
In 1152 the Cistercian General Chapter decided to stop the foundation of new monastic houses.[footnoteRef:1] This decision was made due to the vastness of Cistercian abbeys, and the rate it was expanding. It is important to look at how widespread and rapid the expansion was, how effective the General Chapter was, and why the Cistercians were so popular. Arguably one of the main driving forces behind the Cistercian’s success in expansion and settling is their economic approach, especially their use of the lay brothers and their abuse of the wool trade. [1:  R. Donkin, ’The Cistercian Order and the Settlement of Northern England’ Geographical Review, 59(3) (1969), 403-416 (p.403).] 

Before looking at the reasons why the Cistercians were so popular, it is important to look at two things, firstly it is useful to look at how popular the Cistercians were in England and Wales throughout the medieval period, and secondly it is useful to see the role the General Chapter plays in the expansion of abbeys.
One issue with the popularity of the Cistercians and their rapid expansion is that occasionally they would displace whole communities in order to found a new abbey or to claim more land for practical use. Two cases of Cistercians depopulating areas in order to repurpose the land are Meaux Abbey in East Yorkshire, and Byland Abbey in North Yorkshire.[footnoteRef:2] There are cases of groups of people who openly rejected Cistercian depopulation, one example of this would be when a lay brother from the house at Berdoues was sent to a nearby village to mark out new grange boundaries, the lay brother was murdered by a group of people from the village in an attempt to stop the Cistercians taking their land.[footnoteRef:3] This attempt to stop the Cistercian Order taking owned land, like most others, was unsuccessful and can be seen as more of an inconvenience since the Cistercians would still acquire their land.[footnoteRef:4] [2:  Donkin, Settlement of Northern England, p.403.]  [3:  C. Berman, ‘Medieval Agriculture, the Southern French Countryside, and the Early Cistercians. A Study of Forty-Three Monasteries’ Transactions of the American Philosophical Society, 76(5) (1986), ixiv+1-179 (p.58).]  [4:  Berman, Medieval Agriculture, p.59.] 

There are some historians, like Berman, who believes that there were no General Chapters before the late 1150’s.[footnoteRef:5] Although this idea can be seen as wrong, since the first General Chapter meeting could have been in 1116 when a few abbots, including William of St. Thierry, gathered in Citeaux.[footnoteRef:6] This meeting, determined that William of Chapeaux to take care or St Bernard who was ill at the time.[footnoteRef:7] This meeting is the reason why historians like Manriquez and others believe 1116 was the first General Chapter.[footnoteRef:8] Others believe that the first General Chapter meeting was in 1119, this had ten abbots in attendance, this includes Citeaux, this was a person from every Cistercian abbey at the time.[footnoteRef:9] [5:  C. Berman, ‘Were There Twelfth-Century Cistercian Nuns?’ Church History, 68(4) (1999), 824-864 (p.835).]  [6:  A. Cooke, ‘The Settlement of the Cistercians in England’ The English Historical Review, 9(32) (1893), 625-676 (p.632).]  [7:  Cooke, Cistercians in England, p.632.]  [8:  Cooke, Cistercians in England, p.632.]  [9:  Cooke, Cistercians in England, p.633.] 

The General Chapter was a meeting where a representative from all Cistercian abbeys were supposed to go to the yearly General Chapter at Citeaux. One of the many roles of the General Chapter was to decide where new foundations would be set.[footnoteRef:10] The General Chapter would also discuss many other things, some of these seem more trivial than others, a few examples of the topics the chapter discussed are; the chapter of 1153 reduced how many candles there were to be in certain buildings. [footnoteRef:11] In 1199 the chapter issued a statute for the expulsion of monks who compose poetry.[footnoteRef:12]  In 1220 the chapter started to prevent the incorporation of nunneries into the Cistercian order. [footnoteRef:13] And in 1180 the chapter would change the approach to how tithes were collected and how to be exempt from them.[footnoteRef:14] It was not always possible to have a General Chapter every year, this could be caused by a number of reasons, one of these reasons could be due to wars between countries which would possibly make travel difficult. An example why travel might be made difficult would be because of the French Wars of Religion from 1562 to 1598, from 1550 to 1600 there were many only nine general chapter meeting held at Citeaux, these meetings were mainly attended by French abbots.[footnoteRef:15] Another reason why it might be difficult for every abbey to send a representative to Citeaux for the general chapter is that by the High Middle Ages there were monasteries from Norway in Munkeby, Estonia near Tartu to Constantinople,[footnoteRef:16] it would likely take an extremely long time for a person from Tartu or Munkeby to travel to Citeaux and back. Although the General Chapter was supposed to regulate and control the many Cistercian Abbeys, at times the orders of the Chapter were largely ignored. Two examples of this are, the fact that many abbeys were founded after 1152, and that at times, monks would choose to settle a new abbey where they thought best, not where the chapter decided.[footnoteRef:17] [10:  R. Donkin, ‘The Cistercian Order in Medieval England: Some Conclusions’ Transactions and Papers (Institute of British), 33(1) (1963), 181-198 (p.182).]  [11:  F. Bucher, ‘Cistercian Architectural Purism’ Comparative Studies in Society and History, 3(1) (1960), 89-105 (p.94).]  [12:  J. Ziolkowski, ‘The Juggler of Notre Dame and the Medievalizing of Modernity’ Open Book Publishers, (2018), 117-169 (p.148).]  [13:  C. Graves, ‘English Cistercian Nuns in Lincolnshire’ speculum, 54(3) (1979), 492-499 (p.493).]  [14:  Berman, Medieval Agriculture, p.86.]  [15:  L. Lekai, ‘The Beginnings of the Cistercian Strict Observance’ The Catholic Historical Review, 41(2) (1955), 129-143 (p.129).]  [16:  The Cistercians in the Middle Ages Module Reader: The Cistercians and their World (unpublished) p.13.]  [17:  Donkin, Settlement of Northern England, p.404.] 

