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Introduction

The ruins of Mellifont Abbey lie in the picturesque valley of the river Mattock in Co.
Louth (Illus. 1). Eight hundred and fifty years ago this year (1142) the first monks
arrived to found what was to be the most influential medieval monastery in Ireland .

This thesis deals with the decoration of Mellifont. Due to the rules of the order,
as laid down by St. Bernard decoration was forbidden in the Cistercian Abbey and at a
first glance therefore it may seem a contradiction in terms to discuss the decoration of a
Cistercian Abbey. However in later years when the rules lapsed many abbeys resorted
to rich and lavish additions to their original buildings and interiors. This was the case at
Mellifont. The original abbey resembled its mother house in Clairvaux in terms of style
and decoration; no stone carving or ornament of any kind were permitted. The
decoration of Mellifont is an aspect which has been overlooked by all studies of the
abbey already completed. Perhaps little interest has been shown in the subject because
the Cistercians were not renowned for their decoration. However on closer inspection,
the Cistercians contributed enormously to medieval art in Ireland. In particular
Mellifont which, was the Mother house and leader stylistically; influencing the
decoration of all the other Cistercian Abbeys in Ireland. It was constantly in touch with
its own Mother House in France and with other abbeys of the order in England which
means it was never isolated in terms of what was fashionable in church decoration at
the time.

This thesis is the first attempt at a full discussion of the decoration and interior
of the abbey. In the discussion all the material relevant to the tiles, carvings and metal
objects is studied in order to build up a stylistic analysis of the inside of the abbey and
help us to picture the abbey as it was when in use as a place to live work and pray in.
Comparisons are made with daughter houses and with other buildings both religious
and secular which were contemporary to the abbey. The articles found are also

examined and comparisons are made with similar items both in Ireland and in England.






Ilus. 1 The ruins of Mellifont Abbey as seen from the air.






Many medieval tiles were found during the excavations in the 1880s and later some
fragments were found during the de Paor excavations in 1954. Fragments of carved
stone were also found. These along with the tiles are now on display in the chapter
house museum which is now the property of the Office of Public Works and is open to
the public. Some are also kept in store and are not on view.

Some items of metalwork also belonged to the abbey. A silver chalice and paten
along with some coins were found during the excavations in 1954. A hoard of liturgical
items were also uncovered at Sheephouse near Mellifont. This hoard consisted of a
processional / altar cross, an altar candlestick and a bell. These are believed to have
come from the abbey originally. The foot of a late gothic monstrance made of bronze
was also found. All these items are now in the possession of the National Museum of
Ireland. A silver ring was also uncovered from a grave in the presbytery during the
excavations in the late nineteenth century. This now belongs to the Cistercian monks
in New Mellifont Abbey at Collon in Co. Louth.

The monks when they first arrived in Ireland brought with them new styles and
influences from England and France. In Ireland their arrival heralded the first great
examples of monumental architecture. Mellifont itself came to be known as An
Mainistir Mhor. The Cistercians initially were interested in simplicity in architecture
and decoration. They believed in purity of form, clarity of proportions and good
technical execution. Therefore the decoration in a Cistercian abbey was subtle rather
than over stated. This was in sharp contrast to what the Irish had been familiar with in
the early Irish monasteries where items such as the Ardagh Chalice and the Cross of
Cong were in use. Therefore despite rigorous rules the Irish could not resist the use of
carving and ornament in their churches and in the early thirteenth century when the
rules lapsed Mellifont was one of the richest, most prestigious and beautifully decorated
abbeys in Ireland with an abundance of stone carvings. In later years a beautifully tiled
pavement was introduced to the church and expensive liturgical goods were purchased.
Thus stating that the Cistercians did not suppress decorative religious art in Ireland.
However it is true that most of the decorative work was imported or was similar to

work being produced in England at the time. The Sheephouse Cross for example was






imported. Very little celtic design was used apart from some instances of stone carving
and tile design. There is no evidence of the rich gold filagree work which was being
crafted in Ireland not long before the arrival of the Cistercians.

The Cistercians or White monks as they came to be known were instrumental in
bringing a new era of decorative church art to Ireland. They built their abbeys all over
the country, with over thirty Cistercian abbeys in all. We are left, sadly with a beautiful
collection of historical ruins; as very few remain intact, Holy Cross being one
exception. It is difficult to imagine the Abbey in the days when the monks walked its
corridors, as so little of the original building remains. There is however a considerable
amount of information available on the abbey in the form of written evidence.

