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How important were the conversi in the development of the Cistercian Order?
	As far back as 1015 Benedictine communities were introducing, as Coppack says ‘a new class of illiterate quasi-monk, or lay brothers, enabling the monks themselves to be separated physically from the world.’[footnoteRef:1] The conversi, or lay brothers, had been very much a part of Benedictine life within the monastery, but it was the Cistercians who took this a step further making them an integral part of Cistercian life.  According to the Rule of St Benedict, ‘Idleness is the enemy of the soul. And therefore, at fixed times, the brothers ought to be occupied in manual labour;’ To fulfil this Rule the monks were assisted by the conversi, they also took their vows of chastity, poverty and obedience, as well as conforming to the custom of silence in the monastery, granges and fields. Burton says, ‘The unique conception of the lay brethren was that they were not servants: they were members of the community.’[footnoteRef:2] This new idea created the model of the uneducated laity, ostensibly becoming part of the Cistercian life while spending the bulk of the day in labour, allowing the monks time to fill their days in prayer and divine reading, ‘the decision to introduce a lay brotherhood was made when the Order was expanding, within twenty years of the foundation of Citeaux.’[footnoteRef:3] Nonetheless, ultimately this would result in a divided community.  [1:  Glyn Coppack, The White Monks - The Cistercians in Britain 1128-1540 (Stroud: Tempus Publishing Ltd, 1998), p. 16.]  [2:  Janet Burton, Monastic and Religious Orders in Britain, 1000-1300 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1994), p. 65.]  [3:  Janet Burton and Julie Kerr, The Cistercians in the Middle Ages (Monastic Orders Book 4 (The Boydell Press, 2011), p. 150.] 

From the outset the Cistercian Order ‘rejected any dependence on feudal labour or on the gift of parish churches, claiming that this brought them into contact with the outside world and would threaten their independence.’[footnoteRef:4] The Exordium Parvum states that the monks were required to undertake some manual toil, to this end the early monks cultivated their lands and would assist the lay brothers in the harvest and by the time that Stephen Harding became abbot of Citeaux there were lay brothers who had taken monastic vows and employed workers who had not. The Order needed an alternative to employing paid labourers, so the development of an independent and instructed work force in the form of conversi was the ideal. Not only did this offer the uneducated classes a religious life but it helped the Cistercians to extend their lands, moving further into unpopulated areas with workers who had their trust and the same vision as themselves. The perception at the time was that the conversi were treated as equivalent to the monks within the community, offered a position which afforded them an occupation, home, food and spiritual comfort, which the outside world may not have been able to provide. The Summa Cartae Caritatis makes clear that the conversi have, just as with novice monks, an imposed probation period of one year, ‘At the end of that year, in chapter assembled we receive the profession of him who wishes to remain and who deserves to be retained.’ While the conversi would take the same vows as a monk on completion of this period, their lives would have been quite different. The Summa Cartae Caritatis enforces that a lay brother could not become a monk and that if influenced by the devil to take up the habit of a monk, ‘he shall after that never again be admitted to any of our monasteries.’   [4:  Glyn Coppack, The White Monks - The Cistercians in Britain 1128-1540 (Stroud: Tempus Publishing Ltd, 1998), p. 95.
] 

