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In "The Great Pestilence (A.D. 1348-9), Now Commonly Known as the Black Death," Francis Aidan Gasquet meticulously examines the devastating impact of the bubonic plague on Europe during the 14th century. Employing a rich narrative style interwoven with historical detail, Gasquet delves into the societal, religious, and economic ramifications of the pandemic. His scholarly approach is grounded in extensive archival research, drawing upon primary sources to illuminate the fears and realities faced by communities in the midst of calamity. Gasquet's work stands as a significant contribution to the historiography of the period, offering insights into both the immediate and long-lasting effects of the plague on medieval society. An English Benedictine monk, Gasquet was steeped in ecclesiastical history and a fervent advocate for the preservation of historical records. His background and religious perspective color his exploration of how the Black Death influenced not just public health but also the Church's authority and the cultural fabric of Europe. Gasquet's deep interest in historical continuity and the moral lessons drawn from crises undoubtedly informed his rigorous investigation of this dark chapter in human history. Readers with a penchant for history, theology, or the sociology of epidemics will find Gasquet's "The Great Pestilence" an essential read. The book provides both a thorough analysis and a poignant meditation on human endurance in the face of unparalleled suffering. Through a lens of empathy and scholarship, Gasquet invites readers to reflect on the enduring impact of the Black Death while reassuring us of the resilience of faith and community.
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In "The Pageant of England," Thomas B. Costain presents a meticulously crafted narrative chronicling the rise and fall of the Plantagenet dynasty, spanning the late 12th century to the late 15th century. Costain's literary style, characterized by its vivid storytelling and rich descriptive passages, immerses readers in the intricacies of medieval life, politics, and social structures. This work, part of the Complete Plantagenets Series, stands out for its blend of historical accuracy with engaging prose, making complex historical events accessible to a modern audience while retaining an authentic period voice. Thomas B. Costain was a Canadian author and journalist, whose fascination with history profoundly influenced his writing. His background in journalism honed his storytelling skills, allowing him to weave factual history with narrative flair. Costain's passion for the Plantagenets is evident in his extensive research and attention to detail, which reflect his profound respect for this pivotal era in English history. His work was motivated by a desire to illuminate the past, ensuring that the stories of these remarkable figures are not forgotten. "The Pageant of England" is a captivating read for history enthusiasts and casual readers alike. Costain's ability to bring the past to life makes this narrative not only informative but also thrilling. For anyone seeking to understand the legacy of the Plantagenets, this book is an essential addition to their library.
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Excellent Women, a seminal work in the canon of 20th-century British literature, artfully intertwines elements of social commentary and character study within its narrative. Set in the post-World War II era, the novel delves into the lives of women navigating a patriarchal society, exploring themes of independence, societal expectation, and personal identity. Written in a sharp, observational style characteristic of its literary context, the book juxtaposes the mundane with the profound, often using wit and irony to critique the status quo. The protagonist, Millicent, embodies the tensions of 'excellent women''Äîthose who excel in their roles yet grapple with their own desires for fulfillment beyond domestic spheres. Authored by Barbara Pym, a notable figure in English literature, Excellent Women reflects her own experiences and observations as a single woman in a male-dominated literary world. Pym'Äôs keen insights were shaped by her extensive academic background, particularly her studies in anthropology, which equipped her with a profound understanding of human relationships. Throughout her life, Pym drew inspiration from her encounters with various social circles, infusing her narrative with authenticity and depth. This novel is highly recommended for those seeking to explore the complexities of gender roles and societal standards in mid-20th century Britain. Pym'Äôs deft characterizations and subtle humor invite readers to reflect on the nuances of everyday life, making Excellent Women a compelling read for scholars and casual readers alike.
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In 'The Man in the Queue,' Josephine Tey introduces readers to a compelling mystery imbued with rich characterization and an exploration of societal norms in early 20th-century England. The narrative unfolds when a man is murdered in a queue outside a theater, thrusting Inspector Alan Grant into a labyrinthine investigation where the public's perceptions and prejudices become critical to solving the crime. Tey's skilled use of dialogue and vivid descriptions paints a lively backdrop, while her innovative plotting invites readers to grapple with themes of justice and morality, establishing this work as a trailblazer in the detective fiction genre. Josephine Tey, a prominent figure in the crime literature sphere, was known for her keen psychological insight and ability to weave historical context into her narratives. Her background as an accomplished playwright undoubtedly contributed to her narrative flair, while her personal experiences with social dynamics would have sharpened her understanding of human behavior. 'The Man in the Queue' showcases her ability to comment on the intricate web of social interactions, revealing the interplay between individual motives and collective assumptions. This novel is recommended for readers who appreciate intricate plots laced with social commentary and character depth. Tey's debut not only engages with suspenseful storytelling but also provides a fascinating lens through which to examine societal constructs of her era. A must-read for mystery aficionados and scholars of literature alike.
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In "A Writer's Diary," Virginia Woolf presents a rich tapestry of her reflections on the writing process, weaving together personal insights and literary musings that illuminate the struggles and joys of the creative endeavor. Written with her characteristic stream-of-consciousness style, this collection showcases Woolf's profound understanding of the artistic psyche and the intricacies of literary craftsmanship. Set against the backdrop of early 20th-century modernism, the diary entries reveal Woolf's engagement with contemporary thought, as she grapples with themes of identity, gender, and the complexities of narrative form. Virginia Woolf, a central figure in modernist literature, was not only an accomplished novelist but also a keen observer of her own creative journey. The diary entries span a period of significant literary evolution, offering readers a glimpse into the mind of a writer who sought to challenge societal norms and elevate the voice of women in literature. Her own struggles with mental health and the constraints of her time shaped her perspectives, providing depth to her reflections on both the art of writing and its implications for personal and societal truth. "A Writer's Diary" is an essential read for anyone interested in the mechanics of writing and the inner workings of a literary genius. Woolf's poignant observations resonate with both aspiring writers and seasoned professionals, making this work a timeless exploration of creativity that encourages readers to ponder their own artistic journeys. In this enriched edition, we have carefully created added value for your reading experience: - A succinct Introduction situates the work's timeless appeal and themes. - The Synopsis outlines the central plot, highlighting key developments without spoiling critical twists. - A detailed Historical Context immerses you in the era's events and influences that shaped the writing. - An Author Biography reveals milestones in the author's life, illuminating the personal insights behind the text. - A thorough Analysis dissects symbols, motifs, and character arcs to unearth underlying meanings. - Reflection questions prompt you to engage personally with the work's messages, connecting them to modern life. - Hand‐picked Memorable Quotes shine a spotlight on moments of literary brilliance. - Interactive footnotes clarify unusual references, historical allusions, and archaic phrases for an effortless, more informed read.
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    At the heart of Francis Aidan Gasquet's English Monastic Life is a sustained exploration of how communities bound by vows ordered prayer, work, learning, and service into a coherent way of being that shaped medieval England's religious imagination and social fabric, revealing a rhythm in which the hours, the cloister, and the common table formed persons, directed institutions, and quietly influenced parish, marketplace, and kingdom through a disciplined pursuit of God that was at once intensely interior and unmistakably public, rooted in tradition yet responsive to daily needs, and animated by the conviction that holiness and habit could cultivate stability, wisdom, and mercy.

