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Annelen Ottermann: 

The Mainz’ Carmelite library. Spotlight on a reconstructed 

knowledge space1

Abstract 

Annelen Ottermann reconstructed and analysed the former Mainz Carmelite library in order to 

rediscover the collection's physiognomy of a dissolved library, which was not in existence for 200 

years, as a source of interdisciplinary research, and to get an idea of the intellectual and spiritual 

knowledge of a monastic library. At present 1595 copies are known with the provenance „Mainz 

Carmelites“; among them are 39 manuscripts, 289 incunabula, and 1267 prints from the 16th–

18th centuries up to the closure of the convent as a result of secularisation in 1802.  

The text explains the methods and results of this study of provenance research, based on both 

personal as well as institutional ownership; gives information on the circulation, acquisition and 

handling of the material in and outside monastic life; and shows how monastic censorship worked.  

It offers background information for those scholars who want to learn about provenance research, 

the monastic usage of books, and library reconstruction. 

1. Understanding the Profession 

Being a scientific librarian means being in between the rendition of services and research. It is our 

job to publicize the rare treasures which we get to discover before anyone else. Make them 

accessible, conserve them and share them. We supply the bricks from which others build 

something. Sometimes we also help build, and the best way to do that is to work together, to 

organize our strengths, to complement our views, to let us be inspired and to achieve results that 

neither one nor the other would have achieved on their own. This is what I have experienced 

repeatedly in my research on historical books but particularly during a long-standing project whose 

results are available since 2015 and will be outlined below.2

1 Translated, revised and updated version of: Ottermann, Annelen: Die Mainzer Karmelitenbibliothek. Schlaglichter auf 

einen rekonstruierten Wissensraum, in: Hellenbrand, Karl-Heinz/Schmid, Wolfgang/Trautmann, Patrick: Schöne 

Bilderhandschriften (Libri Pretiosi – Mitteilungen der Bibliophilen Gesellschaft Trier e.V.), Trier 2017, p. 25–42, first held 

as a lecture in the library of the Episcopal Seminary Trier (23.09.2016).

2 Annelen Ottermann: Die Mainzer Karmelitenbibliothek. Spurensuche – Spurensicherung – Spurendeutung (Berliner 

Arbeiten zur Bibliotheks- und Informationswissenschaft; 27). 2., überarbeitete Aufl. Berlin: Logos Verlag, 2018. Due to 

this publication (where the bulk of the references is), references are omitted in this article. 
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2. Library History 

To work with library's history is to never be done, to always discover new things, to continually 

uncover unknown materials. Library history is as exciting and as inscrutable as the biography of a 

person, and the better you know it, the more intricate and sharpened your perception becomes. 

For 33 years now I have been working in the Municipal Library, the successor institution of the late 

medieval University library, which was abolished under Napoleon and handed over to the 

municipality. In particular, I work with the historical resources of this institution which the library 

received from former Mainz and Rhenish-Hessian monastic libraries in the late 18th century after 

secularisation. One of these monastic libraries was that of the Mainz Carmelites. I have been 

occupied in my work with their handwritten and printed book collections which are here and in other 

libraries.  

3. The Carmelites, a Mendicant Order 

Along with the Dominicans, Franciscans and Augustinian hermits, the Carmelites belong to the 

mendicants. These orders were reform orders in the 13th century, with local, centrally independent 

pastoral and study associations who enjoyed papal privileges to carry out their activities. Their 

characteristics included high mobility; a monk felt bound to the order and province in general, not 

to a single convent. A precondition for the orders’ development were the flourishing cities, from 

which they worked in the region and beyond. 

Every new foundation of a mendicant convent included the establishment of religious studies. 

