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Cistercian Decoration: Twelfth-Century 
Legislation on IIIumination and its 
Interpretation in England 

Anne Lawrence 
University of Reading 

The study of Cistercian manuscripts is st ill a relati vely new field. A 
series of detailed examination s of the manuscripts of indi vidu al 
monasteries or regions has now been produced, but one central issue 
remains problematic. and that is the question of the Cistercian 'legis
lat ion ' on books and their decoration , and the extent to which it was 
put into practice. ! Related to this is the question of whether the rele
vant Statutes represented ideas which were wide ly held within the 
Order, or whether they should be seen as the result of the influence 
wie lded by one dominant personality, Sl Bernard of Clairvaux. This 
paper will attempt to address both these questions, through an analy
sis of the survi ving twelfth-century manuscripts from the Cistercian 
houses of northern England. 

These manuscripts are particularly helpful for such an enqu iry, 
since the houses to which they belonged formed a close network , 
which was itself a part of the affiliation of Clairvaux. They may have 
been still more close ly linked in the 1140s, when Henry Murdac, 
abbot of Fountains, was g iven the position of senior abbot of the 
gro up, acting for St Bernard.2 Moreover, while the survival rate of 
Cistercian manuscripts from northern England is rather low, as it is 
fro m all of England, a g roup of ten monas teri es, dominated by 
Rievaulx, Fountains and Byland , are represented by a Io ta I of some 
70 manuscripts datable to the· middle or second half of the twelfth 
century. This is a total small enough to be examined in some detail. 
but large enough to form a basis for conclusions. The examination of 
the surviving manuscripts from this network of monasteries therefore 
makes it possible to discover the extent to which they followed the 
relevant legislation and, more interestingly, how they interpreted it. 

The monasteries concerned are: Byland , founded in 11 26 as a 
daughter of Savigny, but incorporated into the Cistercian order 1147-
50, from which 17 twelfth-century manuscripts or fragments survive; 
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Fountains, founded in 1132 and accepted as a daughter of Clairvaux 
by 1133, with 15 manuscripts or fragments; Rievaulx, also founded 
in 1132, direct from Clairvaux, with 15; Holm Cult ram, of the family 
of Rievaulx, with 6; Roche, of the family of Fountains, with 5; 
Kirkstall and Sawley with 3 each, both of the family of Fountains; 
Jervaulx, a daughter of Byland , with 2; Newminster, of the family of 
Fountains, also with 2; and Meaux, also of the family of Fountains, 
with 13 Only from Byland, Fountains and Rievaulx are there suffi
cient numbers of manuscripts for questions of uniformity of practice, 
and recurring scribes, to be raised with any point. 4 The evidence 
does suggest strongly that each of these had an organised scriptori
urn, producing books of relatively uniform size and construction. 
What is particularly interesting is that the surviving Byland books, 
which all date from after that house had become Cistercian, show 
considerable similarities in their painting, ruling patterns, and page
sizes to the books of Rievaulx . It is unfortunate that the appearance 
of the earliest Byland books, before the merger, cannot be known; 
but this evidence would seem to suggest that Rievaulx provided 
some guidance for the scriptorium after 1147. Of the houses with 
fewer surviving books, Roche seems very likely to have had an 
organised scriptorium, since its manuscripts show recurring distinc
tive features. From the others, the evidence is not clear. At the oppo
site extreme, the three books which belonged to Sawley are very dif
ferent from the rest of these Cistercian manuscripts, and were almost 
certainly acquired from elsewhere, the most likely source being 
Durham.5 

However. if a small house like Roche had a scriptorium, there is al 
least a strong likelihood that the majority of these Cistercian houses 
would have scriptoria; and this is very much in accordance with the 
expectations embodied in the statutes promulgated by the General 
Chapter. These statutes are notoriously difficult to date, but 
Christopher Holdsworth has published a fundamental analysis of the 
probable dates of the material relevant to this article, while 
Christopher Norton. in the same volume, has provided a very useful 
edition, set out in tabular form.6 One striking feature of these statutes 
is the importance accorded to books, and the conditions under which 
they are to be made and used. Perhaps particularly interesting here is 
a statute datable to c.1119-5I, and headed ' De Scriptoriis'. This sug
gests that monasteries of the Order are expected to have places where 
writing is carried OUI, which will not necessarily be the cloister, and 
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that the writing will be done by monks, in silence.7 Moreover, a later 
statute, datable to 1154, seeks to restrict scribes to their own monas
teries, forbidding them to work, or to stay, outside. This would sug
gest that scribes, even if recruited as professionals, were expected to 
be members of individual monasteries. 