English Monastic Life is a work of historical nonfiction that surveys the daily realities and institutional structures of monastic houses in England, written by the Benedictine scholar Francis Aidan Gasquet. First published in the early twentieth century, it belongs to a period of renewed interest in medieval religious culture and documentary scholarship. The setting is not a single monastery but the network of abbeys, priories, and convents that dotted the English landscape before the upheavals of the Reformation. Gasquet writes from within a monastic tradition, yet addresses a broad audience, situating practices and customs against a backdrop of law, liturgy, and custom.

The book offers a guided study of monastic life as it was lived: the organization of communities, the formation of novices, the pattern of the canonical hours, the governance of abbots and priors, and the uses of buildings from church to refectory. Rather than telling a single narrative, it assembles a portrait from records and norms, explaining how ideals were translated into routines. The voice is measured and explanatory, with an eye for concrete detail and a respect for sources. Readers encounter a steady, contemplative mood, with occasional glimpses of the human complexity that institutions both shape and must continually shepherd.

Several themes emerge with clarity. The first is time: the sanctification of the day through prayer that orders work, study, and rest. The second is community: the discipline of common life, from chapter to cloister, that supports perseverance and corrects excess. The third is service: hospitality, care for the poor, and stewardship of resources entrusted to a house. The study also attends to learning and the crafts by which monasteries preserved texts, music, and skills. Together these concerns show monasticism as a social organism, not a retreat from the world but a distinct way of being within it, marked by responsibility and restraint.

For contemporary readers, the book matters less as antiquarian catalog than as a provocation to consider questions of purpose, attention, and belonging. What does it mean to shape a life by shared promises rather than private preference? How can ritual form freedom rather than stifle it? What do institutions owe the people they serve, and how can they remain accountable to their founding aims? By tracing how concrete practices fostered stability, competence, and charity, English Monastic Life invites comparisons with modern schools, hospitals, and communities that likewise depend on culture, rhythm, and memory to sustain their common work.

Gasquet’s approach is documentary and synthetic, drawing together statutes, customary rules, and other ecclesiastical records to elucidate practice without demanding specialist training from the reader. He pauses to define terms, to relate offices to one another, and to explain why certain disciplines existed, often distinguishing between ideal prescriptions and practical accommodation. The tone is respectful rather than polemical, aware of the limits of the evidence while confident that a coherent picture can be drawn. As a result, the study encourages patience with complexity and care in judgment, showing how enduring institutions are built from thousands of modest, repeated acts.

