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In this sweeping history of Europe’s monasteries Derek Beales argues for the vitality and importance of 

Catholic monasteries well into the middle of the eighteenth century. This masterful overview, published in 

English in 2003, came on the heels of John McManners’ magisterial two-volume study of the French 

church in the eighteenth century. Together these two works have helped open the doors to a new 

generation of British and American scholarship on Catholic culture, the Church and religion in the age of 

the Enlightenment. Beales approaches this ambitious topic in comparative fashion. Reflecting the strength 

of scholarly research the most thoroughly covered regions are those of the Habsburg monarchy, the 

Germanies and France. The treatment of Portugal, Spain, Italy, Belgium and parts of eastern Europe is 

just as important, however, as it allows comparative understandings lost in scholarship limited by a single 

national perspective. His aim is not to address recent scholarly questions about Catholicism, the 

Enlightenment, secularization and modernity. Instead he sets out to paint a rich, varied, and fascinating 

picture of how the old and new religious orders remained vital, even dynamic in some cases, how they 

also reformed or resisted reform and how they bore the brunt of radical reforms and secularization at the 

end of the eighteenth century. 

Beale divides his history into three parts. In Part I he argues that monasteries reached the pinnacle of their 

prosperity and influence around 1750. For scholars who associate monastic life with the Middle Ages or 

the early years of the Catholic Reformation this perspective will come as a surprise. The backbone of his 

case rests on the numbers. Around 1750 Catholic Europe had roughly 15 000 monasteries and 10,000 

convents. Monks numbered about 200,000 and nuns about 150,000. In fact, the regular clergy continued 

to grow in numbers after 1650. The Capuchins, for example, increased their numbers from 22,000 in 1650 

to 33,000 in 1754. Moreover, monasteries continued to add substantially to their properties, built 

impressive new abbey churches and other buildings, continued to play an essential role in education, 

contributed to the arts and music in impressive style, and often exercised considerable political influence. 

In contrast to many recent studies of the Catholic Reformation focusing on the new religious orders like 

the Jesuits, Beales emphasizes the enduring importance of the older religious orders and their houses. 

A few highpoints from this wide-ranging history can illustrate some of Beales’s findings. He develops a rich 

and full treatment of Melk Abbey, for example, a venerable and powerful Benedictine house, as an 

example of the monasteries of the Habsburg monarchy, their wealth and economic power, the scale and 

impact of new monastic building and reform, and the impressive support for the arts. One notable trend 
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was the way in which Austrian monks were increasingly drawn into work as parish priests. The trends in 

French monasteries were more varied. While wealthy and numerous, French monasteries had less public 

influence than their counterparts in German Catholic lands. In Spain, on the other hand, monasteries 

continued a long tradition stretching back to the Reconquista of being tightly integrated into local 

communities. The most fascinating case–still understudied–was Italy where Rome, Naples and other cities 

had the densest concentrations of monks and nuns anywhere in Europe. 

In Part II Beales explores the varied efforts at monastic reform in the mid- and late eighteenth century. 

Beales’s comparative approach allows for new appreciation of some well known patterns. For example, he 

begins this section with the suppression of the Jesuits not in France but in Portugal. This movement 

began in Portugal with the crown’s concern over Jesuit control of monasteries in Brazil. Not Enlightenment 

anti-clericalism but state interest drove Portugal to be the first to expel the Jesuits. In France, on the other 

hand, the tone was set not by the anti-Jesuit crusade but by the quiet, systematic and complex monastic 

reforms overseen by the Commission des réguliers. Some houses were closed, entrance into orders was 

made more difficult, and still other monasteries were reformed along observant lines. Over the long term 

the most successful reform, Beales argues, involved the Josephist reforms in the Habsburg monarchy. 

Joseph II and his ministers, all of them devout Catholics, approached monastic reform as part of a 

comprehensive reform of the church as a whole in the Habsburg lands. Beales shows admiration for the 

way that these Habsburg reforms of the 1780s re-oriented many houses to more socially useful work 

outside the monastery, including staffing parishes with priest, and paved the way for the long-term survival 

of the monasteries into the present day. 

Part III recounts the astonishingly rapid development of the attacks on the monasteries beginning with the 

French Revolution. This section does not advance new arguments about how and why the monasteries 

were secularized. He does point to the rapid change in elite and public opinion in the 1770s and 1780s as 

the attacks on the corruption of the church and the monarchy in general tainted the monasteries in 

particular. Critics lambasted contemplative monks and nuns for failing to meet the need for social 

engagement and reform. By comparison critics viewed the secular clergy in a somewhat better light. 

Beales points out that the secular clergy had direct representation in the Estates General and National 

Assembly and that the regular clergy’s lack of representation meant that the monasteries had no political 

defenders when discussions turned to the demand to secularize monastic properties and then the 

abolition of the religious orders altogether in 1790. As he charts out the shock waves as Napoleon’s 

armies carried the Revolution to other lands Beales is careful to point out that the dynamics and outcomes 

of secularization also varied greatly from case to case. In the Germanies, for example, the secularization 

of the monasteries was led by reform-minded princes who had no enthusiasm for French radicalism.

Barbara Bowlus’s translation makes this fine volume accessible and interesting for scholars and general 

readers alike. The plates beautifully illustrate a way of religious life that had largely vanished by 1815. 

Inevitably such a survey has shortcomings. The volume does not adequately incorporate the new and 
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dynamic work on female religious and convents, for example, work that is especially rich for France and 

Italy. Other scholars interested in big questions about the Enlightenment, religion, secularization and 

modernity will find that these issues are not systematically addressed. Still, the volume shows why any 

study of the era of the Enlightenment remains incomplete without grasping the importance of monasteries 

and the religious life they embodied.
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