There is another feature of the Northern English manuscripts 
which adds further to thi s picture of Cistercian monks working to 
produce their own books, and that is the appearance of their parch
ment. This is not uniform, but a high proportion of these manuscripts 
show use of parchment which is darker in colour and rougher in tex
ture than that used for comparable types of book in non-Cistercian 
monasteries at this lime. What is also interesting is that, in several 
instances, the sheets of parchment seem to have been used to the very 
edge, sO" that some folios have rough and irregular outer edges. This is 
never explicitly required by the statutes; but it is clearly very much in 
accordance with the ideals of monastic poverty and the emphasis on 
physical labour so strongly expressed in the Exordium Parvum, since 
it suggests that these monasteries made and used their own parch 
ment, presumably from the skins of their own sheep.S 

If such' ideals are expressed by the parchment used for these books, 
it is appropriate to look next at their decoration. Here, two features 
are immediately striking: the almost complete absence of human fi g
ures, animals, dragons and grotesque creatures from these books, at a 
time when they were very popular el sewhere: and the uniformity of 
the stylised foliage motifs found in manuscripts from almost all the 
northern English Cistercian monasteries.9 Holm Cultram had an early 
copy of Philip de Thaon 's text of the Bestiary, dedicated to Henry I' s 
queen, which has preparatory sketches for roundels of zodiac signs. 
never completed, and spaces for miniatures in the main text , which 
were never filled in .1O It also has a sketch for an initial formed from 
the twisted body of a dragon , which again was never completed. 
Those initials which were completed are flatly painted in red and 
blue, with very minimal stylised foliage decoration. It is impossible to 
say whether this was a product of a scriptorium located at Holm 
Cultram, but its text would certainly be of interest to English 
Ci stercians, and the evidence that plans to supply miniatures and an 
illuminated initial were abruptly halted is interesting. I I 

A very few completed images of animals do occur amongst these 
manuscripts, however. One manuscript from Rievaulx , a copy of 
Ennodius, has a major initial consisting of an 8-line-high, gold initial 
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U, containing a full y-painted image of an ass playing the harp, and a 
small blue lion. 12 Also from Rievaulx is a copy of the Sermons of 
Peter Chrysologus, whose major initi al is a 14-line-h igh letter H, 
whose decoration includes a white li on's head and a red bird .13 

Finally, amongst the manuscripts from Byland is a Glossed Psalte r 
(now York, Cathedral Library, MS. XVI. /.7) , which has two rather 
roughly executed initia ls contain ing combats be tween dragons and 
small human figures. These are the only human figures, animals or 
dragons which appear in thi s large group of manuscripts. The use of 
precious metals, or of a wide range of colours in one initial, is equa lly 
rare. There is no silver in these manuscripts, and the only three to use 
go ld are the two with anim a l im ages from Ri e vaulx , already 
described above, and the Glossed Psalter from Byland. Apart from 
these, there is one manuscript from Fountains which uses a wide 
range of colours to model the sty lised fo liage decorating its major ini
tial. The book is a copy of Simeon's HislOI·ia Dunelmensis .Ecclesiae 
and may be of Durham orig in . 14 Its major initial uses red, yellow, 
black , blue, grey and purple, as well as complex patterns of dots and 
fine lines in contrast colours, and is unique in this group in doing so. 
The great majority of the books use only red, ligh t-blue and da rk
green, applied flatl y, though often very prec ise ly. A minority add 
touches of orange and washes of yellow. Indeed, this restricted range 
of colours is used so plainly that several books limit thei r initials to 
just one colour per letter, even where the styli sed foliage decoration 
forms complex pauems; others include the use of one contrast colour 
on major initials; while other are freer, including the use of all three 
basic colours on both major and minor initials. 

Besides these limitations of subject matter and colour-range, there 
is a lso a clear restriction even of the range of stylised foliage motifs 
used to decorate the more complex initials. Since the abbots of sever
al of these monaste ries are documented as having purchased manu
scripts or received them as gifts, and since there is considerable evi
dence of the borrowing of manuscripts from Durham. where more 
elaborate decoration was customary, thi s conservatism presumably 
represents a deliberate choice.15 What is even more striking, however, 
is the uniform ity found in the morc elaborate initials from no less 
than 8 of the 10 monasteries from which manuscripts survive. Indeed, 
since those from which no examples of this initial -type survive are 
l ervaulx and Meaux , represented by three manuscripts between them, 
the re must be a strong probability that this type of initial occurred in 
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at least some of their books also. What is distinctive about these in i
tials is their complex and technically skilled use of a very small set of 
decorative motifs. painted in the colours already described. These 
motifs are: scallop and cable patterns left in relief in the thick por
tions of letters; a simple three-lobed !loret; and a motif recognised by 
Mynors in Durham manuscripts, and called by him the split-petal. 16 It 
is the latter which is the dominant characteristic of these initials , 
occurring with a variety of elaborations, such as flanking leaves, 
stalks and hair-like projections. 

In several manuscripts from Rievaulx and Holm Cul tram these ini
tial s are executed in monochrome, but in all the others, and one 
Rievaulx book, at least some of the foliage is executed in a contrast 
colour; while in manuscripts from Fountains, Kirkstall and Roche, 
three colours are generally used for each major initial. 

