." This Nova Monasterium was to be organized following a strict 

observance to the Rule of Saint Benedict, most of the changes in the Rule from the 

previous five centuries were removed. The heart of this move to a new monastery, 

that became a monastic movement with the first real organization, was the 

Englishman, Stephen Harding.  

Harding, a secretary at Molesme, was the man who gathered the small group 

together. Within a year he was the Prior of the New Monastery, within ten he was the 

Abbot. During his Abbacy, the growth of what was to be called the Cistercian Order 

began,1 as in 1113 a daughter house, La Ferté, and the following year a second 

daughter, Pontigny, are founded. Harding is credited with writing the Carta Caritatis, 

which sets out the rules of the Order.  

This document was presented to Pope Calixtus II in 1119 as the constitution of 

the Cistercian Order. It stressed poverty, simplicity and separation from the material 

world.  

The Order was to be outside the 'feudal order,' no monastery could own or 

receive tithes, churches or mills, and had to be self-sufficient. The Carta also provided 



that each monastery was to be visited by it's mother house to ensure that the physical 

and spiritual needs of the monks was met. A General Chapter was also included in the 

Carta, this was a meeting between the abbots of each monastery once per year to 

enact and enforce legislation. Other acts organized by Harding were the choice of an 

undyed wool habit, which gave the Cistercians their nickname, "the White Monks" and 

the institution of "lay brothers," uneducated "worker monks" who operated the day-

to-day affairs of the monastery as well as doing the manual labor. 

If Harding was the heart of the Order, Bernard became the soul. Entering 

Cîteaux with some companions in 1113, Bernard quickly showed his potential as a 

leader and was granted the Abbacy of the fourth daughter house Claivaux in 1115.2 

From the 1120s until his death in 1153, Bernard was the most prominent churchman 

in Europe. Three future popes were his pupils, as were many other church leaders. 

Bernard's guidance pushed the growth of the order to such an extent that when he 

died there were over 300 Cistercian monasteries in Europe, almost half of which were 

his own filiations or daughter (and grand-daughter) houses. Bernard was a general 

organizing his 'soldiers of Christ' as if he were "deploying shock troops"3 in vital areas 

around Europe.  

 In 1128 the Bishop of Winchester, William Giffard, chose to establish a 

Cistercian monastery on his lands in Surrey. L'Aumône, a daughter house of Cîteaux 

sent the first Cistercians to Britain. L'Aumône also sent the second group to Britain. In 

1131 Walter fitz Richard founded Tintern Abbey on lands near his castle of Chepstow. 



Technically a Welsh foundation, Tintern most often sided with the Normans and 

English rather than the 

Welsh.  

The first Welsh Cistercian 

foundation that could be 

accurately labeled Welsh, 

was Whitland, also called 

Alba Landa and

Blanchland. Whitland was 

founded in 1140, but did 

not settle in its permanent 

location until 1151, when 

the monks settled near 

the River Taf at Y Ty 

Gwyn ar Daf (the White 

House on the Taf). 

Whitland was a daughter house of Clairvaux, and mother house or grand-mother 

house to the remaining seven purely Welsh Cistercian houses : Cwmhir, Strata 

Florida, Strata Marcella, Cymmer, Aberconway, Llantarnum, and Valle Crucis.
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The first Norman bishop of St. Davids, Bernard, was Whitland's founder. 

Bernard invited Clairvaux to send a colony of monks to Wales. Between 1140 and 

1144, little is known about the colony, but in 1144 the monks were settled at 



Treffgarn, near Haverfort West, on land provided by Bernard. John of Torrington. 

provided the lands for the re-foundation near the River Taf.5Although its founder and 

first patron were Norman, the Welsh began to join and patronize the new monastery, 

which unlike the foundations of the Benedictines was a full and independent abbey. 

Whitland was, along with the third Welsh foundation, Margam, intended to 

increase Norman power in Wales. In 1147 the Order of Savigny was merged with the 

Cistercian Order. This added two Cistercian houses in Wales: Neath, founded in 1130 

and Basingwerk, founded in 1131. Neath and Basingwerk were both purely Norman 

monasteries and had no Welsh character or patronage. It seemed that the Cistercians 

would continue to be a religious arm of the Normans, just as the Benedictines had 

been. 

