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Religious Communities and Urban Communities

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

Raphaela Averkorn
University of Siegen

In dieser kommentierten Bibliographie, die keinen Anspruch auf Vollständigkeit erhebt, 
werden ausgewählte Werke zur Geschichte des Dominikanerordens sowie zu den Domini-
kanern und deutschen Städten im Mittelalter aufgeführt, die hauptsächlich von deutsch-
sprachigen Forscherinnen und Forschern verfasst wurden. In einem Exkurs wird knapp auf 
die von deutschsprachigen Historikerinnen und Historikern publizierten Untersuchungen 
im Bereich Bettelorden und Städte in ausgewählten europäischen Ländern eingegangen, 
um zu zeigen, dass sich die Bettelordensforschung nicht auf den deutschsprachigen Raum 
beschränkt. 

Die wesentlichen Themen, die in den vorliegenden Studien zu den Dominikanern in 
Deutschland und darüber hinaus zu den Bettelorden in europäischen Städten zumeist 
nach den Methoden der neuen Regionalgeschichte und der neuen Territorialgeschichte 
behandelt werden sind u. a. die Wahrnehmung der Bettelorden in der mittelalterlichen 
Gesellschaft, das Verhältnis zu den kirchlichen und weltlichen Autoritäten und anderen 
gesellschaftlichen Gruppen in der Stadt, die Analyse von Karrieremustern, Fragen der 
Seelsorge, der Caritas und der Memoria sowie des Schenkverhaltens und der Besitzerwer-
bung. Ebenso werden das Verhalten der Dominikaner in Zeiten städtischer Unruhen und 
Krisen und ihr Beitrag zur städtischen Kultur und zum Bildungswesen thematisiert. Wei-
tere Forschungsschwerpunkte sind ebenfalls die Geschichte der Dominikanerinnen und ihr 
Verhältnis zur jeweiligen Stadt sowie Untersuchungen im Bereich der Kunstgeschichte zur 
Architektur des Ordens und ihrer Wirkung auf die Stadtentwicklung. 

Die Tatsache, dass sich in den letzten Jahrzehnten und Jahren in Deutschland zahlrei-
che neue Forschungsgruppen zur interdisziplinären, komparatistischen Ordensgeschichte 
Deutschlands und Europas gegründet haben, zeigt die Aktualität dieses Themenbereichs.

Introduction 
This chapter is a bibliographical survey of studies written by German speaking research-
ers that examine the relationship between the Mendicant Orders and certain aspects 
of urban life. The first part concentrates on the Dominicans, while the second briefly 
addresses the question as to whether German speaking historians in other European 
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countries are also doing research work on Mendicant Orders (especially Franciscans 
and Dominicans) and urban life. Due to the limited space available, I have focused on 
selected examples and also indicated Internet resources which will allow the discovery 
of more exhaustive bibliographies. As research on the Mendicant Orders should be seen 
in a wider context, some indications of general literature and sources are also given. 

It is important to note that research on the Mendicant Orders and citizenship has to 
be seen in close relationship with the development of regional and territorial history in 
Germany. After World War II, historians started a renewal in the field of regional and ter-
ritorial history, especially in the area of medieval studies. One of the most famous institu-
tions involved is the “Konstanzer Arbeitskreis für mittelalterliche Geschichte”, which was 
founded in 1951. Traditional regional and territorial history was regarded as an old-fash-
ioned way of writing history. A new orientation towards structural and social history can 
be noticed in the second half of the 1960s and, in the 1970s, in particular, German his-
toriography was deeply influenced –especially in the area of Modern and Contemporary 
History – by the new currents of historical demography, social and economic history, and 
history of mentalities. Regional and territorial history did not change much at the begin-
ning, but then the influence of urban history became more important. Since the second 
half of the 1970s, historians have used the term “regional history” instead of “territorial 
history” and started to include the new tendencies and aspects in their historiographical 
work. In the early 1980s, new aspects were included and the “construction of reality”, 
“mental maps” and “regional culture” came to constitute interpretative keys. The “new re-
gional history” was born. The old-fashioned territorial history no longer existed. A “new 
territorial history” was established using innovative methods and contents1. All these de-
velopments helped to create a revival of studies about the Mendicant orders and urban 
life, dealing with special case studies analysing German towns, regions and territories.