The repeated, and prolonged, uSe of such a small set of motifs rais
es the question of their source. Here, no answer is possible for the flo
ret, since such motifs were very widespread, as were scallop-panerns. 
In the case of the cable pauem, however, which is rather less com
mon, some speculation may be possible. The motif occurs frequently 
in the in itia ls of the Clairvaux Bible, datable 10 the 11 30s. Both 
Rievaulx and Fountains were linked directly to Clairvaux, and were 
presumably provided with copies of the basic Cistercian liturgical 
texts, or at least exemplars from which to produce their own, by 
Clairvaux,l7 It is therefore possible that the cable-pattern was taken 
up from Clairvaux initia ls, although no attempt was made to copy 
these initials entirely. However, the split -petal motif does not occur in 
early Clairvaux manuscripts, and its source was different. Mynors 
found it in Durham books from the third quarter of the twelfth centu
ry, where it occurs in complex form s.IS It also occurs, however, in 
two Durham manuscripts dated by Ker to the early twelfth cenlUry, 
where it is found in small and simple fOnTIs, and amongst the few sur
viving manuscripts from SI Mary 's, York, datable by their script and 
sty le to c.1120-40.19 Since the fou nders of Fountains broke away 
from St Mary's, York , in late 1132, and the Rievaul x community 
were in contact with Durham , it seems certain that the split-petal 
motif was adapted by the Cistercians from these sources. What is 
striking is the adoption of the same type of initial at Byland, some
th ing which corroborates the earlier suggestion that Byland was influ
enced by ex isting Cistercian house s after its absorpt ion into the 
Cistercian order. One final point should be made and that is that these 
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initials were apparent ly restricted to the Northern English houses. 
Surviving manuscripts from southern houses, such as Thame, or 
western ones, such as Buildwas, whilst equally plain, do not show 
these distinctive initials. 

Before leaving the question of the decoration of this gro up of 
Cistercian manuscripts, it is necessary to look at their rubrication . 
Elements such as titles, capitula and chapter titles were frequently exe
cuted in decorative capitals and varied colours, with a gradat ion of 
size and decoration which helped the reader to locate textual divisions. 
However, in these Cistercian books, all this is reduced to a minimum. 
There are no title pages, very few contents lists even in manuscripts 
containing a variety of short works, and even the common practice of 
executing the first line of text , after the opening initial, in capitals is 
rare in these books. Instead, titles and other headings are generally 
reduced to one or two lines o( plain red minuscule, often smaller than 
the main text script. Capitals, where present, are often in plain ink, 
lacking the usual coloured letters, spacing and decorative touches. 

The striking si mplici ty of all the decorative elements in these man
uscripts must be the result of deliberate choice; and the similarities 
between the manuscripts suggest a broad agreement on the part of all 
these monasteries as to the ways in which books should ideall y be 
decorated. What remains is to establish the orig ins of these ideas. The 
obv ious parallel is with a statute datable to c. 1145-5 1. This is headed 
' De litteris vel vitreis' and the relevant words are: ' Littere unius col
oris fiant, et non depicte'.2o What is puzzling is that this is the first 
recorded reference to the interna l decoration of books in the 
Cistercian leg islat ive material, and yet its lacon ic brevity suggests 
that it represents ideas already well-known. There is no mention at all 
of miniatures, suggesting that they were out of the question. There is 
also no explanation as to whether ' letters' referred to initials, rubrica
tion or both. However, if the phrase ' non depicte ' is taken to mean 
that the leuers should not contain any pictures, then it wou ld seem 
that initials were meant. This view is strengthened by the first codifi
cation of the Cistercian legislation, issued in 1202, which emends the 
wording as follows: 'Littere autem de cetera absque omni fiam imag
ine, et sine aura, et sine argento' .21 This would seem to emphasise the 
ban on all pictures or images, but to abandon the 'one colour only' 
restriction , simply rejecting the use of gold or si lver. 

If the northern Eng li sh man uscripts a re compa red with these 
regulations. some interesting conc lusions emerge. First, with the 
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exceptions noted, most of which were probably not of Cistercian ori
gin, the English books obey the 'no images' rule. Moreover, since 
gold was not specifically excluded unti l 1202, the use of gold in the 
two twelfth-century manuscripts belonging to Rievaulx is perhaps 
less surprising than it might at first seem. However, there are two sur
prises. The first is that the majority of the initials, plain as they are, 
make use of more than one colour in apparent contradiction to the 
earlier regulation, though not to the later. The second is that the 
reduction of the rubrication goes much further than anything required 
by either regulation. In the first case, it may well be that this resis
tance to the apparent meaning of the c.1145-51 regulation was wide
spread, resulting in its modification by 1202. In the second case, the 
parallel seems to be, not with the regulation on the decoration of 
manuscripts, but with a powerful Cistercian view, which rejected 
conscious scholarship as a fit occl!pation for a monk. This is already 
implicit in an early regulation , datable c.1119-51, which forbade any 
Cistercian to compose a new book without the consent of the General 
Chapter. 

