The Cistercians are reckoned to have been the most successful of the new religious orders of the twelfth century. Analyse the reasons that the White Monks attracted founders and benefactors. You should give some examples.
The growth of the Cistercian Order in the twelfth century was spectacular. They were the most successful new monastic order of that time. To achieve this they needed resources, which meant benefactors - large numbers of generous benefactors. Their ability to attract such benefactors raises fundamental questions: why were so many people willing to offer endowments; what were they looking for; what was it about the Cistercians order that enabled them to meet that demand better than anyone else? In addition, endowments were not in fact made to “the Cistercians” but to specific monasteries, existing or new, in specific locations at specific times. 
The choice of a specific Cistercian monastery by a donor comes at the end of a decision-making sequence. Why a religious institution? In particular, why a monastery? Why a Cistercian monastery? Why that particular Cistercian monastery and why now?
I shall address these stages in turn, looking first at reasons for giving to the church in general. This leads to reasons for endowing either an existing or a new monastery.  These will be common to all monastic orders since the basic benefits offered by the Cistercians were not exceptional.  I shall then look at what made the Cistercian Order especially attractive. Finally, I shall look at some specific monasteries or groups of monasteries in the light of the general discussion .
What, then, attracted potential donors in the twelfth century? At least part of the answer must be cultural. Though humans do not change, societies and cultures do. This has an impact on the beliefs and values of the people belonging to those societies. One clear difference between largely post-Christian, western European culture and that of twelfth-century Catholic Europe is the position of the Christian faith in terms of status, influence and daily life. Religious belief and practice would have been significant factors involved in the decisions made by potential founders and benefactors.
One reason for choosing the church was limited options. Today many organisations plead for charitable funding for a huge range of causes. In the twelfth century the range of options was more restricted. Quite apart from religious activities per se, much of the available care for the poor, the hungry and the sick and most of the educational opportunities were organised through and by the church. So why a monastery? Although endowments might be made to a cathedral or other secular church establishment, monasteries would have been an attractive choice. The endowment offered focussed, relatively controllable, long-term benefits for the donor.
The Christian church has promised its followers salvation from its inception. However, even in the New Testament there is debate about the relative importance of “good works” – earning your way to heaven – and grace – the free gift of God following on from repentance and faith. Most mainstream churches today broadly preach grace rather than good works. 
The Catholic church in the twelfth century appears to have been more supportive of the “good works” approach. Quite of lot of religious practices were fairly transactional. This action or that donation would at least reduce time spent in purgatory. This would have been seen as a huge benefit.  It is therefore legitimate to view endowments and benefactions as investments whose return was in part expected benefits for the donor’s soul after his or her death.
Moreover, Christ’s teaching about worldly wealth was damning: “It is easier for a camel to go through the eye of a needle than for a rich man to enter into the kingdom of God” (Matthew 19.24). How better to dispose of ungodly wealth than by endowing the church, especially towards the end of your life?
In addition to benefits after death, some donors sought practical, personal benefits on earth. Terms of endowment could include care of their dependents or of themselves in old age by the beneficiary monastery.
However, while endowing a monastery for the benefit of your own immortal soul or those of family members or other loved ones was something that was set out proudly in charters of property grants other very important motives might not have been stated so openly, if at all. 
People sought status and being the founder of a successful new monastery would have been prestigious. Enhancing your status this way might have been spontaneous or it might have reflected a desire to keep up with a rival who already had one or more monastic foundations to his or her name. 
In addition, establishing a friendly new monastery in contested territory might be useful in consolidating control in the area, whether against Muslims, pagans or rival Christian princes. Of course spiritual and temporal motivation would not have been mutually exclusive, so an ambitious prince could have founded a monastery both to consolidate his control over a strategically important location and for the benefit of his immortal soul.
In addition to securing control over an area through the presence of a friendly monastery, the founder might expect its presence to add to the economic vitality of his territory as it improved its estates. However, the expected financial benefits could also be more direct. This was particularly true with respect to major benefactors.
The principal benefactor would usually be the founder (fundator, patronus) and, very often, the advocate (advocatus). This last was a key different rôle granting significant powers over the monastery’s assets. The monastery needed the financial – and often the political and military – support of its founder and major benefactors to flourish, even to survive. The patrons expected something in return. 