Approached as an immersion rather than a drama, English Monastic Life rewards attentive reading with a layered understanding of a civilization’s quiet infrastructure. Students of medieval religion will find orientation and synthesis; general readers will discover a world whose logic differs from our own yet speaks to perennial human needs. By opening the cloister door to the cadence of the hours, the responsibilities of rule, and the texture of daily occupations, Gasquet offers an account that is informative and humane. It stands as an invitation to reconsider how convictions take shape in practices, and how practices shape communities.
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    English Monastic Life presents a systematic account of the organization, routine, and functions of medieval religious communities in England. Drawing on rules, customaries, visitation records, account rolls, and narrative sources, Francis Aidan Gasquet reconstructs how monasteries operated from their foundation to their suppression. The book aims to describe lived practice rather than debate doctrine, outlining what monks and canons did, how they were governed, and how their houses interacted with patrons and authorities. It proceeds by topic in a broadly historical sequence, beginning with origins and foundations, then moving through internal life, administration, economic support, and external relations into the later medieval period.

The narrative opens with the emergence and diffusion of monasticism in England under the Benedictine tradition, shaped by early medieval reforms and later Norman influence. Gasquet distinguishes between principal forms: Benedictine abbeys, reformed branches such as Cluniacs and Cistercians, the Carthusian charterhouses, and Augustinian canons with pastoral responsibilities. He explains the ideals of stability, community prayer, and regulated labor that framed these houses, showing how customs adapted over time while retaining a common core. Foundations are located in political and social contexts, with royal, episcopal, and lay patronage central to endowment, legal protection, and the establishment of new communities and dependent priories.

Foundations and endowments receive detailed treatment. The book outlines the legal status of monastic houses as corporate bodies, their charters, and the role of benefactors in granting lands, rights, and revenues. Gasquet describes the typical monastic plan: church and cloister at the center, with chapter house, dormitory, refectory, kitchen, infirmary, guest quarters, and workspaces set for efficient observance. He notes regional and order-based variations while emphasizing shared functional requirements. The account explains dependent cells, appropriated churches, and the relationship between a parent house and its satellites. From the outset, land management, hospitality obligations, and liturgical provision are shown as integral to the foundation’s purpose.

Admission and formation are treated through the lens of practice and legislation. The book traces the shift from early oblation of children to later norms for adult novices, describing scrutiny of candidates, probationary periods, and the rites of clothing and profession. Gasquet summarizes the vows, with particular attention to stability, obedience, and conversion of life under the Rule of Saint Benedict. He explains training overseen by a novice master, study of the rule, and learning of choir, ceremonial, and household duties. Distinctions between choir monks and lay brothers are set out, including different expectations for liturgical participation, manual labor, and education within the community.

Gasquet reconstructs the daily round, beginning with the canonical hours of the Divine Office and proceeding through Mass, chapter, labor, study, and recreation under regulated silence. He explains seasonal adjustments, fasts and feasts, and the role of the liturgical calendar in structuring time. The chapter meeting covers readings, administrative notices, and correction. The refectory is described with its readings, seating, and dietary rules, alongside arrangements for the infirmary and allowances for the sick. Differences among orders are acknowledged: Cistercian austerity in buildings and rites, Carthusian solitude and separate observance, and the Augustinian combination of common life with pastoral work, within an overarching Benedictine framework.

Governance and discipline are presented through elections, offices, and oversight. The abbot’s election procedures, confirmation, and duties are delineated, with the prior’s role in daily supervision. The book outlines the principal obedientiaries—cellarer, sacrist, precentor, almoner, chamberlain, infirmarian, and others—and details their responsibilities for supplies, worship, finance, clothing, and care. Records, account rolls, and audits illustrate financial and managerial systems. Gasquet describes internal correction, penalties, and reconciliation processes aimed at maintaining order. General chapters and visitations within orders, where applicable, complement episcopal oversight or papal exemptions, forming a framework intended to ensure observance, sound administration, and the remedy of abuses.

Economic life is analyzed through estates, rents, and industrial activity. Monasteries supported themselves by managing manors, demesne farms, and granges; operating mills, fisheries, and ovens; and engaging in sheep rearing and wool production. Urban properties, markets, and the leasing of rights provided cash income. The book explains tithes and appropriated benefices, as well as wage labor, tenants’ services, and the role of stewards. Detailed attention to account-keeping, inventories, and provisioning shows how houses balanced liturgical, charitable, and household needs. Gasquet notes responses to external shocks—such as population decline and price movements—and the adjustments in staffing, leasing, and expenditure these pressures prompted.