It was also forcibly expressed by St Bernard of Clairvaux in a 
number of his letters. where he refers to studying in the Schools as 
' pursuing a career in the world' and contrasts thi s with hi s life ·as 'a 
rustic and a monk' whose business is ' not teaching but lamenting ' .22 

These ideas were especially expressed in hi s letters to Ailred of 
Rievaulx and to Henry Murdac, later abbot of Fountains." That 
these ideas were shared in England is demonstrated by several writ
ers. Walter Daniel, Ailred's follower and biographer, and himself a 
man of some education, wrote: 'Our master Christ did not teach 
grammar, rhetoric, or dialectic in his school, he taught humility. 
charity and righteousness.'24 A little later, Gilbert of Hoyland wrote: 
'Reading ought to serve our prayer, prepare our mood [for contem
plation] , not encroach on our time and weaken our character. '25 The 
implication of all thi s is that the minimisation of the rubrication was 
considered suitable for books which were to be read and meditated 
upon during the Lectio Divina, rather than studied and written about. 
Such an interpretation is further supported by a statute which made it 
possible for a monk (0 substitute prayer in the church for reading in 
(he c1oister.26 

If this argument is correct, it would suggest that considerable care 
went into the interpretation and application of the statutes in twelfth
century Northumbria, and that it extended even to points of detail in 
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the decoration of books. However, this does not in itself explain why 
the regulation on letters was first passed by the General Chapter. The 
problem is two-fold. First, the only previous statute on books, dealing 
with their clasps and the custom of draping them with palls, may date 
to as early as c.1119; this would leave a rather long gap before the 
General Chapter turned its attention to internal decoration. Secondly, 
and perhaps more surprisingly, manuscripts made for Citeaux itself 
continued to be richly decorated with historiated initials and full -page 
miniatures into the 1130s. In this light, the statute of c.1145 -5 I on let
ters appears as a rather abrupt change. 

The traditional answer to this problem has been to see a clash of 
ideas between St Bernard of Clairvaux and Stephen Harding, abbot of 
Citeaux 1109-34, with the former's ideas gaining ascendancy after 
Stephen Harding's death. Two recent proponents of this view are 
Jonathan Alexander and Con:ad Rudolph. Alexander writes: 

St Bernard ... must surely have seen [the illuminated Citeaux 
manuscripts]. He was later to write a blistering attack on the 
fantasy world of Romanesque art, criticising the carved capi
tals in the Cloister ... A Cistercian statute enforcing simplicity 
in initials ... may thus owe its origin to his strictures.27 

More forcefully, Rudolph argues: 

The historical evidence suggests that extreme artistic asceti
cism was not of interest to first generation Cistercians, and the 
art historically important Statutes ... were only instituted as 
part of an artistic overturn on the part of the second generation 
led by Bernard." 

The treatise to which both writers refer, as do all those who see St 
Bernard as concerned to denounce excesses in all monastic art, is the 
Apologia to Abbot William, written most probah1y in 1125. This is 
divided into two major sections, of which the second is a brilliantly 
rhetorical satire on monastic excesses. After a general introductory 
section, a range of topics is picked out for detailed comment, of 
which the last is excess in buildings and their decoration. 29 However, 
to see this as implying criticism of the manuscripts of Citeaux, as 
Rudolph does, raises serious problems}O At the simplistic level, it is 
problematic since the treatise makes no mention of manuscripts and 
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their decoration. More problematically, such an argument also pays 
little attention to the context within which the Apologia was pub
li shed. St Bernard 's letter 84bJl makes it clear that William, abbot of 
St Thierry, who had been a friend of St Bernard's since 1118-19, had 
written asking him to intervene in the controversy between the 
Cistercians and the Cluniacs. St Bernard agreed to do this , following 
the broad outline suggested by William of St Thierry. Now, besides 
William 's lost lener, Jhere is other evidence that the Cistercians were 
accused of making unjustified anacks upon the Cluniacs during the 
I 120s. This is in the form of an open letter or treatise written by Peter 
the Venerable, abbot of Cluny 1122-56, which responds to another SCI 
of Cistercian criticisms.32 lt would seem that the Cistercians in partic
ular, and monastic reformers such as William in general, stood 
accused of slander and hypocrisy; and Ihal a part of St Bernard 's brief 
was to defend them in a treatise intended for very wide circulation.33 

That St Bernard would choose such a time to launch a covert attack 
upon his own father abbot is a very surprising proposition. It is there
fore necessary to look again at the evidence. 

The first undisputed fact is thai Stephen Harding was one of the 
founding group of Citeaux. Chapter XV of the Exordium ParvlIm, 
written most probably during Slephen Harding's lifetime, records the 
decisions of this group, and the basis on which they were taken .34 

Their stated aim was to 'follow failhfull y' the 'integrity of the Rule ', 
and they sought to establish this by using as evidence the Rule and 
the Life of St Benedict, supplemented by the 'statutes ' of Ihe ' holy 
Fathers, who were the mouthpiece of Ihe Holy Spirit'. They lurned 
their attention to both ' liturgical observance and daily living'. Abbot 
Alberic himself wrote to the learned abbol of Pothieres, aboul the 
reform of the chanl,3' Again, it was during Alberic's abbacy that 
Stephen Harding began to produce his authoritative edition of the 
Bible, gathering together a set of different lexts from which to work, 
and consulting with French Jews on their edition of Hebrew texts. His 
'Monitum', inserted into the second volume of the Citeaux Bible, is 
dated 1109, and makes a very strong appeal to future Cistercians not 
to alter or add to the text thus carefully established.36 Chapter XVII of 
the Exordium Parvum goes on to describe how these policies were 
continued in the first years of Stephen Harding's own abbacy, up to 
c. 1119, the year in which the Pope examined and approved the 'con
stitution and chapters' presented to him)7 The central principle is 
now described as being 'to ensure that God's house, in which they 
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desired to serve him devoutly day and night, was empty of anything 
redolent of pomp or superfl uity, or tending to corrupt the poverty -
guardian of the virtues - which they had unconstrainedly embraced'.3s 
If the Exordium Parvum is accurate in dating the detailed decisions 
which embodied this principle to I 109-c. I I 19, then it is difficult to 
hold to the view that St Bernard, following his arrival as a novice at 
Citeaux c. Il13, set about an 'artistic overturn' by the 'second genera
tion ' )9 