Behind this was the complex system of “Bettelordensstudia” (mendicant convent study system), 

whose relationship to university studies is still controversially discussed. The propaedeutic home 

study for the basic training of the academic offspring with teaching contents based on the 

“Artistenstudium” (artists’ study), formed the first stage within a study hierarchy with uniform 

structures and content. At the provincial level, it was then complemented with the in-depth studium 

particulare of scholastic theology and philosophy. The final stage, which was only considered for 

particularly talented graduates, was the studium generale at one of the major European 

universities. The docentura formed one of the two main areas of the mendicant order. The second 

was the praedicatura: the mendicants fought for their place alongside the secular clergy and their 

monopoly by adding their highly developed and literature-intensive culture of the mendicant 

sermon. Even in other pastoral areas – such as confession and funerals – the strict pastoral 

principles were softened, which the secular clergy perceived as competing with and endangering 

their rights. 
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The people, on the other hand, took advantage of the additional pastoral services of the mendicant 

orders, especially the reading of anniversars and other liturgical commemorations. This was usually 

the consideration for pious foundations which found their ideal point of reference in the life 

situation of the mendicants. The members of the mendicant order voluntarily renounced personal 

ownership and permanent possession. They essentially secured their existence through their 

pastoral and preaching activities and the collection of alms in established districts, the termini 

praedicationis, and the donations that accrued to them. 

The poverty of the mendicants also meant that book ownership was only for a certain period of 

time. Whoever acquired a book or received it from the provincial administration only had it as long 

as it was needed for a specific period of time. This was nicely illustrated through the handwritten 

possession entry in a book ad usum (for use). A book no longer needed was given to a fellow brother 

or it was left to the convent library.  

4. The Mainz Carmelites: a Historical Outline 

The Mainz Carmelites had settled between 1270/71 and 1285 as the fourth begging order in the 

city not far from the Rhine. Their integration into the municipal community, their establishment as 

mendicants among the existing monasteries and their equipping with papal rights for the exercise 

of additional pastoral functions, had flourished until the end of the 13th century, so that they could 

build convent buildings and a church. Previously, they had been temporarily housed in buildings at 

the edge of the old town without a fixed library of their own. The personnel strength of the Mainz 

convent also barely exceeded the number of 30 at its height in the late 18th century; in the 17th 

century, the convent shrank because of wars, epidemics and economic collapses to only 7 friars 

and was considered to be one of the poorest in the Lower Teutonic province of the order. The 

landmark and model had always been the significantly larger convent in Cologne, the location of 

the studium generale. 

In 1798, the convent church was closed and used, among other things, as a military magazine, in 

July 1802 the convent was abrogated and its building was vacated according to instructions. The 

demolition of the dilapidated, profaned church building was prevented by the city administration's 

monument-preservation protests together with the Bishop of Mainz. With the rebuilding of the 

Carmel in the Spring of 1925 and the resettlement of the convent, the pastoral tradition of 120 

years could be rebuilt. 

Today the Carmelite Church is the only preserved testimony of medieval architecture of the 

mendicant order in Mainz. It is located in its original place of settlement, where it stands for the 

population of this city as a spiritual centre.  
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5. Subject of Study: the Carmelite Library 

The object of my investigation was the reconstruction and analysis of the former Mainz Carmelite 

Library since the time of its first appearance in the late Middle Ages until the year 1802. My goal 

was to rediscover and make accessible the collection physiognomy of a library, which was not 

existent for the past 200 years, as a source of interdisciplinary research. The earliest known news 

of the existence of a library space in the Carmel of Mainz date from the first third of the 15th 

century. The library, which was dissolved with the secularisation of the convent, came to the 

Municipal Library with its main inventory via the old Mainz University library. Furthermore some 

books were scattered beyond Germany and Europe. 

There are no catalogues for the Carmelite Library. Therefore, the reconstruction of the part of the 

library still preserved today had to be based on the specimens that can be assigned to that 

provenance. Also, the archival source is extremely sparse. The central tradition of the history of the 

Lower Teutonic Order province and its congregations is the provincial archive and within it the 

chronological records and transcripts of the province historian Jakob Milendunck, kept in the 

Frankfurt Institute of City history. Authoritative material, which gives information about the situation 

of the Mainz Carmel, and sporadically also of its library, exists mainly in the form of visitation 

protocols from the late Middle Ages and from the end of the 18th century.  