A document was drawn up in the early days of the conversi, called the Usus Conversorum, which provides an insight into the daily life of the Cistercian lay-brothers, while the original no longer exists there were revised copies and it was used until the early thirteenth century as a reference work to establish consistency of practice. Whilst conversi had been present in Cluny, their role in the Cistercian communities was far greater and necessitated a Book of Usages or Customs so it was written as the way of life for them. The Usus text was arranged in 23 chapters detailing the administration of the lay brotherhood in the twelfth century, with the first 14 chapters dealing with the question of compliance, participation in the liturgy, communion, the discipline of silence when at work or rest, prayers during mealtime and discipline, as well as limited involvement in the Chapter on Sunday.  The final chapters are dedicated to the way of life for the lay brothers describing how they should behave just like monks on their journeys to avoid scandal, that their food was to be the same as that eaten by the monks, but the quantities and fasting observance was adjusted to accommodate their heavy work. The description of the lay brothers clothing stresses simplicity and cheapness of material, animal skins and cloths used as outdoor cloaks were to be inexpensive and old. They wore a tunic tied with a belt, scapula and sandals, they were allowed four tunics a year, made of undyed coarse material, while those who worked as metalworkers were allowed black smocks.
Those performing demanding outdoor occupation were allowed extra layers of protection, boots, if provided to the lay brothers, were to be old, gloves were generally not allowed although, ‘masons could wear leather gloves; waggoners, fishermen and vine-growers could wear mittens.’[footnoteRef:5] Physical contact was not allowed between monks and conversi when during communal washing, hair cutting, and beard trimming, which was to be performed in a distinct design that visually separated them. Regarding the bedding of the conversi, they were to use the same as the monks with the exception that they were able to use animal skins instead of blankets. They had their own infirmary which they were permitted to enter if they had not been to choir for three days through illness. Penances in cases of disobedience included shaming and segregation from the communal meals, more serious offences could result in flogging, eating on the floor of the refectory or even exile. They had the same vegetarian diet and would sit in the refectory in order of seniority, presided over by the senior conversus. They were easily distinguishable from the monks as they did not have the tonsure and were bearded, also known as barbati. As with the monks they had bloodletting or seyney, this would only be carried out at the abbey, which allowed them to stay in the infirmary for a short while eating larger, better portions of food and sleeping more comfortably while recuperating.  [5:  David H. Williams, The Cistercians in the Early Middle Ages (Leominster: Gracewing, 1998), p. 83.] 

The Usus reflects the relationship between monks and lay brothers as equal but leading very different lives and, at the end of their life, the same prayers were said over the lay brothers as would be over the monks. The early years of the conversi were crucial to the Cistercians states France as the ‘early material success of the Order was based on other skills and contributed substantially to the phenomenal growth of the monastic estates.’[footnoteRef:6] The Cistercians came to utilize them more and benefitted as they were easier to train than the novices. Their liturgical obligations were much reduced in favour of hard labour, getting up after the monks had worshipped the night office and praying where they worked. Jamroziak says that it was only ‘on Sundays and on just over 20 feast days a year did their timetable correspond to the schedule of the monks.’[footnoteRef:7] They were not allowed to own books and were thought of as illiterate, although this is debateable, there were three prayers that the conversi were obliged to learn by heart, the Paternoster, the Credo in Deum and Miserere mei, Deus. The lay brothers were ‘excluded from the monks’ cloister and confined to the western part of the church and an area joined to this which housed their dormitory, refectory, latrines and often a separate passage to the church.’[footnoteRef:8]  [6:  James France, The Cistercian community - The Cambridge Companion to The Cistercian Order ed. Mette Birkedal Bruun – (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2013), p. 85.]  [7:  Emilia Jamroziak, The Cistercian Order in Medieval Europe 1090-1500 (Oxon: Routledge, 2013), p. 64.]  [8:  Ibid, p. 170.] 

Within the church the lay brothers were segregated from the monks by a rood screen, entering by a door connected to their living quarters, this meant that they had no contact with their brethren. They were unable to see the altar or witness the mass, only hearing the priest speaking. Likewise, they were excluded from the monks’ cloister, Kerr cites that they ‘were literally set apart from the monks within the precinct, having their own choir in the west end of the church and their living quarters in the western range.’[footnoteRef:9] Later, as the numbers of conversi reduced the western part of the precinct changed and would, in some monasteries, become the abbots house. By the twelfth century the numbers of lay brothers outnumbered the monks and their feelings of inferiority and separation were getting stronger. France observes, ‘Although separate, the lay brothers enjoyed the same spiritual and temporal status as monks, but in practice they were frequently patronised.’[footnoteRef:10] This perceived relationship of master and servant was a failing for the Cistercians, despite their need of the conversi as ‘integral to the self-sufficiency of each community and were the bedrock of the Cistercian economy,’[footnoteRef:11] it would contribute to the eventual decline in their numbers. [9:  Julie Kerr, Life in the Medieval Cloister (London: Continuum UK, 2009), p. 32.]  [10:  James France, The Cistercian community - The Cambridge Companion to The Cistercian Order ed. Mette Birkedal Bruun – (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2013), p. 85.]  [11:  Julie Kerr, Life in the Medieval Cloister (London: Continuum UK, 2009), p. 32.] 

