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The Abbey of Savigny in western Normandy was founded in 1112. It 
attracted the attention of kings and princes, particularly Stephen of 
Blois, count of Mortain, nephew of Henry I, and later himself king of 
England, since Savigny lay within the county of Mortain. Savigny 
became the mother house of its own reformist monastic order, which 
expanded rapidly in Normandy, England, the Loire, and even into the 
Capetian Ile-de-France with the founding of the abbey of Les Vaux-de-
Cernay. Perhaps it grew too fast. In the late 1140s, the order was 
absorbed by the Cistercians, though it retained its own identity and its 
own filiation within the Cistercian family. The two orders had much in 
common, but it was, nonetheless, something of a hostile takeover. 
Initially, after the death of King Stephen in 1154, the abbey and its 
daughter houses suffered from their close association with him, but 
Henry II became a supporter, and was deeply impressed by Hamon, 
master of the conversi at the abbey, one of those holy men to whom 
Henry was susceptible. The abbey’s saints, including Hamon, and the 
founder St Vitalis, attracted pilgrims, and a new and impressive abbey 
church designed to house them was finished in 1200, though the 
saints’ relics were not translated into it until 1243.1  

In the thirteenth century, the abbey of Savigny lost some of its 
lustre. When the English kings lost Normandy in 1204, Savigny lost its 
royal patrons, having to make do with the patronage of the relatively 
local lords of Fougères instead. When the abbey produced a list of 
miracles worked by the founder saints to encourage pilgrimage around 
1240, it was clear that the pilgrimage was very local.2 Nevertheless, the 
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monks of Savigny seem to have had aspirations for the monastery and 
its order, for in 1229, they elected Stephen of Lexington as their 
abbot. For almost fifteen years, the abbey and the order of Savigny was 
under the command of one of the most impressive of contemporary 
churchmen. By 1243, Stephen’s reputation within the ecclesiastical 
world stood so high that he was elected abbot of Clairvaux, which, 
while not the mother house of the Cistercian order, still possessed the 
prestige of having been the house of St Bernard.  

Stephen of Lexington was English, the son of one of King John’s 
justices and administrators.3 One of his brothers worked in royal 
administration. Two others pursued ecclesiastical careers, one 
becoming bishop of Lincoln between 1253 and 1258. Stephen was 
born around 1185. He must have intended a career in the secular 
church and studied the arts in Paris, probably around 1212. He 
returned to England in 1215, and received a prebend which allowed 
him to continue his studies in theology at Oxford. Here he was a 
student of Master Edmund of Abingdon, who had himself studied in 
Paris with Stephen Langton, before Langton became archbishop of 
Canterbury. Edmund of Abingdon himself would become archbishop 
of Canterbury in 1234. He died in 1240 and was canonised in 1246. 
One day in 1221, the abbot of the English Savigniac abbey of Quarr 
came to one of Edmund’s lectures at Oxford, and persuaded seven of 
the students to come back with him to take up the monastic life at 
Quarr. Stephen was one of them. Edmund, according to his Vita, was 
shocked to lose one of his best students, but master and ex-pupil 
remained close friends until Edmund’s death in 1240.4 One might 
note that the abbot of Quarr was acting just like the Dominican friars, 
who arrived in Oxford in 1221, and who recruited rapaciously in 
lectures.5 

