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In recent years I have been attempting to grapple with the great
problem of Germany’s place in the Twelfth-Century Renaissance,
a problem, as I have suggested elsewhere, not much addressed
by modern scholarship, perhaps because it has been taken for
granted that Germany lagged behind, followed in the wake of,
or did not even try to emulate the achievements associated with
the schools of Paris and early ‘scholasticism’. According to this
school of thought, Germany was ‘off the pace’, not ‘at the cut-
ting edge’. In a recent article I tried to offer some correctives to
this view, and to characterize German cultural and intellectual
life over the course of the long twelfth century.1

In this paper I wish to address what might seem at first sight
a simpler and narrower issue; yet it must be clarified and under-
stood before further progress can be made on the larger one. From
the late eleventh century Germany – by which I mean the Empire
north of the Alps – experienced a prodigious growth in the revival
and reform of religious communities and the founding of new
ones. A fundamental component of this process was the expan-
sion of ancient libraries and the making of new ones, both tasks
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involving the copying of large – indeed astonishing – numbers of
books, to a high standard of workmanship. Scholars in Germany
and elsewhere have studied individual instances of this growth in
the output of scriptoria and expansion of collections, but no-one,
as far as I know, has drawn attention to the impressive scale and
character of the phenomenon as a whole. Germany was perhaps
in the forefront of the whole of Western Europe in book-produc-
tion during the twelfth century, both quantitatively and qualita-
tively. The aim of this paper is to provide a ‘panorama’ of this pro-
duction in order to validate these large generalizations, and to
encourage further work in the field.

As I have already hinted, the motor was reform of the
Church, along monastic or quasi-monastic lines: whether man-
ifested in native movements such as those which radiated from
Gorze and Hirsau, or imported like the Augustinian canons,
Premonstratensians and Cistercians. Old houses were reformed
and new ones founded. New books, for the liturgy and for medi-
tative learnings were necessary in both cases. Networks of com-
munities and individals were formed to facilitate this. With
respect to just one of these networks, that which radiated from
Hirsau, Felix Heinzer has written: ‘Schrift und Buch bean -
spruchen ... einen hervorragenden Stellenwert’2, a judgement
that could be applied generally. In this movement an important
contribution was made by literate, aristocratic women, both as
members of self-standing nunneries and of the female commu-
nity in double houses. No role was played by the emperors and
only a little by the cathedrals and less by the lay aristocracy.

The evidence for the phenomenon is abundant in some
localities, but overall extremely patchy and problematic. It falls
into three categories. First, there are the booklists dating from
the ‘long’ twelfth century (that is, between the late eleventh and
early thirteenth centuries): not many overall, only some sixty-

128 The Place of Germany in the Twelfth-Century Renaissance

2. Heinzer, Klosterreform und

mittelalterliche Buchkultur in

deutschen Südwesten, 388.

3. See Appendix, pp. 141-4

below.

Turning over a New Leaf Boek_LUP Déjà vu  05-03-12  13:58  Pagina 128

https://doi.org/10.1515/9789400600744 https://www.inlibra.com/de/page/agb - Open Access - 

https://doi.org/10.1515/9789400600744 
https://www.inlibra.com/de/page/agb
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/


one from forty-six centres.3 They are of different kinds, and very
few of them are library-catalogues in the full sense, that is, list-
ing all of a community’s books for study and meditation: some
are of liturgical books only, some list the donations of a particu-
lar individual, others the books used for the monastic or cathe-
dral school. Not all are accessible in modern editions: Austria is
fully covered, but only eleven of the forty-odd medieval dioceses
of the remainder of the Reich north of the Alps. None of these
editions, old or new, includes commentary identifying the titles
or matching them with surviving volumes.4   

Next come the surviving books, in numbers that vary
hugely from place to place, the variation bearing almost no
relation to the size, importance or longevity of the particular
foundation. The need to identify the medieval provenances of
as many extant books as possible is paramount for our enquiry,
but this is not easily done. Fundamental are the lists in Sigrid
Krämer’s Handschriftenerbe des deutschen Mittelalters, but this
was inevitably dependent upon information supplied by other
printed material, often of indifferent accuracy.5 Very many rel-
evant manuscript-collections still do not have up-to-date
descriptive catalogues, without which accurate data as to dates,
contents and provenance can hardly be collected. In addition,
Krämer’s definition of ‘Germany’ does not correspond to any
medieval, let alone twelfth-century boundaries, but to those
established in 1812.6 The German part of Switzerland, as well as
Austria, are thus omitted from her inquiry. 