6. Method and the Condition of Sources 

The methodical approach is indicated in the subtitle of my work: Searching for traces – securing 

the data – interpretation. What does that mean?  

In the search for traces, the received inventory was first determined. The main part is located in 

the Municipal Library (Wissenschaftliche Stadtbibliothek Mainz), another very significant 

percentage among the incunabula of the Gutenberg Museum, formerly part of the Municipal 

Library, and additionally among the later prints of the Scientific Diocesan Library (Wissenschaftliche 

Diözesanbibliothek Mainz). If you leave the Mainz area, you can find traces of the Mainz Carmelite 

Library at the University and State Library of Darmstadt, the University Library Frankfurt am Main, 

the Bavarian State Library in München and the Duchess Anna Amalia Library in Weimar. In Europe 

some pieces are as far strewn as the Bibliothèque nationale de France in Paris, and even further 

still, in two libraries in the east of the USA, one manuscript and one incunabula from the Mainz 

Carmel provenance can be found. How it got there is still not quite clear.3

3 These manuscripts can be found in the Beinecke Rare Book & Manuscript Library in New Haven (Connecticut) and in 

the Houghton Library of the Harvard University in Cambridge (Massachusetts). 
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Upon the completion of the project I determined there were 1595 specimens from the belongings 

of the Mainz Carmelites, through autoptic sighting, inquiries, sources and literature studies. This 

sum contains 39 manuscripts from the late Middle Ages to the 18th century, 289 incunabula and 

1267 prints of the 16th–18th century. The few specimens that did not find their way to the Mainz 

University Library in the first decade of the 19th century include the incunabula located in 

Darmstadt and Munich, which, in the decades since the revolution and before the convent was 

closed, had been either purchased, gifted, exchanged or stolen from Mainz. The Carmelite choir 

books are to be mentioned – beautiful liturgical manuscripts in large format, which have been 

widely acclaimed in art history –; they were directly given to the Cathedral Treasury after the 

convent’s closing. 

Among the decisive figures who were responsible for the relocation of specimens in the 

revolutionary period and shortly thereafter are the notorious university librarian Fischer von 

Waldheim and various commissioners of the French Administration, like the former Benedictine 

monk, Abbé Jean Baptiste Maugérard. Once, the Mainz City Library itself was responsible for the 

deployment of partial inventories when, after the fire of the Duchess Anna Amalia Library in the 

autumn of 2004, we gave spare copies for fire losses to Weimar. A search in the online catalogue 

of the Weimar Library leads to 16 specimens from the provenance of the Mainz Carmelites. 

The search for traces was followed by securing the data in a database which could be accessed for 

either quantitative and/or qualitative analysis. At the title level, this encompassed the study of the 

content composition as well as the technical structuring of the reconstruction portfolio according 

to modern terminology. On the specimen level the previous owners, the traces of use and reception, 

and other specifics were noted, thus creating the prerequisite for the subsequent evaluation. 

In the third step, the interpretation followed. Here the physiognomy of the library was analyzed 

through the data on book ownership and collection profile, book use and library administration. The 

question arose if the interconnections and interactions between the Carmelite convent, believers 

in the city and the countryside, the secular and monastic clergy, the University of Mainz and the 

scholarly world could be delineated via the reconstructed inventory and if on this basis an approach 

to the 'knowledge space convent library' would be possible. 

Someone who searches for clues and tracks has a better chance if he knows how to look. For the 

‘book-detective’, this is ideally a typical binding design, similar repairs, material, form and labeling 

of title tags and above all shelfmarks – features that are already recognizable from the outside or 

at least quickly after opening the book. 
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With the template shelfmarks, which could be found both in and generally on the book, the Mainz 

Carmelites had a real unique mark. The most obvious are the handwritten ownership inscriptions 

of the convent library, which could vary a lot. 