Cultural and social functions form a substantial part of the account. Scriptoria, libraries, and book acquisition practices are described, with examples of monastic chronicle writing and the preservation of learning. Educational work includes instruction of novices and, in some houses, schools for boys. The book treats pastoral roles more fully for Augustinian canons, while showing Benedictine involvement in preaching when authorized. Hospitality to travelers, almsgiving to the poor, care for the sick in infirmaries and hospitals, and burial customs illustrate the monastery’s service to its surroundings. Gasquet situates these activities within statutes and customaries that define the scope and limits of charitable obligations.

The closing chapters examine oversight by bishops, archbishops, and the papacy, privileges of exemption, and relations with the Crown, including taxation and royal interventions. Reform movements and visitations are presented as mechanisms to correct lapses and standardize practice. The narrative concludes with the Tudor surveys and the Dissolution, summarizing administrative processes and the fate of communities and properties. Gasquet’s overall presentation emphasizes the monastery as an ordered institution embedded in medieval society, governed by law and custom, and sustained by prayer, work, and patronage. The book’s purpose is to convey what English monastic life comprised in structure and practice, based on contemporary evidence.
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    Francis Aidan Gasquet’s English Monastic Life reconstructs the institutions, routines, and social roles of monks and nuns in England from the Norman Conquest to the mid-Tudor upheavals (roughly 1066–1539). Its setting is geographic as well as chronological: cathedral priories in Canterbury and Durham, great abbeys such as St Albans and Westminster, and rural Cistercian houses like Rievaulx and Fountains in Yorkshire. Gasquet situates cloistered life within a feudal, agrarian society that gradually gave way to centralized Tudor monarchy. The book draws heavily on medieval customaries, ordinals, and account rolls to portray the liturgy, work, hospitality, and charity of communities embedded in towns, markets, and countryside.

The Norman Conquest (1066) and the ensuing reform of the English Church framed the medieval monastic order that Gasquet describes. William I replaced many English abbots and bishops and favored Cluniac-influenced Benedictine observance. Archbishop Lanfranc (1070–1089) issued the Monastic Constitutions that standardized discipline, diet, and liturgy, while Anselm (1093–1109) consolidated intellectual and spiritual rigor. Several cathedrals became monastic priories—Canterbury, Durham (1083), Winchester, Rochester, Worcester, Ely, and Norwich—creating powerful centers of prayer and administration. Gasquet’s account of daily timetable, chapter, and obedience relies explicitly on these reforms, using Lanfranc’s rules and cathedral-priory records to anchor practice in specific places and years.

The twelfth-century expansion of new orders, especially the Cistercians, reshaped economy and landscape. From 1132, foundations such as Rievaulx (Abbot Aelred, d. 1167), Fountains (1132), and Byland (1135) established granges and mobilized lay brothers (conversi) to produce fine wool exported through ports like Boston and Hull to Flanders and Italy. Their planned cloisters, waterworks, fishponds, and sheep runs made monasteries major regional managers of labor and land. Gasquet treats these houses as exemplars of self-sufficiency and work-prayer balance under the Rule of St Benedict, drawing on account rolls and custumals from Yorkshire and Lincolnshire to describe wage payments, rations, and the rhythms of agricultural cycles.

Monastic learning and social care grew with the thirteenth-century institutional consolidation of church and universities. Benedictines and Augustinian canons maintained scriptoria and libraries, produced chronicles (e.g., William of Malmesbury, c. 1095–1143; Matthew Paris at St Albans, d. 1259), and sent monks to Oxford and Cambridge, where study houses such as Gloucester College (from the late thirteenth century) and Durham College (fourteenth century) trained scholars. Hospitals tied to religious houses, like St Bartholomew’s in Smithfield (founded 1123) and St Leonard’s in York, delivered organized charity. Gasquet’s chapters on education, infirmaries, and almsgiving synthesize these facts to show monasteries as nodes of literacy, medicine, and poor relief embedded in civic life.

Fourteenth-century crises tested monastic resilience. The Black Death (1348–1349; recurrences in 1361–1362) cut populations by a third or more, depleted choir stalls and conversi, and forced shifts from demesne labor to rents and hired servants. Religious criticism rose with Lollardy (linked to John Wycliffe, d. 1384), while the De heretico comburendo statute (1401) signaled a hardening royal stance on dissent; Oldcastle’s rising (1414) reinforced anxieties about clerical wealth. Gasquet argues—using visitation records and obedientiaries’ accounts—that despite losses and discipline problems, liturgical life, schools, and hospitality continued, revealing adaptation rather than collapse. He illustrates how houses reorganized endowments and maintained anniversaries, chantries, and hospital grants.

The early Tudor monarchy prefigured upheaval through fiscal and administrative encroachment. Cardinal Thomas Wolsey, with papal bulls (1524–1529), suppressed about two dozen small houses to endow his Cardinal College at Oxford and a school at Ipswich, creating a precedent for using religious property for royal-political projects. Henry VIII’s break with Rome after the King’s "Great Matter" produced the Act of Supremacy (1534) and the Valor Ecclesiasticus (1535), a nationwide survey of ecclesiastical income. Cromwell’s agents (e.g., Richard Layton, Thomas Legh, John London) conducted visitations to collect evidence of abuses. Gasquet reads these steps as a prelude to a policy of confiscation, interpreting reports and valuations against older monastic account books.