Research Institutes

First of all, it is important to mention a research institution founded by the Dominican 
order in Germany. The “Institut zur Erforschung der Geschichte des Dominikaner-
ordens im deutschen Sprachraum” is located in Bornheim-Walberberg (near Cologne) 
and was founded on the initiative of Professor Dr. Isnard W. Frank OP, himself a Do-
minican friar. After his retirement in 1999, the institute was placed on a new basis to 
increase its importance. It is supported by the Dominican province of Teutonia, which 
was founded in 1895. The institute is working on several projects, including “Orbis Do-
minicanus” (research on the history of the provinces and convents of the Dominican 
friars and nuns), research on the Inquisition, on the relationship between the Domini-
cans and the Reform and a bibliography on Dominican history by German speaking 
historians which is published in the annual “Dominican History Newsletter”. The his-
torians working in this institute are also collecting all available source material on the 
Order in the German provinces and building up a data-base on the members of the Or-
ders in these provinces. This Dominican province is very interested in research on the 
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history of the Order. It published the review “Archiv der deutschen Dominikaner” (4 
volumes, 1937-1951) and edited the series “Quellen und Forschungen zur Geschichte 
des Dominikanerordens in Deutschland” (40 volumes up to 1951). Examples of fa-
mous researchers are Ulrich Horst OP and Isnard W. Frank OP2. 

It is also possible to find publications about the Dominicans in Germany in the se-
ries published by the “Institutum Historicum Ordinis Fratrum Praedicatorum/Istituto 
Storico Domenicano/Dominican Historical Institute”, which is situated in Rome3. 
Among the most famous publications, it is worthwhile consulting the following series: 
“Monumenta ordinis fratrum Praedicatorum historica” (MOPH); “Dissertationes his-
toricae” (DH) and the historical review of the Dominican Order “Archivum fratrum 
praedicatorum” (AFP). In 1992, the first issue of the “Dominican History Newsletter” 
(DHN) was published and it can be consulted online.

Furthermore, various lay research institutes, linked to universities, deal with urban 
history in this context, as well as with the history of the Dominican Order. One of 
the most important is the “Albertus-Magnus-Institut” in Bonn, which was founded in 
1931 by the Archbishop of Cologne as a research organisation. It deals mainly with 
philosophical matters and ideas of the Dominicans, and has prepared a complete edi-
tion of the works of Albert the Great and edited a series entitled “Lectio Albertina”.4

In 1970, the “Institut für vergleichende Städtegeschichte” (IStG) was founded in Mün-
ster and started its work in close relation with the University of Münster. In 2005, it 
was transformed into a private, non-profit company. Its main task is to analyse the his-
tory of German and European cities in a comparative manner. Therefore, various other 
publications are mentioned besides those dealing with the Dominican order and urban 
life. It is interesting to consult different series such as the “Städteforschung” (contain-
ing various subseries)5 that have been published by the institute. 

In Berlin, the historian Kaspar Elm, who holds a chair in medieval history at the Free 
University of Berlin (FU), constituted a research group to carry out comparative re-
search on religious orders (“Vergleichende Ordensforschung”). This group has pub-
lished a large number of books and monographs on different aspects, including con-
tributions to the history of the Dominican order and citizenship. The most important 
series is the “Berliner Ordensstudien”6.

About ten years later, “Institutionalität und Geschichtlichkeit”, a special research 
group, was constituted at the University of Dresden and financed by the Deutsche 
Forschungsgemeinschaft. One of its subgroups is called “Institutionelle Strukturen re-
ligiöser Orden im Mittelalter” and has been directed since 1997 by Gert Melville. Its 
main goal is to do research into the institutional structures of medieval religious orders 
in a comparative manner. Many studies deal with the Mendicant orders and urban life 
and are published in a series called “Vita regularis”7. 

In 2005, a new research centre, the “Forschungsstelle für Vergleichende 
Ordensgeschichte” (FOVOG), which is linked to the Dresden centre and partly 
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financed by the “Stifterverband für die Deutsche Wissenschaft”, was created at the 
Catholic University of Eichstätt-Ingolstadt. It is directed by Gert Melville and aims 
to become an international coordination centre for monastic studies, dealing with 
comparative and interdisciplinary research into the monastic orders8.