Over the centuries, many generations of librarians and assistants have literally bequeathed us their 

handwriting. As a rule, the book speaks for itself: I belong, I serve the Mainz Carmelites. While the 

possession verb (sum, servio) is often left out, the genitive construction remained intact – therefore 

formulations such as Carmeli Moguntini, Bibliothecae Carmeli Mogoni, Fratrum Carmelitarum 

Conventus Moguntini can be found.  

7. Results  

7.1. Library Administration 

Visitation protocols proved to be the most important archival sources for all questions of library 

administration. For the early 15th century you can see the existence of a library space and the 

inventory of up to 186 manuscripts, of which only a fraction can be detected today. Of the late 18th 

century you will learn interesting details about the spiritual and intellectual situation in the 

Carmelite convent and also on the availability and use of books. With this the sources for library 

administration are already exhausted. The fact that the investigation has nevertheless come to 

quite remarkable and completely new results in relation to questions of the library administration 

is due to the specimens from the Municipal Library inventory itself, because it has over 400 years 

of stable sources. 

The specimen-specific analysis of the inventory made it clear that the new building of the convent 

of 1713 and the associated reference to extended premises for the library created a whole range 

of possibilities and gave the entire library administration a motivational boost. The following 

keywords should be mentioned here: intensification of the acquisition activity – the purchase of at 

least 3 incunabula –, a comprehensive inventory action for hitherto apparently undocumented 

access; introduction of a new shelfmark type and repositioning of parts of the inventory. 

With the coming of the friars (i.e. the mendicant orders), a change of function of the book had 

started from being the object of adoration to the object of study – which was expressed on the book 

bindings, format and book decoration. Based on the findings of the Mainz Carmelite Library a 

cultural-historical paradigm shift is reflected in the library administration of the convent. One aspect 

can be singled out: the certainty with which the handwritten and printed book specimens were due 

to excessive resigning. This can be interpreted as an indication of functional displacement and 

altered perception of the book as a working tool and a tool for order. 
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Figure 1: Gutenberg Museum Mainz, Ink 220: Inner board with 12 different shelfmarks

Originally the Carmelites had been a hermit order, a community of hermits who had lived in Israel 

since about 1150 at Mount Carmel and settled in Europe in the 13th century. Only gradually did 

they succeed in being recognized as a mendicant order after their radical change from the hermit's 

existence to the pastoral living and the organization of studies in urban areas. They lacked a 

founding figure, as other mendicant orders had one, which significantly influenced their long-term 

search for identity. The early history of the Carmelite order, its confrontation with its own beginnings 

and the search for historical roots had permanently determined its relationship to its own history 

and the reason for its significant interest in history. This is known in research literature. Due to the 

data analysis, a clear affinity for any form of historical literature was developed by the Carmel in 
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Mainz; the high density of works for church and profane history is striking – the latter with World 

chronicles, national, regional and local historical representations and even more specific sub-areas 

such as the genus of the “Fürstenspiegel” (“Mirror for princes”, i.e. a literary genre in which political 

ideas are expressed in the form of advice to a ruler, cf. specula principum).  

Figure 2: Gutenberg Museum Mainz, Ink 1795
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Figure 3: Stadtbibliothek Mainz, VI 1:4o/336 b

However, a new discovery was the following (where the key function of the library administration is 

discernible): this historical affinity expressed itself not only in a strong content presence of historical 

works in the library profile, but also found its impact in Library Management. This could be 

substantiated by elementary librarian administrative procedures. I take the example of a thoroughly 

labor-intensive systematic resigning of historical works in the early 18th century, with the 

associated titles of the particularly strongly represented church and profane history from different 

stages of acquisition and provenances brought together under a system and individual volumes 

were given continuous individual shelfmarks. 
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Figure 4: Stadtbibliothek Mainz: Merged individual volumes of the church history of Baronio

In addition, a division of labour was introduced for these intensive areas of expertise on access and 

use. Using two-coloured template shelfmarks, the consistent structural elements were stamped 

red by an assistant in order to later add the desk number and individual number by the librarian. 