In 1223, Stephen was elected abbot of the Savigniac abbey of 
Stanley near Salisbury. It was an ideal position for him. His friend and 
master, Edmund of Abingdon, was now treasurer of Salisbury 
cathedral, and Stephen had other close friends at the cathedral, 
including bishop Richard Poore, Robert Bingham who would succeed 
Poore as bishop, and the archdeacon of Wiltshire. In 1227, Stephen’s 
brother, Robert of Lexington, received a prebend at Salisbury. Bishop 
Richard Poore was in the process of building his new cathedral, and 
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gathering around himself an entourage of educated and cultivated 
clergy. Bishop Richard and his entourage were all followers of 
Stephen Langton, moralists intent on implementing the pastoral 
reform programme outlined at the Fourth Lateran Council of 1215. 
They were called the ‘langtonians’, the lingua tonens – the voices of 
thunder.6 Stephen of Lexington found himself at home in this 
intellectual and moral context. He corresponded throughout his life 
with Richard Poore and the archdeacon of Wiltshire.7 When Richard 
Poore was elected bishop of Durham in 1228, he wrote to Stephen to 
complain that he would be henceforth ‘ in the midst of a barbarian 
people, whose language he did not understand’.8 When Stephen was 
elected abbot of Savigny, he wrote to Richard Poore in sympathy, for 
he too was now required to go to ‘a distant land, and an unknown 
people’. Stephen used the word ‘ignotos’ for the people of Western 
Normandy: ‘unknown’, but also ‘ignoble’.9 The two men saw 
themselves as being thrust out of the Garden of Eden to be sent to live 
among savages on the borders of Scotland in one case and the borders 
of Brittany in the other.  

Stephen of Lexington, as a good ‘langtonian’, ensured that a 
register was kept of his letters, his abbatial visitations and the rules that 
he imposed on the abbeys under his care as abbot of Stanley and of 
Savigny up to 1240. The document is now housed in the library of the 
city of Turin in Italy. It seems likely that Stephen lost the register in 
1241, when, along with a large number of other important 
ecclesiastical figures, he was captured by Italian pirates in the pay of 
the Emperor Frederick II, on his way to a papal council in Rome.10 
Stephen’s register was published by Griesser in Analecta Sacri Ordinis 
Cisterciensis in 1946 and 1952. It provides a rich insight into the 
actions and motivations of Stephen, and his contemporaries, which 
has not been exploited as much as it deserves by historians – partly, 
perhaps, because even Griesser’s commentary is in Latin. 

Stephen’s reputation as a moralist and reformer was well-
established within the Cistercian order when he was still abbot of 
Stanley. In 1227, the Chapter General asked him to go to Ireland to 
reform the Irish Cistercian houses.11 Stephen found the Irish 
communities in crisis, and tried to impose new strict rules to deal with 
disorder, drunkenness and a range of sexual practices. Stephen was 
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shocked to hear the monks speaking Irish. He put in place measures 
to educate them, so that they should be ‘lettered’, and should speak 
and read Latin, or at the very least French.12 He exiled many 
recalcitrant monks to either England or France, and broke-up the 
most important filiation in Ireland, that of Mellifont.13 It seems that 
some disaffected monks tried to assassinate him, though they did not 
succeed.14 He had only just returned from Ireland when he heard in 
May 1229, that he had been elected abbot of Savigny.15 

Despite his reservations about finding himself in a distant land 
among and unknown people, Stephen found the Abbey of Savigny 
itself in good shape. But during his visitations he found many of the 
abbeys within the Savigniac filiation were very badly run. At the abbey 
of Longvilliers, founded by Stephen of Blois in the county of 
Boulogne, Stephen found the sort of moral decadence he had 
confronted in Ireland.16 At Furness in Lancashire, also founded by 
Stephen of Blois, Stephen found ‘scandal and dissension’.17 At Aunay-
sur-Odon, in Normandy, the monks amused themselves in the 
refectory with cats and birds.18 Everywhere, Stephen found the abbey 
precinct was all too permeable. There were too many outsiders within 
the monasteries; conversely, the monks were too often able to leave 
the confines of the abbey. The monks of Aunay-sur-Odon ate and 
drank in taverns of the surrounding towns of Bayeux, Caen and Saint-
Lô, and elsewhere. Stephen insisted that the monks should be 
enclosed in their cloisters. He gave detailed attention to means of 
access, ordering that gates into the abbey, and gates controlling areas 
within the abbey, should be locked or even walled up. At Longvilliers, 
he had particular concerns about monks leaving the claustral areas for 
the apple orchard.19 Everywhere within the filiation, he imposed 
silence. Everywhere he was concerned at what he saw as the ‘troubling’ 
influence of the lay brothers, the ‘conversi’.20 Everywhere he sought to 
ensure that the abbeys were financially secure, insisting on regular and 
public accounting sessions, and the recording of accounts.21 At Savigny 
itself, he established a complex accounting system, ensuring that all the 
claustral officers should produce their own separate accounts – for 
instance those of the cellarer for the clothes and shoes – before those 
of the entire abbey were addressed.22 He insisted that abbeys should 
establish budgets, especially when they were in debt, like Longvilliers, 
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Champagne (in Maine) and Les Vaux-de-Cernay (in the forest of 
Iveline to the west of Paris).23 Debt horrified him: he spoke of the 
‘abyss of debt’ – ‘abyssus debitorum’.24 Frequently he limited the 
numbers of monks and lay brothers to ensure that a monastery could 
survive on its own resources.25 He forbad some monasteries to 
construct new buildings if they were in debt26 – something which he 
had also had to do in Ireland.  