Studies on the Dominican Order 
This section concentrates on individual research results and subsequent publications about 
the order of the Dominicans in Germany. No internationally known source editions con-
cerning material of the Dominican order were published by German speaking historians 
after World War II9. However, some editions of local source material can be found10.

The most important manuals and monographs about the Dominican order, such as the 
studies by Vicaire on Saint Dominic, or by Hinnebusch, Bennett, Ashley and D’Amato 
on the history of the order, were not written by German speaking historians11. A short 
history of the Dominican order was recently translated into German12. Other stud-
ies by such people as Berger, Hertz and Müller and von Heusinger, which are also ad-
dressed to a wider public, should be briefly mentioned. Some studies deal with different 
members of the Dominican order in Germany13. 

In general, overviews of the Dominicans in the Middle Ages and different aspects of 
citizenship can be found in various manuals and handbooks about ecclesiastical his-
tory and Church history. Some examples are the Kirchengeschichte Deutschlands by 
A. Hauck, the Handbuch der Kirchengeschichte edited by H. Jedin, the Geschichte des 
Christentums by N. Brox and several other works14. It is also worthwhile consulting 
some general works on the monastic orders, not only the classic work by Hinnebusch 
on the Dominicans, but also those by such people as M. Heimbucher, P. J. Hasenberg 
and A. Viennaand, L. Holtz and K.S. Frank15. 

Basic information about the relationship between the Dominican friars and medieval 
cities is to be found not only in general works, but also in special manuals concerning 
church history of certain regions. The following are worth mentioning: studies about 
Lower Saxony by H.-W. Krumwiede, studies about Westfalia by A. Schröer and the 
various studies about German dioceses published in the series “Germania Sacra”, which 
also deal with Dominican convents in different towns16. Switzerland publishes a similar 
series called “Helvetia Sacra”17. A couple of years ago, different groups of researchers 
started new projects dealing with the history of monasteries of different orders in vari-
ous regions of Germany in particular, and aimed at the publication of a kind of hand-
book on monasteries called “Klosterbuch”. At the moment, it is possible to consult, for 
example, manuals concerning Brandenburg, Schleswig-Holstein, Hesse, Westfalia and 
Württemberg18.

After World War II, various historians started to publish on the history of the Mendi-
cant Orders. It is interesting to note that only a minority of researchers belonged to the 
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preaching Orders; most of them were lay people. Since 1970, and especially since 1980, 
more and more lay historians have dealt with the Dominican order and urban life on 
the basis of the ideas of a modern “regional” and “territorial” history19. 

First of all, some general works on the Mendicant orders and medieval society will be 
mentioned. In 1977, an American researcher, J.B. Freed, wrote a fundamental work on 
Mendicant Orders in German society in the 13th century20, and German and Swiss 
historians also started to investigate the relationship between urban communities and 
Mendicant Orders, their foundation and settlement policy in general, the acquisition 
of property etc. This research group, situated in Berlin and directed by Kaspar Elm, 
published several studies, some of them dealing with the Mendicant Orders21.

Last but not least, since the 1980s, individual researchers in both parts of Germany 
have concentrated on monographs concerning the Mendicant Orders and their rela-
tionship to certain towns or regions. Many of these works are doctoral theses. They 
especially deal with the Dominican and the Franciscan Orders and other mendicant 
orders. General and fundamental works have been written or published during the last 
few decades by such people as Schilp and Welzel, writing about Dortmund; by Rüther, 
writing about Straßburg and the Alsace region; by Ulpts, writing about Mecklenburg; 
by Berger, writing about the archdioceses of Mayence and the dioceses of Spire and 
Worms; by Berg, writing about various regions; by Schmidt, writing about Branden-
burg and Hesse; by Elm, writing about Westfalia and the Rhine area; by Jászai, writing 
about Westfalia; by Streich, writing about Lower Saxony; by Voeckler, writing about 
Thuringia; by Gieraths, writing about Worms; by Lindow, writing about Prenzlau, and 
by Runne, writing about Warburg22.