There are scraps of further evidence on the views and actions of 
Stephen Harding himself. First, it is clear that he took on leadership 
of the Cistercian project to establish a definitive form of the liturgy. It 
was he who, in accordance with his readi ng of the Rule, obtained 
copies of the' Ambrosian hymns ' sung at Milan, and incorporated 
them into the new Cistercian hymnal; and, as wi th the Bible, he 
included an explanatory nott:f by himself in this volume also. 4o This 
was very much in accordance with the method used to prepare the 
early Cistercian antiphonary: No copies of this are known to survive, 
but St Bernard, in his 'Prologus' to the reformed antiphonary of 
c. 1 147, described how 'those who began the Cistercian Order ' sent 
scribes to Metz, to ' transcribe and bring back the Metz Antiphonary', 
believing this to be 'the most authentic version' .41 Indeed, thi s 
authenticity was so powerful that, despite the problems they encoun
tered, the Cistercians persevered with the antiphonary until c.1142. 
Secondly, there is evidence that Stephen Harding behaved in accor
dance with the deci sions recorded in Exordium Parvum, in matters of 
his own accoutrements. Sadly, William of Malmesbury's portrait of 
Stephen Harding as leading the movement to 'love pure minds rather 
than gliltering vestments' is suspect; the whole account is biased 
against Robert of Molesme and towards Stephen Harding, and this 
passage in particular contains verbal reminiscences of SI Bernard 's 
Apologia." What is separately recorded, though , is that Stephen 
Harding used a simple, wooden staff rather than the richly-sculpted 
metal and ivory croziers used by bishops and other abbots .43 

However, there can be no doubt that Stephen Harding was a patron 
of beautifully illuminated manuscripts. His Bible is in four volumes, 
of which those completed by 1109 are decorated in a fairly standard 
style, related to that of the Psalter of Robert of Moles me (now Dijon 
B.M. Ms. 30), a manuscript which the early Cistercians may have 
known.44 However, the last two volumes have miniatures and histori 
ated initials in a different and very distinctive style. Moreover, the 
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iconography of several of the images, such as those of the Hebrews in 
the fiery furnace and of St John the Evangelist, is both unusual and 
sophis ticated4 ' The style is unusual in Burgundy, but iS,c1osely relat
ed to a group of manuscripts apparently made for individuals con
nected with Hereford and Shaftesbury, and fo r the monastery of 
Winchcombe. It therefore seems likely that Stephen Harding, himself 
from England and for a time a monk of Sherborne, used the services 
of an English-trained arti st in the decoration of the Citeaux Bible. The 
same style, and probably the same hand, is found in a copy of St 
Gregory 's Moralia in Job (now Dijon, B.M., Mss. 168-70), made for 
Citeaux in 1111.46 This contains a famous set of initials in which the 
letters are formed by human figures, several of them Cistercian 
monks engaged in physical work. Only these books contain work by 
this very distinctive painter; but perhaps even more surpri sing is 
another group of Citeaux manuscripts, datable to before 1134, whose 
illuminations s how stylistic links to works associated with the Court 
of Burgundy and the abbey of Cluny.47 These are: The Citeaux 
Legendary (Dijon, Mss. 638-4 1), St Augustine's Commenrury on the 
Psalms (Dijon Ms. 147), St Jerome's Commenrary on Isaiah (Dijon 
Ms. 129), and St Jerome 's Commentary on the Minor Prophets 
(Dijon Ms. 132). Altogether, some seventeen early Citeaux manu
scripts are strikingly decorated, and there is at least one more of them 
which is directly associated with Stephen Harding. This is a copy of 
St Jerome's Commentary on Jeremiah , (Dijon Ms. 130), which was 
made for Stephen Harding at St-Vaast, Arras, in 11 25-26. The initials 
of this manuscript are of a standard type, but it also has a presentation 
miniature showing Stephen Harding with the abbot of St-Vaast, as 
well as an association of prayers between the two abbeys. Kneeling at 
the feet of the abbot, in the miniature, is the monk-scribe, Osbert, 
whose beautiful script, we are told, caused Stephen Harding to ask 
him to copy the text4 ' 