Even without the support of the Welsh as patrons or recruits the abbey 

prospered. Soon the Welsh began to feel out the new order. This could be a sign that 

the Welsh were attempting to regain control of areas lost to the Norman invaders. In 

1143 an abortive attempt was made at sending a colony to Maelienydd in North 

Wales. This meant that in just three years Whitland had grown enough to support a 

daughter house. This daughter house was Cwmhir. According to Lloyd, the founder 

Maredudd ap Maelgwn, a prince of Maelienydd, cannot be found in records at that 

time, but a Maredudd ap Madog did rule the region from 1140 to 1146.6 

By 1164 Whitland had attracted enough monks and patronage to attempt a 

foundation of it's own. Strata Florida, in the heart of Wales was founded by Robert fitz 

Stephen, the Constable of Cardigan Castle, "the chief personage in the Clare lordship 



of Ceredigion."7 But it was not until 1165, when Rhys ap Gruffudd, Prince of 

Deheubarth, took control of most of central and southern Wales from the Normans, 

that the Welsh began to patronize and enter the Cistercian houses. Strata Florida 

soon became "the foremost monastic community in Wales."8  

Rhys began generous patronage of both Whitland and Strata Florida, and so did 

many other high-born Welshmen. Rhys also sent his son Maredudd, blinded as a child 

while a hostage of Henry II, to be a monk at Whitland. The Cistercians came to be 

seen, not as political and economic colonies of a conquering power as the Benedictine 

priories and cells were, but as religious and spiritual houses. Also, since both the 

mother of Whitland, Clairvaux, and the motherhouse of the order were Burgundian, 

the order could be patronized "without compromising political loyalties."9  

Once the Cistercians came to Wales, the Welsh began to embrace the 

movement. The Benedictines, which had been a forced change by the Normans, were 

too Norman: their purpose was to religiously conquer the Welsh. As the Welsh flocked 

to the Cistercians, the Cistercians began to act politically for the Welsh. By the time of 

the conquest of Wales by England's Edward I, the Cistercians were acting as advisors 

and ambassadors for the Welsh princes.  

The Cistercians, especially in the north of Wales were to become the monastic 

group in Wales. The Welsh flocked to the Cistercians as they had shunned the groups 

brought by the Normans. The Benedictines were seen as the religious arm of the 

conquest. There were seventeen Benedictine foundations in South Wales, none in 

Central and North Wales, all were dependent on either English or Norman houses. Out 



of the seventeen, only seven became conventual priories.10 They remained "cells," 

large enough for two to five monks at most. These small cells served no religious 

purpose, and eventually became a burden on the motherhouse.11 

From the late 1160s the expansion of the Cistercians in Wales begins. Over the 

next four hundred years the Cistercians would acquire through donations and 

purchasing a considerable amount of land in Wales. 

   
   

 
 
1This is from the Latin name for the area in Dijon where the New Monastery was founded: Cistertium, 
in French, Cîteaux. There is much speculation about what the name actually meant. The two most 
likely arguments are: 1) There was a Roman reservoir nearby: cisterna; and 2) The monastery was 
founded "just this side of the third mile marker" cis tertium miliarium.  
2There is tremedous debate about Bernard and his place in the foundation and growth of the Cistercian 
order. Myth has formed around him stating that Citeaux was dying until he entered in 1112 with his 
family and every friend he had, and that from this point the Order grew. See Knowles, Order, p. 200 , 
Lawrence Monasticism p. 175, and Lynch, Church p. 200. However foundation charters state other 
wise: La Ferte was founded in 1113 due to the fact that there were so many monks at Citeaux that they 
could not all be housed. See Lekai Ideals, p. 18-19 The date of Bernard's entry was faked by his 
biographers to speed Bernard's canonization. Bredero Cult p. 201 
3Coppack, White Monks. p. 11 
4IBID. pgs. 8-19. 
5Lloyd. pgs. 593-594. 
6IBID. pg. 594. 
7IBID. pg. 597. 
8Lloyd. pg. 597. 
9Burton. "The Cistercian Adventure" p. 22 
10IBID. pg. 34. 
11Knowles. pg. 136. 

   
   

 
 
 
 



Bibliography 
Primary Sources 

Annales Cambriae ed. John Williams ab Ithel. London: Longman, 1860. 
Brut y Tywysogyon or The Chronicle of the Princes, Peniarth MS. 20 Version, ed. and trans. 
Thomas Jones, Cardiff: University of Wales Press, 1952. 
 
"Cronica de Wallia and other Documents from Exeter Cathedral Library MS. 3514," ed 
Thomas Jones, Bulletin of the Board of Celtic Studies 12 (1946) p. 27-44. 
 
Littere Wallie ed. J. G. Edwards, Cardiff: University of Wales Press, 1940. 
  