The Royal Society of Antiquities of Ireland is a rich source of information and
articles written on Mellifont. The liturgical items found are discussed in an article for

the society by E.C.R. Armstrong; Processional Cross Pricket Candlestick and Bell

found together at Sheephouse near Oldbridge Co. Meath (1915). This is the only article

of any considerable depth which has been written on the subject.

Fr. Colmcille O' Conbhuidhe in The Story of Mellifont (1958) gives an account

of the abbey with an emphasis on its history from foundation in 1142 to its suppression
in 1539 and finally to the return of the order to the area in the nineteen thirties with the
foundation of New Mellifont in Collon Co. Louth.

Roger Stalley gives a detailed account of Mellifont in his article for the Royal

Irish Academy; Mellifont Abbey a Study of its architectural history (1980 ). This article

is the only extensive piece which has been written on the stone fragments found and has

been invaluable in the writing the of this thesis. In his book later published; The

Cistercian Monasteries of Ireland (1987 ) he deals mainly with the Cistercian abbeys in
broad architectural terms and deals only briefly with the decoration of the buildings.
Nevertheless this book contains very important background information and relates
Mellifont to all the other abbeys in Ireland.

Eames and Fanning examine Irish tiles extensively in their book Irish Medieval
Tiles. Here the tiles found at Mellifont are compared with other contemporaries. This

book also contains a very important study which relates tiles from Mellifont and other






sites to a collection found in Cheshire.

Perhaps part of the beauty and mystery of Mellifont lies in it ruination which
leaves us to speculate about its original appearance. This thesis looks inside the original
Mellifont and tries to see the abbey as it was when the walls were decorated with
carvings, the floors were tiled with medieval griffins and lions and the priests said mass

in the transept chapels using rich and precious utensils.






Chapter I : Background

In order to discuss the decoration of Mellifont it is necessary to examine the
background to the abbey and how it came to be founded. The introduction of Cistercian
architecture to Ireland was the first mainstream European monastic architectural
influence in Ireland. Before this the Irish were used to a much simpler basic style of
building. So Mellifont was not only of religious significance but also one of the most
important architectural influences in Ireland. To understand the architecture one must
look at the Cistercian way of life as both are interconnected as set down by the rules of
the order. From the ruins which remain it is possible to make out the plan which is
based on the same Cistercian plan which was used at the mother house in Clairvaux and
which was used in every abbey. There are however a few differences which make
Mellifont unique.

Mellifont Abbey was the first Cistercian Abbey in Ireland. The Cistercians are
an order of monks that originated in Citeaux in France in 1098. A group of men who
became dissatisfied with the Benedictine order decided to return to the primitive and
literal observance of St. Benedicts rule and reject everything that seemed to oppose the
purity of the rule. The order took its name from the first monastery in Citeaux in
Burgundy. These early Cistercians not only rejected the need for excess food and
clothing but they also rejected every kind of ornament and superfluity in their churches
(which was the norm in their contemporary Clunic Churches). They also rejected the
possession of private churches as well as alterages, offerings, burial dues and titles.
Their lands were to be situated in places remote from the haunts of men and were to be
used for the purpose of their own communities and exploited by their own work. Their
aim was to earn their bread by the labour of their own hands (19, p. 4).

It was under the direction of Stephen Harding (Aéiféa 1100) that the order was
founded. Regarding the furniture of the churches, regulations introduced by him are

described in the Exordium Parvum.







Lest anything might remain in the house of God (in which they desired
to serve God devoutly day and night) which would savour of pride or
superfluity or which might at any time corrupt poverty the guardian of
virtue in which they had chosen of their own accord they resolved to use no
crucifixes of gold or silver but only of painted wood; no candlesticks
except one of iron, no thuribles unless of copper or iron , no chausubles
except of wood or linen without gold or silver embroidery; no alb or
amices unless of linen without silk, gold or silver. They rejected altogether
the use of palliums, copes, dalmatics and tunics though they kept silver
chalices, not golden but when possible gold plated; the silver tube (for
communion) gold plated if possible and stoles and maniples of silk only
without silver or gold. They also ordered that the altar cloths should be
made of unembroidered linen and that the cruets should have on them no
gold or silver (19, p. 5).

In the year 1112 St. Bernard with thirty companions joined the order and thence forth
the future of the new monastery was assured. St. Bernard later founded the abbey of
Clairvaux and he soon became famous throughout Europe. He was the most famous
Cistercian of all time and one of the greatest men of his era. He was a great prophet and
aman of peace and he secured many peace treaties in his time (16, p. 17).

