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CARTHUSIANS REFLECT ON THEIR 

FATHER AND THEIR LIFE 

1. La Grande Chartreuse 
and Serra San Bruno 

c 

INTRODUCTION  TO THE BOOKLET  

In 2001 it was nine centuries ago that our founder Saint Bruno 

(1030-1101) was born to eternal life. In honor of the celebration of 

this 9
th
 centenary, all the communities of our Order were asked by our 

Superior General, Dom Marcellin Theeuwes, to reflect upon and write 

a paper on the following three questions: 

Á the depth of our relationship with our founder 

Á the way of living and understanding our vocation 

Á our place in the Church and the world 

The contributions of the communities were published as a book, 

under the title ñSaint Bruno: Pilgrim of the Absolute, 1101ï2001: The 

Carthusians speak about their Father Saint Bruno and about their 

Lifeò (La Grande Chartreuse, 2003; original in French).
*
  

In his preface our Reverend Father
À wrote: 

                                                      
*
 This book is only in French and not available to the public. As the title shows, the 

Carthusians prefer to call Saint Bruno their óFatherô rather than their óFounderô. 

Strictly speaking Saint Bruno can only be called the óFounderô of the monasteries of 

the Grande Chartreuse and Serra San Bruno. He had never in mind to found a mo-

nastic Order. Hence if we refer to him as the óFounderô of our Order, we use this 

term in a very general way. 
À
 This is how we customarily refer to our Superior General in the Order. 
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ñThe answers showed a great variety, both with regard to the 

style of writing and content. Yet, each contribution strongly 

reveals the attachment of all to our vocation and the convic-

tion of its value for todayôs Church. Thus, after almost a mil-

lennium of existence, this collection gives an idea of the Or-

der at the beginning of the 3rd millennium. If the cultural 

changes and countless encroachments of modern society 

force us to become aware of our fragility, nevertheless our 

convictions remain firm and our faithful attachment to the 

spiritual heritage received from Saint Bruno and our first fa-

thers is still deeply anchored in our hearts. It is out of love for 

Christ and His Church and through faith in our vocation that 

we hold out and contribute to the work of Redemption. So, let 

us go ahead with trust, humility and simplicity.ò 

For the present booklet we selected the following contributions 

from this interesting collection: our Mother House, La Grande Char-

treuse (France), and Serra San Bruno (Calabria, Italy).
*
 

The papers have been translated from the French text. All foot-

notes are by the editors of this booklet. 

We selected both Houses because of their particular significance 

in our Order. They are our two oldest Houses. Bruno founded them 

both, in 1084 and 1090 respectively. He spent his first six years at La 

Grande Chartreuse and then about ten years in Serra San Bruno, 

where he died. 

May this booklet be a source of inspiration and personal contact 

to those who in one way or another, have been drawn to Saint Bruno 

as a channel of grace in their lives and found in the secret of their 

hearts the very spiritual fertility that keeps our Order today true and 

faithful to its mission of staying and listening at the feet of the Lord in 

silence and solitude. 

d 

                                                      
*
 The contributions of our own Charterhouse of the Transfiguration, and of the Car-

thusian nuns will be presented in separate booklets (n° 15, 16, and 17). 



 

- LA GRANDE CHARTREUSE - 

 

 

 

 

 

 -SERRA SAN BRUNO -

 
 



 

 

THE  MONASTERY OF LA GRANDE  CHARTREUSE 
IN THE MOUNTAINOUS A LPINE REGION CALLED óCHARTREUSEô, 

WHICH IS AROUND 6000  FT. AT ITS HIGHEST POINT
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THE GRANDE CHARTREUSE (FRANCE)  

1.  MASTER BRUNO AND US  

Brunoõs paternity 

ñKnowing that the hour had come for him to pass from this 

world to the Father, Bruno called his brothers together, re-

viewed all the stages of his life since infancy, and recalled the 

special events of his lifetime. Then, in a profound, detailed 

discourse he expressed his faith in the Trinity. The following 

Sunday, the evening before the ninth of October in the year of 

our Lord 1101, his holy soul left his body.ò
*
 

Renowned Master of one of the most conspicuous cathedral 

schools of his time, philosopher, theologian, and exegete, Bruno, after 

having entered into the desert, keeps himself in the background and 

disappears into silence. He is both known to us and enveloped in mys-

tery, the mystery of a life hidden in God, which speaks more elo-

quently than his words. 

