Were the Cistercians distinctive in the operation of their economy?
 "Give these monks barren marshes or untamed forests, and in a few years, you will find not only churches but human dwellings as well" (Mlinarič, 1996, p. 38). This comment from Girald of Wales in 1188 hints at the perceived power of the Cistercian Order’s economic agenda.  This perception has persisted over time.  Donkin concluded that “the nature of the achievement is clear enough. The monks were pioneers and innovators, and indeed, it may be added, catalysts of wider change throughout the twelfth century and much of the thirteenth” (Donkin, 1963, p. 198).  Armed with the motto of their Benedictine lineage, "Ora et labora” (Benedict, Chapter 48), the Cistercians have been portrayed as instrumental in the economic expansion of Europe in the twelfth and thirteenth Centuries.  Combining monasticism with mercantile ruthlessness, they are alleged to have represented a cross between the American pioneers of the nineteenth century and the Puritans of the sixteenth, producing a revolutionary and irresistible economic force. 

It is axiomatic for this precept to be sustained that the Cistercians must have possessed some distinctive economic qualities, which endowed them with a competitive advantage over rival monastic orders and lay enterprises. Roehl claimed that contemporary sources pointed to a "consistent and comprehensive economic program" with five main ingredients (Roehl, 1969, p. 186). These were the “rejection of all forms of revenues”, “the rejection of dependent relationships”, “self-cultivation of all lands”, a conversi  “labour force”, and an administration based on the grange system (Roehl, 1969,  p. 186).  When applying this Litmus test for economic distinction two additional perspectives needs to be considered.  Their distinctiveness from the medieval economic model and their distinctiveness from other ecclesiastical groups. To accomplish this, an examination will be made of the Order's pioneering reputation in terms of land acquisition and technical advance, its agricultural achievements and finally, its commercial advantage.

[bookmark: _Hlk90803489][bookmark: _Hlk90812432]The traditional argument that the Cistercians were economic pioneers rests on the assumption that by pursuing isolation, they were more predisposed to seeking out and then clearing waste and unclaimed land at the fringes of medieval European society. This, combined with the use of compact granges and lay labour, produced the surplus, which in turn encouraged trade and facilitated the accumulation of wealth (Alfonso, 1991, p. 4).  An example was the Cistercian expansion into Germany.  According to Thompson, this was not due to the scarcity of cultivated land available but because the Cistercian ethos was less decadent than that of the Benedictines or Cluniacs. The result was that "The Cistercians and the Premonstratensians in Germany in the twelfth and thirteenth centuries felt the push of colonisation and shared the pioneer spirit of the Saxon race at this time” (Thompson, 1920, p. 74). Despite such instances, there seems to be considerable doubt that the Cistercian Order as a whole was the definitive pioneer of medieval Europe and that, in fact, their landholding expansion was derived mainly from the amalgamation of existing holdings. The sources of this land were as varied as the circumstances the Cistercians found themselves in. Some came from the purchase of peasant holdings, which resulted from an eagerness to sell land that became more remote as Lords strove to draw the peasantry "from isolated hamlets and farmsteads into nucleated villages” (Hoffman-Berman, 2012, p. 113).  Also, the Cistercians were not above taking advantage of a local Lord’s desire to realise cash for crusade or pilgrimage.  Burton and Kerr cite the example of Roger de Mowbray in the 1170s, who, needing money for a pilgrimage, sold lands to Fountains abbey for the not inconsiderable sum of £450. Much was acquired through benefaction. The thought of a heavenly reward and salvation encouraged donors to the Order because of their “lofty reputation and their international renown” (Burton & Kerr, 2011, p. 14).  Aelred, the abbot of Revesby, persuaded knights who were likely to lose their lands to creditors during the turbulent reign of Stephen 1135-54 to transfer them to the monastery. He argued this at least guaranteed them a return in the form of salvation. (Burton & Kerr, 2011, p. 14).  Aelred would have made an excellent sales director in any modern corporation. There are further occurrences of what might be characterised as unseemly acts by the Cistercians. Burton and Kerr cite Pascua’s work on the monastery at Santa Maria de Mintederramo, which revealed the exploitation of landowners in financial difficulty in order to acquire their lands. This "gave the illusion of aid" whilst simultaneously providing the abbey with the acquisition of land and a motivated tenant (Burton & Kerr, 2011, p.14).

However, the bulk of land acquisition was not from such hidden larceny. The incorporation of existing communities such as those at Savigny and Obazine was a major source of property (Hoffman-Berman, 2012, p. 113). “Indeed it was primarily by such affiliations, rather than colonisation by mother houses, that the Cistercian congregation grew” (Hoffman-Berman, 2012, p. 113). The Cistercians were not unique in active engagement within the property market in the medieval monastic community. “Benedictine communities were granting or selling distant holdings and cells in order to consolidate lands closer to home” (Hoffman-Berman, 2012,  p. 113).  In the twelfth century, the Cistercians had, in fact, exploded into a buyer's market. However, they did not invent that market or employ revolutionary practice within it. Nobles were trying to consolidate their holdings, and other religious entities were also active within this field. There was certainly a process of rationalisation into more manageable holdings. Colonising and pioneering played a part, but it was not a definitive feature. 