Cistercian monasteries multiplied and among many of the monasteries founded
from Clairvaux was the house of Mellifont the mother house and first Cistercian Abbey
in Ireland.

St. Bernard however has also been criticised and looked upon as an iconoclast
little concerned with beauty as regards the architecture and decoration of his churches .
Nevertheless especially through his demands for simplicity he has inspired an
architecture which is unique and still attracts many visitors from all over the world.
This architecture is best understood in the light of two of St Bernard’s basic themes
listening and seeing. All of his monasteries were designed first for sound and then for
light: no ornament whatsoever surprisingly effective acoustics and art that captures
light in an incomparable way (Illus. 2). St. Bernard wrote:

You desire to see, first listen. Hearing is a step towards vision. Also listen
and incline your ear so that by the obedience of hearing you may arrive at
the glory of vision. Isn't it more for sake of hearing than of seeing that you
have gathered here? It is his ear that has opened to me not his face that he
has shown me. He is here hidden behind the wall (16, p. 24).

St. Malachy (died 1148) one time archbishop of Armagh was the founder of
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Mlus. 2 Typical early Cistercian architecture with little or no ornament. The light
accentuates the basic beauty and simplicity of the stonework. Light was
one of St.Bernards basic themes.






Mellifont Abbey . In the year 1140 he set out for Rome with five priests and a number
of clerics. His purpose was to petition the pope for the palliums for the new
archbishops of Armagh and Cashel. Attracted by the fame of St. Bernard he visited the
abbey of Clairaux and such was the impression made upon him by the holy abbot and
by the community that he wanted to abandon his position as archbishop and become a
simple monk. The church in Ireland still required his presence as he was the guiding
light of reform and the pope would not allow him to become a monk.

On his return journey from Rome, St. Malachy paid another visit to Clairvaux.
He left behind him to be trained by St. Bernard four of his companions. This was in the
view to founding an abbey in Ireland.

St. Malachy returned to Ireland and chose a site for what was to be the first
Cistercian Abbey in Ireland. He chose a secluded glen about five miles north west of
Drogheda. The site was far removed from the haunts of men as was laid down by the
rules of the order.

The land chosen by St. Malachy lay within the lands of the King of Airghialla
Donnchadh O Cearbhaill who was a friend of St. Malachy. He gave the land on which
the abbey was to be raised and he also supplied the materials for building; both wood
and stone(19, pp. 6-8).

The building began in 1142 two years after Malachys initial visit to Clairvaux.
The first group of monks was comprised both of French and Irish. The Irish monks
having been trained in Clairvaux. St. Bernard also sent Robert a monk who was a
skilled architect to help the Irish who were unfamiliar with continental building styles.
The domestic buildings of the abbey were solidly constructed in stone and
systematically arranged around a cloister. This was in contrast to ancient Irish
monasteries which were made of wood or wattle (21, p. 3).

The church and other buildings in a Cistercian abbey were designed 'In order to
assemble a community and to help it recognise in a symbolic way its identity as a
people of God (16, p. 25)."

Bernard’s own life focused entirely on this service of the church embodies the

same standards of discipline and simplicity that he imprinted on the building of
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Cistercian Abbeys. Every Cistercian Abbey therefore was built to the same plan (Illus.
3)

The monastery was constructed in the form of a quadrangle around an open
space which was the cloister. Around the cloister ran the ambulatories. These were
covered walkways which made communication possible from one part of the abbey to
another. The church was on the north side of the cloister. The northern walk of the
cloister was provided with benches for readings. Nearest to the church was the sacristy,
then the library, the Chapter House, the Parlour and the Scriptorium. The monks
dormitory was generally located on the second floor over the Chapter House and was
connected directly with the church by a staircase known as the nightstairs since it was
used by the monks for the purpose of coming from the dormitory to the church for
night prayers. The southern range of the abbey contained the calefactory (warming
room) the refectory (dining hall) and the kitchen. Opposite the door of the refectory was
the lavabo. This was the washing fountain at which the brethren washed their hands
before entering the refectory for meals. The west range of the Abbey held the lay
brothers quarters with various storerooms and a corridor reserved for the use of the
laybrothers. There were also other buildings which were built somewhat apart from the
monastery such as a guest house and farm buildings.

