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Were the Cistercians distinctive in the operation of their economy?



In this essay I will debate the extent to which the Cistercians were distinctive in the operation of their economy. I shall consider things such as the role the conversi played on Cistercian economics, as well as investigate the extent that the Cistercians integrated with the wider economic landscape of the Middle Ages. I aim to arrive at the conclusion that although the Cistercians were successful in their operation of economy, they were not distinct in their methods of doing so.
	 Firstly, I shall discuss the prominence of monastic granges, as well as the function of the conversi on the Cistercian economic agenda. The granges cultivated by the Cistercians, initially intended to replicate the idealised ‘desert’, developed into what appears to have been the precedent for monastic agriculture. The Cistercian popularisation of granges for agricultural use would be later imitated by other religious orders including the Gilbertines and Benedictines, who integrated Cistercian methods of controlling economy into their own, according to Burton.[footnoteRef:1] From this, it appears that the Cistercians were, to some extent, initially distinct in their economic operation. [1:  J. Burton, Monastic and Religious Orders in Britain, 1000 – 1300. (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1994), p. 253. ] 

However, sources that mention assarting granges for the use of agriculture was not distinct only to the Cistercians but were also common in Benedictine texts. Boissonade writes that the Benedictines regularly, “drained, cleared, [and] cut down trees,” in order to establish their Abbeys.[footnoteRef:2] What differentiates the Benedictines from the Cistercians however, was that the Benedictines did not rely on lay brothers, unlike the Cistercian conversi, to maintain their granges. It was this self-sufficiency, argues Boissonade, that made the Benedictines the “promoters of the first agricultural colonisation of the West”, and not the Cistercians.[footnoteRef:3] [2:  P. Boissonade, Life and Work in Medieval Europe. (Ontario: General Publishing Company, 2002), p. Book I, Chapter VI.]  [3:  Boissonade, Life and Work in Medieval Europe, p. Book I, Chapter VI.] 

	A reliance on conversi for manual labour was fundamental to the operation of Cistercian economy. However, as well as conversi, Burton suggests that “serfs and villeins […] villagers and their families and their services” were employed in menial tasks at the benefit of the Cistercians.[footnoteRef:4] Unlike the conversi, perhaps these lay brothers were not employed year-round to maintain Cistercian granges, but instead may have been employed when they were needed (for example, in the case of an abundant harvest). Therefore, to what extent was the employment of the conversi actually forced upon them? Berman’s argument supports this school of thought, in which she suggests that the Cistercians may have intentionally targeted areas of land that had already been places of settlement, understanding that conversi and labourers would be in abundance from nearby settlements. Berman argues that the Cistercian abbeys founded on “the fringes of Europe were rarely as successful as those having contact with a settled agricultural populace”.[footnoteRef:5] It appears therefore that the conversi may have been forced into taking oaths of labore manuum when the Cistercians arrived at their settlements to establish their abbeys.  [4:  Burton, Monastic and Religious Orders in Britain, 1000 – 1300, p. 254. ]  [5:  C. Hoffman-Berman, Medieval Agriculture, the Southern French Countryside, and the Early Cistercians: A Study of Forty-three Monasteries. (Philadelphia: American Philosophical Society, 2007), p. 56.] 

	This idea of a forced labour goes against texts central to Cistercian belief, such as the Capitula XX and XXI, of which encouraged the Cistercians to treat the conversi as their equals, as well as emphasising the fundamental role they served to Cistercian economy.[footnoteRef:6] Indeed, a buoyancy in conversi recruitment in the twelfth century led to substantial growth of a successful Cistercian economy, yet by 1250, the boom in recruitment became problematic, with historians such as Berman arguing that a rapid decline in economy came about from unrest amongst the conversi, and leading to an “increase in the incidence of conversi revolts”.[footnoteRef:7] This unrest, spurred by a decline in available work for new conversi, led to the so-called ‘bread-converts’, or lay brothers who joined the cloister “as a precondition of receiving a daily dole”.[footnoteRef:8] From this, it appears that a number of conversi joined the Order with hopes of receiving daily allowances of food as well as a place to reside but with limited work responsibilities, escaping “the hardscrabble of the feudal world”.[footnoteRef:9] Although in theory this plan benefited many conversi, the increase in conversi recruitment led to a drain of Cistercian resources. Therefore, whilst the conversi were initially vital to the success of Cistercian economy, by the thirteenth century they arguably had brought about its decline. Whilst this improved slightly in the fourteenth century in the aftermath of the Black Death, which had led to a mass recruitment crisis, with historians like Kerr describing the conversi during this period as “the stalwart of the Cistercian economy”, the conversi were never able to replicate the economic successes they had enjoyed in previous centuries.[footnoteRef:10] The same could be said for the manual labourers who were recorded at working at Benedictine monasteries. Boissonade argues that the Benedictines, following the Rule of saints Colomba and Benedict of Nursia, had similar monarchi laborantes to the Cistercians, with figures such as the monastic reformer Aniane, who “laboured, dug, and reaped in the midst of his monks”, attempting to revive the Benedictine operations of economy that, liked the Cistercians, was beginning to fail.[footnoteRef:11] [6:  Capitula XX, XXI. Available online at: Module Handbook [accessed 05/03/2020].]  [7:  Hoffman-Berman, Medieval Agriculture, the Southern French Countryside, and the Early Cistercians: A Study of Forty-three Monasteries, pp. 56 - 57.]  [8:  J. M. Ziolkowski, The Juggler of Notre Dame and the Medievalizing of Modernity: Volume 1: The Middle Ages. (Cambridge: Open Book Publishers, 2018), p. 10. ]  [9:  Ibid., pp. 10 - 11. ]  [10:  J. Burton, and J. Kerr, The Cistercians in the Middle Ages. (London: Boydell Press, 2011), p. 159.]  [11:  Boissonade, Life and Work in Medieval Europe, p. Book I, Chapter VI.] 