The resulting relationship between a monastery and its patron could be close to the point of being controlling, to the great advantage of the benefactors. Monasteries, including the Cistercians, did attempt to assert their independence. Evidence for this can be seen as early as the abbacies of Alberic and Stephen Harding.  The Exordium Paruum, Chapter XIV, sets out the “Roman privilege” granted to Alberic by Pope Paschal which forbids any person or whatever rank to interfere with “the way of life” of the New Monastery and its successors; while Chapter XVII has Stephen Harding excluding the local duke or any other lord from using the monastic church “to hold court”.[footnoteRef:1] These are assertions of an independence which was honoured more in the breach than the observance. [1:  Burton, Janet E., and Julie Kerr. The Cistercians in the Middle Ages. Boydell Press, 2011. p11] 

For example, even Bernard of Clairvaux seems to have been appointed at least in part through family influence. According to the Vita Prima “it was to the amazement of the brothers of Cîteaux…that Stephen appointed as founding abbot…the youthful… Bernard”. But Josbert, lord of La Ferté, was a kinsman of Bernard and he and Bernard’s father Tecelin founded Clairvaux. The monks of the new monastery also included four of Bernard’s brothers, one uncle and two cousins.[footnoteRef:2] [2:  Burton, Janet E., and Julie Kerr. The Cistercians in the Middle Ages. Boydell Press, 2011. pp23-24] 

For Bennett D. Hill the great barons and “their monks” had “a strong, close and virtually indissoluble bond”.[footnoteRef:3] The monasteries depended on the barons for support and presented no threat to feudal power or position. If anything, they strengthened the barons against central, royal authority. The benefactions they accepted from the barons bound them tightly and in perpetuity. In short, they were used.  [3:  Hill, Bennett David. English Cistercian monasteries and their patrons in the 12th century. University of Illinois Press, 1968. p38] 

Hill further notes that monastic foundations by semi-autonomous nobles were especially common in times and places when centralised control was weak. The barons could enforce their control and maximise the money they took through the position of advocatus, or similar. He suggests that this may account for the large number of foundations in eastern German territories in the twelfth century and in England in the reign of King Stephen.[footnoteRef:4]  [4:  Ibid. p39-40] 

Ireland (outside the Lordship of Ireland after 1169-71) was divided into five kingdoms and numerous sub-kingdoms. Native-controlled Wales (“pura Wallia”) was divided at least between Gwynedd, Powys and Deheubarth. In neither case was there any over-arching centralised control. I would suggest that if the extensive establishment of Cistercian monasteries in either country in the 12th century reflects the factors mentioned by Hill the key factor might be the proximity of the de facto sovereign power rather than weakness of the nominal central government. 
Another substantial benefit amounted to tax planning. The use of religious enfeoffment – in effect, endowing a monastery with property only for the monastery to grant control back to the donor – was a way of avoiding feudal dues. It was common enough, and cost the crown enough, to be outlawed under article 40 of the 1217 Magna Carta.
To summarise: it seems reasonable to examine the endowment decision as the outcome of a search for a good investment. Was it socially acceptable or even prestigious? What was the return to the investor, and how secure was the investment? And what did the Cistercians in particular have to offer that made investing land and money with them so attractive?
The Cistercians were a religious order and at the time the order was founded the Christian faith and the church dominated people’s lives in western Europe to an extent which relatively few western Europeans can understand today. In later years, when the Cistercians were wealthy and powerful it is quite possible that men supported or joined them attracted by their wealth and power, but this cannot have been the case in the beginning. They offered a road to salvation at a time when this was of great importance to people of all stations in life, from kings or queens on their thrones to serfs in the fields. Any examination of the success of the order in attracting support should start from this.
They had a great reputation for piety and austerity. The New Monastery was founded in 1098 on the basis of a rejection of the way the Benedictines, particularly those in the monastery of Molesme, interpreted the Rule of Saint Benedict. The break-away group wanted a simpler, more austere routine which involved scrupulous conformity with every detail of the Rule. They rejected wealth and luxury – indeed, without going to extremes they rejected most forms of physical comfort. Life in their monastery was centred on the Daily Office – the Opus Dei – and the prayerful study of religious texts – the Lectio Divina – interspersed with physical labour. This reputation for piety was absolutely fundamental to their success in attracting support but it would not have been sufficient.
