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Medieval Monasteries

• Religious centers 
– Places of withdrawal from the ‘world’ 
– Communities intended to facilitate the pursuit 

of spiritual perfection
• Economic centers

– Sites of vibrant economic exchange
– Engines of the revitalization of trade 
– Agents of economic growth
– Locus of entrepreneurial innovation (trade & 

agriculture)



The ‘Benedictine Centuries’ 
(9th – 12th c.)

• De-urbanization (post-Roman 
transformation)

• Emergence of monasteries guided by the 
Rule of St. Benedict (written c. 6th c.)
– Self-sufficient religious/economic units 

(primarily agricultural)
– Outposts supporting the exploitation of natural 

resources (forests, etc.)
– Location of markets and fairs



• Popular acceptance of the ‘Benedictine 
Ideal’

• Patronage
• Accumulation of landed wealth in 

monasteries
• Greater prestige
• More patronage
• More accumulation of landed wealth…

The ‘Benedictine Centuries’ 
(9th – 12th c.)



‘The Commercial Revolution’ 
(11th -14th c.)

• Fueled by earlier (and ongoing) agri-
technological changes 

• Demographic increase of c. 300%
• Steady migration from country to city
• Growth of fairs & markets
• Increased specialization 
• Widespread introduction of money & banking
• (Re)Emergence of a profit economy



The Spiritual Crisis 

• Poor spiritual 
framework for 
understanding the 
accumulation of 
wealth (profit!)

• Emergence of 
greed as a key sin

Personification	of	Greed:	Cathrdral of	Autun (Burgundy,	1146,	
Gislebertus)



The Spiritual Crisis 

Herrad of	Hohenburg,	Hortus deliciarum,	image	of	Hell	(c.	1167).	Manuscript	destroyed	in	1870.



Responding to the New Economic
Reality: Flight!

• Cistercians
– Seek to found monasteries NOT 

burdened by wealth (beg. 1098)
– Found communities in the ‘desert’ of 

Burgundy (desolate valleys… deep 
forests…)



The Cistercian ‘Rhetorical Landscape’

• Monasteries built only in areas that insure 
seclusion and strict asceticism
– Deserted or uncultivated lands
– No show of wealth in 

buildings/decoration
• Cistercian Statutes of 1134

– Houses are to be built “far from the 
haunts of men” (in locis a conversatione
hominum semotis) 



Responding to the New Economic Reality:
Confrontation!

• Regular Canons 
– Communities of priests
– Urban in their focus

• Mendicants (Dominicans and Franciscans)
– Travel & Preach
– Embrace the terms of the new economy 

in that preaching
– Meet the people in the cities (like the 

Apostles…)



Conflicting Landscapes?
• The Rhetorical 

Landscape
– Monastic legislation
– Monastic chronicles
– Works of theology
– Sermons
– Saints’ biographies
– Case studies of 

individual communities

• The Empirical 
Landscape
– Features of the natural 

landscape (elevation, 
presence of water)

– Distance to built 
features (Roman 
roads and towns, 
medieval towns and 
markets, and other 
monasteries) 

– What happened on 
average



Paradigm Shift for Historians

• What happened on average? 
– Not case studies

• Quantitative
– Not based on texts

• Dynamic
– Explicitly allow for changing environment

• We want to complement traditional 
analyses, not replace them



Dynamics of Monastery 
Foundations

• How were monastery foundings influenced 
by the presence of
– Other monasteries
– Natural resources
– Economic centers

• Key idea:  dynamic, not static
• Key idea:  competition over scarce 

resources (natural, human, economic)



Why Germany?
• Existence of Urkunde means excellent records of 

when and where monasteries and towns/markets 
were founded

• Tradition of Landesgeschichte means that these 
records have been gathered

• For monasteries, some records are available 
electronically

• One of us is an expert on German monasticism
• We speak German



Sources:  Monastic Foundations
• Germania Sacra Helvetia Sacra (digitized, but 

incomplete record of German and Swiss 
monasteries)