At Savigny itself, Stephen ensured that the abbey buildings were 
in good repair, and built new when necessary. In 1242, he persuaded 
the Chapter General of the Cistercian Order to authorise the 
translation of the saints of Savigny from the chapel of Ste Catherine 
into the choir of the abbey church. The relics of the saints had been 
placed in the Chapel of Ste Catherine during the construction of the 
new choir during the late twelfth century. With its ambulatory and 
radiating chapels, the new choir of the abbey church was perfectly 
designed to house the relics of the order’s saints, indeed had probably 
been designed to do so. Nevertheless, the monks of Savigny had left 
the relics in their provisional resting place until Stephen organised 
their translation into the great abbey church in 1242.27 

Like his fellow langtonians, Richard Poore and Edmund of 
Abingdon, Stephen insisted on the proper performance of the liturgy. 
Henceforth, the filiation of Savigny must use the chant favoured by St 
Bernard himself, without ornamentation.28 Stephen was a stickler for 
aesthetic simplicity. Frequently he evoked the ‘laudable simplicity of 
the order’ (laudabile simplicitas ordinis), and declared that everything 
should be done ‘according to the simple and original beauty of the 
order’ (secundam simplicem et antiquam ordinis formam).29 There has 
been a recent tendency among art historians to downplay this desire 
for aesthetic simplicity within the Cistercian order. It is certainly true 
that several abbots, perhaps under pressure from their powerful lay 
patrons, ignored the rules against excessive luxury in architecture and 
liturgical objects promulgated by the Cistercian chapter general – 
though, like the abbots of Vaucelles and Royaumont, they were both 
criticised and punished by the chapter general for doing so.30 Stephen’s 
register reveals how seriously this particular – and influential – 
member of the order took aesthetic simplicity. He expected liturgical 
objects to be simple in form and in material. He ordered that altar 
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cloths should be white, that painted decoration should be limewashed 
over, and that coloured glass windows and tile pavements should be 
removed.31 He would not accept sculptural embellishment. At 
Beaubec he ordered that: ‘knots and horns and other obvious 
sculpture should be removed from all around the cloister, and it 
should be returned to the simplicity of the order, in the number of 
both columns and rounded (rose?) windows’.32 At Fontaine-les-
Blanches (Touraine) he warned ‘that they should take care in the 
making of capitals and other things in the new works on the 
church…..which in the works now being done is discordant with/ 
moves away from the simplicity and beauty of the order.’33 At Barbery 
(Normandy), he insisted that ‘they should reduce the columns of the 
cloister to the simplicity of the order, in so far as that can be done with 
honesty and without the danger of ruin’.34 