Finally, there are in-depth studies of individual scriptoria
and libraries, of which a number have been published in recent
years, but still not many in comparison with all the localities that
provide the requisite material.7 An exception is the Germanic
area of Switzerland, completely covered, scriptorium by scriptori-
um, in Alfons Bruckner’s splendid Scriptoria Medii Aevi Helvetica.8
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At first sight, the huge gaps in the evidence would seem to
preclude absolutely the construction of a ‘panorama’, that is, a
reasonably complete survey of book-production in twelfth-cen-
tury Germany. But this is not necessarily so. The key to under-
standing what the situation really was is the booklists. In a few
cases many of the books in them still survive, but in most cases
this is not so. This tells us that the fact that a large or medium-
sized medieval religious community is represented today by only
a handful of books, or none at all, is due to the accidents of post-
Reformation history, war and secularization, not because the
community had hardly any books in the first instance. This in
turn means that we can view the communities with large collec-
tions (represented by contemporary booklists, substantial num-
bers of surviving books, or both), as the norm, and extrapolate
from them to assume collections of comparable size in other
communities with similar populations and longevity but with
few surviving books and no medieval booklists. Thus, we can use
a relatively small number of cases to stand as representative of
the whole. In what follows I describe such a sample, moving geo-
graphically from north to south and east to west, and covering
the types of community most involved: reformed Benedictine
houses and regular canons, male, female and double, including
the ‘new orders’, above all the Cistercians.

I begin in the north, with the double house of reformed
Augustinian canons at Hamersleben in Lower Saxony, founded
in 1108, transferred to its present site – for the church still
stands – in 1112.9 It was probably the earliest religious home of
Hugh of St. Victor. Although only half-a-dozen twelfth-centu-
ry books from Hamersleben survive, it must have quickly built
up a great library, for ninety-three titles figure in its early thir-
teenth-century catalogue, and that is only of the school-
books.10 It provides impressive evidence of the depth and
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breadth of the training of the house’s novices. There was no
eschewing of dialectic here: the list includes a copy of Abelard’s
Logica ‘Ingredientibus’ amid a number of dialectical texts. The
only surviving book from the list contains the works of Virgil
and a collection of ‘rhetorica’.

Not far from Hamersleben was the Benedictine nunnery of
Lippoldsberg, founded c. 1090, reformed c. 1100 by the archbishop
of Mainz who introduced into it the customs of Hirsau.11 But the
communal life at Lippoldsberg was as much shaped by the man
who became provost in late 1138, Gunther, a former Augustinian
canon at Hamersleben. The surviving library-catalogue from
1151 lists fifty-five volumes,12 including up-to-date non-German
theology represented by works of Anselm, Hugh of St Victor, two
‘libri sententiarum’ and a good handful of liberal arts texts:
Martianus Capella, a commentary on Porphyry’s Isagoge, Cicero’s
De inuentione and Gerlandus’s commentary on Priscian, De con-
structionibus (Fig. 25/Plate 25). Only four books from the cata-
logue survive, plus another two written locally during the
twelfth century, suggesting that the catalogue is incomplete.

This was not the only example of the creative influence of
Augustinians, specifically the canons of Hamersleben, on the
intellectual life of women’s houses in the area. Lamspringe,
near Gandersheim, was founded in the ninth century as a col-
legiate community for women.13 Between 1119 and 1130 it
became a Benedictine nunnery with an Augustinian canon as
provost. By the middle of the century in-house copying had
begun, and although only the small number of twenty-two
twelfth-century manuscripts survive, the Lamspringe scripto-
rium was sufficiently active and skilled to take in commissions
from other houses. Two of its nun-scribes are names to us:
Ermengarde and Odelgarde. Gerhard, its provost towards the
end of the century, was the brother of Hermann, provost of
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Fig. 25. Marburg, Hessisches

Staatsarchiv, MS H77, fol.

12r (detail, enlarged). First

leaf of the Lippoldsberg

library catalogue.

Fig. 26. Wolfenbüttel,

Herzog August Bibliothek,

Guelf. 204 Helmst., fol. 3v

(detail, enlarged), of 1178-91:

Lamspringe, script imitative

of the Hamersleben style.