• Compare to comprehensive list from Albert 
Hauck, Kirchen Geschichte Deutschlands (only 
through 1250)



Monastic Foundations as Data

• Founding date
• Ending date
• Type
• Monks, nuns, or dual-sex
• Founders (incomplete, to do)
• Latitude and longitude (many hours staring 

at Google Maps)



Sources:  Roman-Built Landscape

• Roads
– Digital Atlas of Roman and Medieval 

Civilizations” at Harvard, digitized version of 
the Barrington Atlas

• Settlements and Villas
– Pelagios, list of geo-referenced ancient sites
– “Towns” defined places characterized as “city" 

“civitas,” “settlement,” or “town” in Pelagios



Why Roman Features?

• Roman roads were used in Middle Ages 
(many modern roads are built on the 
location of Roman roads)

• Roman settlements often continued as 
population centers

• Roman villas likely indicate places where 
land would be fertile; often repurposed for 
religious communities



Source:  Natural Landscape
• Large bodies of water and elevation from 

USGS Shuttle Radar Topography at 1 degree 
arc (approximately 30m) granularity

• Water also from Open Street Map via 
Geofabrik

• Potential problem:  Modern paths of water, 
not medieval



Source:  Medieval Settlements

• Deutsche Städtebücher
– Begun in 1939
– 2,311 places
– First evidence of markets and (re-)emergence 

of towns and cities 
• Handbücher der Historische Stätten

– Includes Austria and Switzerland
• Historisches Lexikon der Schweiz



Defining ‘Urban Settlement’

• Medieval re-urbanization was a process
• Key signs of emerging urban character

– evidence of market activity (coins, other 
archaeology, ‘market rights’ in documents)

– use in texts of characteristic terms (oppidum, 
Stadt and variations)

– appearance in texts of characteristic officials 
(Schultheiß, Munzmeister)

– record of Stadtrecht – ‘city rights’



Diocese of Konstanz
• Why Konstanz?
• An interesting test case

– Roman settlements
– Varied natural landscape, on the Rhine
– Crossroads of Europe

• Different types of monasticism arrive 
relatively early

• Alison’s forthcoming book, The Trauma of Monastic Reform:  
Community and Conflict in Twelfth Century Germany (Cambridge, 
2017) is concerned with the monastery of Petershausen in Konstanz

• But this is just a start for us…



Medieval Settlements

Average Distance
Period N to Closest Roman Town

Pre-1000 12 15.51
1000-1099 16 15.57
1100-1199 36 16.18
1200-1249 39 18.13
1250-1299 59 20.02

Total 162 17.94



1000



1100



1200



1300



Monastery Foundings in Konstanz to 1299

Pre-1000 1000-1099 1100-1199 1200-1249 1250-1299 Total

Benedictine 25 31 33 2 6 97
Cistercian 5 21 7 33
Premonstratensian 7 1 8
Franciscan 10 13 23
Dominican 17 9 26
Regular Canons 2 2 10 2 11 27
Other 2 8 10

Total 27 33 55 53 54 222

Period



Sex Distribution of Monastery 
Foundings in Konstanz to 1299

by Period

Pre-1000 1000-1099 1100-1199 1200-1249 1250-1299 Total

Monks 19 24 38 16 26 123
Nuns 7 7 13 38 27 92
Dual-Sex 1 2 4 0 0 7
Unknown 1 1 2

Total 27 33 55 55 54 224
Female	Share 29.6 27.3 30.9 69.1 50.0 44.2

Period



Sex Distribution of Monastery 
Foundings in Konstanz to 1299

by Type
Female

Monks Nuns Dual-Sex Unknown Total Share

Benedictine 66 28 3 97 32.0
Cistercian 7 26 33 78.8
Dominican 23 7 30 23.3
Franciscan 6 13 19 68.4
Premonstratensian 1 4 3 8 87.5
Regular Canons 7 19 1 27 74.1
Misc 7 1 2 10 10.0