	Arguably, it is unfair to consider the Cistercians distinct in their economy, when a large percentage of their finance came from secular benefactions and lay donations. Tintern Abbey, for example, was recorded receiving “cash relief from the offerings of pilgrims” who regularly visited.[footnoteRef:12] Between the period of 1170 to 1189, Bonnecombe Abbey in France received around 125 lay donations, a significant boom from previous decades.[footnoteRef:13] These abbeys presumably relied on these donations as their main, and perhaps only source of income. Although the details of the donations to Bonnecombe Abbey are not stipulated, it can be assumed that amongst these were donations of land, livestock, and potentially even oblates or conversi. Donations of land in particular were commonly recorded in Cistercian cartularies. In 1132, for example, Walter Espec donated to Rievaulx Abbey,  [12:  The Cistercians in Yorkshire, Cistercian Abbeys: Tintern, 2010. Available online at: https://www.dhi.ac.uk/cistercians/abbeys/tintern.php [accessed 12th March 2020].]  [13:  Hoffman-Berman, Medieval Agriculture, the Southern French Countryside, and the Early Cistercians: A Study of Forty-three Monasteries, p. 137.] 

“all easements in my manor and forest of Helmesley, that is, material and wood for their own use, and pasture and pannage in my forests of Helmsley”.[footnoteRef:14] [14:  Foundation Charter of Walter Espec for Rievaulx Abbey. Available online at: Module Handbook [accessed 05/03/2020], p. 71.] 

It was these secular donations that presumably established Rievaulx Abbey as a Cistercian economic powerhouse. Traux argues that the “increase in endowment” from the secular community brought about an influx of monastic brothers, as well as the conversi who were vital to the operation of economy.[footnoteRef:15] As well as Walter Espec’s donations to Rievaulx, other essential donations were mentioned in the Benefactions to the Cistercian Abbey of Rievaulx, written c. 1132 – 1189. Notably, a large portion of these donations consisted of land offerings, [15:  J. Traux, Aelred the Peacemaker: The Public Life of a Cistercian Abbot. (Minnesota: Liturgical Press, 2017), pp. 67 - 68. ] 

“William, the son of Theobold, gave us 16 acres of land in Folkton. Henry of Willerby, and Alard, his son, gave us 4 ½ acres of meadow. Torphin of Allesterston gave us 12 perches of arable land and 10 perches of meadow”.[footnoteRef:16]  [16:  Benefactions to the Cistercian Abbey of Rievaulx. Available online at: Module Handbook [accessed 03/03/2020], p. 73.] 

