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Religious Communities and Urban Communities

Mendicant Orders and Urban Life in the 
Middle Ages: the Franciscans. 
Aspects of German Historiography since 
World War II

Dieter Berg
University of Hannover

Die folgende Skizze verdeutlicht einerseits die Entwicklung der Franziskanerforschung 
nach 1945 auf institutioneller Ebene mit den wichtigsten Forschungseinrichtungen – von 
der Duns-Skotus-Akademie in Mönchengladbach bis zur „Forschungsstelle für Verglei-
chende Ordensforschung“ in Eichstätt-Ingolstadt. Andererseits werden „Haupttrends“ 
in der deutschen Mendikantenforschung aufgezeigt, die sich nach Krieg und Verfolgung 
durch die Nationalsozialisten zuerst der Grundlagenforschung zuwandte, die vorrangig 
das „Quellenfundament“ einer zeitgemäßen „vita minorum“ unter Rückgriff auf die frü-
hesten Zeugnisse franziskanischen Lebens zu sichern suchte (mit Neuedition der Grün-
derschriften und Klärung der „Franziskanischen Frage“). Die bedeutendsten deutschen 
Franziskanerforscher aus dem Orden erwarben sich hierbei bleibende Verdienste, obwohl 
seit ca. 1980 die Grundlagenforschung zunehmend durch die italienische Mediävistik be-
stimmt wurde. Hinzu kam, daß sich seit Ende der 70er Jahre verstärkt „weltliche“ Ge-
lehrte in Deutschland mit Problemen der Ordensgeschichte beschäftigten und unter dem 
Einfluß der französischen Geschichtswissenschaft („Annales“) andere und neue themati-
sche Schwerpunkte entwickelten. Jüngere Forschergenerationen wandten sich intensiver 
modernen wirtschafts- und sozialwissenschaftlichen Themen zu, wobei sich die politische 
Spaltung Deutschlands mitunter in starken ideologischen Belastungen auch in den Stu-
dien zur Ordensgeschichte auswirkte. Seit den späten 70er Jahren beschäftigte man sich 
einerseits mit der „Mikrohistorie“ einzelner Franziskanerkonvente und mit der Komple-
xität franziskanischen Wirkens in der jeweiligen Stadt; andererseits widmete man sich 
zunehmend der Mentalitätsgeschichte und der Historie der franziskanischen Bewegung 
im weiteren politischen und gesellschaftlichen Kontext von Städten und Territorien. Aus 
der Vielzahl an Detailstudien werden daher im Folgenden lediglich einzelne, als paradig-
matisch zu betrachtende Einzeluntersuchungen vorgestellt.

Preliminary remark*
This chapter will try to examine the essential features of historical research on the histo-
ry of the Order of the Franciscans after the end of the Second World War, and especially 
the relationship between the Mendicants and citizenry, with regard to a historical re-
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search inventory for the geographical area of today’s Republic of Germany. As the field 
of research “Mendicants and City” cannot be studied in isolation, the major tendencies 
of the development of Mendicant historical research will be outlined with respect to 
sources and basic research. As a result, the field of research of “Franciscans and Citizen-
ry” can be documented in detail. In the first part, reference will be made to general lit-
erature and manuals in which the problem is mentioned, as well as monographs of the 
history of certain monasteries which directly address the problem area. Due to the vast 
numbers of different studies, only a representative choice of works will be presented. In 
the second part, the most important aspects, such as the history of the monasteries or 
special studies on certain topics, will be used to explain the major conventions of com-
munication between the Franciscans and the citizens in the urban area.

imPortant research institutions in euroPe and Germany             
in Particular

The devastating occurrences of the Second World War inevitably had an impact on aca-
demic life both inside and outside the Order of the Franciscans. No major institution 
in the academic field worked just as an internal research and educational institution 
of the Order. The only two traditional research institutions of the community of the 
Franciscans in Europe that had supranational relevance and continued working were in 
Italy, and they tried to continue Franciscan research during the time of rapid rebuilding 
after the war. These two bodies were the Franciscan research institution near Florence 
and the University of Rome belonging to the Order of the Franciscans. Both institu-
tions had been founded by the General Minister Bernardino dal Vago da Portogruaro 
in the 19th century. The “Collegio San Bonaventura”, founded in 1877 in Quaracchi 
near Florence and transferred to Grottaferrata near Rome in 1971, was followed by 
the “Collegium S. Antonii Patavini in Urbe”, which was used by the community of the 
Franciscans for an internal “studium generale” and renamed “Athenaeum Antonianum 
de Urbe” in 1938, and again in 2005, becoming “Pontificia Università Antonianum”. 
Up to the present day, both institutions have dedicated themselves to the publication 
of Franciscan sources as well as to the research of the history of the several branches of 
the Franciscan family along with the updating of Franciscan thought1.