Additionally, the Cistercians have been portrayed as technical pioneers combining early elements of both the Industrial and Agrarian Revolutions. In particular, the use of water power has been interpreted as pre-industrial, and there are examples of this to be found throughout the Cistercian world. Evidence exists of the repair and expansion of water mills. Some of these were large scale projects, like the tidal mills at Stratford Langthorne near London. These mills were for corn grinding and also had industrial and irrigational applications (Hoffman-Berman, 2012, p. 118). Conforming with the general theme of the Cistercian Order, local problems spawned local solutions. An important monastic staple, fishing sometimes involved creating new dams such as those at Byland Abbey in Yorkshire (Jamzoriak, 2015,  p. 13).  Jamzoriak, however, argues that the technical pioneer element is a myth because although new techniques were distributed through the Order via the General Chapter, they were seldom revolutionary, “water mills were not invented but adapted by the Cistercians” (Jamzoriak, 2015, p. 13).  While the Cistercians diversified into many different enterprises, including tannery and viticulture, these ventures were common in other monastic orders and the feudal economy as a whole.

Cistercian agricultural skill has also been seen as a unique selling point of their economic system. Cistercian agricultural techniques were not superior to contemporaries. Instead, their definitive success rested on two features. Firstly, their high output resulted from better management structures and economies of scale (Jamzoriak, 2015, p. 13). The key to this was the grange system. “The grange was perhaps the most important single contribution of the new monastic orders, and particularly of the Cistercians, to the landscape of the twelfth and thirteenth centuries” (Donkin, 1963, p. 186).  According to Bishop, a grange derives from the term grangia, which “strictly means a granary, and is naturally extended to the land from which produce was derived” (Bishop, 1936, p. 193).  Bishop sharpens the terms of reference to delineate a grange as “a large and - so the derivation of the word suggests - predominantly arable farm” (Bishop, 1936, p. 193).  Burton and Kerr widened that definition, contesting that granges could vary greatly in size and nature, so that whilst those in France specialised in cereal production, the Yorkshire “moorland granges” were used for sheep farming and in Brondolo, Italy, the Chioggia grange produced salt (Burton & Kerr, 2011, p. 14). 

Despite this large number of variations, the key significance is the realisation of economies of scale, particularly as granges were rationalised in size and proximity to the mother abbey. The net effect was the creation of an efficient agricultural model. “Such consolidated granges had efficiencies in terms of large scale cultivation in contrast to the earlier fragmented holdings from which they were assembled” (Hoffman-Berman, 2012, p. 117). What is more, this process had a profound effect on the local agrarian landscape. Bishop contested that “the creation of the monastic granges cannot have been achieved without largely dislocating the tenemental system and open field routine of a fully established lay population” (Bishop, 1936, p. 202).  If not distinctive in terms of efficiency and effect on the local economy, it may be seen as such in the methods employed to achieve it. "The Cistercians gained a reputation for their ruthless expulsion of peasant communities, and certainly there are known cases to support this indictment, but this was not ubiquitous” (Burton and Kerr, 2011, p. 14).  Burton and Kerr are not convinced that coercion was widespread, so this aspect can hardly be considered distinctive (Burton and Kerr, 2011, p. 14). Whilst it is tempting to view the grange system as a revolutionary practice introduced by the Cistercians, even an early attempt at collectivisation, it is impossible to say that the grange system was exclusively Cistercian. As Mol points out, “neither the grange system nor the massive development of the conversi was a Cistercian speciality”.  It was the Benedictines who introduced it into Frisia (Mol, 2014, p. 13).   In his study of monasteries in Yorkshire, Bishop found evidence of granges within other orders. The difference was simply one of scale; "Cistercian granges were generally somewhat larger than those of Augustinian and Gilbertine houses” (Bishop, 1936, p, 208).  Since granges were simply outlying farming establishments, it is reasonable to assume that they were not unique. Any distinctiveness in this area derives not from the invention of groundbreaking techniques but rather a more efficient and organised exploitation of existing ones.

The second alleged distinctive element of Cistercian agriculture is the wool trade. According to Jamzoriak, "sheep and wool became almost synonymous with the economic success of Cistercian houses” (Jamzoriak, 2015, p. 13).  The Cistercians had achieved a degree of vertical integration in the wool industry, which was deemed an essential operation in agriculturally marginal areas such as northern England, where cash income was vital to sustaining monastic life  (Jamzoriak, 2015,  p. 13.).  There is some evidence to suggest that Cistercian quality control was superior to any of its competitors. "There may be some doubt whether the monks were, to any significant extent, forerunners of the eighteenth-century flock-masters, but there can be none that they were pre-eminent in the preparation of wool for sale”(Donkin, 1958, p. 8). This was undoubtedly an important aspect of the Cistercian business model, but its scale has been misrepresented. Looking at the British wool trade Donkin, in a later work, concluded that although up to 40 of the 100 houses were involved, their production, which was mostly for export, was limited. "The entire Order supplied, at most, only 3 to 4 per cent of all the wool exported" (Donkin, 1963, p, 194). Far from being wool-centric other pastoral interests such as cattle were more important. “From the middle of the fourteenth century, and in some cases well before, numbers of sheep dropped steadily” (Donkin, 1963, p. 192).  The Cistercians were not the only players in the wool market, for example, the English Wool company, which was ghost founded by William de la Pole in 1343 as a totally secular company, created a “monopoly of the wool trade for a number of English merchants” (Casson & Casson, 2014, p. 1233).

