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THERE never was any single mode of reading within the monastic cloister. This paper
looks at the transformation of reading practice between the seventh and twelfth
centuries by comparing two influential, but largely unstudied texts that address
perceived abuses in contemporary behaviour. One is the De duodecim abusivis
saeculi, a text written in Ireland in the seventh century and widely circulated in the
medieval period under the name of Cyprian (in the earliest manuscripts) or
Augustine. It classifies moral failings into twelve categories, from a sapiens without
good works to bad kings and bishops, and a people without law. The other is a text
about abuses within the cloister, composed by an Augustinian canon, Hugh of
Fouilloy (d. ca. 1172), and included within his De claustro animae. It has not been
realised that this text also circulated widely as a distinct composition,
beginning Duodecim autem sunt abusiones claustri (PL 176: 1058C-1086D). These
two texts, one inspired by the other, are used to illustrate the inadequacy of
conventional generalisations about medieval lectio sacra as uniquely focused on
spiritual ends. Each text in its own way illustrates how monastic reading, inspired by
the Bible, could engage in identifying moral failings either within society in general,
or within the cloister in particular. Both texts illustrate how Brian Stock’s notion of a
textual community can help show how monastic reading could become a vehicle for
criticising the contemporary social order.
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