The fabric of Mellifont Abbey was altered many times in the four hundred years
of its existence. It is however a fair assumption that Mellifont embodied the
architectural ideas of St. Bernard and his immediate circle as closely as any other
Cistercian church of its time in Europe. When Cistercians arrived in most countries they
found vigorous local styles of building which were blended with certain basic
Cistercian ideas principally concerning the plan Engllsh C1sterc1an architecture

V.

represents a typical example of this mlxture 1 Fountams In Ireland the situation was
different as there was no tradition of major church building and Cistercians were free to
introduce there own ideas. The earliest buildings at Mellifont would therefore have
been entirely foreign in style.

Unfortunately very little remains of the first church at Mellifont which would

have been greatly influenced by the Mother house in Clairvaux. A general impression
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of the nave can be made by looking at the first daughter houses Bective Abbey, Co.
Meath (1147) and Baltinglass, Co. Wicklow (1148). Particularly relevant are the ruins
of Bective which is situated less than 20 miles away and easily reached along the
Boyne. Part of the original south elevation of the nave still remains. The design is
extremely simple, fulfiling the austere requirements of the early Cistercian Abbey in
Europe with the plainness of the piers relieved only by a chamfer. The total absence of
vertical articulation is striking particularly in comparison to French churches in the
order. The frequent appearance of arcade designs related to Bective strongly suggest
Mellifont as the source.

The nave at Baltinglass is relatively well preserved and the design of the
eastern bay may give some idea of the first church at Mellifont. A plain pointed arch
rests on piers approximately four feet square. Unlike the Bective group these piers are
crowned with capitals also square in plan which provide a much needed accent in
design. It is virtually certain that similar capitals existed at Mellifont. Two fragments
with scalloped ornament were found during excavations and are now preserved in the
Chapter House. The original elevation of Mellifont therefore cannot have been very
different from this particular bay at Baltinglass and if anything Baltinglass is simplified
(21, p. 356).

Mellifont might also provide the origin for one of the oddest features in Irish
Cistercian architecture. The citing of the clerestory windows over the piers and not the
arcades. Ten monasteries followed suit, Bective being an exception. It gives the design
an interesting syncopated rhythm and the normal explanation is that it allowed a slight
reduction in height of clerestory wall since the lower splay of the window could be
dropped below the apex of the arcade (Illus. 4).

The popularity of this feature in Irish Cistercian Abbeys makes it probable that
it was adopted in the first church at Mellifont. This can be seen in the illustration by
Beranger of the late medieval reconstruction at Mellifont (Illus. 5).

The first church does not seem to have been very sophisticated in European
standards with its rectangular piers on simple bases supporting a pointed arcade. The

general austerity of the design is not in doubt an austerity greater than most French and
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Ilus. 5 Watercolour by Gabriel Beranger (c. 1760-83) (National Library of Ireland)
showing the clestory windows over the piers at Mellifont.

English ecclesiastical houses of the time (21, pp. 357-60).

After the first church had been completed in 1157 all energy would then have
been focused on the cloister and surrounding buildings. Not until the thirteenth century
when these buildings had been finished did interest once again turn to the church. It was
then decided to enlarge the whole building beginning at the east end with the
presbytery. There were probably two objectives behind this, firstly to increase space for
altars and secondly a desire to bring the church up to date.

In 1220-1 the visitors to Mellifont complained of a lack of care of monastic
buildings and properties so it does not sound as if much activity was going on then.
Indeed between 1216 and 1231 the Cistercian order in Ireland was so disrupted by the
conspiracy of Mellifont that it was not a likely time for a new building scheme.

Sometime after 1228 when the trouble began to cool down and an Anglo-
Norman contingent settled among the monks at Mellifont seems a more likely time for
the start of a reconstruction especially since the style of the work can be related to

Anglo-Norman building elsewhere in Ireland. Leask compared details of the new north
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transept with St. Patricks Dublin which was started in 1220 (13, p. 49).

The north transept was tackled first as this involved less complications. This
new transept provided the space for five altars three in the east and two in the west now
easily identified by the piscinae. A fine doorway with elaborate moulding (Illus. 6) was
also built along with a staircase which may have led to a tower over the aisles.

With the north transept complete there appears to have been a lapse of several
decades before the building operations continued with the south transept. Not many
clues for the dates of building are to be found. However the base mouldings give a
rough idea. Their profile is quite different to the north transept.

The north transept had round polygonal plinths whereas the south although
similar were decorated with multiple shafts and no doubt the arches above had

elaborate soffit mouldings. As part of this same rebuilding campaign the southern piers

Illus. 6 New north transept doorway with elaborate mouldings (c. 1220).

15






of the crossing were rebuilt (Illus. 8).