In their way of life and of worship they differed from the Benedictines and even more from the Cluniacs, but they offered nothing new or exceptional. Quite the reverse: they insisted that their reform was taking them back to a proper observance of the Rule of Saint Benedict (first half of the sixth century AD). More than that, the tension between religion as theatre and religion as ascetic self-denial was a recurring theme long before 1098 and has been ever since. Around the time of Christ, the Essenes were a Jewish sect who went into the desert to pursue a lifestyle based on religious purity and self-denial. Although John the Baptist is generally thought not to have been an Essene his teachings had much in common with theirs. Their tradition probably inspired the early eremitic monks. More recently rejection of over-elaborate worship is a feature of the Puritans or the Calvinists. And of course Christ Himself preached against worldly wealth and in favour of modesty in worship. The Cistercian reform, therefore, forms part of a long succession of similar reforms before and since.
Nor were they exceptional in their time and place. Even in the early twelfth century, other monastic orders were being established on the basis of very similar reform principles to those of the Cistercians. These included the Savigniacs (1105) and the Tironensians (1106). Both of these orders also flourished initially. The Cistercians therefore faced direct competition for benefactors and, indeed, for recruits.
The spectacular and sustained success of the Cistercians in the twelfth century in attracting founders and benefactors, or as an organisation more generally,  was probably not due to any unique extraordinary feature – though if one single thing had to be identified as a key to their success it would probably be the institution of the General Chapter – but to the effective combination of a number of factors. They differed from their immediate competitors in two important respects: first, in that they found ways to ensure that their reform remained consistent over time and between monasteries. Second, the management of their resources, human and material, ensured stability and even wealth. It is possible to compare the Cistercian Order with a modern business corporation; most obviously a franchise operation. Their offer may have been a reliable road to eternal life but they still had to sell their particular road, find and retain recruits and resources, deal with their competitors and manage the organisation as it grew in a way which ensured consistency in their offer over time and across a very wide territory; and all this in a period when communication was far more difficult than it is today.
Another consideration in terms of return of investment was that the investment itself might be cheaper with the Cistercians. The order placed emphasis on establishing their monasteries “in the desert”. Even if “the desert” in Europe was largely metaphorical they were nevertheless attracted to quiet, underdeveloped and underpopulated areas off the beaten track. Such land might well have been less valuable than properties in wealthier areas and of less practical use to the donor.
The Cistercians were probably helped by the fact that they practiced reform rather than revolution. They took care from the very beginning to seek the support of the secular hierarchy – bishops, legates and the Pope himself. They did not trespass on the prerogatives of the secular clergy: Cistercians kept themselves to themselves and did not interfere in the activities of the local church. They may have been rivals to other monastic orders – especially the Benedictines from whom they had broken away – but at least to begin with they had powerful friends and few enemies. They were thus entirely socially acceptable as recipients of endowments. They also had extensive contacts with the laity – kings, princes and nobles - and these contacts helped ensure that they would at least have been considered when a prospective benefactor was deciding on the best use of his resources. In this context, Saint Bernard’s influence and extensive contacts with the great of his time must at least partly explain the great size of the Clairvaux filiation compared with those of the other three “first daughter” monasteries.[footnoteRef:5] His good relations with the Angevin cause during the Anarchy following his intervention in the election of William fitz Herbert as Archbishop of York would be a case in point.[footnoteRef:6] [5:  Burton, Janet E. Life in a Medieval Cistercian Monastery. Strata Florida Books. 2023 Map p6 from Cadw guidebook. From this, plus equivalent guidebooks for Ireland, and including the Savigniac monasteries under Clairvaux, for the British Isles as a whole I count some 99 monasteries in the Clairvaux filiation, 10 for Cîteaux, 4 for Morimond and none for La Ferté or Pontigny. More generally, inadequately referenced sources suggest some 335 monasteries in the total Clairvaux filiation out of a little over 600 Cistercian monasteries in total.