What are the main topics analysed in these studies and in further individual case stud-
ies of single convents or single towns? It is not possible to give an exhaustive overview 
concerning the contents of these studies but, in general, it is possible to enumerate a 
certain number of favoured topics.

In this context, one general aspect deals with the perception of the Mendicant orders 
in medieval society by medieval people23. Another main topic is the involvement of the 
Dominicans in church politics in the different towns, their relationship to the bishop in 
charge, the local clergy and other monasteries24, and the career patterns of Dominican 
friars in towns, exploring such matters as how a friar could become a bishop25. 

On the same level, it is important to analyse the relationship to the lay seigneur of the 
town, as well as to the local authorities and the town government26, and the different social 
groups in the towns27. In this context, one of the favourite research subjects is the behav-
iour of the Dominican order in situations of crisis and political conflict, riots etc., which is 
treated in several studies and in general studies about cities and crisis in the Middle Ages28. 
On the spiritual and practical level, several studies are dedicated to the Dominicans and 
their attitude towards preaching and pastoral care29, to the memory of the deceased and to 
charity works, donations and the acquisition of property30. Another very interesting aspect 
is that relating to Dominicans and urban culture, not only to education and schools31, but 
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also to architecture, art, and the construction of churches and monasteries32. Schenkluhn 
has published widely known and well-received general works on the architecture of the 
Dominicans and the Franciscans in Europe, while Pieper has written a very interesting re-
gional study about the churches of the Mendicant Orders in Westphalia33. Several art his-
torians have published local studies about Dominican churches and monasteries34.

Special emphasis should be given to gender history. It is especially interesting to note 
that, in this field, several historians, especially women, have dealt with monasteries of 
Dominican nuns since the late 1980s. These monographs treat such matters as the his-
tory of the monasteries, their settlement in urban communities, the importance of edu-
cation, daily life in a monastery, charity work and many other aspects35.

Research on the History of the Mendicant Orders and Citizenship    
Outside Germany After World War II by German Speaking Historians 
Finally, in this section, I have added a small part on the work of German historians who 
deal with the above mentioned aspect of Mendicant orders in relation to other Euro-
pean countries. This is an important contribution to the comparative analysis of the 
history of the Mendicant orders. Many scholars have started research on these orders 
in different European countries. In general, the investigations focus on very different 
aspects, one of which looks at citizenship and the Mendicant Orders and which, there-
fore, should be mentioned here. It is not possible to give an exhaustive survey but, as an 
example, some studies concerning the above mentioned topic and the Mendicant Or-
ders in England, Ireland, France, Italy, Spain and Portugal will be mentioned briefly. 

Scholars such as Jens Röhrkasten, Annette Kehnle and Anne Müller have published 
studies on the Mendicant orders and urban life in England, Scotland and Ireland36. 
Researchers such as Dieter Berg regularly publish work about Mendicant orders in Italy 
and their relationship with authorities such as the emperor, the pope and city govern-
ments37. One theme favoured by German historians is France; the history of the Men-
dicant orders and French towns38 is covered by researchers such as Annette Kehnle, 
Andreas Rüther, Ramona Sickert and Raphaela Averkorn.

Dieter Berg and Raphaela Averkorn39 are investigating the relationship between urban 
authorities, kings and queens and the Mendicant orders in Aragon and Castile, while 
Averkorn is also looking at the impact of the Mendicant orders on society in various 
European countries in a more general sense40.

Conclusion

Research on the Mendicant orders and urban life is still a very attractive topic. Since 
the introduction of a “modern and revised” regional and territorial history to German 
historiography, younger and, at the same time, more experienced established research-
ers continue to investigate in this area. It should be mentioned that more researchers 
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are concentrating on the Franciscan rather than the Dominican order. This is often due 
to the available source material as well as the research possibilities offered by specialised 
institutions. Nowadays, the majority of the researchers dealing with these topics no 
longer belongs to one of the monastic orders. Most historians are laymen and come 
from different research fields such as urban history. The actuality of this topic and of 
the Mendicant Orders and religious orders in general can be seen in the fact that several 
new research groups and research centres have been created in the last few decades and 
even in recent years. Interdisciplinary and international comparative studies about reli-
gious orders will still be a promising and fruitful research area in the coming years. 
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