The Dissolution of the Monasteries (1536–1541) is the decisive event shaping Gasquet’s narrative and moral argument. Parliament’s 1536 Act targeted "lesser" houses (valued under £200 per annum), and by 1539 a second Act authorized the surrender of the rest; by 1540 virtually all English and Welsh abbeys, priories, and friaries—over 800 religious houses—were suppressed. The Valor Ecclesiasticus (1535) estimated annual ecclesiastical incomes around £150,000–£160,000, while the Crown ultimately realized well over a million pounds in assets through sales and grants to courtiers and gentry. The process combined legal instruments, coerced "voluntary" surrenders, and selective terror: the Carthusian priors John Houghton, Robert Lawrence, and Augustine Webster were executed at Tyburn in 1535 for refusing the oath; remaining London Charterhouse monks died in prison in 1537. Northern resistance culminated in the Pilgrimage of Grace (1536), when Robert Aske led tens of thousands across Yorkshire and Lincolnshire to demand restoration of monasteries and the old religion; the revolt was broken, and Aske was executed in 1537. Ecclesiastical estates were redistributed, endowments for hospitals and schools collapsed or were secularized, and the last abbey, Waltham, fell in 1540. Gasquet mines surrender deeds, pension lists, and civic records to argue that beyond liturgical loss, the Tudor state dismantled a nationwide infrastructure of poor relief, hospitality, and education, replacing it only gradually with civic and parish mechanisms.

As social and political critique, the book indicts the centralizing Tudor regime for confiscatory policy that aggravated inequality and civic fragility. Gasquet juxtaposes centuries of monastic almsgiving, hospitals, and schooling with the abrupt transfer of lands to a new gentry, highlighting dispossession of tenants, the curtailing of sanctuary and charity, and a state-driven narrative of "abuse" used to legitimize seizure. He exposes the costs of subordinating spiritual corporations to fiscal expediency, and he questions the justice of coercion, informers, and exemplary executions. In doing so, he critiques the era’s class realignments and the Crown’s appropriation of ecclesiastical wealth as a watershed in English social welfare and governance.