With the establishment of a new abbey a temporary wooden structure would be erected first, followed later by a stone church and precinct buildings. This ‘required the employment of a large number of hired hands and master masons working with the assistance of lay brothers.’[footnoteRef:12] That the monks themselves constructed their houses is a common misconception, while they are likely to have been involved it was more likely in a supervisory way or practically if they had entered the monkhood from a skilled profession. It has been documented that while monks would have drawn up the plans for the construction of an abbey, it was the conversi who carried out the work of masons, bricklayers and carpenters, as many would have entered the Order with skills crafted in their lay life. The building of a new stone monastery could take many years and in subsequent years would have many alterations and additions which would involve the skills and labour of the conversi. In the early days of the Order many men from different backgrounds joined the Cistercians, for those who were educated and could read Latin it was considered by the General Chapter beneath them to become workers within the monastery. Ultimately a regulation of the Chapter, in 1188, specifically cited that a nobleman was not allowed to become a lay brother, only a monk. Despite the assertion of illiteracy some lay brothers were educated men who would at times intercede with secular merchants and might occasionally become involved with political assignments to the papal courts of justice.  [12:  Ibid, p. 51.] 

While monks did manual labour at given times of the day it was left to the lay brothers to carry out the bulk of the work on the land and in granges indicating as McGuire says, ‘that the Cistercians lived off the land, thanks to the recruitment of lay brothers.’[footnoteRef:13] The Summa Cartae Caritatis states specifically that the affairs of the land are to be managed by the lay brothers and that ‘we hold them to be our brothers and, equally with our monks, sharers of our goods both spiritual and temporal.’ This is expanded upon later when the Caritatis states where the monk’s food is to come from:  [13:  Brian Patrick McGuire, Constitutions and the General Chapter - The Cambridge Companion to The Cistercian Order ed. Mette Birkedal Bruun – (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2013), p. 91.] 

Manual labour, agriculture, woodlands, vineyards, meadows, lands far removed from dwellings of seculars, and animals, except those which tend to foster curiosity and to show themselves off rather than serve a useful purpose, such as deer, cranes, and other animals of this kind. To raise, feed, and take care of animals we may keep granges, either in the neighbourhood or at a great distance. These are to be supervised and managed by the lay brothers. 
An extensive and specific list of work for the conversi. Berman quotes that in the Exordium Parvum, an account of the origins of the order of Citeaux, it is describing ‘the organization of estates under the control of those lay brothers. The latter are given control so that monks may remain, as is asserted to be most appropriate, within the confines of their monasteries.’[footnoteRef:14] It is little wonder that there would be trouble ahead. [14:  Constance Hoffman Berman, The Cistercian Evolution (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2010), p. 21.] 

	This is, therefore, a strong case for the adoption of lay brothers into Cistercian monasteries, they were essential in maintaining self-sufficiency as the monks dispensed with income from tithes and rents, as quoted in the Charta Caritatis, ‘Because we are all servants unprofitable indeed, of the one true King, Lord and Master, therefore we demand no exaction of temporal profit or earthly goods,’ which also extricated them from any obligation to manor lords. To uphold the Rule of St Benedict the monks and conversi had to make a vow of poverty as a way of distinguishing themselves from other sects. The Summa Cartae Caritatis supports this by stating that ‘the constitution of our Order prohibit [the possession of] churches, altar revenues, burials, tithes from the labour or harvest of the land, as contrary to the purity of the monastic vocation.’ This would cause them problems later as their vow of poverty conflicted with their growing economic wealth.  This wealth came from providing meat, cheese and other animal products in the local towns, and their ‘pastoralism became famous especially in Britain, where they produced wool for export.’[footnoteRef:15] To the Cistercians as Kerr cites, ‘they opened the monastic life to the illiterate, who had hitherto been excluded, and, not least, succeeded in making their abbeys self-sufficient units.’[footnoteRef:16]  [15:  Constance Hoffman Berman, Agriculture and economies - The Cambridge Companion to The Cistercian Order ed. Mette Birkedal Bruun – (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2013), p. 112.]  [16:  Julie Kerr, Life in the Medieval Cloister (London: Continuum UK, 2009), p. 9.] 