He ends his profession of faith invoking the Father: ñéfrom 

Whom all fatherhood in heaven and on earth proceeds.ò Bruno, rip-

ened through his experience of life and his faithfulness to grace, had 

received the charism of spiritual paternity to an eminent degree. The 

monks of la Grande Chartreuse bear witness to it on the funeral 

parchment: 

ñWe too, the monks of la Grande Chartreuse, have more lam-

entably than anybody else been deprived of the solace of our 

very devout Father Bruno, a most famous man. (é) We are 

                                                      
*
 From the circular letter of the monks of Calabria, which they wrote at the beginning 

of the necrology; English translation in André Ravier, ñSaint Bruno the Carthusi-

an,ò p. 176-177. In the present booklet there are many references to Brunoôs life 

and writings. For Brunoôs writings (the profession of faith and his two letters), see 

Carthusian Booklets Series n° 1; for the main events of his life, n° 8 and 9; and for 

the funeral parchment, mentioned a little further, n° 9. 
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going to pray now and forever for our unequalled Father and 

Master.ò 

Our  Founder  

Bruno is our Father principally as founder, as the ñChronicle of 

the first Carthusiansò says: ñHe founded the hermitage of Chartreuse 

and was six years in charge of it.ò We have received from him both 

the form and the spirit of our life. Bruno did not write a Rule, but he 

invited his brothers to remain under the guidance of the Holy Spirit 

and be formed by the experience of the desert. Above all, he offers us 

the testimony of his own life. The Carthusian Order is his most visible 

legacy. 

 

 

SAINT BRUNO AND HIS FIRST COMPANIONS 
AT LA GRANDE CHARTREUSE 
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Editorsô note 

This is what André Ravier (ñSaint Bruno the Carthusian,ò p. 19, note 3) 

writes on the ñChronicle of the first Carthusiansò also called ñChronicle 

Magister,ò because of its opening words: ñThe Chronicle Magister is a doc-

ument of the highest importance for the history of the origins of the Carthu-

sian Order. It is the chronicle of the first five priors of Chartreuse. The first 

four accounts were apparently written by Guigo I, and the one about Guigo 

was added after his death. The document is earlier than the last quarter of the 

twelfth centuryéò 

We give here the translation of the extract on Saint Bruno from this Chroni-

cle: 

ñMaster Bruno the German, native to the illustrious city of Cologne, was 

born of a prominent family. After a solid formation based on profane and 

sacred letters he became a canon and scholar at the Church of Rheims, 

which is not second to any other in Gaul. He left the world and founded the 

hermitage of Chartreuse, which he ruled during six years. Pope Urban II, 

whose professor he formerly had been, called him to the Roman curia to as-

sist and advise him in the administration of ecclesiastical affairs. However, 

as he could tolerate neither the agitation nor the way of life of the curia, and 

as he burned with love for the solitude and the peace he had lost, he left the 

curia. Scorning also the archdiocese of Reggio, where he had been elected 

according to an order of the Pope, he withdrew to Calabria, in a hermitage 

called La Torre. There, surrounded by a great number of lay monks and 

priests, he carried out his project of solitary life as long as he lived. He died 

and was buried there about ten years after his departure from Chartreuse.ò 

His  tes t imony  

We have only a few, rare works of Bruno: two letters and the 

profession of faith he was eager to pronounce in the presence of his 

brothers before passing away. This is very little. However, as Bruno 

opens his heart freely in these writings, they are for us a real treasure 

of intimate thoughts and spiritual teachings. They are all the more 

eloquent as we are able to place them in their context, like our broth-

ers of Calabria. 