These donations of land were pivotal to the operation of Cistercian economy. The General Chapter appears to have actually encouraged donations of arable land to Cistercian monasteries, providing that the lands be cultivated. The General Chapter stated that “it is allowed to those that have such lands to lease them or otherwise deal with them as they can”.[footnoteRef:17] In short, donations of arable pastures were integral to Cistercian economic operation, and presumably set them apart from other monastic houses in the Middle Ages. Indeed, in the case of the Benedictines, donations of land appear to have been wholly intended for intercessory reasons, and not economic. For example, Bede, in his Vita Sanctorum Abbatorum, mentions an elderly nobleman named Witmer who donated “the land of ten households” to a Benedictine monastery in return for intercessory prayer, and not for agricultural use.[footnoteRef:18] From this, it is apparent that the Benedictines and the Cistercians had differing attitudes towards receiving benefactions of land, with the Cistercians distinct in that they utilised these donations for economic gain. It is of interest to discuss the Summa Cartae Caritatis, which prohibited the use of “tithes from the labour or harvest of outsiders”, as well as “oven and mill revenues”.[footnoteRef:19] It appears that initially the Cistercians did not need to rely on secular donations, yet the production of texts such as the General Chapter, which condoned benefactions, suggests that the Cistercians later came to rely on them to bolster their economy. Indeed, Fountains Abbey was recorded as receiving “no further possessions, no fields to cultivate, no means of sustenance except for what they had obtained from the archbishop”, emphasising that the Cistercians relied heavily on secular donations and were distinct in the way that they were perhaps not as self-sufficient as other monastic orders, such as the Benedictines appear to have been.[footnoteRef:20]  [17:  General Chapter, ‘Statute 5’. Available online at: Module Handbook [accessed 03/03/2020], p. 105.]  [18:  Vita Sanctorum Abbatorum, ed. Feiss, H., in A Benedictine Reader: 530 – 1530. (Minnesota: Liturgical Press, 2019), p. 43.]  [19:  Summae Cartae Caritatis, Statute XXIII, ‘What Incomes We Renounce’. Available online at: Module Handbook [accessed 03/03/2020], p. 39.]  [20:  The Narratio de Fundatione of Fountains Abbey, ‘concerning the monk Geoffrey whom St Bernard sent to Abbot Richard and the convent so that he might teach them the ways of the order’. Available online at: Module Handbook [accessed 03/03/2020], pp. 82 – 83.] 

	However, we must remember that during the Middle Ages, most, if not all monastic houses relied on secular benefactions to some degree to bolster their local economy. The Chronicle of Peterhausen, a Benedictine text, described how the Abbey of Peterhausen, “relied on donations, income from land […] and tithes they were assigned to them by donors”, indicating that donations made up a significant percentage of Benedictine economy.[footnoteRef:21] Likewise, the Gilbertine priories at Alvingham and Bullingham in Lincolnshire, were both recorded as receiving benefactions from “peasant donors [who] came from the upper ranks of the local peasantry”, and donated such things as “thirteen gifts of land”, indicating that the Gilbertines, similarly to other religious orders, relied on lay donations, as well as indicating that their economy was linked to the secular community.[footnoteRef:22] It is of interest to note the extent to which the peasantry were willing to donate to these monastic houses, whether through religious obligation or genuine charity. Although it is not recorded, it is presumable that along with donations of land, the peasantry offered their servitude with it, reminiscent of the concept of Cistercian conversi. The Gilbertine priory at Chatteris was “able to attract most peasant donors from its immediate vicinity”, indicating that there was, to some extent, a close relationship with nearby communities.[footnoteRef:23] In all, we can assume that the Cistercians were not distinct in their operation of economy by means of their utilisation of secular donations, since there are other recorded examples of similar operations from other monastic orders at the time. [21:  H. Feiss, A Benedictine Reader: 530 – 1530. (Minnesota: Liturgical Press, 2019), p. xlvi.]  [22:  The Cartulary of Chatteris Abbey, ed. C. Breay, in The Cartulary of Chatteris Abbey. (Boydell Press, 1999), p. 46.]  [23:  Ibid., p. 46.] 

	From sources which mention donations to monastic houses, it is apparent that many of them, regardless of monastic order, were to some extent integrated with secular society, particularly towards the end of the fourteenth century. However, as well as the donations from secular communities, evidence that the Cistercians traded with the medieval mercantile classes suggests that they did, to some extended capitalise on their relationship with the lay community. In this paragraph I will discuss how the Cistercians played an intrinsic role to the wider medieval economic landscape by integrating into secular communities.
	In the History of English Affairs, written in 1193, William of Newburgh stated of the Cistercians that, “wool of their sheep is the chief means of support, and appears to be the only source of revenue they have”.[footnoteRef:24] From this, we can infer that the Cistercians regularly traded the wool that they produced on their granges to secular communities, and that they were so successful in doing so, that they could rely upon this revenue alone. It was estimated that Tintern Abbey alone, in the year of 1276 sold around “£400-worth of wool”, with Neath and Margam abbeys producing near-identical quantities.[footnoteRef:25] The vegetarian diet that the Cistercians followed emphasises that the sheep husbandry of the Cistercians was intended wholly for the manufacture of wool. There is evidence to suggest that the secular communities that surrounded Cistercian monasteries willingly donated sheep for wool production and with the intention of trading with the monks. Rievaulx Abbey was recorded as receiving “pasture for 200 sheep in the fields of Sproxton”, indicative of the value that the secular medieval world placed on the sheep trade with the Cistercians.[footnoteRef:26] Additionally, as well as donations of sheep and provisions of land for them, Rievaulx (and numerous other abbeys across Britain) received donations of other animals such as “60 mares with their foals”, as well as “12 cows and 2 bulls” and numerous fishponds, suggesting that as well as sheep, Cistercian economy was largely built upon agricultural trade.[footnoteRef:27]  [24:  The History of English Affairs. Available online at: https://books.google.co.uk/books?id=GwxlCgAAQBAJ&dq=wool+is+the+chief+part+of+their+substance+william+of+newburgh&source=gbs_navlinks_s [accessed 12 March 2020], chapter XL.]  [25:  R. I. Jack, The Agrarian History of England and Wales: Volume 2, 1042-1350, ed. H. E. Hallam. (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1988), p. 480.]  [26:  Benefactions to the Cistercian Abbey of Rievaulx. Available online at: Module Handbook [accessed 03/03/2020], p. 73.]  [27:  Ibid., p. 73.] 

