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Important Dates
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The Monastic World

Monasticism began in 3rd-century Egypt when men such as St Anthony, desiring a more intense Christian life, left the cities for the solitude of the desert. Living either as hermitic recluses, or in communities of men and women, many early Christians sought the kingdom of God here on Earth.

This primitive monasticism spread rapidly, but without any formal structure. By the 4th century, it became necessary to establish rules. In the following century, monasticism took root in Ireland and, inspired by St Patrick (c. 390–c. 460), spread to the west and north of mainland Britain, the south being influenced by St Augustine’s Roman mission. The monks of Iona and Lindisfarne played a large part in the evangelization of the Anglo-Saxon invaders. But a later wave of invasion by the Vikings destroyed the Holy Island of Lindisfarne, along with other communities, and for a while, during the 10th century, monasticism was almost extinct in Britain.

The Norman Conquest in the 11th century was to expose Britain to the full force of the intellectual and spiritual vigour of the regulated monastic life flourishing at that time in continental Europe. This force inspired a rush of building work, the foundation of new monasteries and the establishment of new orders of canons and friars. Houses of nuns belonging to the monastic orders were also founded in great numbers. This was the golden era of the medieval monasteries of the four main orders (Benedictines, Cluniacs, Cistercians and Carthusians) which lasted until decay set in and Henry VIII closed the abbey doors with the Dissolution of the Monasteries in the mid 16th century.

This guide examines the lives of monks in the seclusion of these great monasteries, freed from the temptations and distractions of the fallen world and governed by the triple vows of poverty, chastity and obedience.


The Monastic Orders

Monasteries were linked by their common observance of the Rule of St Benedict. Written at Monte Cassino, Italy, during the 6th century, this short work was a guide to the spiritual and administrative life of a monastery. It is remarkable both for the detail in which it considers every aspect of a monk’s life (everything from forms of service to diet is covered), and for its humanity. The way of life it outlines is certainly austere, but it is noticeably lacking in the extreme self-mortification that characterized the first hermits, and this may be one reason for its extraordinary success. Monastic fervour waxed and waned over time, but St Benedict’s Rule never lost its pre-eminence, and was the strand that connected the different orders of monastic life through the centuries.

The early monasteries, autonomous houses linked by the Rule of St Benedict, were all ‘Benedictine’. They were, until the end of the 9th century, virtually the only organized form of monasticism in England. Over time discipline became lax and in the 10th century the abbots of Cluny attempted to restore the purity of the holy life by returning to a strict observance of the Benedictine Rule. The new order centralized itself with all Cluniac houses, called priories, being subject to the mother abbey at Cluny in Burgundy. The first English Cluniac house was founded in 1077, and by the time of the Dissolution of the Monasteries in the mid 16th century there were some 38 Cluniac houses.

Following this pattern other orders began to arise, each essentially Benedictine, while yet establishing their independence. The most influential reforming order in England was that of the Cistercians. Originating from the abbey of Cîteaux in France, they took root in England in the 12th century. Their great success, in part due to the brilliance of a remarkable abbot, St Bernard of Clairvaux, led to over 100 Cistercian abbeys being founded in England, including major houses like Fountains, Furness and Tintern. The ‘white monks’ (after their habits of rough, unbleached wool) were appalled by the laziness of a Benedictine house. They saw themselves as ‘the new soldiers of Christ’; their diet was strict, their architecture plain and their liturgy simple. They built their monasteries in the most remote places they could find.

Even more extreme than the Cistercians were the Carthusians, an order originating from the Grande Chartreuse, again in France, in the 11th century. Strictly contemplative, a Carthusian lived alone in his own private cell, and in so doing isolated himself not only from the world, but from his fellow monks. Among the Carthusian ‘charterhouses’, which were never great in number, were Sheen in Surrey, and Mount Grace Priory in North Yorkshire.


The Four Orders

The Benedictines, known as the ‘black monks’ because of the black habits they wore, ran some of the wealthiest and most powerful medieval monasteries. Their perceived laxity gave rise to the founding of new, stricter orders.

The Cluniac order was completely subject to the Abbey of Cluny in France, and therefore thought of themselves as Cluniac first and English second. They were almost constantly at prayer, leaving little time for study or manual labour.

Cistercians were characterized by their rigid discipline and exact observance of the Rule of St Benedict. Lay brothers did much of the manual work of the Cistercian abbey, enabling the monks to devote their time to prayer and study.

The Carthusians aspired to the solitary life of the original desert hermits. They were described as wearing rough and scanty outer garments, with coarse hair shirts next to their skin, and fasting almost perpetually.




The Community

‘A monk out of his enclosure is like a fish out of water.’

St Anthony

What kind of person became a monk? In the early Middle Ages it was common for children to be donated to a monastery by their parents. This served as a kind of spiritual investment from which a family could reap rewards. After a while, however, this practice came to be seen as both unpredictable and inappropriate, and most recruits tended to be young adults. Usually they came from the surrounding locality and in principle they might come from any level of society, for monks attached little or no significance to accidents of birth and rank. However, there was a requirement that they bring with them a small endowment of land, so most tended to be from better-off families. There were some who felt the calling relatively late in life, and who may have left wives, children, even grandchildren behind when they became novices.

