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established by a small group of Benedictine dissenters in 1075. They were led by Robert, 
an abbot who had grown dissatisfi ed with the luxurious lifestyle of his monks and sought 
to pursue a stricter life in the wilderness site of Molesme. There, they founded a new 
abbey, building huts of tree limbs. Today, the site of this abbey is a luxury-class hotel 
with sumptuous bedrooms and a superb Michelin two-star restaurant, one of the best in 
France. Robert of Molesme (c. 1029–1111) would have been appalled, for to him even 
these rustic beginnings were insuffi ciently challenging, and in 1098 he led his disciples 
onward to the wilderness site of Cîteaux. 
   This new abbey became the motherhouse of what in time became a great Europe-
wide congregation of Cistercian houses. The Cistercian reform grew slowly at fi rst, then 
acquired impressive momentum. In 1115 Cîteaux had four monasteries attached to it; 
by the end of the century it had 500. Cistercian houses were bound together not by the 
authority of a central abbot, as at Cluny, but by an annual council of all Cistercian abbots 
meeting at Cîteaux. This annual round-up was intended to help each individual house 
adhere to the strict ascetic ideals Robert and his followers espoused. 
   In contrast to the elaborate Cluniac monasteries of the time, Cistercian abbeys 
were stark and undecorated. Cistercian life was stark as well—less severe than that 
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