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Clervaux Abbey stands on a rocky hill overlooking the pineclad valley of the river Clerf in the Ardennes or northern region of the
Grand Duchy of Luxembourg. Owing to the similarity of names it is
often confused with the better-known Cistercian abbey
of Clairvaux in France, which
was founded by St Bernard in
1115.
The abbey of St Maurice and
St Maur at Clervaux was built
in 1909—10 for Benedictine
monks who came from France. They had previously restored the ancient monastery
of St Maur de Glanfeuil, one of the oldest abbeys in France which
tradition states had been originally founded by St Maur, a disciple of
the great St Benedict himself. During the French Revolution that abbey was forced to close, but
it was re-opened a century later by monks from the abbey
of Solesmes. At the beginning of the twentieth century
a hostile French government
compelled the monks to move
again, and they found refuge

for a time at Baronville near Beaurain in Belgium.
Thanks to the generosity of the Luxembourg Government and of a wealthy family to which the ﬁrst
Abbot, Dom Edward du Coëtlosquet, was related,
the monks were able to build a new abbey at Clervaux, which they dedicated to St Maurice (of the
Theban Legion), who was patron of one of their
chief benefactors, and to St Maur, in memory of
their original foundation. But no sooner had they
settled into their new home than the ﬁrst World War broke out and
ﬁlled them with fears of yet another move. However they were left in
peace and the community developed so rapidly that from some thirty
monks in 1918 its members grew to more than a hundred by 1933.
This increased number enabled the abbey to respond to the
desire of Pope Pius XI to found
a monastery in Rome where
the monks could devote themselves to the revision of the Latin translation of the Bible. This
work was entrusted to some
monks from Clervaux and in
1933 the abbey of St Jerome was established near the Via Aurelia,
not far from the Vatican and from St Peter‘s basilica, where it still
ﬂourishes.
Meanwhile the abbey of St Maurice and St Maur was attracting everincreasing numbers of visitors, by its spiritual ideals, the beauty of
its worship, its picturesque situation and its
striking buildings. From
December 1936 countless sick people all
over Europe were deriving comfort from the
exquisite chanting of
the conventual’s Mass,
which was broadcast
once a week by Radio
Luxembourg and ap-

preciative letters were received from
every part of the continent and from
as far away as Morocco and the Belgian Congo. Clervaux was among the
ﬁrst religious houses to make use of
broadcasting and so to widen the appreciation of the ancient Gregorian
chant for which Solesmes had long
been famed. The body of one of the
pioneers of Gregorian chant, Dom Joseph Pothier, lies in the abbey cemetery, and near him lies the body
of Dom Louis Bailler, a monk of Farnborough Abbey in England, who
had received the famous Péguy into the Catholic Church. (It is at
Farnborough that the remains of the Emperor Napoleon III and his
Empress Eugenie are buried.)
In 1938 the monks of Clervaux had the joy
of seeing one of their number raised to the
dignity of the episcopate, in the person of
the Bishop of Copenhagen, Mgr Theodore
Suhr, who was the ﬁrst Dane to become a
monk since the protestant Reformation. The
Asso¬ciation for the Conversion of the people of the North has its head-quarters at Clervaux, which explains the existence of a sidechapel dedicated to St Ansgar, patron of the
Scandinavian people.
The second World War very nearly put an
end to Clervaux; from the very ﬁrst entry of the Germans into Luxembourg (10 May 1940), the abbey was kept under the strictest
observation, and on 15
January 1941 it was
surrounded by troops
as though it was a military objective; police
swarmed into the buildings, and the monks,
assembled in their refectory, were given
two hours in which to

evacuate their home, taking
with them only the barest minimum of their personal possessions. Chanting the Divine
Ofﬁce, the monks walked out
into the snow which lay thickly around, and trusting to the
pro¬vidence of God, set out
in search of a new refuge.
They went to Belgium and after various vicissitudes were
eventually able to re-unite at
Chanly.
In 1944 a few were able to
return, but the renewed and
ﬁnal fury of the enemy compelled them to leave again,
and it was not until the Spring
of 1945 that the Community
ﬁnally returned. Their joy at
home-coming was mingled
with bitter grief at the sight of
the way in which their once
beautiful abbey had been desecrated. Not only had the
Nazis severely mutilated the
abbey and turned what St Benedict used to call a „school
for the service of God“ into a
school for Hitlerite Youth, but
conﬂicting armies had passed
by no less than four times, leaving a trail of destruction and
desolation behind them.
The bell-tower, with its beautifully proportioned spire — a
replica of the tower of the
abbey at Cluny — had been
truncated, and all the graceful

proportions of the buildings had
been destroyed almost beyond recognition. The friendly, welcoming
porch had been knocked down
and almost all the curved arches
had been effaced and replaced by
ugly rectangular brickwork. The
cloister garden had been turned
into a bleak barrack-square and
every room had been altered or
deformed, the monks‘ cells being
converted into one long dormitory. Worse still, the beautiful church
had been seriously altered structurally, the high altar being bricked up. The crypt had become a dungeon, whilst the library was a mass of
chaotic scaffolding and rubbish.
But Benedictines are ever builders,
and the monks set to work at once to
restore the waste places and to make
the desert blossom again. The present
church is less ornate than formerly but
is none the less graceful and homely;
once again the tower is surmounted
by a spire and the cheerful red tiles
of the monastery roof stand out gaily against the dark pine forests on the
surrounding hills. The work of the monastery goes on as though there had
never been any interruption; the present Community numbers some
sixty monks, the majority being French, Belgian or Luxembourgeois,
though there are now several Danes. Conventual Mass is sung every day to the haunting Gregorian melodies and is
broadcast by Radio Luxembourg every Thursday
morning at 9.30 (G.M.T.) for the beneﬁt of the sick.
The chief work of the monks is the singing of the
Divine Ofﬁce, which occupies from four to six hours
of every day, but they are also busy about such
other work as carpentry, iron, gold or silver work,
book-binding, embroidery or Biblical research;

whilst there is an extensive farm which includes dairy cattle, a piggery, poultry and many acres of vegetable, fruit and ﬂower gardens.
The abbey also publishes a French translation of the Roman Missal,
which is well-known in all French-speaking countries, and the restored library possesses more than 50,000 books and many rare manuscripts. The guest-house is always busy, for the monks of Clervaux
are not slow to practice the age-old Benedictine tradition of gracious
hospitality. The whole purpose of the life and work of the monks is
orientated and symbolized by the slim spire on the abbey tower, an
earthly ﬁnger pointing men towards God.
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