English Monastic Life

Main Table of Contents









PREFACE



LIST OF MANUSCRIPTS AND PRINTED BOOKS



CHAPTER I



CHAPTER II



1. THE CHURCH



2. THE CLOISTERS



3. THE REFECTORY



4. THE KITCHEN



5. THE CHAPTER-HOUSE



6. THE DORMITORY



7. THE INFIRMARY



8. THE GUEST-HOUSE



9. THE PARLOUR OR LOCUTORIUM



10. THE ALMONRY



11. THE COMMON-ROOM OR CALEFACTORY



12. THE LIBRARY



CHAPTER III



1. THE ABBOT



2. THE CLAUSTRAL PRIOR



3. THE SUB-PRIOR



CHAPTER IV



1. THE CANTOR OR PRECENTOR



2. THE SACRIST



3. THE CELLARER



4. THE REFECTORIAN



5. THE KITCHENER



6. THE WEEKLY SERVERS IN THE KITCHEN



CHAPTER V



7. THE INFIRMARIAN AND HIS WORK



8. THE ALMONER



9. THE GUEST-MASTER



10. THE CAMERARIUS, OR CHAMBERLAIN



11. THE MASTER OF NOVICES



12. THE WEEKLY OFFICIALS



CHAPTER VI



1. MATINS



2. LAUDS



3. PRIME AND THE EARLY MASS



4. THE MIXTUM



5. THE MORNING OR CHAPTER MASS



6. THE CHAPTER



7. THE PARLIAMENT



CHAPTER VII



8. THE HIGH MASS



9. THE DINNER



10. AFTER DINNER



11. THE DAILY WORK



12. THE VESPERS



13. THE SUPPER



14. THE COLLATION AND COMPLINE



15. COMPLINE AND BED



CHAPTER VIII



CHAPTER IX



1. THE BISHOP



2. THE CHURCH IN ENGLAND GENERALLY



3. THE ORDER



4. THE IMPROPRIATED CHURCHES



5. KING AND PARLIAMENT



6. THE MONASTIC TENANTS



CHAPTER X



1. THE CATERER, OR BUYER FOR THE COMMUNITY



2. THE ABBOT’S COOK



3. THE LARDERER



4. THE COOK



5. THE GUEST-HALL COOK



6. THE FISH-COOKS



7. INFIRMARY COOK



8. THE SALTER



9. BELL-RINGERS AND CHURCH-SERVERS



10. THE GARDENER



11. THE CARRIERS



12. DOOR-KEEPERS



13. THE BRIEF-BEARER—BREVIATOR



CHAPTER XI



I. Monks



II. The Canons Regular



III. The Military Orders



IV. The Friars



V. The Lesser Friars



LIST OF ENGLISH RELIGIOUS HOUSES



INDEX











PREFACE


Table of Contents



This volume does not appear to call for any lengthy preface. It should introduce and explain itself, inasmuch as, beyond giving a brief account of the origin and aim of each of the Orders existing in England in pre-Reformation days, and drawing up a general list of the various houses, all I have attempted to do is to set before the reader, in as plain and popular a manner as I could, the general tenor of the life lived by the inmates in any one of those monastic establishments. In one sense the picture is ideal; that is, all the details of the daily observance could not perhaps be justified from an appeal to the annals or custumals of any one single monastery. Regular or religious life was never, it must be borne in mind, such a cast-iron system, or of so stereotyped a form, that it could not be, and for that matter frequently was, modified in this or that particular, according to the needs of places, circumstances, and times. Even in the case of establishments belonging to the same Order or religious body this is true; and it is of course all the more certainly true in regard to houses belonging to different Orders. Still, as will be explained later, the general agreement of the life led in all the monastic establishments is so marked, that it has been found possible to sketch a picture of that life which, without being perhaps actually exact in every particular for any one individual house, is sufficiently near to the truth in regard to all the houses in general. The purposes for which the various parts of the monastery were designed and were used, the duties assigned to the numerous officials, the provisions by which the well-being and order of the establishment were secured, the disposition of the hours of the day, and the regulations for carrying out the common conventual duties, etc., were similar in all religious bodies in pre-Reformation days; and, if regard be paid to the changed circumstances, are still applicable to the monastic and religious establishments now existing in England.

It remains for me to publicly record my thanks to those who have assisted me in the preparation of this volume.

In regard to the list of the ancient religious houses, which it is to be hoped may be found of use to the student of monastic archæology, I have to acknowledge the kind help of the Rev. Dr. Cox, the general editor of the series; of Mr. W. H. St. John Hope; of Mr. R. C. Fowler, of the Public Record Office; of the Rev. R. M. Serjeantson; and of the Rev. H. J. D. Astley. My readers are also indebted to Mr. St. John Hope and to Mr. H. Brakspear for permission to reproduce three plans giving the typical arrangement of different religious houses; and lastly, my thanks are due to Dom H. N. Birt for various suggestions, and for his careful reading of the proofs for me.
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By the advice of the editor of this series, the present list of the principal manuscripts and books used in this volume to describe the life of an English mediæval monastery is here printed, in place of giving multitudinous references at the foot of every page. In the case of the MSS. full transcripts have been made of most of them, in order that all the available evidence bearing on the subject might be fully considered.

Consuetudinarium Monasterii B. Marie, Ebor. St. John’s Coll., Cambridge, MS. D. 27.

Consuetudinarium Abbatiæ S. Petri Westmonasteriensis (Abbot Ware’s). (4th part only, much burnt.) Cott. MS. Otho c. xi.

Constitutiones pro monasterio de Abingdon. Harl. MSS. 209, ff. 11-12, 85-87.

Ordinale S. Edmundi de Burgo. MS. Harl. 2,977.

Ordinale ecclesiæ S. Augustini Cantuariensis: de disciplina Monachorum, etc. Cott. MS. Vitellius D. xvi.

Consuetudines quædam Abbatiæ S. Edmundi Buriensis. (Stated in a Papal letter in the Marini transcripts). Brit. Mus. Add. MS. 15,358, f. 439 seqq.

Traditiones patrum O.S.B. in Liber albus of Edmundsbury. Harl. MS. 1005.

Consuetudines quædam Abbatiæ de Reading. MS. Cott. Vesp. E. v. f. 37 seqq.

Memoriale qualiter in monasterio conversare debemus. Harl. MS. 5,431, f. 114 d.

Officium Senescall. aule Hospitum ecclesie Cantuariensis faciendæ. MS. Cott. Galba E. v. f. 26 d seqq.

Consuetudines Cantuarienses. Arund. MS. 68, f. 55 seqq.

Traditio Generalis Capituli super mores et observantias monachorum Ordinis S. Benedicti. Cott. MS. Faustina C. xii. f. 181.

Consuetudines Elemosinæ ecclesiæ Sti. Petri et S. Swithune, Winton. Brit. Mus. Add. MS. 29,436, f. 72 d. seqq.

Walteri de Wykwane, Abb. de Winchcombe, perquisita spiritualia et temporalia, una cum ejusdem monasterii Constitutionibus et Ordinationibus per eundem factis. Cott. MS. Cleop. B. II. f. 1. Printed in Monasticon.

