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Bread and ale for the brethren: The provisioning of Norwich Cathedral Priory, 1260-

1536, Studies in Regional and Local History Volume 11, Philip Slavin, Hatfield, Herts, 

University of Hertfordshire Press. 2012, xvii + 220pp., hardback £35.00 (US$80.00), 

paperback £18.99 (US$37.95) 

  

At the time of initial publication of Bread and ale for the brethren, the author, Philip 

Slavin, was a Mellon Postdoctoral Fellow at McGill University in Canada, having studied 

in the areas of economic history and English medieval history at the University of Toronto 

and Yale University.1 While written from an economic history perspective, this work 

nevertheless has clear relevance for accounting historians given the consideration of 

markets, costs, logistics, supply chains, strategies, and charity across the eight primary 

chapters of the book.  

 A wealth of material has been written by economic, demographic and other 

historians on various aspects of grain production, grain markets, and famine in medieval 

and early modern England (for examples, see Hoskins 1964; Postan 1966; Walter and 

Schofield 1989; Persson 1996; Poos 2004). However, the concentration not only on a 

particular area but on a single religious house, as in the current title, provides for much 

deeper insights on a range of highly specific issues which are of potential interest to 

accounting historians.  

 A key aim of this work is to examine what the author describes as a "puzzling 

economy" (p.1) and the "enigma" (p.4 and p.5) of the supply of grain to institutions, in this 

case the Norwich Cathedral Priory in East Anglia. This enigma relates to the cultivation of 
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land within the Priory's demesnes for the provision of grain to the immediate Priory 

community, as well as to the poor and others in need, such as prisoners, as opposed to 

relying heavily on market mechanisms for the purchase of grain. The latter was the more 

common form of grain supply and acquisition for most townspeople and urban 

communities of the focal period for this study, but was not so for the Norwich Cathedral 

Priory, nor for many other such houses of religion in England.  

 The purpose of the book is, therefore, to explain the choice made by this particular 

Priory to retain self-sufficiency in the production, handling, transport and storage of grain. 

The entire work is predicated on examining the Priory's grain production, distribution and 

consumption policies and activities in light of the monetary-fiscal model of John H. Munro2 

(who acted as the author's doctoral supervisor - see p.xiii). This model explains shifts from 

Grundherrschaft (cash or leased-based) to Gutsherrschaft (kind or demesne-based) 

economies and back again, and Slavin examines the reasons behind the Priory's choice to 

largely abjure adoption of the market model. In doing so, the author considers an array of 

issues connected with the managerial and provisioning policies of this Priory from 1260 

through to the dissolution of the monasteries during the Reformation in the mid-1530s. This 

detailed analysis and commentary is supported by a significant complement of tables, maps, 

and graphs liberally furnished throughout the book, and is sufficiently comprehensive and 

convincingly written to meet the stated objectives of the work.  

 Chapter 1 provides a background to the "puzzling economy" of the Priory, offering 

a general discussion of the growing trend towards marketisation and commercialisation in 

late medieval England. This trend is contrasted with the "seigniorial autarky" (p.4) 

operative at Norwich Cathedral Priory, by which the Priory provided the majority of its 
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own foodstuffs through agricultural activities undertaken by the leaseholders of its lands. 

Chapter 2 is chiefly composed of statistical information concerning the population, 

provisioning, and food needs of the Priory from 1096 to 1536. It concludes with a broader 

contextual analysis of the Priory's grain supply by drawing comparisons and contrasts 

between this Priory and other religious houses in England, and by noting the importance of 

considering natural forces, in addition to economic factors, in analysing grain supply and 

provisioning. Chapter 3 of the book examines the broader aspects of the Norwich grain 

trade and grain pricing, and the impact of the market on the Priory's policy and production 

and purchasing behaviours. The following chapter (Chapter 4) initially turns inwards in 

presenting a description of the Priory's various demesnes and their productivity figures, 

together with a discussion of the Priory's management practices in respect to its lands. The 

author then widens the net to explicate geographical and regional issues impacting the 

Priory's grain producing activities. Of particular interest to accounting historians is the 

section on "Production costs" (pp.77-81) presented in this chapter. 

 While the initial four chapters effectively deal with grain production, the subsequent 

four chapters provide detailed accounts of Norwich Cathedral Priory's procedures for, and 

management of: grain shipment, including the strategies applied and the costs of 

transportation (Chapter 5); grain storage, covering both storage facilities and storage costs 

(Chapter 6); the process of conversion of grain into bread and ale and the consumption 

thereof (Chapter 7); and the distribution of grain as alms and poor relief (Chapter 8). Each 

of these chapters feature accounting and economic data, including the results of various 

calculations performed by the book's author. These final four chapters offer evidence that 

lends weight to Slavin's claims about the applicability of Munro's model in explaining grain 
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production, handling and usage at Norwich Cathedral Priory, and all eight chapters are 

based on a rich vein of archival materials sourced and utilised in writing the book. 

However, the overall conclusion to the work is almost cursory, appearing in a very brief, 

unnumbered chapter (pp.188-191).  

 For accounting historians, the substantial content of many sections, especially those 

considering costs and Priory policies, would be of use in improving understandings of 

several aspects of accounting's past. The work is likely to be relevant in informing further 

studies in areas of the specialism where the literature remains relatively sparse, such as: 

medieval and Tudor accounting practices (see Oldroyd 1998; Jones 2009, 2010) and, in 

particular, accounting for grain in this period (see Dobie 2011; Bisman 2012); accounting's 

role in charity and poor relief through church and/or state (see Walker 2004, 2008; Paisey 

and Paisey 2011), and; accounting in religious communities (see Jacobs and Walker 2004; 

Álvarez-Dardet Espejo, López Manjón & Sánchez-Matamoros 2006; Prieto, Maté and Tua 

2006). 

 

Jayne E. Bisman 

School of Accounting and Finance, Charles Sturt University, Bathurst, Australia 
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Notes 

1. McGill University. 2013. Mellon Postdoctoral Fellowships, 2010-2012. Philip Slavin. 
(http://www.mcgill.ca/arts/students/graduate/postdocs). 

 
2. Currently Professor Emeritus of Economics, University of Toronto, Canada (see: 

http://www.economics.utoronto.ca/munro5/). 
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