INlus. 7 The base mouldings of the transepts after rebuilding
a) North transept (c. 1200)
b) South transept (1290 - 1330)
¢) Crossing piers (c. 1300)

This building campaign at Mellifont contains some of the most sophisticated
Gothic work in Ireland. One face alone of the crossing piers contains six vertical shafts
and a degree of elaboration which begins to compare with major English buildings of
the period. The crossing piers must have been intended to support a great tower in the
centre of the church (Illus. 7).

This building campaign was left unfinished because of a fire in the church in the

fourteenth century. Evidence of the fire was found during the de Paor excavations of "

1954 when large amounts of charcoal were uncovered along with coins smelted
together from the heat.

The fire must have required instant revision of the monks building plans and
living accommodation would have been the priority before the rest of the abbey was

rebuilt. As a result the rebuilt nave was much simpler in design. In fact all evidence
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points to the fact that the final church was much simpler in design and does not seem to
have been a particularly distinguished piece of architecture. Indeed the most spectacular
aspect of this work was probably the crossing tower.

The plan of Mellifont does have some features which are unique to Cistercian
architecture in Ireland. The original twelfth century church has three chapels in each
transept. The two outer chapels are apesidal in shape. This is a direct influence from
France as these apses are only to be found in churches founded directly from Clairvaux
between 1135 and 1153. They were more than likely the idea of Robert the architect. It
is difficult to understand why these were introduced as it would only have led to
complications with every chapel needing a separate roof. It did however add a touch of
individuality to an otherwise strictly organised plan (20, p. 344).

There are also two structural features which distinguish Mellifont from other
daughter houses of Clairvaux. One is the use of rubble masonry. In Ireland high quality
masonry was restricted only to piers and arch mouldings. Inside the building this poor
quality masonry was covered by plaster and fragments of this came to light at Mellifont
during the 1954-5 excavations. In most Cistercian Abbeys the walls were subsequently
whitewashed and marked with false masonry marks. There is no proof that this was the
case at Mellifont (20, p. 344).

The crypt is another unique feature (Illus. 8 & 9). It is rare to find one at the
west end of the nave. The existence of the crypt in Mellifont is due to the sloping land.
It was necessary to cut away the hillside to maintain a level floor in the church and to
build up the foundations on the western side. The crypt was then used as a storage area
and not for burial which was normally the function of a crypt (20, p. 345).

The Lavabo in Mellifont, built around 1200 is the only one of its kind in Ireland,
although evidence of one has been found in Dunbrody (21, p. 172). The lavabo is
octagonal in shape with four arches now remaining (Illus. 10). The arches are
beautifully moulded and the shafts which support the arches have neatly carved capitals
decorated with stylised foliage designs (Illus. 11). The use of the round arches suggests
the Romanesque style but the delicacy of the mouldings looks forward to Gothic,

clearly suggesting that this is a transitional building. The lavabo was a very extravagant
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Ilus. 8 The crypt with stairway leading down.

Illus. 9 The crypt as seen from the west side of the abbey.
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Ilus. 10 The lavabo with four remaining arches.

Ilus. 11 Capital and the lavabo with stylised foliage carvings.
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addition to the monastery. It is evident that at this stage the monks were abandoning the
strict rule of the order and were more interested in Mellifont having the prestige and
elaborate look appropriate to the mother house in Ireland. It has also been suggested by

Georges Duby in Saint Bernard - L’art Cistercian (22, p. 146) that the lavabo had a

symbolic function. The sound of running water echoing across the cloister garth was a
permanent reminder of baptism and of the pure river of the water of life. This would
seem a very likely theory as it has already been suggested that the two basic themes in
St. Bernard’s architecture are listening and seeing, 'Hearing is a step towards vision
(6, p. 24).>

The Chapter house at Mellifont is very well preserved and the only room still
roofed apart from the calefactory. The existing Chapter house was built in the
fourteenth century whereas the original chapter house was built in 1150 and was then
converted into a vestibule. The building is richly ornamented in both the capitals and
the mouldings (Illus. 12). The room is covered by two bays of ribbed vaults which rest
on bold clusters of shafts (Illus. 13). The Chapter House is now a museum which holds
tiles and carved stones which were found during the excavations. A modern concrete
bench runs around the interior wall as it would have been when used as a meeting house
by the monks. Here the monks met every day. The abbot would read a chapter from the
book of St. Benedict. Also monks would pray and say open confessions here. When in
use the bench around the perimeter would have been covered by a rush mat.

Of the interior decoration at Mellifont very little is known. Only speculation can
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