Above all he bequeaths to us this most pure testimony, which is 

both a spiritual instruction and a testament: to choose the best part 

unreservedly and without division. Docile to the Holy Spirit, Bruno 

allowed himself to be stripped of everything and gave up everything 

in order to follow Christ without restraint and to devote himself ex-
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clusively to God alone in silence and solitude. Filled with the 

knowledge of God, permeated with His awesome Holiness, seduced 

and fascinated by His Wisdom, His Beauty, 

and His Goodness, Brunoôs heart overflows 

with divine Simplicity, Love and Tenderness. 

Being a radiant personality, he attracts oth-

ers, not to himself though, but to Christ. In 

all this, Brunoôs soul profoundly brings to 

mind the soul of Mary. 

The  Car thus ian  monast ic  

t rad i t ion  

When speaking of Bruno we should not 

isolate him. ñReceiving the monastic habit,ò 

he took his place in the long tradition of the desert that goes back to 

the first centuries of Christianity. When he settles with some compan-

ions in the desert of Chartreuse, he inaugurates a form of contempla-

tive life that regains the splendor of its origins. Bruno is the Father as 

well as the initiator, the most advanced model of our way of life, and 

the link through which we are connected to the Desert Fathers, 

ñ...those early Eastern monks, who, with the memory of the 

Blood shed by the Lord not long before still burning within 

them, thronged to the deserts to lead lives of solitude and 

poverty of spiritéò (Statutes of the Carthusian Order, 3.1). 

Entering the monastery, we answered a personal call of the Lord, 

Who Himself impressed in our soul the seed of the Carthusian voca-

tion. At the same time, we received the form and the spirit of our life 

from the monks who welcomed us at the monastery. Their example 

and words transmitted to us this vocation they themselves had inherit-

ed. We in our turn inspire with this stream of life those who come to 

join our community. After all we find ourselves part of that big family 

which is rooted in Bruno, in Guigo, author of the ñCustoms,ò and the 

first Carthusians; and beyond them, in the ancient monks of the desert 

tradition.



 

ñéTHOSE EARLY EASTERN MONKS 
WHO THRONGED TO THE DESERTS 

TO LEAD LIVES OF SOLITUDE 
AND POVERTY OF SPIRIT.ò 

 

ANTHONY THE GREAT, 
òTHE FATHER OF ALL MONKS,ò 

EGYPT, 251-356 
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The  commun i ty  o f  Char t reuse  

The community of Chartreuse receives this precious grace of be-

ing for nine centuries in direct continuity with the founding communi-

ty of Bruno and his first brothers. We live in the privileged surround-

ings where they lived, or rather a little lower in the valley, where Gui-

go constructed the new hermitage after the avalanche had destroyed 

the first one. Even for us a certain distance remains from Bruno and 

the very first foundation site which has also for us an aura of mystery: 

this place chosen by God, holy ground where the Spirit blows and 

where Hugh, bishop of Grenoble, ñhad seen in a dream God building 

a dwelling place for His Glory.ò
*
 

This site, truly grandiose in its austerity, its solitude and pro-

found silence, easily takes the shape of an immense temple of prayer. 

The mountain and the forest, the steep rocks, everything buried under 

the snow, this whole natural and almost virgin surroundings that so 

deeply marked the way of life of our first fathers, molds us too, in a 

certain way, even if, for some years now, the snowfalls are much less 

abundant. Our fathers looked like those tall fir trees that still grow 

near the original site today: hanging on the rocks, thrusting their roots 

into a poor soil, but out of which they draw sufficient sap to throw 

themselves very high into the sky to capture the light. 