Statuta Capituli Generalis O.S.B. (Reading and Abingdon, A.D. 1388). Cott. MS. Faustina A. II. f. 93 seqq.

Westminster Chapter O.S.B. under King Henry V. Cott. MS. Vesp. D. ix. f. 193 seqq.

Acta Capitulorum Generalium O.S.A. Brit. Mus. Cotton Charter xiii. 3.

Acta Capituli Generalis Ordinis Sti. Augustini, A.D. 1506. R.O. Exchequer, Q.R. Miscell. 916⁄44.
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THE MONASTIC LIFE

The regular or monastic life was instituted to enable men to attain with greater security to the higher ideals [1q]of the Christian life proposed to them in the Gospel. In the early ages of the Church the fervour of the first converts, strengthened and purified by the fierce persecutions they had to endure for religion, enabled them, or a considerable number of them, to reach this high standard without withdrawing from the world, its business, or society. The belief that, by the means of regulated labour and strict discipline of the senses and appetites, it was in the power of man to perfect his moral nature and rise to heights in the spiritual order, not otherwise attainable, seems almost inherent in man’s nature. Well-regulated practices founded upon this principle have been existent in all forms of religious worship other than Christian, and they can be recognised no less in the observances of ancient Egypt than in those of the lamas of modern Thibet. In the pagan world this doctrine seems to have dictated much of the peculiar teaching of the Stoics; and among the Jews the Essenes governed their lives in theory and practice upon this belief. Even among the early Christians there were some, who by striving to master their lower nature desired to attain the true end of human life as the Gospel taught them, the knowledge and love of God and obedience to His will. These were known as Ascetae[1], and in one of the earliest Christian documents they are mentioned as a class of Christians between the laity and the clergy. They were, however, in the world though not “of the world,” and strove to reach their goal whilst living their ordinary life by means of perseverance in prayer, voluntary chastity and poverty, as well as by the exercise of mortification of all kinds.

Though the practice of seeking seclusion from the world for the purpose of better carrying out these ideals was apparently not unknown in the third century, it was not until after the conversion of Constantine that it can be said to have become general. The triumph of Christianity not only freed Christians from the spiritual stimulus of persecution, but it opened the door of the Christian home to worldly habits and luxury which were hitherto unknown, and which made the practice of the higher ideals of the spirit difficult, if not impossible, in the ordinary surroundings of the family life. To use the expression of Walter Hilton, the baptism of Constantine “brought so many fish into Peter’s net that it was well-nigh rent by the very multitude.” Henceforth it became necessary for Christians, who would satisfy the deeply seated instinct of human nature for the higher life, to seek it mostly in the solitudes of the desert, or later within the sheltering walls of the monastery.

For a right understanding of monastic history and monastic practices in the West generally, and even in England, it is necessary to have some idea at least of the main features of Eastern monachism. It has been pointed out by Dom Butler, in his masterly introduction to the Lausiac History of Palladius,[1] that monachism developed along two lines in Egypt. The first was the system initiated and directed by St. Anthony, when about the year A.D. 305, after living a life of seclusion for some twenty years, he undertook the direction and organisation of the multitude of monks which the reputation of his sanctity had drawn to his neighbourhood. The second was due to St. Pachomius, who, just about the same time, at the beginning of the fourth century, whilst yet quite a young man, founded his first monastery at Tabennisi in the far south of Egypt.

The first system came to prevail over a great portion of the country by the end of the first century after its foundation by St. Anthony. The monks were mostly hermits in the strict sense of the word. They lived apart and “out of earshot of one another,”[2] coming together at certain times for divine worship. In other districts the religious lived together in threes or fours, who, on all days but the Saturdays and Sundays when all assembled in the great church, were used to sing their songs and hymns together in their common cells. Of this system Palladius, who is the first authority on the matter, says: “They have different practices, each as he is able and as he wishes.” Dom Butler thus describes it:—


“There was no rule of life. The Elders exercised an authority, but it was mainly personal.... The society appears to have been a sort of spiritual democracy, ruled by the personal influence of the leading ascetics, but there was no efficient hold upon individuals to keep them from falling into extravagances.... A young man would put himself under the guidance of a senior and obey him in all things; but the bonds between them were wholly voluntary. The purely eremitical life tended to die out, but what took its place continued to be semi-eremitical.”[3]



The second system introduced at the beginning of the fourth century may be described as the cenobitical or conventual type of monachism. Pachomius’ monks lived together under a complete system of organisation, not, indeed, as a family under a father, but rather as an army under a discipline of a military character. This form of the monastic life spread with great rapidity, and by the time of its founder’s death (c. 345) it counted eight monasteries and several hundred monks.