Due to intensive rebuilding after the destruction of the Second World War, it was pos-
sible to re-establish the internal studies of the Order in the provinces of the Franciscans 
at the beginning of the 1950s. This happened in the province of Cologne and Saxony 
by way of founding centres of study in Paderborn, Münster and Mönchengladbach. 
An intensification of the pursuit of Franciscan history and theology was experienced 
by the “Duns-Skotus-Akademie” in Mönchengladbach at the beginning of the 1960s, 
and from 1968, in the inter-provincial academy of German-speaking Franciscans and 
the Rheinisch-Westfälische Province of the Capuchins. It was in these two research and 
educational institutions that the most famous German Franciscan scholars of their time 
worked, mainly shaping the development of research about the Order. In 1970, the “In-
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stitut für vergleichende Städtegeschichte” was founded by the “profane side”. This in-
stitution examined the history of European cities, and in this context looked at the role 
of the Mendicants in German cities in an interdisciplinary and comparative way2. Since 
1975, similar aims have been followed by Kaspar Elm at the Freie Universität Berlin 
when founding a major research field “Vergleichende Ordensforschung”, and the pub-
lication of “Berliner Ordensstudien” within the “Berliner Historische Studien”. This 
series of monographs is rich in material and contains important contributions to the 
history of the relationship between the Mendicants and the cities in the Middle Ages3.

In 1988, the management of the Franciscan Province of Saxony decided to found its 
own research institution. Its objective was to document completely the history of the 
province in the context of the history of the whole Order, as well as the history of the 
cities and the country examined in its geopolitical areas. This task is being carried out 
by Dieter Berg at the “Institut für franziskanische Geschichte (Saxonia)”, and, apart 
from editing several research series, the Institute has begun to publish the first complete 
portrayal of the history of the German Franciscan Province from the 13th to the end 
of the 20th century4. Then in the late 1990s, the “Deutsche Forschungsgemeinschaft” 
decided to establish a special research field “Institutionalität und Geschichtlichkeit”, 
and within this a research project called “Institutionelle Strukturen religiöser Orden im 
Mittelalter” at the University of Dresden. Led by Gert Melville, this project is devoted 
to the investigation of institutional structures of religious orders in the Middle Ages 
within a range of comparative problems, the main one being the Mendicants and their 
role within German cities during the Middle Ages5. Since July 2005, these activities 
have been expanded through the creation of the “Forschungsstelle für Vergleichende 
Ordensgeschichte” at the University of Eichstätt-Ingolstadt. This research institution, 
which is mainly supported by the “Stifterverband für die Deutsche Wissenschaft”, re-
gards itself as a centre for coordination of international research of the Orders, striving 
to obtain a comparative analysis of the history of certain Orders with the inclusion of 
relevant partner science6.

Basic Franciscan research until ca. 1980
Publication	of	the	Works	of	Francis	of	Assisi

The serious destabilisation of the Order of the Franciscans brought about by the Sec-
ond World War and the National Socialist dictatorship of terror7 led to a renewed 
compilation of the central aspects of Franciscan life. As on many occasions, the Order 
again faced the question about a modern shaping of the “vita minorum”, this time from 
amongst the post-war rubble. The decision of many German Franciscans not only to 
find new ways to shape the life of the Order, but also to realise them, was typical of their 
determination. They decided on a new fundamental orientation through dedication to 
the very sources of the Order, especially to the rules of the community. In 1955, a work-
ing group led by Lothar Hardick published the Werkbuch zur Regel des Hl. Franziskus8 
with the support of the General Minister Augustin Sépinski. This work helped the 
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Franciscan brothers because of its thorough study and orientation. On the one hand 
it held important interpretative elements about the Inhalt der Regel und die Ideale der 
Frühe [Contents of the rule and the ideals of the early period], while on the other hand 
it contained a programme of the new academic edition of the Franciscan set of rules 
and regulations. Later, Lothar Hardick, David Ethelbert Flood9, Engelbert Grau, and 
especially Kajetan Eßer devoted themselves to studies of the history of tradition and 
the critical edition of the works of the founder of the Order with particular emphasis 
on the early Franciscan rules. Their importance as the norm for the spiritual work a 
member of the Franciscan Order had to undertake in the 20th century was constantly 
emphasised10. After approximately 20 years of work, in 1976, Kajetan Eßer was able 
to publish a critical edition of the Opuscula of Francis of Assisi. This was followed by 
a revised text edition by Engelbert Grau in 198911. Despite the objections which were 
made against Eßer’s principles of editing and textual revision, a solid editorial basis had 
been established for the basic works of the Order of the Franciscans12.