Stability was an important aspect of St Benedict’s Rule, and once he entered a house a monk rarely left it. Many spent their entire adult lives in a single monastery and had no experience of, or desire for, any other kind of life. It was, therefore, a relatively static community, composed of monks who over the years developed a great affection both for their monastery and for each other.

Every aspect of life was communal. The monks prayed, worked and ate together, sleeping in a common dormitory. Most of all, they owned no earthly possessions. Even the humble habit that was a monk’s daily dress belonged to the monastery. Still harder to appreciate today is St Benedict’s caution that ‘monks should not have even their bodies and their own wills at their own disposal’. Just as a monk was not secretly to have objects in his possession, so he was not to harbour individual ambitions that would interfere with the common good. The customary or written code of the house told him exactly what to do and when to do it.


Of Old Men and Children

‘Although human nature itself is drawn to pity towards these times of life, that is, towards old men and children, yet let them be provided for also by the authority of the Rule. Let there be constant consideration for their weakness, and on no account let the rigour of the Rule in regard to food be applied to them. Let them, on the contrary, receive compassionate consideration and take their meals before the regular hours.’

The Rule of St Benedict, Chapter 37



This world of rules, of common ownership and almost total lack of privacy might seem oppressive to us today, but to a monk it was an essential part of his vocation. He did not enter a monastery to live a life of leisure and repose. Rather he saw himself as a soldier engaged in spiritual warfare against his imperfect, fallen nature and every outward detail that he observed was an expression of his inward resolve.


Of the Dying

The final moments of a much-loved brother were a time of great solemnity and significance. The entire community gathered together, and the abbot would administer the last rites. Ashes were strewn on the floor in the shape of a cross, upon which the dying monk was placed. After death, the Litany of the Dying was sung, and the body was sprinkled with holy water and wrapped in a winding sheet. It was then taken to the church and the Mass of the Dead was sung. The church bell would toll while the body was buried. This painting on the altar of St Bernard of Clairvaux in the Church of the Order, Zwettl, Austria, depicts monks gathered round the saint at his death.




The Work of God

‘Let nothing have precedence over divine office.’

The Rule of St Benedict

The monastic day began sometime between midnight and 3 a.m., when a bell roused the community from sleep. A monk slept fully dressed, so that he might begin the work of God without delay, and had only to don his cowl – a voluminous hood that obscured the face – and his night shoes, fur-lined to keep out the cold, before he proceeded by way of the night stairs to the church. There, surrounded by a darkness broken only by the occasional candle, he began the long night office. Throughout the service a circator walked to and fro with a lantern, which he would wave before the face of any monk who had drifted back into sleep.

A monk’s outward and inward life was dominated by opus Dei (‘the work of God’), an unceasing round of prayer, chant and ritual. ‘At Midnight I will rise to give thanks to thee’ said the 119th Psalm, and so accordingly the monks rose for the night office. ‘Seven times a day do I praise thee’ the Psalm continues, and so the coming day was fashioned around seven further services. The night office (Mattins) was quickly followed by the Lauds of the Dead, the two services lasting perhaps two hours. After Lauds came Prime, which took place at first light in winter or around 6 a.m. in summer. The short office of Terce was sung about three hours later, then Sext at midday


Timekeeping
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3008 First Christian monasteries, founded in Egypt by
St Pachomius.

5008 St Benedict founds a monastery at Monte
Cassino in ltaly (c. 529). His Rule was drawn up
around 536-540.

507 St Augustine leads a Christian mission to
England from Rome.

673 St Ethelreda founds a community for monks and
nuns at Ely, and isinstalled as abbess by St Wilfrid of
York.

731 The monk Bede completes his Ecclesiastical
History of the English Pecples.

849 Alfred the Great sets out to re-establish monastic
communities in England.

1043 Completion of St Mary’s Benedictine
‘monastery at Coventry, supported by Godiva, wife of
Earl Leofric of Mercia.

1070 William the Congueror builds Battle Abbey on
the 1066 battlefield near Hastings.

1077 St Albans Abbey is built to replace a monastery.
founded by King Offa in 793.

1132 Fountains Abbey is founded near Ripon, North
Yorkshire.

122124 Dominican and Franciscan friars start work
inEngland.

1334 John de Breynton builds the Abbot’s House at
Glastonbury, the second wealthiest abbey in England
after Westminster.

1381 William Weliffe translates the Bible into
English.

4005 Monasticism begins in Ireland and Britain, led
by St Patick.

563 Traditional date for the lona community's
founding by St Columba.

€663 St Cuthbert is prior of Melrose Abbey; later he
‘moves to Lindisfarme.

700 Frideswide, a Saxon princess, founds a monastery
in Oxford on the site of present-day Christ Church.

702 Lindisfame monastery is aided by Vikings.

959 St Dunstan, former abbor of Glastonbury,
bhecomes Archbishop of Canterbury

1065 King Edward the Confessor builds his new
church beside Westminster Abbey.

1077 First Cluniac priory in England, at Lewes in
East Sussex.

1093 PBenedictine priory at Durham is founded.

1170 Murder of Thomas Becket at Canterbury
Cathedral.

1272 Most of Westminster Abbey, asseen today, was
built for Henry I between 1220 and 1272.

1348 The Black Death; Church and monasteries in
England are hard-hit.

1536-40  The Dissolution of the Monasteries in
England; all are closed in four years.