As abbot of Savigny, Stephen found himself in charge of a large 
number of female monastic communities. Vitalis of Savigny, like his 
colleague, Robert of Arbrissel, attracted many women followers, and 
he founded the Abbaye-Blanche at Mortain for them, and (probably) 
for his sister. In the course of the twelfth century, three other female 
communities (Villers-Canivet, Bival and Bondeville), attached to the 
order of Savigny, were founded throughout Normandy.35 The 
Cistercian order itself had a different tradition, less welcoming toward 
female religious. Nevertheless, in the late twelfth century and the first 
half of the thirteenth the Cistercian order found itself under pressure 
from patrons who wished to found communities of Cistercian nuns. In 
many, but by no means all, cases, these patrons were women from 
powerful aristocratic or royal families, who founded the nunneries in 
the expectation that they might retire there in their old age and be 
buried there at their death, and that they themselves or a close relation 
might become abbess. These female patrons were supported in this by 
their powerful families, and often by important members of the 
secular clergy – bishops, and masters from the schools, usually secular 
clergy who belonged to the reformist wing of the church. The 
Cistercian order had to set aside its reservations in the face of the piety 
and determination of women like Isabelle countess of Chartres, 
Blanche of Navarre, countess of Champagne, or Blanche of Castile, 
Queen of France.36 
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Alongside the Norman Savigniac female houses, Stephen of 
Lexington found himself overseeing two new Cistercian houses 
founded after 1200, Moncey in Touraine and Porrois or Port-Royal in 
the forest of Iveline to the west of Paris. They fell under Stephen’s 
control because both were placed under the immediate protection of 
existing and nearby Savigniac abbeys. Moncey was adjacent to 
Fontaine-les-Blanches; Porrois to Les Vaux-de-Cernay. The abbey of 
Porrois was founded in 1204 by Matilda, widow of Matthew of Marly, 
a member of the Montmorency family.37 Matilda’s niece was married 
to the great crusader and ‘athleta christi’, Simon de Montfort. The 
Montfort and their Montmorency relations were committed 
supporters of the Cistercian order, patrons of the male houses of Les 
Vaux-de-Cernay and Le Val, and were now also committed supporters 
of female Cistercian monasticism.38 Several members of these two 
intertwined families had important careers within the church. Matilda 
of Marly’s grandson, Theobald of Marly, became a monk, and later 
abbot at Les Vaux-de-Cernay, and was soon regarded as a saint. 
Stephen wrote to him as if to a close friend.39 Matilda of Marly had 
episcopal support, and her new foundation of Porrois was soon 
accepted as a member of the Cistercian order, under the immediate 
protection of Les Vaux-de-Cernay.40  

Stephen, with his background of study at Paris and Oxford, and 
his adherence to the langtonian group of reformists, was probably 
much more receptive to the idea of female houses than some of his 
more traditional Cistercian colleagues. Both Stephen Langton’s 
brother, Simon, and Edmund of Abingdon maintained friendly 
relations with Blanche of Castile, a prominent supporter of female 
Cistercian monasticism.41 Stephen of Lexington found most of the 
female houses in his charge as well run as their male counterparts, 
though they often had less substantial and extensive revenues and 
landed resources – and Stephen was always concerned to ensure that 
an abbey had sufficient resources to avoid debt. With female houses 
as with male, Stephen insisted on rigorous accounting, and limited the 
numbers to reflect the resources of the house. 42 In 1231, he 
established a set of statutes for the Abbaye-Blanche at Mortain.43 As 
for monks, he insisted that the nuns remained enclosed within the 
abbey precinct.44 But he was flexible enough to adapt to particular 
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circumstances. At the request of the abbot of Cîteaux, he wrote to the 
abbess of the Cistercian convent of Saint-Antoine, just outside Paris, to 
remind her that the nuns should not dine, or stay the night in Paris, 
but should return to their convent, except for those who were in the 
entourage of the queen, Blanche of Castile.45 This suggests that it was 
relatively normal for some nuns, perhaps those with offices such as 
cellarer, to leave the precinct to do business in the city. This letter 
dates from around 1240. From 1236, Blanche of Castile had been in 
the process of setting up her new Cistercian nunnery of Maubuisson, 
with nuns drawn from Saint-Antoine. Royal household accounts for 
1239, and Blanche’s own household accounts for 1241-2, show that 
the abbess of Saint-Antoine was frequently in the Queen’s entourage.46 