Fig. 27. Munich, Bayerische

Staatsbibliothek, MS Clm

22009, fol. 4v (detail,

enlarged). The hand of the

Wessobrunn anchoress and

scribe Diemut, c. 1100-50.
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Hamersleben, and it is therefore no accident that the Hamers -
leben style of script recurs in books copied at Lamspringe in his
time (Fig. 26/Plate 26).

Moving south, let us next consider the Augustinian
house of Frankenthal near Worms, founded in 1119 by a local
noble. Unfortunately, it has left no medieval booklists, and
from the twelfth century only twenty-six manuscripts and
four fragments.14 From them, however, can be inferred the
active building of a considerable library in which the whole
community participated. By exemplary meticulous autopsy of
the surviving books Aliza Cohen-Mushlin has identified more
than sixty scribes, individually active for periods of between
five and twenty-five years, during the second half of the centu-
ry. Some of these books were written in as many as fourteen
hands: this was doubtless for practice, but also because the
scribes, being also canons, had to break off copying in order to
perform their liturgical duties. By 1148 the scribes were being
trained in the cloister, and thereafter a sequence of masters and
pupils can be identified. One canon/scribe, John, went to Paris,
perhaps to study Canon Law, and stayed there for at least ten
years before returning, probably in 1204/5, bringing with him
books copied or obtained by him in the interval.

The large Benedictine double house of Zwiefalten, south-
east of Stuttgart, was founded from Hirsau in 1089: in 1138 it
comprised seventy monks, 130 lay brothers and sixty-two
nuns; at least a hundred of its twelfth-century books are
known to survive.15 A significant number of extant books have
inscriptions by Ortlieb, local chronicler and librarian, who
died 1140. The local necrology names two scribes who were
members of the community, one a woman ‘conversa’ with the
name of a noble house (Mahtilt de Nifen): ‘Ista multos libros
sancte Marie conscripsit’. Noteworthy is the presence among
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the surviving books of writings of Anselm of Canterbury, of a
substantial number of glossed biblical books, and of texts asso-
ciated with the school of Laon. Nonetheless, the contents and
palaeography of the Zwiefalten books have yet to be studied in
detail and Matilda’s hand identified.

By contrast, Schäftlarn (south-west of Munich), was an
ancient foundation, dating from 760, in ruins by 932, restored as
a community of secular canons in the late tenth century.16

Made Premonstratensian by Bishop Otto of Freising in 1140, it
was colonised from the double monastery of Ursberg in Swabia.
Its library at the beginning of this process was small: forty-sev-
en volumes figure in the catalogue of c. 1150, ‘duo uetera
matutinalia’ suggesting that they included items from a much
earlier period. More were added as a gift by the priest Arbo von
Hebertshausen c. 1160-62. Many more were added by internal
copying, instigated by Prior Henry (1164-1200), as can be recog-
nized from the colophons naming him or specifying a date of
production in his time. The total number of surviving twelfth-
century Schäftlarn books is a respectable sixty-six. Thirteen of
the scribes named themselves, three of them female; Alison
Beach has studied the production of these women, Adelheid,
Sophia and Irmingart.17 The sort of errors they made suggests
that they were literate, not merely mechanical, copyists. Sophia
worked closely with a male scribe, Adalbertus, who headed the
scriptorium during the time of Prior Henry.

Not far away is Wessobrunn, another Benedictine founda-
tion of the eighth century, refounded with secular canons until
1065-1110, when Prior Adalbero repopulated the house with
monks from Regensburg and stayed on as abbot.18 About 1138 it
gained a women’s community and became part of the Hirsau
reform; in 1161 Liutold of Hirsau arrived as abbot, bringing with
him six of his monks. The community included an inclusa

134 The Place of Germany in the Twelfth-Century Renaissance

15.  Löffler, Die Handschriften

des Klosters Zwiefalten and

Mews, ‘Monastic Educa-

tional Culture Revisited’.

Most of the manuscripts are

in the Stuttgart Landesbib-

liothek; as publication of

more volumes of its mod-

ern catalogue progresses

more books of Zwiefalten

provenance are likely to be

identified.

16.  Ruf, ‘Die Handschriften

des Klosters Schäftlarn’ and

Beach, Women as Scribes,

Chapter 3.

17.  Beach, Women as Scribes,

104-27.

18.  What follows is based

upon Beach, Women as

Scribes, Chapter 4.

