
Benedictine Monks 
The most common form of monasticism in most of Europe during the 
Middle Ages was Benedictine monasticism. It was based on a rule written by 
a monk named Benedict of Nursia, who lived in Italy in the early 500s. This 
rule, or collection of guidelines for monks, is 
called the Benedictine Rule. 

Benedict was the son of a Roman noble, but as 
a young man he abandoned the city to become a 
hermit. His dedication to God inspired a 
number of other Christians, who wanted to live 
as he did. In 529 they persuaded Benedict to 
establish a monastery at Monte Cassino in 
central Italy with himself as its first abbot, or 
leader. In time, other monasteries adopted 
Benedict’s teachings as guides for their lives as 
well. This adoption marked the beginning of 
the Benedictine Order, or type, of monasticism. Each monk who joined the 
Benedictine Order had to take vows of poverty and obedience. 

The Benedictine Rule was based on a combination of prayer and labor. It 
outlined a schedule for a monk’s day, including nine distinct prayer services 
and periods of work. Sometimes this work consisted of farm labor, and 
sometimes it involved copying manuscripts from the monastery library. The 
rule also set up the organization of the Benedictine Order. Each Benedictine 
monastery was a distinct entity. There was no central authority that governed 
them all. Instead, each monastery was run by an abbot chosen either by the 
monks themselves or by a local noble. 

Benedictine monasticism made tremendous contributions to Europe. The 
monks ran schools that trained some of the finest minds of the Middle Ages, 
including theologians and other writers. By copying ancient manuscripts, 
they helped preserve the knowledge of Greece and Rome. In addition, their 
monasteries became centers of wealth and power, because kings and nobles 
donated money or gifts in exchange for prayers said on their behalf. As they 
became wealthier, the monasteries were drawn into local politics. Many 
monks acted as advisers and aides to local and national rulers in Europe. 



Celtic Monks 
Not all European monasteries were run 
according to the Benedictine Rule. A 
second major branch of monasticism, 
which historians refer to as Celtic (KEL-
tik) monasticism, developed in Ireland. 

In general, Celtic monks were more 
ascetic, or severe, than Benedictines. 
Monks often took part in long fasts and 
spent days at a time in solitary 
contemplation. Many Celtic monasteries 
were built on small islands far offshore to 
more fully separate the monks from the 
rest of society. The monks believed that 
this isolation would help them stay focused 
on their faith. 

Like Benedictine houses, Celtic monasteries were led by abbots. Celtic 
abbots had greater authority than their Benedictine counterparts. In mainland 
Europe, the most important religious officials were the bishops who headed 
the church in each city. Because Ireland had no large cities, people did not 
turn to bishops for spiritual guidance. Instead, they looked to the abbots of 
local monasteries. 

One of the most famous Celtic monasteries was at Lindisfarne, a narrow 
peninsula that becomes an island at high tide, on the coast of England. Its 
fame stems from the Lindisfarne Gospels, a beautifully illustrated 
manuscript of the Gospels produced between 715 and 720. The Lindisfarne 
Gospels are among the greatest artistic achievements of the Middle Ages. 

Many Celtic monks were scholars, running schools and preserving ancient 
knowledge. Other monks from Celtic monasteries were active missionaries, 
working to spread Christianity to the people of the British Isles. Some 
monks even traveled to the mainland to build Celtic monasteries in France 
and Germany 