Total 117 98 7 2 224 46.9

Sex



Distance to Pre-Existing 
Medieval Towns

Pre-1000 1000-1099 1100-1199 1200-1249 1250-1299

Benedictine 56.13 18.89 20.24 7.73 6.01
Cistercian 12.04 7.91 4.15
Dominican 4.17 3.44
Franciscan 1.00 0.87
Premonstratensian 10.96 26.23
Regular Canons 97.72 16.15 13.69 5.29 0.60
Misc 0.34 1.77

Period



Discretizing the Landscape

• Divide landscape into hexagons with .03 
degree arc height, approximately 3 km at 
this latitude.

• Exclude hexagons that are 100% water
• Each hexagon is about 9 km2

• 5,855 hexagons in Diocese of Konstanz



Discretized Landscape in 1300



What Determines Where 
Monasteries Locate

• Treat hexagon as unit of observation
• Question:  how do pre-determined 

features (Roman) affect the probability that 
a monastery ever appears in that location?

• Question:  Do the effects vary by type of 
monastery?

• Estimation:  Linear Probability Model, 
robust standard errors



Determinants of Location through 12th c.
1000- 1100-

Pre-1000 1099 1199

Mean Elevation (1000 m) -0.0003 -0.0002 0.0003
(0.0002) (0.0001) (0.0006)

Elevation Range (100 m) <.00001 <.00001 <.00001
(<0.0001) (<0.0001) (<0.0001)

Distance to River (100 km) 0.0034 -0.0061 -0.0194
(0.0088) (0.0055) (0.0088)

On Lake 0.0113 0.0059 0.0070
(0.0054) (0.0044) (0.0055)

Distance to Roman Roads (100 km) -0.0051 0.0095 0.0241
(0.0099) (0.0088) (0.0134)

Distance to Roman Towns (100 km) -0.0202 -0.0027 -0.0110
(0.0077) (0.0073) (0.0107)

Distance to Nearest Town (100km) -0.0111 -0.0005
(0.0062) (0.0123)

Distance to Konstanz (100 km) -0.0061 0.0037 0.0057
(0.0027) (0.0035) (0.0043)

Distance to Nearest Monastery (100 km) 0.0000 -0.0001
(0.0001) (0.0002)

Constant 0.0127 0.0065 0.0082
(0.0038) (0.0032) (0.0043)

Estimated via OLS with heteroskedasticity-consistent standard errors.  Highlighted coefficients indicate 
statistically significantly different from zero at the 0.10 level or better.



Determinants of Location:  1200-1249
Regular

All Benedictine Canons Cistercian Dominican Franciscan

Mean Elevation (1000 m) -0.0005 -0.0003 0.0000 -0.0003 -0.0002 -0.0001
(0.0002) (0.0001) (0.0000) (0.0001) (0.0001) (0.0001)

Elevation Range (100 m) <.00001 <.00001 0.0000 <.00001 0.000013 0.000011
(<0.0001) (<0.0001) (0.0000) (<0.0001) (0.000006) (0.000004)

Distance to River (100 km) 0.0034 0.0064 0.0001 0.0064 -0.0016 -0.0021
(0.0071) (0.0055) (0.0004) (0.0055) (0.0039) (0.0030)

On Lake 0.0007 -0.0002 -0.0006 -0.0002 0.0007 0.0023
(0.0043) (0.0029) (0.0005) (0.0029) (0.0026) (0.0026)

Distance to Roman Roads (100 km) -0.0281 -0.0063 -0.0014 -0.0063 -0.0146 -0.0063
(0.0099) (0.0077) (0.0011) (0.0077) (0.0052) (0.0032)