German	Translations	of	Early	Franciscan	Works

Apart from the attempts to create a secure basis of the most important normative sourc-
es of the early Order of the Franciscans, the researchers mentioned above realised the 
necessity of allowing access to a broader public, and had the major Franciscan sources 
translated. Owing to the striving for a spiritual renewal, the important series of “Fran-
ziskanische Quellenschriften” was published. Mainly shaped by Lothar Hardick13 and 
Engelbert Grau, this series not only tried to present the most important early Franciscan 
writings using a current translation, but also to experience the Geist des Ordensstifters 
[Spirit of the founder] and to respond to the challenges of modern times14. The objec-
tive was not so much the presentation of new research to a broad public, but more an 
introduction to Franciscan spirituality. Several annotated translations of early Francis-
can sources served for this purpose, such as the vita of Aegidius of Assisi, the writings of 
Saint Antonius of Padua, the chronicles of foundations of Jordan of Giano and Thomas 
of Eccleston and the vita about Saint Francis of Saint Bonaventura and of Julian of Sp-
eyer – a publishing project which proved to be very successful15. Since the millennium, 
most of the texts of this ten volume series have served as the basis for the concept of a 
complete work of modern translations in German of all early Franciscan sources, which 
at the same time tried to allow access to Franciscan thought by a broader public16.

Studies	of	Manuscript	Tradition	for	Early	Franciscan	Historiography

A consequence of the new edition of the early Franciscan sources, including the sources 
of historiography, was the necessity for the German researchers to become intensively 
occupied with the Franziskanische Frage [Franciscan Question]. Since the publication 
of a critical biography of Saint Francis by Paul Sabatier in 189417, the aim had been to 
reveal the mutual dependence and the ties to specific times of the early sources of Fran-
ciscan historiography. As the historiography of the Order had been an important medi-
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um for the documentation of “true” Franciscan life since the early times, the official and 
critical works of Franciscan historiography played a key-role in the understanding of 
the history of the Mendicant communities until the late 14th century18. After decades 
of fruitless discussion between European researchers about the origin and objectives of 
the most important early Franciscan sources, the leading German researchers turned 
to the Franziskanische Frage [Franciscan Question] – problems concerning the history 
of manuscript tradition. Apart from Kajetan Eßer, it was mainly Sophronius Clasen 
and, after his death, Engelbert Grau who developed their own new system pertaining 
to the tradition of early Franciscan sources, following extensive studies into the manu-
script tradition19. However, their conceptualised theories of manuscript tradition only 
received attention in German-speaking countries. After the death of Engelbert Grau 
(† 1998), this discussion reached its temporary end in Germany, mainly due to basic 
research done by Italian scholars since the middle of the 1990s. Beginning with the 
1970s, German research outside the Order on the studies of Franciscan historiography 
concentrated mainly on the questions of concept and mentality. This brought the com-
munity of the Mendicants closer in context to the changes of the Church and society 
of that time20.

citizenry and the order oF the Franciscans in handBooks oF General 
history aBout the church and the orders