The Cistercian movement clearly can be seen as being popular. Although the expansion of the Cistercian order initially was very slow, fifteen years after Citeaux was founded (1098) the first daughter house, La Ferté would be settled. [footnoteRef:18] One of the reason why Cistercian expansion happened was this idea of monks going out into the wilderness, or as some scholars like to make comparisons to ‘the frontier’.[footnoteRef:19] This idea is a core principle within the Cistercian ideology and can be seen within the first chapter of the Rule of St Benedict in the description of the Hermits.[footnoteRef:20] This main belief was the most important driving force in sending out the first settlement for Clairvaux. Soon after the first daughter house was settled the spread of the Cistercians increased significantly, by 1124 there were 26 monastic houses, and from 1125-1151 there were 307 new monasteries. [footnoteRef:21] From 1150 to 1250 only 313 new monastic houses were founded.[footnoteRef:22] This does show a decrease in the rate of expansion the Cistercian order, but it also shows that the order is still growing, even if it is at a slower rate. And from 1251 to 1500 only 90 monastic houses were founded, this could be a sign of a possibly dwindling monastic order, or perhaps it reflects on the previous success of the Cistercians.[footnoteRef:23] The Cistercians would also spread far throughout Britain, they reached very far throughout Britain, whether it be Kinloss abbey in Moray, Scotland, to Buckland abbey in Devon, to Sibton abbey in Suffolk, and to Odorney abbey in Ireland. [18:  Donkin, Some Conclusions, p.181.]  [19:  Berman, Medieval Agriculture, p.8.]  [20:  The Rule of St Benedict Module Reader: The Cistercians and their World (unpublished) p.5.]  [21:  Donkin, Some Conclusions, p.181.]  [22:  Ibid]  [23:  Ibid] 

One example of how quickly Cistercian monasteries would spread is Rievaulx in North Yorkshire. It was founded in 1132 and from 1136 to 1146 it would start five daughter houses, this shows the quick success Rievaulx would have, as significant resources and manpower would be needed to expand.[footnoteRef:24] To show that it can be difficult to expand and settle into other areas Boxley Abbey is a good example, it was founded in 1143 in Kent, its only daughter house would be founded in 1176, by this date Rievaulx would have its five daughter houses and seven granddaughter houses.[footnoteRef:25]  [24:  The Family of Clairvaux (Rievaulx and Boxley) Module Reader: The Cistercians and their World (unpublished) p.396.]  [25:  The Family of Clairvaux, p.396.] 

It is clear that the attempt by the General Chapter to halt the spread of the Cistercians was largely a failure. Many abbeys would continue to expand and spread out throughout England and Wales, but the rate of expansion would decrease after the decree of the General Chapter. The popularity of the Cistercian Order was maintained after the General Chapter’s decision in 1152, this can be seen in Whitland Abbey, in Carmarthenshire. Whitland Abbey would go on to have three daughter houses after the General Chapter tried to halt further expansion, these were Strata Marcella in 1170, Cwn-hir in 1176, and Strata Florida in 1184. Another example of the sustained popularity can be seen in L’aumône abbey. L’aumône abbey would go on to have two granddaughter and three great granddaughter houses after 1152. [footnoteRef:26] A third example of foundations still being made after 1152 can be seen in Southern France. Eight, possibly nine, abbeys would be founded after 1152, the last was Valbonne abbey in 1242.[footnoteRef:27] Also six abbeys were incorporated into the Cistercian order after the date, the last one of these was Sauvelade in 1287.[footnoteRef:28] Although Southern France is not directly involved with England and Wales it is still a good example in showing that many monastic houses were either being built or taken into the Cistercian Order after 1152. Despite their still being a clear desire to expand after 1152, there is a decline in the amount of foundations after this date. In some places the General Chapter can be seen as almost successful in halting further expansions, this can be seen in northern England. Within the area only one abbey was built after 1152, this was Jervaulx abbey in North Yorkshire.[footnoteRef:29] [26:  The Family of L’aumone Module Reader: The Cistercians and their world (unpublished) p. 395.]  [27:  Berman, Medieval Agriculture, p.136.]  [28:  Ibid]  [29:  Donkin, Settlement of Northern England, p.405.] 