Figure 5: Stadtbibliothek Mainz, V c:2°/337, vol. 2: Red-black template shelfmark

In the late 18th century, the archbishop's visitors visited the Mainz Carmelites and examined the 

state of pastoral care, study organization, life and work in the convent. From the files to be found 

in the cathedral and diocesan archives of Mainz, there are important insights on the strengths and 

deficits of the convent during this turbulent period which was only a few decades before the decline 

of monastic culture. The impulses that came from this visitation were clearly noticeable in all areas, 

including in library policy and administration. A direct reverberation of the recommendations and 

admonitions of visitors as well as of complaints by those being scrutinized can be concluded 

through the book additions in deficit subjects and in current literature right after the visitation. On 
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the overall unsatisfactory judgement of the visitors that the library could be in better order, the 

library management responded with greater care in the accessing of acquisitions and wrote down 

the exact date. Today, we owe them the exact temporal allocation of access. 

The obvious assumption that the late medieval and early modern Carmelite convent had its own 

convent bindery cannot be demonstrated, even after this work is completed. Rather, it has to be 

assumed for this time that the Carmelites commissioned several local or regional workshops with 

the integration of the untied acquired incunabula and the manuscripts written in the convent. Also, 

Anton Koberger’s system of distribution was used for a notable number of mandates to Nuremberg 

publishers for ready-bound and illuminated products. 

It is not until the late 17th century that the question of the existence of a monastery bookbindery 

in the Carmel of Mainz can be assessed: witnesses are, in turn, the preserved specimens which, 

for this period of time have received repair measures, and the existence of the monastery's own 

workshop. Handwritten binding notes and the materials, technique and style of the bindings make 

it clear that books have been re-bound, repaired and individual texts have been merged into new 

bookbinding syntheses in the convent itself. Books that had reached Mainz from other Carmelite 

convents and enriched the core inventory4 were also included in the conservation program, 

depending on the state of conservation. 

One of the criticisms of the visitors was that the Mainz convent had failed to put titles separately 

which were on the index of banned books. They appear to have been integrated into the general 

lineup indiscriminately. A more detailed examination of the reconstructed inventory, however, 

revealed that in the early 18th century a separate position had been made in the classification 

system, on which sporadically forbidden books were placed. 

In addition to these few exceptions, there are further copies that bear witness to restricted usability 

and monastic censorship in the reconstructed inventory – for example by attaching a prohibition 

note on the cover or book spine, by explicit reference to the Index, by warnings or the very singular 

case of pragmatic censorship, in which texts were sewn together to prevent uncontrolled reading. 

The examples in which such interventions and hints have been made relate mainly to reformatory 

literature.5

4 Here are mainly books from the 1649 evacuated Weinheim convent, from which 67 volumes could be proven, as well 

as individual specimens that had migrated with Cologne Carmelites from the local Carmel convent. 

5 Annelen Ottermann: Provenienz Mainzer Karmeliten: zusammengenähte „Melanchthoniana“ in der Mainzer 

Wissenschaftlichen Stadtbibliothek – ein Fall pragmatischer Zensur, Mainzer Zeitschrift 105 (2010), p 211–215. 

http://eprints.rclis.org/bitstream/10760/14780/1/Sonderdruck_MZ105_2010.pdf (access: 16.9.2018) 
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Figure 6: Stadtbibliothek Mainz, XIII q 83 ®: Censor’s note on the title page of a copy of Luther’s text 

(detail)

Figure 7: Stadtbibliothek Mainz, VI f:4°/1021 b ®: Pragmatic censorship by sewing the pages of the 

Melanchthon text together 
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In summary, the library administration of the Mainz Carmelites can be described as a seismograph 

for political, economic, social and religious forces, currents and orders outside and within the 

convent. This is a permanent gain for our knowledge from this work for library science research.  