Saint-Antoine was not part of the filiation of Savigny. But Stephen 
was often asked to offer advice, or make judgements or arbitrations 
beyond the confines of the filiation. In 1237, the Cistercian chapter 
general chose him as arbiter in an obscure internal quarrel within the 
order. John of Boxley, abbot of Cîteaux, had been forced out of his 
office as abbot by the abbots of the five principal daughter houses of 
Cîteaux, who refused to accept his authority.47 Cîteaux was heavily in 
debt at the time, and John of Boxley was English – which may have 
exacerbated the breakdown in trust.48 Whatever the precise causes, the 
episode reveals serious conflict at the heart of the Cistercian order. At 
the request of the papacy, Stephen visited and imposed reform at two 
Benedictine abbeys, Redon in Brittany,49 and Saint-Serge at Angers.50 
The papacy also appointed him as arbiter in conflicts between the 
archbishop of Rouen and Blanche of Castile as queen regent,51 and 
between the bishop of Avranches and the Abbot of Le Mont-Saint-
Michel.52  

Stephen’s prominence must have led to the invitation to attend 
the papal council in Rome in 1241. Those who were captured 
alongside him on the ill-fated voyage included the Cistercian James of 
Pecoria, previously abbot of Trois-Fontaines, and at this stage 
Cardinal-bishop of Praenestae, the abbots of Cîteaux and Clairvaux, 
and another English Cistercian, John of Toledo, who was abbot of 
L’Epau. L’Epau, founded by Richard I’s queen, Berengaria, was 
outside Le Mans, not far from Savigny, and it is clear that John of 
Toledo and Stephen were close friends. John was made Cardinal 
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priest of San Lorenzo in Lucina in 1244, and appointed one of 
Stephen’s relatives, William of Lexington, as his chaplain.53 In fact, 
Stephen seems to have escaped from his captors speedily, owing to his 
‘knightly strength and finesse’.54 Within the Cistercian order, and at the 
papal curia, Stephen was admired for his administrative gifts and his 
strict reformist approach. It was not surprising that he was elected 
abbot of Clairvaux, the house of Saint Bernard, and thus perhaps the 
most prestigious of the daughter houses of Cîteaux, in 1243.  

As abbot of Clairvaux, Stephen founded the College des 
Bernardins in Paris after 1245.55 He had always been conscious of the 
fact that few Cistercian monks studied the theology taught at the 
schools of Paris or Oxford. Around 1235, when still abbot of Savigny, 
he wrote to abbot John of Pontigny – who was himself a master of 
theology – arguing that the Cistercian order should establish their own 
‘studium’, their own school, to produce monks capable of arguing 
against heresy. Stephen pointed out that the Dominicans were much 
more advanced in this area than Cistercian monks, and he thought 
that there was a real danger that Dominican friars would launch 
enquiries about heresy within the Cistercian order itself.56 Stephen 
viewed the Dominicans as both a model and a threat for the 
Cistercians. He himself had been seduced from his studies by the 
Cistercian abbot of Quarr, just as the Dominicans were accused of 
enticing scholars and monks from other orders into their own ranks. 
Stephen’s predecessor at Clairvaux had indeed sent some monks to 
study at Paris, lodging them in a house given by Matilda of Marly, the 
founder of Porrois.57 But it was Stephen who transformed this small 
house of scholar-monks into a Cistercian college of the University of 
Paris. His model, it seems, was the Parisian college of the 
Dominicans. In this project, he had the full support of his friend, John 
of Toledo, now Cardinal priest of San Lorenzo in Lucina.58 