The conversi were particularly recognized for their success working on the land and farming, according to Burton and Kerr, ‘They laboured alongside hired workers to develop and manage the granges and tend the abbey’s livestock: they might carry out industrial work such as metallurgy, and negotiate with merchants and traders.’[footnoteRef:17] Not only did the lay brothers work the land but there is evidence that they were involved with blacksmithing, watermills for grinding grain, tanneries for the treatment of animal skins (most likely sheep skin for the production of vellum), horse breeding, pig rearing, wool houses, fulling mills, fish ponds, beer making, weaving, iron works and forges and kiln houses for making tiles. According to Williams, ‘they were the backbone of the Order’s agricultural economy, but fulfilled numerous other roles – as merchants, miners, craftsmen, kitchen staff and house cleaners,’[footnoteRef:18] furthermore, some had skills with medicine. Initially ‘legislation required that granges or estate centres should be no more than a day’s ride from the abbey so that the community could keep them under adequate control,’[footnoteRef:19] although eventually this became impossible as granges were founded further afield. A network of granges were part of the monastery estate, each linked by droveways, and entirely run by the lay brothers from the twelfth to the thirteenth century. The size, design and purpose of granges varied as they maintained a range of commercial activities which included arable agriculture, animal farming and industrial work. Each monastery concentrated on production specific to their area and trade markets while developing as broad an economy as possible. The granges themselves were walled enclosures with many buildings including a chapel, dormitory, refectory, and buildings associated with their industry such as a granary, threshing barn, animal pens and wool sheds. The farming system implemented by the development of granges was central to the wealth of the Order and ultimately represented their effective utilization of the land.     [17:  Janet Burton and Julie Kerr, The Cistercians in the Middle Ages (Monastic Orders Book 4 (The Boydell Press, 2011), p. 156.]  [18:  David H. Williams, The Cistercians in the Early Middle Ages (Leominster: Gracewing, 1998), p. 85.]  [19:  Glyn Coppack, The White Monks - The Cistercians in Britain 1128-1540 (Stroud: Tempus Publishing Ltd, 1998), p. 111.] 

This pioneering grange economy, as Burton says, ‘enabled them to remain outside the traditional manorial system; and the conversi continued to act, as they had been intended, as a buffer between the monks and the outside world,’[footnoteRef:20] as they consulted on trade negotiations while the monks remained apart from the disruptions of the outside world, as the Caritatis enforces this with a statute stating that, ‘A monk whose proper home, according to the Rule, ought to be the monastery, may go to the grange as often as he is sent, but on no account may he live there for any long period of time.’ Without a doubt the most profitable commodity for the Cistercians was the wool trade, ‘the contribution of the Cistercians to the production of wool was highly significant, and under their management, sheep and wool became the principal cash-crop for the monasteries of Britain.’[footnoteRef:21] The Cistercians were pioneers in their sheep farming. Not only did they acquire good pastureland and large flocks on extensive estates but they had their own sheep stations. They farmed well with good animal husbandry, considered the breeding, diet and health of the flock. The grading of the fleeces was a Cistercian initiative where the fleeces were packed into sacks weighing 150 kilos and sold them dependant on quality. Aided by their exemption from paying tolls they were able to transport the wool freely avoiding making payments for the upkeep of city walls, paved roads or bridges.  By producing so much wool, predominantly in the north of England, they were able to sell the surplus and then buy goods that they were unable to produce for themselves. This would have its problems, as their reputation grew for producing large quantities of high-quality fleeces advanced orders were taken and when there were poor yields due to disease or environmental problems, compensation had to be paid to the purchaser. [20:  Janet Burton, Monastic and Religious Orders in Britain, 1000-1300 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1994), p. 77.]  [21:  Ibid, p. 257.] 