It is said the Cistercians were able to capitalise on two commercial advantages, low unit labour costs and an absence of tax burden. The Privelegium Romanum issued by Pope Pascal II, which guaranteed that the Cistercians would be "secure and free from any annoyance by all men", allowed them to claim exemption from taxation (Madden, 1963, p. 341).  Innocent II granted exemption from tithes for Clairvaux in 1132 (Hoffman-Berman, 2012,  p. 115). This ability to market their produce free from the burden of ”tithes, tolls and market dues” is seen as a distinctive cornerstone of Cistercian wealth (Hoffman-Berman, 2012, p. 112).  By 1180 the entire Cistercian Order had also achieved exemption from tithes for “their manual labour in the fields or on their animal husbandry” (Hoffman-Berman, 2012, p. 115). This reduction in variable costs was sufficient in size to warrant complaint and opportunity from outside the Order.  Such was the extent of complaints that “in 1215 the Fourth Lateran Council limited  Cistercian tithe exemption to properties held before that Council and to its gardening animal husbandry and ‘noval’ cultivation” (Hoffman-Berman, 2012, p. 115).  Perceived wealth achieved through their unique tax position made the Cistercians a justifiable and lucrative target for English kings. The Cistercian building program was a vast consumer of capital.  Much of this was raised through the money lending system of the Jews. “When the opportune moment presented itself, the king called in the profits of the Jews, and the Cistercians were at the mercy of the crown” (Madden, 1963, p. 345).  In the end, the Cistercians were no more adept at totally evading the tax system than any other organisation, medieval or modern.

More significant than tax advantage was the use of the conversi, the lay monks, as a comparatively cost-free labour force. Smith views medieval monasticism as “an important historical phenomenon involving unusual economic arrangements” (Smith, 2009, p. 43).  He saw the conversi as part contributors to the success of the Cistercian Order due to the savings made from their “celibacy and freedom from childbearing costs”, but also because they represented the “consensual, collectivist lifestyle of the monasteries that enabled them to achieve these gains at a time when they were difficult to achieve through private contract” (Smith, 2009, p. 44).  According to Alfonso, the conversi were central to the “ exceptional level of productivity typical of Cistercian granges in comparison with earlier or contemporary agrarian units worked by villein tenants” (Alfonso, 1991, p. 16).  However, the term conversi was not invented by the Cistercians, it came from the Benedictines, where a conversus was “an adult recruit to monastic life" (Burton & Kerr, 2011,  p. 14).  Under the Cistercians, they evolved into agricultural labourers with defined roles and privileges contained in the Usus Conversorum (Burton & Kerr, 2011, p, 14). However, the conversi were not without cost. Between 1190 and 1308, there were 103 revolts, mainly connected with attempts to reduce conversi alcohol consumption (Jamzoriak, 2015, p. 13).  Whilst the lay brothers were important during the initial expansion of the twelfth century, that importance rapidly declined in the thirteenth. Citing Donnelly, Burton and Kerr argued that  Boniface VIII's Papal Bull of 1302, which led to an increase in land exempt from tithes, started a "wide-scale leasing out of granges and lands", which destroyed the conversi. (Burton & Kerr, 2011, p. 14). The Cistercian estates and their lay workers returned to the manorial system from which they came, negating any distinction from the rest of the lay system. The advantages of a cheap labour force were a clear economic distinction during the early expansion of the Order. This was a direct result of the Cistercian Ora et Labora ethos, which supplanted exterior donations with work as the primary source of monastic subsistence. This system produced not only cheap labour but also social mobility within the lay brotherhood, an increasingly adept managerial class. It is a matter of conjecture as to who was really making the executive decisions, talented conversi or choir monks.

The sheer size and multinational dimension of the Cistercian Order has provided an infinite number of operating practices. This has produced a historiography which is consistent only in its perpetuation of argument and counter-argument. Like Newton's Third Law, for every distinctive economic quality, there is an example of economic conformity. The Cistercian model was not distinctive by virtue of any one of its constituent parts but rather by its supra-national organisation and extent.  Comparison with other monastic orders of the time, such as the Benedictines, is unproductive because they lack this structure and cohesion. It is tempting to label the Cistercian economic model as proto-capitalist or proto-collectivist, but in reality, it simply mirrored the evolving ethos of the Order as a whole. In broad terms, the General Chapter represented a group board and dictated group policy.  This was adapted at a local level to fit specific challenges, not only by Cistercian abbots but by the higher echelons of the conversi. Operating within a powerful framework but not bound by it, their one defining feature was their ability to act with design and in the best interest of their Order at a time of institutional disorder and confusion. 
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