	[bookmark: _Hlk507752716]
Assignment feedback 



	

	Student Name: Rebecca Dennis
Student University Email: 1502350@student.uwtsd.ac.uk

	Module code:  AHMS5002

Module title: Medieval Britain from Edward the Confessor to Richard II, 1042-1399 
	Student ID number:
1502350
	Educational support needs:

Yes

	Assignment title:   Why did kings of England Build and Encourage the Foundation of so many Monasteries?

Assignment due date: 09/03/2018

	Assignment Number: 1
(i.e. 1,2,3)

	


	Marker’s  signature: 

	Date:


	Provisional.
NB.  All marks are provisional until confirmed by the final examination board. 
 









Why did kings of England Build and Encourage the Foundation of so many Monasteries?

For many individuals living in the Medieval ages much of their life centred around Monasteries; they were an essential part of everyday life to these people. In this essay I aim to discuss exactly why Monasteries were so important, and why the foundation of them was so vital to the ruling aristocrats and their successors. I also intend to discuss why monasteries were vital to the growth of towns, and the political impact and the personal salvation of the founder.
There can be no dispute that the founder expected certain gains from the building of religious houses; the labour and the building materials were undoubtedly costly, and would require the most skilled craftsmen of the age. But what the King and aristocrats of this period in medieval history expected in return for this act of ‘generosity’, is what I hope to gain some understanding of. As historian Janet Burton states, “By establishing Monasteries founders created what Milis has called a ‘functional reciprocity’, an unwritten but well-understood contract under which the founder both offered and received certain benefits.”1
This was a reciprocal relationship in which founders took advantage of the Monasteries, and the monks of the monastic order would have gained in the way of gifts, a place of worship and the surround land which the brethren lived and worked off.2


It is interesting to note that after the Conquest of 1066 the number of Monasteries increased dramatically; that is to say that there were fifty Monasteries at the time of the Conquest but by the time Henry III ascended the throne in 1216, the number of Monasteries built increased to over five hundred.3 There are a large number of reasons as to this increase in monasteries at this time. The Christianization of England could be one such reason, by the time that William I ascended the throne in 1066, England was an entirely Christian population, hence the need for more religious houses. But it would be wrong to say that would be the sole reason for the increase, there were political, spiritual and material gain that the founder would have received in return for the foundations. 

Feudal Custom/Military Obligation

When one was the founder of a monastery, in return of his ‘generosity’ in the foundation of such, he became what historian Benjamin Thompson has described as the ‘natural lord’.4 He was in full control of the surrounding land and estates, and while the noble founder was respected and revered almost by the brethren, of course the most influential of all to the monastic orders was the King. In return for his profound generosity, the monks prayed continually for the realms safety5, as the King would have thought it to be wise to have the hand of Christ guiding the King when he went into battle. This in turn, if a battle was successful, led to more monasteries to be built in thanks for the Kings victory.6 According to historian C.H. Lawrence “...The monks were the spiritual counterpart of the secular armies which defended the realm against its enemies…”7 This would have been especially prevalent in the time of William I, with the instability of the time and the peoples’ need for protection against the enemies.

Another economic manifestation of the feudal system was is the Kings’ demand of gifts or aid in finances to aid the cost of war, or if not war then some other crisis in the realm.8 This demand rather defeats the object of the ‘gift’ a gift is bestowed upon one, not demanded. So the King, despite his immense wealth, expected help from the brethren in war and took full advantage of his power and control. In full, Feudal custom gave the King the right to drain the finances of the monastery that he founded under the excuse of the realms’ protection. The royal founder could indeed be devious in his sourcing of funding; when there was no bishop to overlook the monastic accounts. Historian C.H.Lawrence is of the opinion that the King had “…the right to run the estates of such a community during a vacancy and pocket the profits left after running expenses had been paid.”9 In many cases, when a bishop or abbot was deposed or died, the Kings would delay the election of a suitable replacement for as long as he could do so, just so he could profit from this absence. This was an extremely common practice, especially in the reign of certain monarchs (for example William I) who were harsh in their ruling, and greedy in their practises; exploiting those who they were in a position to do so.