	At the time, the creation of a quasi-monk was well suited to this buoyant and lucrative period where there was a raised populace and high employment, this would be reversed later but in the twelfth century the Cistercians were able to manage their operation outside of the established manorial structure and administer their finances through a cellarer, the person in charge of the monastery’s economic affairs. In the expansion of land there were times when either the existing crofters had to be resettled or absorbed into the Order ‘peasants who gave up their lands to the abbey and enrolled as lay brothers did not necessarily do so against their will but acted voluntarily, believing that conversi status offered better labour conditions as well as salvation.’[footnoteRef:22] Granges were worked by lay brothers under the granger, but this would not have been enough men to carry out the labour so they were dependant on local workforce who would have been housed within the grange enclosure. The position of the lay brother was ever changing, they were negotiators in overseeing the properties, delivering messages and making deals in the marketplace, ‘Yet they sometimes exercised a more pastoral role that involved counselling the laity and even influencing recruitment to the order.’[footnoteRef:23] [22:  Janet Burton and Julie Kerr, The Cistercians in the Middle Ages (Monastic Orders Book 4 (The Boydell Press, 2011), p. 154.]  [23:  Janet Burton and Julie Kerr, The Cistercians in the Middle Ages (Monastic Orders Book 4 (The Boydell Press, 2011), p. 157.] 

By the late twelfth century there were signs of a lack of harmony and equality between the monks and lay brothers, a ‘sense of monastic superiority had developed and the lay brothers were often considered an inferior community.’[footnoteRef:24] While the lay brothers had been instituted to allow the monks to fulfil their obligations of work and prayer, Newman observes that the ‘lay brothers lived distinct lives in which they worked more, prayed less and often ran estates and granges at a distance from the abbey.’[footnoteRef:25] As the responsibility of the conversi grew so did their discontent. Those who could read and write, communicate well and had financial skills became attractive to kings and noblemen who required their services, monasteries found it difficult to release them but felt obliged to rather than cause offence. The General Chapter were compelled to instruct that they had to be ‘of praiseworthy life, mature age and good report,’ and only to be engaged with non-secular business. As a segregated group, treated as lower status, they had no say in the decision making of the monastery which included the highly important election of a new abbot. Burton and Kerr take this further and have said that the conversi ‘might be subjected to more severe punishments than the choir monks and have poorer facilities at their disposal.’[footnoteRef:26] It was becoming clear that the conversi ‘were beginning to find their inferior status, as neither monks nor lay men, irksome and unable to satisfy their own aspirations.’[footnoteRef:27] [24:  Janet Burton and Julie Kerr, The Cistercians in the Middle Ages (Monastic Orders Book 4 (The Boydell Press, 2011), p. 155.]  [25:  Martha G. Newman, Foundation and twelfth century - The Cambridge Companion to The Cistercian Order ed. Mette Birkedal Bruun – (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2013), p. 35.]  [26:  Burton and Kerr, The Cistercians p. 155.]  [27:  Janet Burton, Monastic and Religious Orders in Britain, 1000-1300 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1994), p. 77.] 

Unsurprisingly, this created tension as the conversi objected to their economic importance while having an inferior status aggravated by ‘abbots who reinforced observances that confirmed the distinctions between the two groups.’[footnoteRef:28] This dissatisfaction prompted the General Chapter to endeavour to unsuccessfully enforce statutes standardizing the lay brothers position but this resulted in more bitterness: ‘some lay brothers, at times aided by monks, detained abbots from attending General Chapter while others refused to offer hospitality to abbots travelling to and from this assembly.’[footnoteRef:29] The lay brothers who had created the wealth of the Cistercians now began to be rebellious, bitterly aggrieved at their tough lives and inferior class status, so much so that they began to revolt. In the distant granges this became more obvious as they were further away from the command of the abbot, ‘The General Chapter’s response was to ban beer drinking in an attempt to reduce the growing problem of drunkenness,’[footnoteRef:30] by forbidding wine and beer, only allowing water, created further discontent. The leasing out of manors would slowly reduce the monks dependence on the conversi resulting in them being replaced by a hired in labour force under the management of a bailiff. The purpose and standing of the lay brothers had changed as the wider world around them was evolving, leading to the reduction in their numbers. [28:  Ibid, p. 35.]  [29:  Ibid, p. 35.]  [30:  Glyn Coppack, The White Monks - The Cistercians in Britain 1128-1540 (Stroud: Tempus Publishing Ltd, 1998), p. 119.] 