But it is clear that there was resistance to this new initiative within 
the Cistercian order. Stephen had been educated in the schools before 
becoming a monk. This was true of some other prominent 
Cistercians, for instance, abbot John of Pontigny.59 Usually, those 
Cistercian monks who had been educated in the schools, like Stephen, 
had brilliant carriers within the order and outside it. Often they were 
raised to bishoprics, or occupied important positions at the papal 
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court. Two close friends of Stephen might be cited as examples – 
James of Pecoria, abbot of Trois-Fontaines, then Cardinal-bishop of 
Praenestae, and above all John of Toledo, who had studied the 
sciences at Toledo, and became doctor to the pope. A gulf was 
opening within the Cistercian order between those who had been 
educated at Paris or other universities, who were likely to be 
influenced by the pastoral and reformist agenda of the Fourth Lateran 
Council and the ‘langtonians’, and who were likely to be 
accommodating towards the presence of women monastics within the 
order (John of Toledo was a particularly active founder and supporter 
of female Cistercian houses),60 and those who wanted to remain 
enclosed within their abbeys to pursue the intense and interiorised 
study of the bible in the tradition of Saint Bernard. In 1256, a conflict 
broke out between Stephen and his friends at the papal court on the 
one hand, and the traditionalists on the other.61 This time, Stephen did 
not prevail. The abbot of Cîteaux deposed him from his abbacy at 
Clairvaux. Stephen retired to the abbey of Ourscamp, where he died 
and was buried in the following year.  

 
The career of Stephen of Lexington throws light on many aspects of 
the history of the Cistercian order in the thirteenth century. It suggests 
that the Abbey of Savigny, while not quite what it had been in the early 
thirteenth century, was still an institution of some weight within the 
Cistercian order, an institution whose monks placed themselves under 
the leadership of a formidable abbot who upheld the traditional 
Cistercian values of simplicity, enclosure and restraint. Stephen’s 
strictures and statutes show that some prominent thirteenth-century 
Cistercians took the ‘simple and original beauty of the order’ more 
seriously than art historians have assumed. Stephen might be a 
traditionalist in asceticism and aesthetics, but he brought a new 
intellectual perspective to the order. His insistence on financial good 
order, so that the communal life was not subsumed in the ‘abyss of 
debt’, reflected the family background in royal administration, and the 
early-thirteenth century revulsion against debt and usury prevalent 
among Paris-educated churchmen.62 Too many Cistercian houses, 
including Cîteaux under John of Boxley, were in debt; and that 
episode, as well as Stephen’s own problems as abbot of Clairvaux, 
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reveal stresses at the heart of the Cistercian order in the mid-thirteenth 
century. There was, it seems, a struggle between those who clung to 
older intellectual traditions, and rejected the new learning of the 
schools and universities, and the small group of university-educated 
Cistercians, including Stephen, who embraced them. The university-
educated Cistercians, like Stephen, were closely connected with those 
secular clergy and masters, like Stephen Langton, who set the agenda 
for or implemented the pastoral reforms associated with the Fourth 
Lateran Council. University-educated Cistercians, like Stephen and 
John of Toledo, with their close connections to reformist secular 
clergy, were perhaps more likely to be sympathetic towards female 
monasticism, and the laity, both female and male, who patronised it, 
than their more traditional colleagues. The reformist secular clergy, 
and the pious lay patrons who patronised female Cistercian houses, 
also tended to be patrons of or closely associated with the new 
mendicant orders, the Dominicans and Franciscans. But Stephen’s 
attitude to the mendicants was defensive. His determination to return 
the houses under his care to the simplicity of the past may have been 
in response to Franciscan ideals of poverty. He feared that the 
Dominicans might find heresy among uneducated Cistercian monks, 
but the great college that he established in Paris for the education of 
Cistercian monks was modelled directly on that of his Dominican 
rivals.   
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