The brethren of a Monastery founded by the King or his subsequent patrons, would have been under the obligation of providing military assistance and service when needed. This military obligation only came into place after the Norman conquest of 106610. Interestingly William’s own foundation of Battle abbey in Sussex, was exempt from this obligation, as well as houses not in the Kings patronage and control11. There was also the ‘Knights Service’ which meant that the monks of the founded monastery had to house a large number of Knights. This could range from small numbers of knights to as many as forty, but there is an example in Peterbourgh of over sixty Knights being housed12; thus taking full advantage of the brethren’s hospitality. William asserted his authority and took advantage of the Monks hospitality, he used the Monasteries “…vast resources to bolster the new conquest regime, by demanding quotas of knights…”13. This was very much a superiority complex, he wanted to assert his power and dominance over what he considered his possessions to do with what he wished. Another obligation that the monks of a monastery had to undertake was not just the housing of the King, if he was passing through, but to entertain the royal founder as well as his party of retinues.14 This must have put great strain upon the brethren, to entertain ‘guests’, as well as the work that was involved in the running of a monasteries. This would have likely been a very important reason as to the King wanting to found many Monasteries around England, this military obligation was especially prevalent after the Norman Conquest, under the rule of William the Conqueror. One can be certain that there was a large amount of exploitation by the Kings in this obligatory method of superiority and control. The monks would have been duty bound to do as the King wished, as he was responsible for the existence of the said religious houses, without his ‘charity’ there would be no Monastery for the community or the brethren who prayed, managed and lived under this monastic domain. Although, one can imagine that there would have been certain benefits that the monks themselves would have received for their forced hospitality. According to historian C.H.Lawrence “The impact on such enforced hospitality upon monastic finances could be catastrophic, but there were usually compensations.”15 These compensations were usually in the form of gifts or royal privileges that the King very often bestowed upon the brethren, in thanks for the shelter and entertainment. 

Political Motives

The foundation of Monasteries was crucial in gaining political control throughout England. To gain an understanding in why the kings and nobility founded monasteries, one must look to the political unrest at the time of the Conquest. Indeed, it was just after the Norman Conquest, when William the Conqueror came into power, when he gained so much control over England as a ruler. A significant reason for his success would have been the building of so many religious houses to stamp his authority over the land, which in turn increased his power, thus stabilising his royal status in England. As historian Patrick Greene states ”Benedictine monasteries were  founded by the new landowners and endowed with lands which helped to consolidate Norman control”.16 Through doing this, William I gained control and ownership over not just the monasteries themselves, but also over the surrounding county – ensuring a level of administrative control without the economic drain and problems associated with a direct and personal administration. He was stamping his mark on England in a way which benefited him, gaining political allies in the process. Historian Benjamin Thompson is of the opinion that “Political motives seem to be essential to understanding the foundation, and at least equal to any spiritual intentions on the part of the founder.”17 The more land that a founder controlled, the more powerful one would become and the more influential to his followers, thus gaining further superiority and political influence.

Social Motives

Kings needed the support of the community in order to become a successful and powerful king, the more popular he was with the people the more powerful he would become as a ruler. As historian Benjamin Thompson states “Society used its Monasteries for functions other than spiritual: literacy and culture were for some time virtual monopolies of monks.”18 Monastic teachings would have been an extremely important aspect to the lives of the lay men and women. A large proportion of the population of the surrounding villages would have been illiterate, and for many (including the aristocratic laity) Monastic schools were the only form of training in literacy available. It was only after the Renaissance with the growth of Universities and that the monastic form of teaching became of less value. The laity also benefited from employment at the Monasteries, the monks employed the use of servants, tenants, and other lay staff.19 

One other social aspect is that of town growth, which was certainly a very strong motive for the founder; as very often towns would have grown around the newly founded monastery. Very often this would could likely be that the people would have felt more protected around such a religious and prestigious building. More generally Monasteries were economic centres of production and the redistribution of goods. The growth of towns would undoubtedly have created much revenue for the founder, and the support of the people would have been essential to the Monasteries survival, and that of the Kings success as a ruler. 