]  [6:  Crouch, David. The Reign of King Stephen: 1135-1154. Routledge, 2014.pp309-310] 

Although the Cistercians’ strict observance of the Rule of Saint Benedict was not exceptional in principle, they were evidently seen actually to apply those principles in practice and this was of critical importance to their success. It was therefore essential for them that they should follow the precepts of the Rule in exactly the same way in every monastery of the Order. It is in this respect that they especially resemble a modern franchise operation. They established organisational arrangements that set out in detail how their members should live and worship and provided constant independent monitoring of each of their monasteries by at least one other.
The system was established early with the Carta Caritatis, written by Abbot Stephen Harding at the time when Cîteaux’s first daughter monasteries were being founded and the New Monastery was  beginning its transformation into an Order. The basic structure was explicit from the start.  Each monastery was fully autonomous in respect of its resources, financial management and internal discipline. By contrast, the mother-house and the order more generally laid down extremely detailed rules for the spiritual life of each monastery and clear instructions on how these were to be enforced.
The rules, centred on the Rule of Saint Benedict, covered almost every aspect of daily life: a timetable for religious services, physical labour, reading – the Lectio Diuina, modest eating and a little sleeping. The rules laid down for the religious offices were particularly detailed and exigent covering even such things as the speed at which they were to be said. Any breaches, even inadvertent, required public confession and in many cases punishment. As time passed, any ambiguities or gaps in the regulations were addressed by decisions of the General Chapter. Similarly, as the Order spread geographically and monasteries in colder, northern areas with long winter nights had to deal with their local climate and agricultural realities, the General Chapter determined what adjustments could be permitted while maintaining the spirit of the Rule.
Ensuring the common observance of the Rule and later supplementary legislation was a matter for the abbot of the monastery. He had some degree of discretion in individual cases and he delegated some of his duties to senior members of his monastic community but the final responsibility rested with him. However, his authority was not unlimited since he and his monastery were subject to the system of visitations.
If the institutional lynchpin of the Cistercian Order was the General Chapter, the key position was that of abbot. The abbots meeting in the General Chapter collectively defined the rules for the order as a whole, individually they enforced those rules within their respective monasteries and, crucially, they  checked on each other to ensure that each was performing his duties properly and responsibly. This checking was carried out through the visitation process.
Visitations were structured around the filiation system. After the mother-house, Cîteaux (1098), there were the immediate daughter-houses: La Ferté (1113), Pontigny (1114), Clairvaux (1115) and Morimond (nominally 1115). Each of these daughter-houses had its own daughters and so on. These lines of foundation mother-house to daughter-house formed the filiations of the Order. One of the duties of Cistercian abbots was to carry out, or at the least organise, visitations to each of the daughter-houses of their monasteries. He had to make sure by observation and enquiry that everything was being done properly and in accordance with the Rule.
This was no mere formality. The abbots conducting the visitations could reprimand, punish or even expel monks and indeed the local abbot as well as demanding reforms to bring the monastery back into line with the General Chapter’s interpretation of the Rule.
One effect of this was to protect the Cistercian “brand”, though it is unlikely that those responsible would have seen it in such a light. The first priority of the members of the order was salvation – their own, their brother monks’, the lay-brothers’ and that of humanity at large. Strict obedience to the rule, and maintaining the integrity of the rule, lay at the heart of this. Encouraging and reassuring benefactors was unlikely to have been the first thing on their minds as they made their way to the Night Office in the cold of mid-winter. But whatever their motivation, the result would have appealed to potential benefactors.
There is a contrast here with the Tironesians. The Order of Tiron grew impressively in the 12th century but by the early 13th century had difficulty in maintaining its separate, reformed identity. Its growth slowed and after the Fourth Lateran Council of 1215 it was increasingly seen and treated as part of the Benedictine order. [footnoteRef:7] [7:  Cline, Ruth Harwood. The Congregation of Tiron: Monastic Contributions to Trade and Communication in Twelfth-Century France and Britain. Amsterdam University Press, 2019. pp167-180] 

Arrangements which protected the perceived sanctity of the Cistercian way of life would have been of immediate importance to prospective benefactors whose primary motivation was spiritual. Even they would usually have been interested in the stability of the monasteries they wished to found or support. The help they were looking for on the road to heaven was not generally a one-off. To be buried in especially holy ground or near to a saint or to have masses said regularly for your soul over many years implies a monastic organisation that would still be there for the foreseeable future.