The stones themselves deliver us a message: the altar of Saint 

Brunoôs Chapel
À
 could date from the time of the foundation, and trac-

es of the church of the first monastery are hidden in the chapter room 

of the present monastery. The chapel of the cemetery contains relics 

of the monks who preceded us. The liturgy, in particular the Eucha-

rist, where we partake of the Body and Blood of the Lamb that was 

slain, joins intimately the Carthusian Church on earth to that in heav-

en, so as to form one large mystical body in Christ. The hidden sancti-

ty of so many of our brothers of past centuries radiates invisibly and 

stimulates us. Here, one can experience the strength of a living tradi-

tion.

                                                      
*
 From ñThe Life of Saint Hugh,ò by Guigues. 
À
 A chapel built at the original site of the foundation, probably shortly after the ava-

lanche had taken place and the monks had already left. For the avalanche see Edi-

torsô note. 



 

  

        ENTRANCE TO THE óDESERTô OF CHARTREUSE 

 
 

SAINT BRUNOôS CHAPEL 
CHAPTER ROOM OF THE PRESENT 

MONASTERY 

ñRELICS OF THE MONKS 
WHO PRECEDED US.ò 

BONES FOUND AT THE FIRST CEMETERY 
OF THE MONASTERY 

 



14 

Editorsô note 

The avalanche, which took place January 30, 1132, buried under its immense 

massiveness all the cells except one and with them six monks and one nov-

ice. 

ñWhen one visits the site were the catastrophe took place, one realizes that a 

simple avalanche (of snow) could not have reached the hermitages and crush 

them. One understands that the avalanche was accompanied, and probably 

caused, by a fall of rocks coming from the first foothills of the Grand Som, 

as happens often in the calcareous mountain mass of Chartreuse. Starting 

from this mountain, which dominates the site of the primitive monastery, a 

fall of rocks combined with snow would have terrible effects. The enormous 

blocks of rock that are today still scattered over this site remain an impres-

sive testimony of it. 

Thus, after 48 years of existence, ends the first House of Chartreuse. Guigo 

left the place of the catastrophe where seven monks had been suffocated un-

der the snow. We donôt know how many survived, but as the ñCustomsò had 

laid down that the maximum number of fathers should be thirteen, and as this 

number could on no account be exceeded, there could have been no more 

than six survivors, if we assume that the community at that time was com-

plete.ò
*
 

Bruno ,  channe l  o f  l i f e  

We all receive from Bruno, in different degrees, according to di-

vine grace and our receptivity with respect to him. Through his writ-

ings, through his whole life, even through his discretion ð for this 

too is a message ð Bruno still speaks to us today in the measure that 

we know how to put ourselves under his guidance. What is more, by 

his stimulating presence and his intercession, he watches over us and 

he communicates to us his charism. He gives us a share in the graces 

of contemplation that he himself received abundantly in order to 

transmit them to us. 

ñAt this very moment, Bruno is for us an intermediary of life, 

because, in the risen Christ, he is alive and present with his 

children that we areé He is the channel through which the 

incomparable grace of our vocation reaches us, grace that 

                                                      
*
 Translated from ñLa Grande chartreuse par un chartreux,ò La Grande Chartreuse, 

1997, p. 27-28. 
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has been acquired for us through the mediation of Our La-

dy.ò
*
 

 

 

 

THE GENEALOGICAL TREE OF SAINT BRUNO:  
FROM SAINT BRUNO, LYING ON THE GROUND, 

A BRANCH SPROUTS SHOWING  
GUIGO I  AND HIS SUCCESSORS AS PRIOR 

OF LA GRANDE CHARTREUSE 

                                                      
*
 Reverend Father Dom André, Sermon for the closing of the General Chapter of 

1983. 



16 

Brunoõs soul 

Some sentences of deep insight, in which one easily recognizes 

his own expressions, transmit the essential of Brunoôs heart and re-

main for us sources of inspiration: 

Á A man with a profound heart, aflame with divine love. 

