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S Inskip Ladds drawings of the Abbey Site circa 1913 
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the generic model (overleaf) 



 

GENERIC CLOISTER AND 
PRECINCT MODEL 

Founding of the Abbey 

The Abbey was founded in 1147 by Simon de Senlis, 
Earl of Northampton (d.1153), the elder son of Earl 
Simon de Senlis I and Countess Maude, the  daughter 
of Earl Waltheof and Countess Judith, herself the niece 
of William the Conqueror. 

The Abbey was colonized by monks from Warden 
Abbey in Bedfordshire.  Through its motherhouse, 
Sawtry's filial lineage included Rievaulx in Yorkshire 
(one of the finest Cistercian abbeys in England), 
Clairvaux in the Aube department of northern France 
(motherhouse to Rievaulx, and Citeaux (motherhouse 
to the Cistercian order).  Sawtry had two sibling 
abbeys; Sibton in Suffolk and Tilty in Essex. 

The original founding endowment consisted of the 
entirety of the manor of Sawtry Judith, inclusive of the 
manorial church of St Mary and the whole of 
Monkswood.  These founding grants were reconfirmed 
by Malcolm IV of Scotland in 1153 and 1156, and later 
by William the Lion and David, Earl of Huntingdon in 
1199. 

In 1278 the Abbey precinct was recorded as covering 
15 acres, holding a further 5 acres with cow-houses 
and stables, possessing two granges (Grange Farm 
and north of Archer's Wood) and Archer's Wood itself. 

Cistercian Statutes for Foundation (Simplified) 

1.  The prospective founder applies to the general 
chapter at Citeaux. 
2.  The general chapter appoints a commission to 
assess suitability of prospective site. 
3.  The commission report is considered at the next 
meeting of the general chapter. 
4.  If positive the foundation process is initiated. 
5.  A colony of lay brothers/paid labour from the 
motherhouse arrives at the new location. 
6.  The new community, in concurrence with the 
founder, build temporary wooden buildings as specified 
in summa cartae caritatis in order that the new abbey 
can function; oratory, refectory, dormitory, guest house 
and gatehouse – the abbot and colony of monks from 
motherhouse can then take residence. 
7.  The founder issues the Foundation Charter 
describing the initial grant of land and foundation 
ceremony (foundation date). 
8.  A consecration ceremony of the monastic church is 
subsequently performed by Diocesan bishop. 

The above diagram is representative of the generic layout of a south facing cloistral complex.  Where possible 
Cistercian cloisters were south facing, particularly in north Europe, to take maximum advantage of the sun.  The 
Cloister was highly symbolic, at its heart was the garth - considered a heavenly paradise on earth and was maintained 
accordingly. 
 
The garth was generally square, those in England measuring between 80-120 feet.  Following the disappearance of 
lay brothers from Cistercian abbey communities, the west ranges were often re-modelled resulting in more rectangular 
garths. 
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