7.2 The ‘knowledge space convent library‘ in transformation 

The Mainz Carmelite library was a library for scholarly research. Its use was defined by the two core 

areas of mendicant practice, preaching and teaching. They determined the sphere of influence of 

the Carmelites within and outside the convent as a teacher for the Carmel order and as a preacher 

in pastoral care. The training of the conventual, after completing basic study, aimed at preaching, 

and this was determinitive for literature requirements. According to the system of the convent 

library it becomes understandable that the literature which, in the broadest sense, prepared for 

pastoral practice, was the most important. The preparation for pastoral practice was regarded as 

highly important because the mendicant sermon was the place for believers to participate in the 

knowledge space of the convent. For the preparation of a sermon the friars required editions, 

commentaries and concordances of the Bible, sermon collections, sample sermons, confessions, 

compendia and dictionaries. These types are particularly well represented in the reconstructed 

inventory. For the education of the conventuals, the importance of canon law can be comprehended 

from the late Middle Ages to the 18th century. Furthermore, the most important texts of 

scholasticism were needed by the Carmelites. Liturgical manuscripts originated predominantly in 

the convent or on its behalf; printed editions were bought by the library or left to it by the friars 

when joining the convent. All the important liturgical genres, including the Carmelite’s own tradition, 

were represented. 

A separate part of the inventory, which had to be maintained and updated regularly, presented the 

basic subjects for the propaedeutic convent education; they formed an important component of 

the general convent library or as part of a separate study. Their presence and care were essential 

for a functioning training of the Carmelites, which had to be realized in a similar manner in each 

convent of the order, so that the Carmelite friar, moving from one convent to another, would meet 

comparable conditions for study. 

To this day, the growth of institutional libraries is not only determined by purchase, but often also 

by donations. Anyone who does not rigorously examine the donations allows the composition of the 

library to take other developments than were intended by certain acquisitions. 

The Mainz Carmelite library expanded due to both ‘coincidental expansion via donations from the 

outside’ and the ‘controlled inventory creation via purchase’ as the two classic growth factors. But 

it is important to note the particular growth parameters of mendicant libraries: a third of the 
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inventory came due to the transfer of books within the order: book donations from the study 

libraries of individual Carmelites, the migration of books from other libraries, other convents or from 

the provincial administration. In order to clarify the qualitative difference between the two types of 

donations, I introduced the concept of "donations extra muros" and "donations intra muros" and 

used them in my inventory analysis. 

The convent-specific form of acquisition through "donations intra muros" was not initiated or 

controlled by the prior or librarian, but can still be counted as part of the conscious purchasing 

decisions of the convent. These types of donations were not coincidental or unsuitable books that 

would have altered the character of the collection, but rather they were like an extended part of the 

convent library – the temporary relocation of books followed the system and context of the order, 

moving within the centrally built system of provinces, congregations and libraries. If this is factored 

in, approximately 75% of the copies obtained are attributable to non-accidental but conscious 

growth. As a result, the reconstructed inventory has helped us to understand the ‘knowledge space 

of the convent library’; not just being a random collection of books at one specific place.  

By contrast, the donations extra muros remained actual coincidences. The librarians of the Carmel 

of Mainz did not reject any of these donations and legacies from the outside. No substantive 

examination, comparison with the focal points of the collection, control of the admissibility of texts, 

duplicate check or checking of the space available were done after receiving these books. I 

presume, however, this was not out of negligence, but consciously. 

In this way clearly new and sometimes unusual topics were included in the inventory. Let me list 

some keywords: oriental languages, secret sciences, failed grammars and language guides, such 

as an introduction to Castilian. Obviously, the Carmelites did not consider these random donations 

as disturbing foreign bodies, inappropriate or harmful elements. Rather, the observed readiness 

for their integration into the library can be regarded as an indication of the intellectual agility and 

openness of the order to the most diverse themes, events and discourses. Chance was understood 

as an opportunity; not only allowed, but also supporting the fact that random donations could set 

new ideas in motion, broaden the horizon of the monastic knowledge space. Such was an 

experimental act which one certainly did not trust all conventuals to be able to profit from. This 

impression is also supported by the fact that a total of only 15 testimonies of monastic censorship 

or restriction of use in the reconstructed inventory could be determined. I consider this to be a 

remarkable expression of the educational entitlement that characterizes the mendicant order and 

an important insight from the analysis of the inventory. 