The most important handbooks of ecclesiastical history and the history of the Orders 
focused on the Mendicants in cities during the Middle Ages, at least at a fundamental 
level. The huge and multi-volume ecclesiastical history works such as Kirchengeschichte 
Deutschlands by A. Hauck, Handbuch der Kirchengeschichte by H. Jedin, and Geschichte 
des Christentums in the High and Late Middle Ages by N. Brox, together with smaller 
presentations such as the ecclesiastical history by K. Bihlmeyer and H. Tüchle and the 
handbook of Kirche in ihrer Geschichte edited by K.D. Schmidt and E. Wolf, as well as 
encyclopaedic works about the medieval church by M. Borgolte and I.W. Frank, for 
example, documented the work of the Franciscans21. There are also monographs about 
the history of the Orders in the Middle Ages published by, among others, L. Holtz, L. 
Iriarte and J.R.H. Moorman, which appeared after the basic works of H. Holzapfel and 
M. Heimbucher22. Works covering several epochs of the history of certain regions or 
historical areas and their ecclesiastical history are also informative. Amongst these are 
studies about the history of the church in Westfalia by A. Schröer and the ecclesiastical 
history of Lower Saxony by H.-W. Krumwiede23. The vast collection of works “Germa-
nia Sacra” about the history of German bishoprics in the Middle Ages up to modern 
times, which was first published by P.F. Kehr from 1929 to 1944 and since 1956 by the 
Max-Planck-Institute for History in Göttingen, is also to be considered, as it gives in-
formation about the history of certain Franciscan monasteries24. Also to be taken into 
account are some volumes of the “Helvetia Sacra” which hold information about the 
history of the Mendicants in Switzerland25. Finally, one must not forget the regional 
“Klosterbücher”, which contain information about spiritual institutions in certain re-
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gions and also about the relevant monasteries of the Franciscans. Some examples are the 
Schleswig-Holsteinisches Klosterbuch, the Hessisches Klosterbuch, the Westfälisches Klos-
terbuch, the Württembergisches Klosterbuch and the Brandenburgisches Klosterbuch (to 
be published). As these works are like handbooks, they are very informative and often 
contain important hints about the functions of the Mendicants in the urban world26. 

cities and Franciscans in monoGraPhs oF certain Provinces or 
reGions

The portrayals of the history of the Mendicant monasteries, mainly published by 
members of the Order of the Franciscans, within the provinces or a certain territory, 
are often richer in material than the regional descriptions mentioned above. Since the 
19th century, Franciscan historians have concentrated primarily on the documenta-
tion of the history of their own province. Such studies are represented by K. Eubel 
about the “Oberdeutsche Minoriten-Provinz”, R. Banasch on the monasteries of the 
Franciscans between the Weser and the Elbe, P. Schlager and K. Eubel on the prov-
ince of Cologne, L. Lemmens and H. Hoogeweg on the Franciscan monasteries in 
the “Provincia Saxonia” (Lower Saxony), one by F. Jansen about the development of 
the province of Thüringen and one about Silesia by L. Teichmann. Although they 
are quite old, most of these works are still helpful today, especially because of their 
rich sources of material which has since been partly lost or destroyed27. After the Sec-
ond World War, some Provinces continued this preoccupation with their own his-
tory and created large series of publications such as “Alemania Franciscana Antiqua” 
and “Bavaria Franciscana Antiqua”. These document the history of the Provinces in a 
non-structured series of smaller monographs about single monasteries. Furthermore, 
these histories of the monasteries examine major aspects of Franciscan life in certain 
cities, thereby investigating the often intensive and fruitful cooperation between the 
Mendicants and the citizens. Later questions about the history of social matters or 
the history of mentality are often missing from these works which focus mainly on 
the chronology of events. However, they can be very useful as collections of mate-
rial28. The series “Saxonia Franciscana” takes these later aspects of research into ac-
count. Apart from monographs about certain Franciscan monasteries in the area of 
the former “Provincia Saxonia”, it includes investigations pursuing systematic and 
comparative research regarding the entire history of Saxonia and the relationship be-
tween the city and the Mendicants29. 