By the thirteenth century there was a shift in the grange economy, instead of being managed by lay brethren and peasants, the granges were being rented. This was controversial and the General Chapter attempted to reverse this decision, on reflection though it was considered practical to lease out land which was less productive for the monastery over a set number of years.  This decision may have been a reaction to the difficulties in maintaining control over lands and lay brothers, or a desire to fulfil the rule of a one-day journey to the monastery, or even a financial consideration if the land was less profitable. While the conversi still comprised the workforce, their numbers had begun to decline with an increasing number of paid workers being employed, especially at harvest time. The abbeys had to supplement the decreasing numbers, so much so that ‘in 1237 the General Chapter allowed houses which had fewer than eight lay brothers to hire servants for kitchen work.’[footnoteRef:31] By far the greatest catastrophe for the Cistercian Order was the Black Death which devastated the whole populace. It hastened what was already a change in the socio-economy of the world with an ever-growing prosperity from trade and commerce and by the late fourteenth century there were very few conversi, a pattern that was seen across Europe. [31:  Emilia Jamroziak, The Cistercian Order in Medieval Europe 1090-1500 (Oxon: Routledge, 2013), p. 65.] 

At the beginning of the twelfth century the Cistercians had profited from the land, plentiful conversi, shrewd management and a strong economy. But, as Burton and Kerr write, ‘the mid-thirteenth century was effectively the highpoint of conversi power but the end of the century saw their demise in most places.’[footnoteRef:32] By the fourteenth century it had changed dramatically with the consecutive outbreaks of plague. Many monasteries were greatly reduced in populace and smaller houses could no longer survive. With wages rising in the secular world, those who had once sought the cloister were benefitting from the better opportunities offered by employment outside the monastery. There was increasing debt for the Cistercians caused by famine and flood, crown exactions, land acquisitions, the disaster of advance sales of wool and abbots who were poor administrators. The crown had exacted donations of plate and jewels from churches to help pay for the ransom of Richard 1 and later 30,000 marks had to be paid to the king of France as King John had accrued huge debts. While the Cistercians claimed that they needed to have the permission of the General Chapter to comply with this, an enraged John withdrew his royal protection. All of this was to have an impact on the Cistercian economy and their changing fortunes. The Black Death intensified the declining numbers of conversi in the mid-fourteenth century and by the end of the century there were just a handful left. [32:  Burton and Kerr, The Cistercians p. 158.] 

It is still relevant today to deliberate on ‘the role of the lay brethren (conversi) who were the backbone of the Order’s economic structure from the twelfth century until their demise in the late thirteenth century.’[footnoteRef:33] Without them, the Cistercian Order would not have had such influence and power throughout Europe, nor lasted so long. Even after the end of the conversi, the Order persisted for another two centuries in England and Wales until the dissolution of the monasteries under Henry VIII. In the early years the conversi were motivated to see their labour as a form of prayer but the long working days, strict discipline and class distinction created within them rebellious disobedience. Despite the protestations that monks and lay brothers were, according to the Statutes, ‘equal in life and death,’ this was not the reality in daily life. They worked, ate, slept and prayed apart while still observing the Rule of St Benedict as much as their lives allowed. Their decline in numbers had contributary factors, growing prosperity amongst the peasants, greater freedom and less hard manual labour in the secular world, the increasing inequality within the monastery and as Williams cites, ‘after the Black Death (1348-49) the institution of the conversi, which had been the bulwark of the Order’s economic growth two centuries before, was in rapid decline.’[footnoteRef:34] Their value to the Cistercians was immeasurable, but the strict, intransigence of the Order made them unable to accept the conversi with equality, that combined with a changing society sadly saw their demise. [33:  Burton and Kerr, The Cistercians p. 150.
]  [34:  David H. Williams, The Cistercians in the Early Middle Ages (Leominster: Gracewing, 1998), p. 88.
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