This would be even more relevant to founders whose motives were more secular. A failed or failing monastery brings no prestige to its founder; it doesn’t help in consolidating or asserting political control over its local area and it generates no wealth.
It is pertinent to consider the Savigniacs in this context. As mentioned, this order was founded about the same time as the Cistercians and was similarly successful in its first decades. However, by 1147 the Savigniacs, by now with some 33 houses, were in financial and administrative difficulties. They merged with the Cistercians as a new filiation with Savigny itself becoming a daughter house of Clairvaux. Unlike the Tironesians the Cistercians avoided reabsorption through zealous attention to maintaining obedience to the Rule. They also avoided economic disintegration and so were able to continue to attract support from benefactors. It is instructive to consider how they did this.
One obvious point is that success breeds success. A monastery that is flourishing both spiritually and economically is likely to attract further endowments, thus reinforcing its economic vigour. However, mismanagement can squander wealth very rapidly. The Cistercians needed to manage their assets competently and their initial success had to be earned.
The Cistercian institutes banned them from accepting or possessing assets which generated income from other people’s efforts. They lived, and provided hospitality and help to the needy, from their own property and physical labour. Their lifestyle was austere. Even their buildings, their vestments and the contents of their sacristies avoided extravagance, costly materials and ornate design. They kept their costs down but they still needed income.
There is an important difference in the ways the Cistercians approached observance of the Rule and economic issues. Conformity of practice in observance was rigidly enforced with mechanisms in place to prevent any unauthorised deviation. The Carta Caritatis and the Summa Cartae Caritatis set out the basic procedures. By contrast, the Carta Caritatis also makes it clear that daughter monasteries were not required to pay anything to their mother monastery but that they could also expect no support after the initial foundation. There is only a general exhortation to support sister monasteries when in trouble according to available resources.
It is striking that one area of financial management in which the General Chapter did choose to interfere was debt. From 1182 at the latest, limits were imposed on amounts borrowed and acceptable purposes. New building and land acquisition were not permitted for monasteries already owing more than 500 marks. Father abbots were to take action to prevent daughter monasteries from increasing their debts and to encourage them to repay debt. Punishments could be imposed on abbots and other officials who broke the rules.
While the stated justification for these restrictions was the “danger if not ruin” caused to the indebted monastery, a ruling of 1186 also mentions that debt incurred “for the purpose of buying wine” was shameful. The reputation of the order as a whole had to be protected.
In another interference in local commercial activity, 1157 the General Chapter tried to intervene in the wool trade and in particular the practice of acting as intermediary in the sale of “collecta” wool from smaller local producers. This was subject to so much abuse that the General Chapter again felt obliged to protect the reputation of the Order.[footnoteRef:8] [8:  Canivez, Statuta (1157:19), I, 61. Referred to in Madden, Sister James Eugene. "Business monks, banker monks, bankrupt monks: the English Cistercians in the thirteenth century." Catholic historical review (1963): 341-364.] 

Nevertheless, even though there was little formal basis for interference in the economic affairs of any one monastery by any other, at least in the beginning, there was a recognisable set of “Cistercian” practices in the way monasteries ran their estates. No doubt abbots discussed such matters when they met at the General Chapter or during visitations and shared successful ideas.
Monasteries were given land and buildings by their founders and benefactors and had to live on their output. The solutions the Cistercians found for managing their estates in the 12th century were two-fold: the lay brothers or conversi and the grange system. 
Essentially the lay brothers were an outer layer of the order. In addition to providing physical labour they carried out much of the management of the monastic properties, land and buildings both, and also provided much of the interface between the surrounding lay community and suppliers and customers of the monastery on the one hand and the choir monks, restricted for the most part to the monastic precinct, on the other. This use of lay brothers as the principal source of labour on their estates was new for a monastic order in its scale if not the basic concept and proved very successful.