  
Secondary Sources 
Alfonso, Isabel. "Cistercians and Feudalism" Past and Present 133 (1991): p. 3-30. 
 
Bartlett, Robert and Angus MacKay. Medieval Frontier Societies. Oxford: Clarendon Press, 
1989. 
 
Benson, Robert and Giles Constable. Renaissance and Renewal in the Twelfth Century. 
Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1982. 
 
Bouchard, Constance Brittan. Holy Entrepreneurs: Cistercians, Knights and Economic 
Exchange in Twelfth-Century Burgundy. Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1991 
 
_____Sword, Miter and Cloister: Nobility and the Church in Burgundy, 980-1198. Ithaca, NY: 
Cornell University Press, 1987. 
 
Bowen, E.G. "The Monastic Economy of the Cistercians of Strata Florida" Ceredigion v. 1 
(1950) p. 34-37. 
 
Bullough, D.A. and R.L. Storey. The Study of Medieval Records: Essays in honor of Kathleen 
Major. Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1971. 
 
Burton, Janet. Monastic and Religious Orders in Britain: 1000-1300. New York: Cambridge 
University Press, 1994. 
 
_____"The Cistercian Adventure" in The Cistercian Abbeys in Britain ed. David Robinson 
London: B.T. Batsford, 1998 
 
Bynum, Caroline Walker. Jesus as Mother. Los Angeles: University of California Press, 1982. 
Cantor, Norman. "The Crisis of Western Monasticism" American Historical Review 66 (1960): 
47-67. 
 
Constable, Giles. Monastic Tithes. New York: Cambridge University Press, 1964. 



_____The Reformation of the Twelfth Century. New York: Cambridge University Press, 1996. 
 
Cooke, Alice. "A Study in Twelfth-Century Religious Revival and Reform." Bulletin of the John 
Rylands Library (1925) p. 139-176. 
 
Cowley, F. G. The Monastic Order in South Wales, 1066-1349. Cardiff: University of Wales 
Press, 1977. 
 
Cownie, Emma. Religious Patronage in Anglo-Norman England: 1066-1135. London: Boydell 
Press, 1998. 
 
Davies, John. A History of Wales. New York: Penguin, 1993. 
 
Davies, R. R. Conquest, Coexistence and Change: Wales 1063-1415. Cardiff: University of 
Wales Press, 1987. 
 
_____Domination and Conquest. New York: Cambridge University Press, 1990. 
 
_____Revolt of Owain Glyn Dwr New York: Oxford University Press, 1995. 
 
Donkin, R. A. "A Checklist of Printed Works Relating to the Cistercian Order as a Whole and 
to the Houses of the British Isles in Particular." Documentation Cistercinne 2 Belgium, 1969. 
 
_____The Cistercians: Studies in the Geography of Medieval England and Wales. Toronto: 
Pontifical Institute of Medieval Studies, 1978. 
 
Donnelly, James S. "Changes in the Grange Economy of English and Welsh Cistercian Abbeys, 
1300-1540." Traditio v.10, 1954, p.399-458. 
 
Greene, J. Patrick. Medieval Monasteries. New York: Leicester University Press, 1992. 
 
Griffiths, Ralph Alan. Conquerors and Conquered in Medieval Wales New York: St. Martins 
Press, 1994. 
 
Hays, Rhys. History of the Abbey of Aberconway, 1186-1537. Cardiff: University of Wales 
Press, 1963. 
 
_____ Selected Writings of Rhys W. Hays. Stephens Point: Dept. of History, University of 
Wisconsin-Stephens Point, 1977. 
 
Hill, Bennet D. English Cistercian Monasteries and Their Patrons in the Twelfth Century. 
Chicago: University of Illinois Press, 1968. 
 
Knight, L. Stanley. The Welsh Monasteries and Their Claims for Doing the Education of Later 
Medieval Wales. Archaeologia Cambrensis v. 20 (6th series) July-October 1920, p. 257-276. 
 



Knowles, David. Great Historical Enterprises-Problems in Monastic History. New York: 
Thomas Nelson and Sons, 1963. 
 
_____Historian and Character. New York: Cambridge University Press, 1963. 
 
_____Monastic Order in England. (2nd ed.) New York: Cambridge University Press, 1950. 
 
_____Religious Orders in England, v. 1. New York: Cambridge University Press, 1948. 
 
_____Religious Orders in England, v. 2. New York: Cambridge University Press, 1955. 
 
Lackner, Bede K. The Eleventh-Century Background of Citeaux. Washington, D. C.: 
Consortium Press, 1972. 
 
