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Preface

The ambition behind this volume is double. It is to offer an up-to-date
cross-disciplinary introduction to the Cistercian Order and to reflect
the character and interests of current scholarship. The content is struc-
tured in three sections. The first treats, in three chapters, the history
of the Order from its foundation until today. Then follow two the-
matic sections, the main focus of which is the medieval period. The
first, ‘Structure and materiality’, deals with the Order’s organisation, its
material culture and agricultural production, and with the ever-present
dynamic between unity and diversity. The second, ‘Religious mental-
ity’, centres on authors and educators and on the ideas, texts, preaching
and music which emerged from Cistercian monasteries. The chapters
stand as individual essays on different aspects of the Order — and not
necessarily in unison. In this sense this volume mirrors the composite
nature of the Order, and of the research into it.

Sincere thanks are due to all of the authors for their brave and spir-
ited response to the academic challenge, not to mention the severe word
limit, and to Terryl N. Kinder and I. Gorevich as well as Laura Morris
and Anna Lowe of Cambridge University Press.

Mette Birkedal Bruun
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Introduction: withdrawal and engagement

METTE BIRKEDAL BRUUN AND
EMILIA JAMROZIAK

How are we to comprehend the Cistercian Order? How do we examine
and represent a phenomenon which has existed for over goo years and
spread across the world, which has built monumental architecture and
produced a wide array of texts, tilled land and cultivated minds, seen
schisms and sought concord? How do we grasp the basic tenor, the fluc-
tuations, the varied responses to widely different conditions within one
overall scholarly framework?

An influential trend in Cistercian scholarship has viewed the his-
tory of the White Monks as a tug-of-war between ‘ideals’ and ‘reality’.
The assumption is that the Order was founded on a set of ideals, crys-
tallised in twelfth-century legislation and foundation narratives: lofty
aspirations — whether for isolation from the world and its ways, for
repudiation of tithes, ownership of serfs and other allegedly corrupting
practices or for harmony and uniformity within the Order and its com-
munities. The reality is, then, all those factors which cause appropri-
ation, modulation and abolition of these ideals, synchronically as well
as diachronically: local conditions, extramural powers, pragmatism or
the impact of individual figures. Louis Lekai, seminally, set the dichot-
omy as a motto for his momentous The Cistercians: Ideals and Reality
(1977) and, in a definitive article, employed the collision between ideals
and reality as a key to the dating of the Cistercian decline: the Order’s
fourteenth-century fall from its initial ideals, pushed by the overpow-
ering force of reality.’ Seen in this light, ideals become synonymous
with ‘true Cistercianness’ in the shape of unanimity, strictness and
absence of ambiguity, whereas reality stands for distortion, deviation
and equivocation.

Recent scholarship has challenged Lekai’s dichotomy. There is a
growing sense that its robust segregation produces a fragmented under-
standing of the Cistercian history and culture.> But much remains to be
done if we want to understand the complexity of the Order, its history
and its relation to society without losing sight of its fundamental ideas:
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