The difficulty, then, is to reconcile this group of illuminated manu
scripts with the views on 'liturgical observance and daily living' out
lined above. The first point is that all the illuminated books associated 
with Stephen Harding, or datable to his abbacy, contain texts of the 
types required by the Rule' s specifications for the Opus Dei and the 
Lectio Divina. There is therefore a link between them and the work 
undertaken to establi sh fundamenta l texts for the Cistercian liturgy. 
Moreover, the striking compositions and unusual iconographies found 
in several of the books suggest a deliberate incorporation of instruc-
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tion into the images. The commissioning of the manuscript from the 
scribe of St-Vaast seems to have been, not a piece of artistic connois
seurship, but an action designed to celebrate a valued bond of spiritual 
friendship with the monastery from which two of the earliest 
Cistercians had come.49 Finally, there is evidence that the early 
Cistercians distinguished clearly between external and internal deco
ration of books. A 'statute' dated by Holdsworth to c. 11 09-19, and 
headed 'de finnaculis librorum' deals with books kept in churches, 
and rules that they should not be given gold, silver or gilt clasps or 
covers, nor should they be draped with c1oth.50 This is clearly in line 
with the regulations and decisions described in Exordium Parvum 
XVII; but nowhere is there any mention of initials. 

The statute of c.1145-51 'On Letters' is the first documented refer
ence to a concern with the internal decoration of books. Should this 
concern then be attributed to the views of St Bernard? The first prob
lem for such an argument is that the simple brevity of both the statute 
of c.1145-51 and the modified version of 1202 suggest that what was 
happening was simply the extension of the principles already outlined 
in Exordium Parvum. If these were formulated by the first 
Cistercians, there is no need to attribute them to St Bernard. 
However, there is still the question of why and when this extension 
took place. Particularly interesting in this respect is the statute headed 
'de scuJpttiris et picturis et cruce lignea' and datable to c.1122-
c.1 135." This dating makes this statute roughly contemporary with 
the Apologia; and its later, expanded version explains that sculptures 
and pictures are likely to detract from meditation and undermine reli 
gious discipline - an explanation which parallels the views on distrac
tion expressed by St Bernard in chapter 29 of the Apologia. However, 
there is no decisive evidence in either of them as to which influenced 
the other. 

Again, therefore, it is necessary to look elsewhere for clues. The 
first step is to establish whether the views expressed by St Bernard in 
his Apologia were of major importance for him. Section 16 of the 
Apologia lists the areas of 'excess' which are to be dealt with as: 
food, drink, clothing, bedding, retinues, and the construction of build
ings. The revised version of the treatise has subject headings, and 
those accepted by Leclercq are: 'On meals; On drink; On those who 
stay in the infirmary without being ill; On expensive and extravagant 
clothing; On the negligence of superiors; On riding in state; On the 
place of pictures, SCUlpture, gold and silver in monasteries'.52 These 
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twO lists may thus be taken as setting oul SI Bernard 's main concerns 
in this section of the treatise. 

A high proportion of St Bernard 's letters are concerned to offer 
advice, admonition and encouragement to a large number of ecclesi
astics, and it is therefore appropriate to look for further references (Q 

these topics in {he letters. As might be expected, most are to be found 
in the famou s letter to Robert , the monk of Clairvaux who had fled to 
Cluny. This deals with food, drink, clothing, and ' vain and curious 
travel' .53 ft also emphasises poverty and manual labour as characteris
tic of the Cistercian life; but there is no discussion of buildings or 
their decoration. A letter to Fulk, an ex-Auguslinian canon, criticises 
rich clothing and trappings, and gold and silver vessels, as posses
sions for those who serve altars.54 Indeed, the condemnation of gold 
and silver is a recurring topic , which is found in a letter to Pope 
Eugenius 111 ,55 and in another to the card inal deacon, Guy Moricote.56 

Poverty and simplicity in food, drink and clothing are commended to 
Thurstan, archbi shop of York~57 while manual labour, together with 
' the way of charily' is touched on in a le tter to the monks of the 
Abbey in the Alps.58 Finally, hypochondria is condemned in a letter 
to the brethren of St Anastasius.59 However, references to ecclesiasti 
cal buildings and their decorations are extremely rare, and surprising 
in tone when they do occur. A letter to Suger, abbot of St Denis, 
prai ses hi s ' re s lOration of the beauty and observances of St 
Genev ieve',60 though it must be said that the beauty referred to is by 
no means necessarily visual beauty. More surpri sing is a letter 10 Ihe 
People of Rome, condemning them for squandering 'the revenues and 
ornaments' of their churches. This describes how they have stripped 
gold and silver from ' the vessels of the altar, and the sacred images 
themselves' and concludes that 'the beauty of the Lord 's house has 
been irretrievably lost'.61 This use of the tradi tional argument for the 
embelli shment of churches is not what might be ex pected from a 
writer with a fixed avers ion to such things. 