Distance to Roman Towns (100 km) -0.0161 0.0077 -0.0031 0.0077 -0.0124 -0.0059
(0.0109) (0.0086) (0.0023) (0.0086) (0.0053) -(0.0059)

Distance to Nearest Town (100 km) -0.0304 -0.0112 -0.0012 -0.0112 -0.0178 -0.0124
(0.0141) (0.0098) (0.0038) (0.0098) (0.0067) (0.0062)

Distance to Konstanz (100 km) -0.0055 -0.0037 -0.0008 -0.0037 -0.0009 0.0005
(0.0032) (0.0022) (0.0007) (0.0022) (0.0021) (0.0015)

Distance to Nearest Monastery (100 km) -0.0001 -0.0001 0.0000 -0.0001 0.0000 -0.000136
(0.0002) (0.0001) (0.0001) (0.0001) (0.0001) (0.000079)

Constant 0.0238 0.0081 0.0022 0.0081 0.0099 0.0063
(0.0048) (0.0027) (0.0016) (0.0027) (0.0034) (0.0027)

Estimated via OLS with heteroskedasticity-consistent standard errors. Highlighted coefficients indicate statistically significantly different from
zero at the 0.10 level or better.



Determinants of Location:  1200-1249
Regular

All Benedictine Canons Cistercian Dominican Franciscan

Mean Elevation (1000 m) -0.0003 -0.0001 -0.0001 -0.0001 <.00001 -0.0001
(0.0002) (0.0001) (0.0001) (0.0001) (0.0001) (0.0001)

Elevation Range (100 m) 0.000032 0.000004 0.000014 0.000007 <.00001 0.000009
(0.000010) (0.000004) (0.000006) (0.000003) (<0.00001) (0.000004)

Distance to River (100 km) -0.0065 -0.0002 0.0029 -0.0018 0.0028 -0.0056
(0.0084) (0.0023) (0.0053) (0.0033) (0.0053) (0.0034)

On Lake 0.0070 -0.0011 0.0038 0.0051 0.0016 0.0006
(0.0049) (0.0005) (0.0031) (0.0032) (0.0026) (0.0019)

Distance to Roman Roads (100 km) -0.0133 -0.0086 -0.0057 0.0018 -0.0062 0.0020
(0.0102) (0.0036) (0.0047) (0.0063) (0.0056) (0.0024)

Distance to Roman Towns (100 km) -0.0245 -0.0083 -0.0099 -0.0101 0.0011 -0.0043
(0.0103) (0.0038) (0.0046) (0.0039) (0.0076) (0.0028)

Distance to Nearest Town (100 km) -0.0576 0.0001 -0.0224 -0.0120 -0.0187 -0.0167
(0.0199) (0.0075) (0.0089) (0.0071) (0.0138) (0.0086)

Distance to Konstanz (100 km) 0.0036 0.0024 0.0003 0.0019 -0.0013 0.0010
(0.0033) (0.0013) (0.0019) (0.0019) (0.0016) (0.0014)

Distance to Nearest Monastery (100 km) -0.0003 -0.000122 -0.0001 <.00001 -0.0001 -0.0001
(0.0002) (0.000057) (0.0001) (0.0001) (0.0001) (0.0001)

Constant 0.0199 0.0032 0.0070 0.0026 0.0059 0.0044
(0.0045) (0.0016) (0.0028) (0.0026) (0.0029) (0.0044)

EstimatedviaOLSwith heteroskedasticity-consistentstandarderrors. Highlightedcoefficientsindicatestatisticallysignificantlydifferent from zeroat the
0.10 level or better.



Conclusions

• Clear interaction between emerging 
medieval towns and monasteries

• Mendicant orders, as expected, locate 
near urban centers

• Cistercians do not appear to locate “far 
from the haunts of men”



Research Agenda

• Role of monasteries in re-urbanization
• Role of monasteries in modern growth or 

outcomes.  Can we use monasteries as an 
instrument?