Since the 1980s, external authors, not belonging to the Order of the Franciscans, have 
turned towards the investigation of the history of certain provinces of the Franciscans. 
Such works include those by D. Berg and R. Nickel about the Franciscans in Westfalia, G. 
Streich about the Mendicant monasteries in Lower Saxony, H.J. Schmidt about monasteries 
in Brandenburg und Hessen, T. Berger about the Mendicants in the archbishopric of Mainz, 
L. Teichmann about the medieval Franciscan monasteries in middle and eastern Germany, 
M. Werner about the Mendicants in Thüringen, I. Ulpts about the Mendicants in Mecklen-
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burg, A. Rüther about the Franciscans in Alsace, and B. Schmies and K. Rakemann about 
the “Provincia Saxonia”. All the works mentioned above mostly examine several monasteries 
and document the efficiency of the Mendicants in a certain region based on the rich local 
sources of material30.

cities and Franciscans in monoGraPh studies aBout sinGle              
monasteries 
Since the end of the 1960s, non-Franciscan research in particular has devoted itself 
to the question regarding the position of the Mendicants in the medieval cities of the 
German Reich. While B.E.J. Stüdeli investigated the position of the Mendicants in the 
public life of the medieval city, and J.B. Freed the role of the Mendicant orders in soci-
ety in several provinces, K. Elm published a series of important works about the posi-
tion and efficiency of the Mendicant orders in urban society. Works on the sociology 
of the cities were added, for example, A. Herzig’s report about the Mendicants and the 
ecclesiastical politics of the cities31. The publication of works concerning conflict and 
cooperation between the Franciscans and the citizenry was intensified at the begin-
ning of the 1980s. Very often an attempt at comparative research was made, comparing 
different German cities32. A clear attempt at comparative research can be detected in 
certain monographs about certain Franciscan monasteries in German cities, and since 
the beginning of the 1980s the number of publications has increased. However, these 
have been more extensive in material as they have been based on case studies. In these 
investigations, whose number is too vast to allow mention of all the titles, all major 
aspects of Franciscan work in the cities or communities as well as conflicts and coopera-
tion between the Mendicants and the citizenry are examined33. 

studies aBout the role oF the Franciscans in certain German cities 
in detailed surveys

Apart from the investigations mentioned above, which mainly document the history in 
a comparative manner, many monographs or detailed studies about the history of sin-
gle monasteries examine a multitude of different aspects, although only a few of these 
can be noted. Many monographs on monasteries extensively described the history of 
the foundation of the convent. The latter is difficult to explain, as detailed constitu-
tional rules and regulations of the community of the Franciscans are missing34. The 
phenomenon of finding the Mendicant monasteries mainly on the periphery of cities 
was investigated in the context of urban topography, as well as social status, in the city 
under examination35. Prosopographic research methods were increasingly used, and in-
vestigations were made into the personnel, the social background and the family of the 
“fratres” and their social status within the cities36. 

For a long time, research has paid great attention to the problem of the relationship 
between the Franciscans and the political authorities within the cities. This has been 
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because of the personal relationships between the Mendicants and the leading com-
munity families, particularly those represented on the city councils. These relationships 
were intensified as a consequence of the strict postulate of poverty of the Order, as the 
Franciscans were dependent on the participation of the political authorities in the use 
and management of their properties. Additionally, there were often problems concern-
ing the possession of pensions and donations to the Mendicants. Historical investiga-
tions also examined the economic status of the communities. Finally, the Franciscans 
were involved in riots and political unrest in several German cities, where their postu-
late of peace and its realisation in communal reality was investigated37. 

A different field of historical research concerns the relationship between the Francis-
cans and the bishop or the secular clergy of the towns. In the beginning, the Mendi-
cants were welcomed by the leaders of the bishoprics, mainly because they improved 
the spiritual welfare in the communal centres. However, very soon, and especially as a 
consequence of intense papal privileges, a fierce rivalry developed between the Mendi-
cants and the secular clergy, the latter seeing the Mendicants as a threat to their own 
economic income and therefore as annoying rivals. Hardly any city with Mendicant 
monasteries escaped rivalries or conflicts, which weighed heavily on the communities. 
Nevertheless, the spiritual welfare of the Franciscans and their activities in delivering 
sermons are an essential element of historical research because of their relevance to 
education within German cities38. The vast number of works on the importance of the 
Franciscans with regard to the reformation and the dissolving of Mendicant monaster-
ies in certain cities, makes it impossible to discuss them in this essay. The same is also 
true for the innumerable monographs and studies on single members of the Orders, 
whose social and pastoral importance is often acknowledged in a glorifying and less 
critical way. 