	During the thirteenth century, when William of Newburgh’s History was written, global events such as the Great Famine and the Black Death were pivotal to the economic landscape in the Middle Ages. Although the Cistercians were not permitted to “sell tanned hides, either those which we or other people produce, nor wool which we have bought”, by the turn of the fourteenth century, it appears that an increase in trade with secular communities was wholly made out of necessity.[footnoteRef:28] Cistercian abbeys at this time, therefore potentially reflected the economy of medieval society during this period, acting as a microcosm of the medieval economic landscape. The fractured economic landscape of the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries affected not only the Cistercians, but also the other monastic orders. Clark argues that the Benedictines, for example, intentionally established their monasteries near hubs of social activity, with the monastery at St Alban’s in particular established near the “location of its principal marketplace”, indicating the reliance the Benedictines had on trade with secular communities.[footnoteRef:29] The Cistercians, especially the priories, such as the priory at Stixwould, led the precedent of monastic trade across Britain, exporting “about fifteen sacks of wool a year” to other monastic houses.[footnoteRef:30] In short, although the Cistercians were not distinct in their trade to bolster their economic operations, they certainly appeared to lead the field.  [28:  General Chapter, ‘Statute 19’. Available online at: Module Handbook [accessed 03/03/2020], p. 105.]  [29:  J. G. Clark, The Benedictines in the Middle Ages. (London: Boydell & Brewer Press, 2014), p, 113.]  [30:  J. MacNamara, Sisters in Arms: Catholic Nuns Through Two Millennia. (Harvard: Harvard University Press, 1996), p. 267. ] 

It was the Cistercians’ sophisticated trade networks with other monasteries, as well as secular communities, that allowed their economy to flourish. As well as this, the ability to adapt to their surroundings, an ability so synonymous to the Cistercians, furthered their economic success. Berman argues that by adapting to the local landscape, the Cistercians “introduce[d] a new type of monastic agriculture”.[footnoteRef:31] Bouchard continues this, suggesting that the chameleon-esque ability of the Cistercians to adapt to their surroundings led to a “highly variegated and evolving [economic] system” that was unprecedented amongst monastic spheres.[footnoteRef:32] Therefore, the Cistercian ability to adapt to market towns and the local economy rendered the Cistercians distinct in their operation of economy, and sets differentiated them from other monastic orders.  [31:  Hoffman-Berman, Medieval Agriculture, the Southern French Countryside, and the Early Cistercians: A Study of Forty-three Monasteries, p. 10. ]  [32:  C. B. Bouchard, Holy Entrepreneurs: Cistercians, Knights, and Economic Exchange in Twelfth Century Burgundy. (New York: Cornell University Press, 2018), p. 65. 
] 

	To conclude, economy was undoubtedly a facet of Cistercian success, and was crucial to the Order’s growth in the Middle Ages. Simply, the Cistercians were intrinsic to the wider medieval economic landscape, especially through the utilisation of conversi, as well as the benefactions from secular communities that they were so reliant upon. The Cistercians appear to have been, therefore, relatively distinct in their operation of their economy. 
[bookmark: _GoBack]	However, the diversity of the medieval economy, which was punctuated by a rise in mercantile trading, as well as varied methods of economic operation from monastic orders such as the Benedictines, means that Cistercian operation of economy cannot be succinctly considered distinct. Although the Cistercian Order potentially acted as a microcosm of medieval economy, it is difficult to determine whether their operation of economy were completely distinct, especially since there were simply too many factors and precedents from other monastic houses to accurately conclude.
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