Religious Motives

Religious motives are perhaps the most important reason for a King to found or encourage the building of Monasteries. Often the life of a King was an incredibly brutal and violent existence, full of death. It would make sense to the Medieval mindset to prove himself worthy of a place in Heaven when death eventually claims him, making one almost a martyr. There are many examples of the Kings of England founding religious houses as an act of penitence, as with King Henry II, after his role in the murder of Thomas Beckett in when he founded the priory, St Thomas Martyr in 1177 as an act of penance.20

Battle Abbey in Sussex is certainly among the finest examples of medieval Monastic architecture. Battle Abbey was built by William I in and is perhaps the best example of founding for not just the saviour of the soul, but also as a celebration of victory over his battle with King Harold at the Battle of Hastings in 1066.21 The founding of Battle Abbey was not a smooth process, in fact there was much argument with the brethren over the location of the abbey. King William wanted the high alter of the Church to be placed on the exact spot where Harold fell in the infamous battle, but the lack of water supply and the impartibility of the rolling landscape made building the Monastery an extremely difficult task.22 However, the King had his way, and the conclusion was that one of the most impressive and finely built Monasteries was established in England. 

There is another motive to the founding of monasteries which could be bracketed as a ‘religious’ reason, and that is to hope to be rewarded by fertility (and the survival of the Royal line). It was rumoured that this was a major motive for the foundation of Battle Abbey. The success of a Kings rule, and the legacy of his power over the people was hinged on dynastic as well as personal considerations.23
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One of the many monastic duties placed on the brethren was to pray for the founders’ soul and for the souls of their families.24 This is clearly an extremely prevalent factor contributing to the founding of Monasteries; in an age when the fear of purgatory and eternal damnation in hells fire would have seemed a very real prospect for medieval man. So, this opportunity of everlasting salvation would have been very tempting to one who has committed misdeeds.

Monasteries also offered the founder “…a place of burial, the offer of spiritual counsel and often to admit the founder as a monk late in life.”25 These would likely have been written in the foundation Charter that the abbeys held within their possession. 

Conclusion

To summarize my essay, through all the information I have gathered, it can be said that there were large numbers of benefits to be gained from the building of monasteries. The founding of Monasteries was almost certainly a symbol of power to the Royal founders, it was a statement of wealth and status. The building of such would show to the surrounding communities that here was a powerful leader that could protect them in a time of crisis, a man to be reckoned with. There was however, the fertility link which influenced the founding of Monasteries, which is perhaps the most unexplored aspect of monastic foundations; but makes sense in a time that was rife with superstition and the desperate need to carry on the royal line. Whilst land-hungry lords would have been encouraged by the King to take advantage of the opportunity to found English Monasteries, to line their own pockets, gain influence and not to mention the spiritual gains they would receive by doing so. It seems that William, in his quest for personal glory and political stability, paved the way for future Kings and the growth in monasteries. As historian Patrick Greene states ”The decision to found a new monastic house set in train a series of events that were necessary to bring pious ambition to practical reality”26. Through the information that I have gathered, it is clear that while religious motives were indeed very prominent and important as to a reason for the founding of monasteries, there were various other motives which contributed to the growth of religious houses during this turbulent period in history. The motives that I have analysed, economic and otherwise, contributed enormously to the success of the Monasteries, and without such the large number of medieval monasteries that we have surviving today, the foundations of such would have been unlikely in such a large scale, especially after the dissolution of the monasteries in the 16th century by Henry VIII. 
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