summary

After the war and the persecution of the Mendicants during the era of National So-
cialism, there was an attempt at renewal by the communities concerned. In German 
society after 1945, Saint Francis and his message of peace and reconciliation was a 
particular matter of investigation. This had an impact on German historical research, 
which sought a new start after the misuse of history by compliant scholars in the time 
of National Socialism39. In particular, German research on the Franciscans tried to 
resume the direction that it had taken at the beginning of the 20th century. However, 
this was not a radical change of paradigms, but a turn towards an investigation of the 
“true Saint Francis”. In the first instance, it was an investigation of the objections of his 
“fraternitas” in the context of religious and social movements of that time, and in the 
second instance, it was admitted that basic research was needed for the analysis, which 
in turn required further research on the Franziskanische Frage [Franciscan Question]. 
developed by P. Sabatier in 1894. It mainly concerned the interdependence of early 
Franciscan historical writing and its credibility. Research also turned to the conceptual 
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and jurisdictional fundamentals of the Order. These were the writings of the founder of 
the Order and, in particular, the regulations of the community. 

Until the 1960s, research on Franciscan history, which had mainly been done by mem-
bers of the Order, was concerned with the history of the Order in the context of re-
ligious development. This changed in about 1970 with the influence of historical re-
search in Western Europe, the works of Jacques Le Goff and the French school of the 
“Annales” playing a particularly important role in shaping German medieval research40. 
Major research regarding the Mendicants and urbanisation were a role model for sev-
eral German studies intensively occupied with the role of the Franciscans in the cities, 
about a decade later. Since approximately 1980, there have been not only the old stud-
ies about Franziskaner und die soziale Frage [Franciscans and the Social Question], but 
also the investigations on Bettelorden und kommunale Entwicklung [Mendicants and 
Urban Development], Mendikanten und städtische Konflikte [Mendicants and Urban 
Riots], Mendikanten und die städtische Wirtschaft [Mendicants and Urban Economy] 
and Bettelorden im religiösen und geistigen Leben der Städte [Mendicants and the Ur-
ban Religious and Intellectual Life]. Naturally, the political division of Germany has 
had an effect on the many areas of research concerning the Orders, and these areas 
have changed. For example, the communist historians in the GDR tried to describe the 
Franciscan movement as part of the class struggle and the early bourgeois revolution41. 

The basic research that had been carried out since the end of the war came to an end 
around 1980, mainly due to the fact that all the important German Franciscan research-
ers had died. Since then, research regarding the most important Franciscan sources has 
been continued primarily by Italians such as the group “Societá di Studi Francescani” 
(Chairman: Grado Merlo) in Assisi, who published important editions and transla-
tions, and the “Centro Interuniversitario di Studi Francescani” in Assisi which was 
founded later, and supports Franciscan research projects all over Europe. Since 1980 
German historians have not played a major role in the field of research on Franciscan 
sources and manuscripts. However, lots of medievalists within the Federal Republic, 
though not being members of the Order, have begun to work on aspects of Francis-
can history in the context of general social and urban history. Furthermore, broader 
research about the development of the Mendicants in certain regions of the German 
Reich has been continued, although this had already been partly done at the begin-
ning of the 20th century, mainly by members of the Order. Newly founded research 
institutions like the “Institut für franziskanische Geschichte (Saxonia)” in Münster 
have played a major part in this research. For example, in this institute, sources from 
archives as well as several monographs about the relationship between the Mendicants 
and the citizenry of Saxony from the beginning of the Middle Ages until the 20th cen-
tury, have been systematically collected. Additionally, an increasing number of studies 
about certain cities and their Mendicant monasteries have been published by secular 
historians. Communist historians of the GDR were especially interested in the role of 
the Mendicants in communal revolts and political unrest, identified in cities of North-
ern Germany from the middle of the 14th century. Most works of German medievalists 



22	 Dieter	Berg

are concerned with the history of single members of the Mendicant orders, examining 
such things as their activities in preaching within the cities, their theological relevance 
and their role within the Order etc. 

Bearing in mind the development of German Franciscan research, a general trend in 
historical science can be established: on the one hand, the specialisation of research 
regarding certain people or single monasteries, and their social relevance, and on the 
other hand, the complete retreat from the area of basic research, which has been aban-
doned in the main to Italian researchers. An exception to this is the translation, cur-
rently being prepared, of the most important Franciscan sources, but even here German 
tardiness has been exposed as these texts have already been translated into the major 
languages of the world in great number and some time ago.
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