“The most remarkable feature about it,” says Dom Butler, “is that (like Citeaux in a later age) it almost at once assumed the shape of a fully organised congregation or order, with a superior general and a system of visitation and general chapters—in short, all the machinery of centralised government, such as does not appear again in the monastic world until the Cistercians and the Mendicant Orders arose in the twelfth and thirteenth centuries.”[4]



The various monasteries under the Rule of St. Pachomius existed as separate houses, each with a head or præpositus and other officials of its own, and organised apparently on the basis of the trades followed by the inmates. The numbers in each house naturally varied; between thirty and forty on an average living together. At the more solemn services all the members of the various houses came together to the common church; but the lesser offices were celebrated by the houses individually. Under this rule, regular organised work was provided for the monk not merely as a discipline and penitential exercise, as was the case under the Antonian system, but as a part of the life itself. The common ideal of asceticism aimed at was not too high.


“The fundamental idea of St. Pachomius[2]’ Rule was,” says Dom Butler, “to establish a moderate level of observance which might be obligatory upon all; and to leave it open to each—and to, indeed, encourage each—to go beyond the fixed minimum, according as he was prompted by his strength, his courage, and his zeal.”[5]

Hence we find the Pachomian monks eating or fasting as they wished. The tables were laid at midday, and dinner was provided every hour till evening; they ate when they liked, or fasted if they felt called on so to do. Some took a meal only in the evening, others every second or even only every fifth day. The Rule allowed them their full freedom; and any idea of what is now understood by “Common Life[3]”—the living together and doing all things together according to rule—was a feature entirely absent from Egyptian monachism.

One other feature must also be noticed, which would seem to be the direct outcome of the liberty allowed in much of the life, and in particular in the matter of austerities, to the individual monk under the systems both of St. Anthony and St. Pachomius. It is a spirit of strongly marked individualism. Each worked for his personal advance in virtue; each strove to do his utmost [2q]in all kinds of ascetical exercises and austerities—in prolonging his fasts, his prayers, his silence. The favourite name used to describe any of the prominent monks was “great athlete.” They loved “to make a record” in austerities, and to contend with one another in mortifications; and they would freely boast of their spiritual achievements. This being so, penances and austerities tended to multiply and increase in severity, and this freedom of the individual in regard to his asceticism accounts for the very severe and often incongruous mortifications undertaken by the monks of Egypt.

Monachism was introduced into Western Europe from Egypt by way of Rome. The first monks who settled in the Eternal City were known as “Egyptians,” and the Latin translation of the Vita Antonii (c. 380) became “the recognised embodiment of the monastic ideal.” It preserved its primitive character in the matter of austerities during the fourth century, and St. Augustine declares that he knew of religious bodies of both sexes, which exercised themselves “in incredible fastings,” passing not merely one day without food or drink, which was “a common practice,” but often going “for three days or more without anything.”

During this same century the monastic life made its appearance in Gaul. About A.D. 360 St. Martin founded a religious house at Ligugé, near Poitiers; and when about A.D. 371 he became Bishop of Tours, he established another monastic centre in a retired position near his episcopal city, which he made his usual residence. The life led by the monks was a simple reproduction of that of St. Anthony’s followers. Cassian, the great organiser of monachism in Gaul, also followed closely the primitive Egyptian ideals both in theory and practice, whilst what is known of the early history of the monastery at Lerins, founded by Honoratus, to whom Cassian dedicated the second part of his Conferences, points to the fact that here too the eremitical life was regarded as the monastic ideal. On the whole, therefore, it may be said that the available evidence “amply justifies the statement that Gallic monachism during the fifth and sixth centuries was thoroughly Egyptian in both theory and practice.”[6]

It is now possible to understand the position of St. Benedict in regard to monasticism. The great Patriarch of Western monks was born probably about A.D. 480, and it was during that century that the knowledge of Eastern rules of regular life was increased greatly in Italy by the translation of an abridgment of Saint Basil’s code into Latin by Rufinus. St. Basil had introduced for his monks in Cappadocia and the neighbouring provinces certain modifications of the Egyptian monastic observances. There was more common life for his religious: they lived together and ate together; and not when they pleased, but when the superior ordained. They prayed always in common, and generally depended upon the will of a common superior. About the same time St. Jerome translated the Rule of Pachomius, and the influence of these two Rules upon the monastic life of Italy at the period when St. Benedict comes upon the scene is manifest. Whatever changes had been introduced into the local observances, and however varied were the practices of individual monasteries, it is at least certain that at this period the monastic system in use in Italy was founded upon and drew its chief inspirations from Egyptian models. What was wholly successful in the East proved, however, unsuitable to Western imitators, and, owing to the climatic conditions, impossible. This much seems certain even from the mention made of the Gyrovagi and Sarabites[4] by St. Benedict, since he describes them as existing kinds of monks whose example was to be avoided. That he had practical knowledge and experience of the Egyptian and the Eastern types of monachism clearly appears in his reference to Cassian and to the Rule of “Our Holy Father Saint Basil,” as he calls him, and in the fact that he made his own first essay in the monastic life as a solitary.
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