Two other early and widely-d istributed treat ises by St Bernard are 
The Twelve Steps of Humility and Pride, and On Loving God. In the 
first of these, major imponance is given to the pi tfalls of 'curiosi tas', 
the fi rst step of pride, a stage in which the sinner's ' mind has nothing 
to occupy it' because ' his eyes constantly wander'.62 This is reminis
cent of the Apologia's condemnation of distraction, but there is a cru
cial difference: there is no reference here to sculptures or paintings, 
instead the monk in thi s condition is described as peerin g about 
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almost aimlessly as he falls into presumption. In a treatise written so 
close in time to the Apologia this absence of any interest in visually 
distracting elements is , at the least, interesting. In a similar fashion, 
the treatise On Loving God puts forward a strong argument for humil
ity, which is powerfully contrasted with the restlessness of greed. 
Chapter 4 puts this straightforwardly, 'You cannot chase gold and at 
the same time taste how sweet the Lord is!'63 Yet, again, this moral 
theme is not linked to the ' artistic' topics dealt with in Chapters 28 
and 29 of the Apologia. 

The same applies to St Bernard's Sermons. Several times, in the 
Sermons on {he Song of Songs. 'curiositas' is condemned (as in 
Sermon 8) or true wisdom is contrasted with the deceptive appear
ances of the senses (as in Sennons 28 and 31). Again, worldly wis
dom, including that of ' the school of rhetoric or philosophy' is pUI in 
ils place in Sennons 15 an.d 3664 Finally, a love of music is suggested 
in Sennon 15 , while a concern for the correct manner of chanting is 
strongly expressed in Sennon 47. In all this, however, there is no con
cern with monastic buildings, churches and their decoration. Even the 
refl ection on humility contained in St Bernard' s Annunciation 
Dialogue is disappointing. This moves into a condemnation of the 
pride displayed by some monks, who are seen 'traversing provinces. 
frequenting courts', who wear 'coloured and costly clothing' and who 
are 'drawn back to the unprofitable tastes and desires for worldly 
things' .65 The description of their greed lists the seeking after honours, 
Ihe selling of 'words and salulalions', the chasing after Ihe goods of 
others, and ' the building of walls, rather than their own characters', 
but with all Ihese reminiscences of the Ap% gia, the concerns of chap
ters 28 and 29 are missing. Thus, it cannot easily be argued that these 
two chapters deal with matters of central concern to St Bernard. 

If this argument is correct, then the next question is why St Bernard 
shou ld choose to write about such matters, in his defence of the 
Cistercians. Here, one clue may be found in the terms ' the construc
tion of buildings' (used in chapter 16) and 'on the place of pictures, 
sculpture, gold and silver in monasteries' (used as a heading for chap
lers 28 and 29). These tenns seem to echo the headings of several of 
the capitula dated by Holdsworth to before 1119: 'De Conslruendis 
Abbatiis', and 'Quid liceat vel non liceat nobis habere de Auro, 
Argento, Gemmis et Serico', as well as the later 'De Sculpturis et 
Picturis et Cruce Lignea'. In other words, they may appear in the 
Apologia precisely because Ihey already appeared in the Cistercian 
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legislation, and it was thus necessary to defend them in 11 24-25. 
Some support is given to this view by St. Bernard 's Letter to Peter the 
Cardinal Deacon, papal legate in Fmnce, which describes the Apologia 
as 'concerned with the obselVances of the Cluniacs and ourselves, the 
Cistercians' , which suggests that the Apologia described practices 
already common amongst the Cistercians when it was written.66 

However, if St Bernard was defending Cistercian observances, but 
was not himself the originator of these particular views, there is still 
the question of why he chose to defend the regulation on sculpture 
and paintings so strongly. Here it is worth considering William of St 
Thierry, the man who suggested the writing of the Apologia and who, 
according to Letter 84b, sent a fairly detailed brief. That William was 
able to influence St Bernard is demonstrated by the correspondence 
about Peter Abelard, against whom William wrote a treatise which St 
Bernard read to the monks of Clairvaux .67 A Letter to Canon Ogier, 
another friend of St Bernard, demon strates th at the text of th e 
Apologia was read in draft and commented upon by William , and that 
St Bernard intended to discuss it with him .68 Moreover, a read ing of 
William's work produces very interesting results. 

William 's treatises display a visual sensitivity, and an interest in 
the positive and negative aspects of images in the memory and imagi
nation, which are quite different from St Bernard's approach. For 
instance, like Ailred of Rievaulx and Arnold of Bonneval, William 
composed a treatise on The Body and the Soul: but William 's is dis
tinctive for the sensitiv ity it demonstrates to the harmony, proportion , 
unity and beauty of the body, as well as for its renection upon the 
Vitruvian idea that the body with limbs extended fits into a perfect 
circle.69 Again, in his Exposition of the Song of Songs, there is evi 
dence of this interest. The Preface contains a detailed analysis of the 
usefulness of ' images' and visual memories, concluding that 'man's 
thought, by the vehicle of this image, may be borne onward to the 
truth wh ich attracts it ',7o Th is concept is further developed in the 
ensuing discussions, with bodily and spiritual vision contrasted in 
First Song, Stanza 8. The problems of images are also discussed, and 
First Song, Stanza 10, deals vividly wi th the problems of managing 
di stracting vi sual memories, as does the Final e to Song One. 7 1 