Turning over a New Leaf Boek_LUP Déjà vu  05-03-12  13:58  Pagina 134

https://doi.org/10.1515/9789400600744 https://www.inlibra.com/de/page/agb - Open Access - 

https://doi.org/10.1515/9789400600744 
https://www.inlibra.com/de/page/agb
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/


named Diemut (d. 1130-50), who between c. 1100 and 1130 copied
forty-seven volumes of which fourteen survive (Fig. 27/Plate 27).
Some of these were produced in collaboration with two other
nuns and the monk Lodevicus. Two lists of the books written by
Diemut survive, one contemporary with her, the other from the
late twelfth century: it seems that she concentrated on the
patristic writings that were fundamental to the book collection
in any religious community of the time. The later list occurs at
the end of a twelfth-century copy of Sulpicius Severus (Munich,
Bayerische Staatsbibliothek, MS Clm 22059); at the front, and in
the same hand, occurs another booklist (see Fig. 28/Plate 28 and
Fig. 29/Plate 29). It comprises 108 volumes including multiple
copies: among them are liturgical books and ‘libri scholastici’:
classical texts, grammar, rhetoric and dialectic. Headed ‘Hi libri
hic habentur’, this list surely represents all of the Wessobrunn
books not made by Diemut.19 In other words, the two lists in
combination constitute what the library of Wessobrunn held at
that date, a total of some 155 volumes. To some extent this figure
is corroborated by two later lists of books, one of those that sur-
vived a fire in 1221 and another of the whole library c. 1240.
Thirty-two twelfth-century Wesso brunn books are still in exis-
tence. This is a comparatively respectable total, but comparison
with the number of books in the twelfth-century lists makes the
point that numbers of surviving books are usually much less
than what the booklists show to have originally existed.

Some 275 km to the west, and slightly south, of Wesso -
brunn is Rheinau in modern-day Switzerland, a ninth-century
Benedictine house reformed from Hirsau in the early twelfth.
Nearly 200 of its books survive, most of them in the Zürich
Zentralbibliothek. Some are older than the house itself, often
made elsewhere until the twelfth century, when uniformity of
script and decoration indicates the beginnings of a scriptorium.
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Fig. 28. Munich, Bayerische

Staatsbibliothek, MS Clm

22059, fol. 1r (detail,

enlarged). Wessobrunn

library catalogue, s. xiiex.

Fig. 29. Munich, Bayerische

Staatsbibliothek, MS Clm

22059, fol. 72v (detail,

enlarged). Wessobrunn

library catalogue, s. xiiex.

Fig. 30. Admont, Stifts -

bibliothek, MS 672, fol. 1v

(detail, enlarged). Hugh of

St Victor.
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A booklist from the late twelfth century lists the work of a sin-
gle copyist, the monk Rudolf from Zürich: four books for study
and meditation, three of them with glosses.20 It is of interest
that the style of the decorated initials in the Rheinau books can
be paralleled at other monasteries reformed from Hirsau.21

Finally, moving east into central Austria, we encounter,
for once in a way, a case of a medieval library that survives
almost intact, though without any early catalogues. The great
Benedictine house at Admont was founded in 1074 and
reformed on the Hirsau pattern after 1115; between 1116 and
1120 a women’s community was added.22 Just over 200 of its
twelfth-century manuscripts survive, apparently mostly prod-
ucts of the local scriptorium (Fig. 30/Plate 30 and Fig. 31/Plate
31), though the collection has never been studied intensively or
as a whole. As at Schäftlarn and Wessobrunn, so at Admont
there is abundant evidence for full participation in book-pro-
duction by the women’s community. The Admont nuns are
known to have been for the most part aristocratic, literate and
trained in the liberal arts,23 normally speaking Latin in the
cloister, holding their own chapter, occasionally even preach-
ing. The community had its own school, open to external stu-
dents, in which were taught the basics such as grammar, but
also biblical interpretation. Not surprisingly, this activity
gained the house a reputation and attracted commissions from
elsewhere. In 1162 Archbishop Eberhard of Salzburg presented
Abbot Godfrey with copies of correspondence sent or received
by the archdiocese since 1119. The monks recopied the letters
into a book, adding many of their own. From twelfth-century
Admont we can name five female scribes and ten male.24 By late
in the century each community had its own library and librar-
ian, and one female scribe, Adelheit, was remembered in the
monastery’s necrology. Beach has assigned forty-seven surviv-
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Fig. 31. Admont, Stifts -

bibliothek, MS 672, fol. 41r

(detail, enlarged). ‘Bravura’

formatting.

