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French historian Philippe Wolff pointed out long ago that the

actual contrast between urban and rural in the central Middle Ages

is less well-marked than is often assumed by medievalists. (2) None-

theless, we still tend to divide ourselves into those who concentrate

on urban or those who concentrate on rural history. This is so even

when our major topic is medieval religion, for we treat the history

of ��monasticism'' from antiquity to the 12th century as a primarily

rural phenomenon; this is then followed by the urban charism of

the mendicants in the 13th century and later. (3) Nowhere is the

emphasis on monasticism as a rural phenomenon more deeply

embedded than in the history of the Cistercians, who have long

been associated with rural solitude and the medieval frontiers. As

I have shown elsewhere, however, although the Cistercians did

practice a new frugality, the ��embarrassment of riches'' that faced

the Order by the end of the 12th century came from their reorgan-

ization of land already under cultivation, rather than from ��fron-

tier'' activities. Tithe and toll exemptions privileged their sales in

growing towns, where demand for the products of Cistercian agri-
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