To show how popular the Cistercian movement was before 1152, by 1121 Citeaux would have nine daughter houses, and six granddaughter houses, of the first four daughter houses from Citeaux, only La Ferté would not have made any foundations.[footnoteRef:30] And by 1132 the Cistercians had reached North Yorkshire, within 34 years the Cistercian influence had spread a significant amount. An example of the popularity of the Cistercian order before 1152 can be found in the Exordium Parvum in Chapter 17, which mentions the sudden intake of thirty new members to Clairvaux in the period before expansion started.[footnoteRef:31] By 1152 two-thirds of all the Cistercian houses in England and Wales were founded,[footnoteRef:32] this shows a rapid expansion from Waverly Abbey in 1128, which was the first Cistercian abbey in Britain.[footnoteRef:33]  [30:  The Cistercians in the Middle Ages Module Reader: The Cistercians and their World (unpublished) p.6.]  [31:  The Exordium Parvum Module Reader: The Cistercians and their World (unpublished) p.8.]  [32:  Donkin, Settlement of Northern England, p.403.]  [33:  J. Madden, ‘Business Monks, Banker Monks, Bankrupt Monks: The English Cistercians in the Thirteenth Century’, The Catholic Historical Review, 49(3) (1963) 341-364 (p. 343).] 

One of the main reasons why the Cistercians were so popular both before, but mainly after 1152, was thanks to their economy. Two of the major sources of income for the Cistercians in England and Wales were donations, and the wool trade.[footnoteRef:34] Trade has always been somewhat important in the English economy. Prior to the Cistercians arrival in 1128, England traded with many European nations, whether it be Scandinavia, Ireland, or various German states.[footnoteRef:35] The wool trade was quite successful, groups like the Flemish would require wool from the English after the twelfth century in order to help their cloth industry, these trades with Flanders would see some English wool exported to the Rhineland.[footnoteRef:36] Henry of Huntingdon, author of Historia Anglorum, states that the reason for England have a large supply of silver is due to the extensive wool trade with places like the Rhineland.[footnoteRef:37] Another example of how important the wool trade was is that in 1363, a mint was opened in Calais with the purpose of serving the needs of the wool trade, the importance can be seen as this was a second attempt at creating the mint, the first attempt happened in 1349-50.[footnoteRef:38] The wool trade would become important to the English and Welsh Cistercian economies, this can be seen from the General Chapter in 1157 trying to prevent certain abuses to the way in which it is traded. This attempt from the General Chapter to regulate the trading of wool failed largely due to the amount of money it was making.[footnoteRef:39] The way in which the Cistercians would continue to abuse the wool trade would continue to an issue in England from the mid-twelfth century to throughout the thirteenth century. This can be seen when in 1262 King Henry III was petitioned to prevent the Cistercians who were training, primarily the conversi, from disrupting local merchants in areas like Lincoln.[footnoteRef:40] Another reason why the Cistercian economy was the main reason for their popularity and spread throughout England and Wales can be seen by the fact that 29 Cistercian houses, which is more than a third of the total houses, moved places mainly due to poor economic prospects.[footnoteRef:41] [34:  B. Moore, ‘Moral Aspects of Economic Growth, and Other Essays’ Cornell University Press, (1998), 1-200 (p.57).]  [35:  M. Allen, ‘Medieval merchants and the English mints and exchanges, 973-1489’ Institute of Historical Research, (2016), 197-212 (p.197).]  [36:  Allen, Medieval merchants, p. 198.]  [37:  Ibid]  [38:  Ibid, p.204.]  [39:  Madden, Business Monks, p.344.]  [40:  Madden, Business Monks, p.355.]  [41:  Donkin, Settlement of Northern England, p.404.] 

A major part of the Cistercian workforce and their economic power is the use of lay brothers. All Cistercian abbeys aimed to achieve self-sufficiency and full control of their economy, and the use of this workforce helped to achieve this goal. Lay brothers, also known as the conversi, were the main labour force of the Cistercians. They would work on granges, barns, grain or fulling mills, as well as many other jobs.[footnoteRef:42] The conversi were largely unpaid, and would occasionally work with hired labourers.[footnoteRef:43] The importance of the conversi working granges is that, granges have been referred to as being “the key to Cistercian economy”.[footnoteRef:44] [42:  Ibid, p.409.]  [43:  I. Alfonso, ‘Cistercians and Feudalism’ Past & Present, 133(1) (1991), 3-30 (p.11).]  [44:  Alfonso, Cistercians and Feudalism, p.12.] 

The Cistercians would continue their success and popularity after the General Chapter meeting of 1152, this is largely due to their economic policies and their exploitation of trade. Although Cistercian expansion did decrease after 1152, this was by no means due to a lack of popularity, but rather because they had already expanded so much that there were not too many more places to settle. Their economic strength can be seen as one of their strongest assets and most important for their long-term success and continued expansion.
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