In addition the Cistercians managed their land quite innovatively. A monastery could take a long-term view in managing its property and frequently had the resources to invest in land improvement, new equipment and new techniques.  Most importantly they developed the grange system, whose key  feature was the consolidation of land grants into relatively large holdings which could be managed efficiently with economies of scale. The grange was a more-or-less autonomous economic unit which generated either supplies for the immediate use of the monastery that owned it, notably in the case of the home grange, or produce for trade to generate income. Since the order was also generally exempt from tithes it is unsurprising that they tended to be economically successful. 
This success ensured the stability – and expectation of wealth generation - that attracted new benefactors and founders. Certainly the reputation of the Cistercians for competent land management was extremely good. As Gerald of Wales put it “settle the Cistercians in some barren retreat which is hidden away in an overgrown forest: a year or two later you will find … a great amount of property and all the wealth you can imagine”. Such a reputation must have made the Order attractive to potential benefactors wishing to found monasteries in border areas.
These considerations pf piety and economic competence help to explain observed features of the Cistercian expansion. There were monasteries founded or supported by sovereign princes and these may be associated with territorial claims or acquisitions. Poblet, Santes Creus and Vallbona in Catalunya were founded, co-founded or supported by Ramon Berenguer IV after he had taken control of the area. Holmcultram in Cumbria was founded by the son of David I of Scotland at a time when the area was contested between England and Scotland, though in time it fell under English control.
Then there were monasteries founded by powerful and ambitious nobles, some of whom claimed sovereign status. As discussed above, these foundations were very common in places and periods where centralised control was weak or absent. In the Welsh marches, Anglo-Norman barons encroaching on Welsh territory founded Tintern and Margam and (initially Savigniac) Neath and Basingwerk; though Basingwerk later fell under native Welsh patronage. Later Cistercian foundations in Wales including Whitland and its daughter-monasteries such as Strata Florida and Strata Marcella had native Welsh founders who seem at least partly to have been responding to the Anglo-Norman challenge. It seems to me likely that in most if not all these cases the founders wanted to establish robust – Cistercian - monasteries to assert or strengthen their control in the area. The Cistercians’ reputation for flourishing in unsettled areas was probably a factor in preferring them for this purpose.
The Cistercian monasteries in Ireland show a similar pattern but reversed in sequence. There were two main waves of Cistercian foundations. The first was during the reign of Stephen in England. Whether as a response to the situation there or not, native Irish kings and nobles founded ten monasteries in the Mellifont filiation (including Mellifont itself). These may have been assertions of territorial claims or bids for prestige, or both. They may also have been part of the wider Irish church reform activities of Saint Malachy of Armagh with the choice of Cistercians influenced by Saint Bernard of Clairvaux, of whom he was a friend and associate.[footnoteRef:9] [9:  Saint Bernard’s “Life of Saint Malachy of Armagh” is an indication of this relationship.] 

The second after the Cambro-Norman invasion of 1169 give a more mixed picture, with fourteen further native Irish foundations by 1198, all in the Mellifont filiation, but also nine Cambro-Norman foundations by 1215. Of these, Abbeylara later shifted to native Irish patronage.
Similarly, Byland, Calder, Newminster, Roche and Kirkstall were founded in Yorkshire, Cumberland and Northumberland during the “Anarchy”.  
More modest benefactors had less ambitious expectations. They might request masses for the dead; prayers for the living either generally or for some specific event such as a pilgrimage. It was not unusual to request admission to the monastery, either immediate or in the future. Another area was welfare – care for a child or other relative or for the benefactor in old age. And frequently, donors would wish to be buried in the monastic precinct as near to the high altar as the monastery would permit.
In summary: any monastery, including the Cistercians, offered its benefactors and founders spiritual benefits, personal security, prestige, territorial consolidation and even economic benefits. The Cistercians did not differ in kind in what they offered, they differed in quality. They established systems which maintained spiritual standards in their monasteries and they developed estate management techniques that maximised their income for their own economic stability and to the advantage of their patrons and advocates.
It is possible that one last factor had an impact on the ability of the Cistercians, and other orders, to attract founders and benefactors: fashion. As David Crouch comments “New and sometimes distinguished monasteries might be founded on occasion in later centuries… but by 1220 aristocratic patronage and religious enthusiasm had generally moved elsewhere”[footnoteRef:10]. [10:  Crouch, David. Medieval Britain, c. 1000–1500. Vol. 2. Cambridge University Press, 2017. p.157] 
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