Moreover, thi s theme is taken up again in William 's Meditations, 
where Meditation II contains more reflections on visualisation . vi sual 
memory and its dangers.72 
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Besides this intellectual analysis, William was dedicated to the 
ideas of the monasti c reform from early in hi s caree r. Thi s is 
expressed in his treati se On the Nature and Dignity of Love where, in 
chapter 8, he describes the poverty and simplicity of the ideal monas
tic community.?3 Again, in his exposit ion of Second Song, Stanza 6, 
of the Song of Songs, William criticises monks who build ' veritable 
palaces' , ' fragrant cell s which are aromatic rather than eremitic ', and 
warns that 'avarice seeps into the cloister in every gui se and on every 
pretext ' .74 This is taken much further in his Letter to the Carthusians 
of Mont-Dieu, of c. 1144. Here he writes: ' Banishing from our monas
teries the kind of poverty which truly embelli shes God' s house, we 
have sought out the best-known craftsmen to build us aromatic cells' 
and urges monks to build their own dwellings, saying that 'No human 
skill will be a march for theirs in contriving the expression of poverty, 
the stark simplicity, the sober lines ... '.'5 Such beliefs were also put 
into practice in 11 3 1, when William played a leading role in an 
unusual 'refonn synod ' of the Benedictine abbots in the arch-d iocese 
of Rheims. Thi s body dec ided on reforms in the liturgy, diet and 
embellishment of their monasteries.76 

Two other points may be made. First, those who wish to see SI. 
Bernard 's comments on monstrous sculptures in cloisters as being 
based on hi s knowledge of th e c loi s ters of Cluny or of other 
Burgundian houses have always faced the problem that the surviving 
pieces of such sculptures are notably plain. However, Neil Stratford 
has observed that the only region in which such sculptures were to be 
found was the area of Rheims.77 And it was precisel y in this region 
that William, with hi s strong visual memory, was located as abbot of 
St Thie rry. Second, it was Willi am of St Thierry who found St 
Bernard 's lack of visual sensiti vity and visual memory so surprising 
that he drew special attention to it in his contribution to the Vila 
Prima, commenting that SI Bernard observed the details of neither 
the novice chamber nor the church at Citeaux .78 

Whilst this can be no more than a suggestion, the proposition that 
William suggested a theme, and that St Bernard expressed it with 
characteristic rhetorical skill, helps to explain the curious nature of 
the 'description ' of the cloister sculptures. Many of its examples, 
such as ' unclean apes', ' manticores' and 'striped tigers' owe at least 
as much to the works of St Augustine, Isidore of Seville, Priscian and 
the Bestiary as they do to actual sculptures.79 Moreover, the concept 
of ' beauti ful deformity' with which St Bernard ident ifies all the 
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scu lptures, seems to be derived from a passage in St Augustine's 
Sentences, wh ich plays upon the idea of a beaut iful image of an ugly 
demon.so Finally, the long catalogue of hybrid monsters draws upon 
the classical commonplace of the monster as a combination of parts 
of different earthly creatures. This image provided St Bernard wi th a 
figure which he applied memorably to himself, when he wrote: ' May 
my Monst rous life ... move you to pity. I am a chimaera of our times, 
neither cleric nor layman.' 81 Even more succinctly, he used it in his 
description of Arnold of Brescia as 'the man with the head of a dove 
and the tail of a sco rpion ', as well as in a letter to Abbot Suger 
which seems to quote from Horace 's De Ar1e Poe1ica, and in numer
ous other places .82 In other words, St Bernard's 'description' of 
cloister sculptures owes at least as much to his reading as to his visual 
memory. 

It is now possible to argue that study of Stephen Harding, St 
Bernard and William of St Thierry has produced significant results. 
First, it is not possible to put forward Stephen Harding, or the early 
Cistercians, as admirers of 'art', In stead , a concern for poverty , 
humility and simplicity led them to the definition of what was and 
was not appropriate for lirurgical vestments and vesse ls, and the fur
nishings of the altar, from the early years of Citeaux. By the 1120s 
this principle had been applied also to sculptures and paintings; and it 
was at this stage that St Bernard, responding to suggestions made by 
William of St Thierry, issued his defence of the 'observances of the 
Cistercians'. By the mid-1140s, by which time William of St Thierry 
had been a Cistercian himself for some ten years, the same principle 
had come to be applied to illumination of manuscripts, and this was 
enshrined in the ruling 'On Letters', St Bernard' s Apologia was 
doubt less influential, but there is no evidence that he set himself to 
put a stop LO all 'artistic excess', 

In stead , what emerges from all this , and from the study of the 
English manuscripts, is a picture of a long period of development, in 
which a new attitude to the decoration of books became an issue only 
at a rather late stage. In the case of the manuscripts from Yorkshire, 
Northumberland and Cumbria, with which this article began, the evi
dence suggests that this group of monasteries agreed on a type of dec
oration, and even on a specific type of initial, which was felt [Q be 
appropriate, and which continued to be used into the thirteenth centu
ry. Yet the problem of arriving at unanimity on this subject is demon
strated by the fact that, even in these plain books, very few initials are 
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of one colour only. Indeed, the new wording of 1202 seem s to suggest 

that what had been intended was simply an extension of the principles 
already expressed in chapters XV and XVII of the Exordium Parvum, 
and that within these limits, abbots were free to decide on details. 
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