Á A true contemplative, whose eye is pure and clean and 

whose soul is virginal, totally attentive to the encounter 

with the Bridegroom. 

Á A soul listening to the Spirit, Who imparts on him 

peace and a joy that radiates on his face, always bear-

ing a smile. 

Á A man of one single desire, thirsting for silence and 

solitude, because he tasted the Goodness and Beauty of 

God. 

Á A companion capable of sensitive friendship, gentle as 

a lamb, joining the tenderness of a mother to the firm-

ness of a father. 

Á A man of the Church, who devoted his whole life to 

her and even gave up his first foundation for her. 

Bruno opened up a path in the desert. Seeking God alone, he be-

came the first of a multitude of brothers. In him we recognize our 

model. 

d 

 

 

ñBRUNOé GENTLE AS A LAMBò 
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2.  òTHE POOR OF CHARTREUSE ó (GUIGO ) 

Godõs call: walking in Christõs foot steps  

Centuries have passed since Brunoôs time; the world has 

changed. But there are still men and women who hear the voice of 

God in their heart calling them to the desert. Their motivations do not 

change, because embracing solitude can only be based on one single 

motive: the love of God. Through all the upheavals of history, all the 

reforms of society and of the Church, this step of entering solitude 

remained and will always remain the same: seeking God, who, more 

and more, takes possession of the heart that listens. 

The history of our monastery, as that of the whole Order, has 

been eventful. But we see how the Carthusians have with remarkable 

constancy always tried to remain faithful to the spark of divine fire 

that guided Bruno to this place. Recently this fidelity has found a very 

fortunate and solid renewed expression in the drafting of the Carthu-

sian Statutes (our Rule) following the Vatican Council II (1962-

1965). Indeed, it is truly remarkable that we have been able in such a 

short time ð the first version of the ñRenewed Statutesò saw the light 

of the day in 1973 ð to reformulate in contemporary terms and in a 

style that was hitherto unknown, the meaning of our contemplative 

vocation for ourselves, and in the Church. Here, we will find, for a 

long time to come, the vital inspiration that enables us to live the aus-

tere but exhilarating vocation of the desert, devoted to God alone. 

The post-synodal exhortation ñVita Consecrataò (1996)
*
 of John 

Paul II came to strengthen us in our fidelity to this call, re-centering it 

still more on Christ. Even if the world understands less and less the 

exclusive choice for God by means of solitude and silence, neverthe-

less this choice has its place at the heart of the sequela Christi (ówalk-

ing in the footsteps of Christô), for its goal is to make of us persons 

conformed to Christ (VC 19) and it establishes us in our essential 

mission of making present in the world Christ Himself through our 

personal testimony (VC 72). 

                                                      
*
 ñThe Consecrated Life.ò Abbreviation VC, from the Latin title ñVita Consecrata.ò 
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òCradle of the Orderó 

Against this background common to all Carthusians, what is the 

proper place of the community of the Grande Chartreuse? By the fact 

that it is still established there where Bruno began, that the Statutes 

themselves call it the ócradleô of the Order and the source of our voca-

tion, and that moreover it is the headquarters of the General Chapter, 

the community of the Grande Chartreuse holds a unique place com-

pared to the other Houses of the Order. We donôt consider this as a 

privilege though, but rather as a service. Are we, here at the Grande 

Chartreuse, always sufficiently aware of our specific mission of find-

ing ourselves in a way at the source of our vocation? Are we truly a 

source for the others? 

THE MONASTERY IN THE 

17TH CENTURY, 
BEFORE THE RECON-

STRUCTION BY 
DOM LE MASSON 

 

.  

ē   OUR LADY OF 
CASALIBUS 

 

THE MONASTERY TODAY   

Ĕ 

 

 

THE MONASTERY AFTER 

THE RECONSTRUCTION BY 

DOM LE MASSON 