Fig. 32. Oxford, Bodleian

Library, MS Laud. misc. 143,

fol. 36v (detail, enlarged). A

product of the Eberbach

scriptorium, s. xiiex.
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ing books to the nuns’ library. Monks and nuns collaborated in
copying, including draft and finished versions of the sermons
and biblical commentaries of Abbot Irimbert (1172-76). But the
house was also keen to obtain copies of scholastic works writ-
ten in France. Admont, SB, MS 593, contains Bernard of Clair -
vaux’s De Gratia et libero arbitrio, preceded by Gilbert of
Poitiers’s commentary on Boethius’s theological tractates and
theological sententiae attributed to a Master Peter of Poitiers in
a manuscript from (Cistercian) Zwettl. Two other manuscripts
written at Admont contain copies of Abelard’s Theologia ‘Summi
boni’ and Thierry of Chartres’s commentary on Boethius’ De
trinitate. The first shares an exemplar with a manuscript from
another Cistercian house, Heilbronn, in which Abelard is
described as ‘master Peter, that most distinguished and
learned man, with the nickname of “Adbaiolard”.’25 Another
contains a sentence-collection associated with the school of
Laon, and the Sentences ascribed to Abelard. Of two closely-
related and near-contemporary copies of this last text, one was
at the Benedictine house of Prüfening before passing to the
monastery of St Emmeram at Regensburg, the other at the
Augustinian house of St Nikolaus vor Passau. Here we have evi-
dence of ‘networking’ that actually overrode the boundaries
between different religious Orders.

Here, also, two important points converge: that German
religious communities were eager to acquire scholastic works
written further west, and that very often new or reformed
Cistercian houses were prominent in this process. We may take
as an example Heiligenkreuz just south of Vienna, founded by
Otto of Freising in the 1130s. Heiligenkreuz, SB, MS 153, a local-
ly-made book of the mid twelfth century, contains Abelard’s
Theologia ‘Scolarium’ and reports of the teaching of Abelard,
Hugh of St. Victor and other Paris masters of the 1120s.26
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25.  Erlangen, Universitäts-

bibliothek, MS 182 and

Mews, ‘Scholastic Theol-

ogy’, 225 and n. 24.

26.  Mews, ‘Scholastic The-

ology’, 221 and n. 14.
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Further north, not far from Frankfurt, lie the impressive phys-
ical remains of Eberbach, founded as an Augustinian house
probably soon after 1110/11, Cistercian from 1136 when its pop-
ulation was ‘seeded’ with monks from Clairvaux.27 About a
quarter of its 195 surviving manuscripts were written between
c. 1100 and the early thirteenth century, uniformity of script
and decoration indicating that for a while there was an active
local scriptorium (Fig. 32/Plate 32). But among the books dat-
ing from the late twelfth century are, once again, imported
items, for instance Bodl. MS Laud. lat. 105, given by a Master
Hugo, containing sermons and biblical commentaries by
Maurice de Sully, Andrew of St Victor, Peter Lombard, Robert of
Melun and a copy of Priscian, written at Paris at various times
from the early twelfth century on.28

The twelfth century was indeed a transformative period
in the history of books and book-collections in Western
Europe, no less in the German lands than elsewhere. Drawing
together some of the threads of the foregoing discussion, it
seems that ‘reform’ of an individual community was always
closely followed by, indeed entailed, a sustained burst of activi-
ty in copying books, above all the works of the Fathers but also
texts for training in the Liberal Arts; about 100 new books
seems to have been the norm, their copying carried out by
members of the community who were usually highly trained
by a master scribe. As the century wore on, consciousness grew
of the works of biblical study and dialectical theology being
produced in and around Paris, and these were acquired and
copied locally. By c. 1200 there must have been tens of thou-
sands of books, copied in religious communities, across the
whole of Germany, many times more than there had been a
century earlier, and many times more than exist now.29
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27.  Palmer, Zisterzienser und

ihre Bücher, Chapter 2 (1136-

1221).

28.  On the books of another

Cistercian foundation,

Maulbronn, 44 km north-

west of Stuttgart, see Hein-

zer, ‘Maulbronn und die

Buchkultur Südwestdeuts-

chlands im 12. und 13.

Jahrhundert’.

29.  I wish to thank Erik

Kwakkel for inviting me to

give the first Lieftinck lec-

ture, and Nigel Palmer for a

critical reading of it.
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