Lawrence, C.H. Medieval Monasticism. (2nd ed.) New York: Longman, 1989. 
 
LeClercq, Jean. The Love of Learning and the Desire for God. New York: Fordham University 
Press, 1982. 
 
Lekai, Louis J. The Cistercians: Ideals and Reality. Kent, Ohio: Kent State University Press, 
1977. 
 
Lewis, Frank R. "The Racial Sympathies of the Welsh Cistercians" Transactions of the 
Honourable Society of Cymmrodorian, 1939.p. 103-118. 
 
Lloyd, John Edward. A History of Wales From the Earliest Times to the Edwardian Conquest. 
2 vol. New York: Longmans, 1967. 
 
_____"The Welsh Chronicles" Proceedings of the British Academy 14 (1928) p. 369-391. 
 
Lynch, Joseph. The Medieval Church: A Brief History. New York: Longmans, 1992. 
 
Mudroch, Vaclav and G. S. Couse. Essays on the Reconstruction of Medieval History. 
Montreal: McGill_Queens University Press, 1974. 
 
Mils, Ludo. Angelic Monks and Earthly Men. New York: Boydell Press, 1992. 
 
Matarasso, Pauline. The Cistercian World: Monastic Writings of the 12th Century. New York: 
Penguin, 1993. 
 
Nelson, Lynn H. The Normans in South Wales 1070- 1171. Austin: University of Texas Press, 
1966 
 
Newman, Martha. The Boundaries of Charity :Cistercian Culture and Ecclesiastical Reform, 
1098-1180. Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1996. 
 



Newell, E. J. A History of the Welsh Church to the Dissolution of the Monasteries. London: 
Elliot Stock, 1895. 
 
O’Sullivan, Jeremiah F. Cistercian Settlements in Wales and Monmouthshire 1140-1540. New 
York: Declan X McMullen Co. 1947. 
 
Pierce, T. Jones. "Strata Florida Abbey" Ceredigion, v. 1 (1950-51) p. 18-33. 
 
Prestwich, Michael. Edward I. New Haven: Yale University Press, 1997. 
 
Radford, C. A. Ralegh. Strata Florida Abbey. London: H.M. Stationary Office, 1949. 
 
Roberts, G. "Documents and Charters Connected with the History of Strata Florida" 
Archaeologia Cambrensis Number 3 (1st series) (1848) p. 191-213 
 
Roberts, J.W.Medieval Welsh Monasteries (G Williams trans) Cardiff: University of Wales, 
1977 (Map of Cistercian Lands) 
 
Robinson, David. The Cistercian Abbeys of Britian. London: B. T. Batsford, 1998. 
 
Talbot, C. H. "A List of Cistercian Manuscripts in Great Britain," Traditio, 8 (1952) p. 402-418. 
 
Tobin, Stephen. The Cistercians, Monks and Monasteries of Europe. New York: Overlook 
Press, 1995. 
 
Turner, Ralph. King John. New York: Longman, 1994. 
 
Turvey, Roger. The Lord Rhys: Prince of Deheubarth. (Wales): Gomer Press, 1997. 
 
Volz, Carl A. The Medieval Church. Nashville: Abingdon Press, 1997. 
 
Walker, David. Medieval Wales. New York: Cambridge University Press, 1990. 
 
_____The Normans in Britain. Cambridge, Mass:Basil Blackwell, 1995. 
 
Warren, W. L. Henry II. Los Angeles: University of California Press, 1977. 
 
_____King John. Los Angeles: University of California Press, 1978. 
 
White, Stephen D. Custom, Kinship, and Gifts to Saints: The Laudatio Parentum in Western 
France, 1050-1150. Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina, 1988. 
 
Williams, David H. Atlas of Cistercian Lands in Wales. Cardiff: University of Wales Press, 
1990. 
 
_____The Welsh Cistercians. 2 vol. Caldey Island, Wales: Cyhoeddiaedau Sistersiaidd, 1984. 



 
Williams, Glanmor. The Welsh Church from Conquest to Reformation. Fayetteville, Ark.: 
University of Arkansas Press, 1993. 
 
Williams, Stephen W. The Cistercian Abbey of Strata Florida. London: Whiting & Co. 1889. 
 
Willis-Bund, John William. The Celtic Church of Wales. London: D. Nutt, 1897. 
 
Zarnecki, George. The Monastic Achievement. New York: McGraw-Hill, 1972. 
 


	Robert Harbison Copyright 1999