When considering the ‘knowledge space of the convent library’ in transition, the two concepts of 

book ownership and book use need to be mentioned. They are not quite synonymous; rather, there 
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is a qualitative difference between the mere existence of a book and its actual use. Those who 

want to understand it must undertake copy specific investigations. In my analysis I therefore worked 

on the individual book specimens and addressed the already visible evidence or layers that I 

exposed which make the book recognizable in use. To name a few: possession and purchasing 

annotations, prices, binding specifications, dedications, motti, marginalia, deletions, blackening, 

warnings, everyday annotations, coat of arms, bookplates, monograms, stamps, shelfmarks, 

access notes etc. They all let the librarians, the bookbinders, the students and teachers, the 

scholars and chaplains, the benefactors speak. Through their reading appropriation and managing 

regulation, they determined the dynamics of the knowledge space of the Mainz Carmelite library in 

their own way.  

After the completion of the inventory survey there was an indication of use for each of the 1595 

specimens in the monastic space. 

In summary it can be concluded: via the purchase and delivery, migration, transfer, donation and 

legacies, by the provision and use, reception and appropriation, many people like book managers, 

book owners and book users shaped the dynamic space of the library and arranged new knowledge 

architectures.  

7.3 Permeable convent walls 

An important gain in knowledge relates to the permeability of the convent walls in the Carmel of 

Mainz: the spiritual and intellectual cosmos of the monastic living space and the general political, 

social, economic, cultural and religious situation in the city and region of Mainz were in constant 

exchange; the convent walls were permeable! The effects for the Carmelites sometimes reached 

existential dimensions, expressed in fluctuations in personnel strength, material equipment, level 

of study and religious discipline. The overall state of the convent radiated back into the urban space 

and created an external perception among the believers, which in turn reflected the acceptance of 

the mendicant pastoral and educational centre. 

The Carmelite convent was a place of spiritual debate and participation in the scientific discourse 

and therefore a popular place for high-ranking dignitaries and controversial scholars, to whom it 

offered not only spatial but also intellectual hostel. The copy of an early printed Bible proved to be 

an outstanding testimony to the visit of the cardinal and the indulgence commissioner Raimundus 

Peraudi as well as the service of the Carmelites in the indulgence campaign. This is due to a 

handwritten confession-sheet and a coloured coat of arms which had been added to this Bible. 

Probably it was a relic of the placard of Peraudi during his stay in the Convent. 
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Figure 8: Gutenberg Museum Mainz, Ink 1209: Coat of arms of Raimundus Peraudi within a copy of the 

bible

Two major crises shook the convent and left its mark for decades: the Reformation and the 

following turbulence and uncertainties, and the decades of the Thirty Years' War. Material adversity, 

which forced the sale of goods (the sale of books is not mentioned at any point) and scarcity of 

personnel led to a decline of the order studies, weakened the supply and training network between 

province and convents. Subsequently, in such times matters of organization of the studies and 

book acquisition were only of subordinate importance. The reciprocal mechanisms are particularly 

evident here. Structural unrest and spiritual weakening did not remain hidden from the believers 

in the city and the surrounding pastoral districts. The declined use of the pastoral function is evident 

through the absence of book donations and testamentary inheritances during these times of crisis. 

The experience of many years of militant threat, especially the situation during the Swedish 

occupation of Mainz, found an interesting response in inventory expansion, which I have taken as 

a literary reappraisal: in the 17th century, supplemented by donated copies, the Carmelites 

acquired treatises and copperplate engravings dealing with questions of fortress construction and 

defense. 
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Figure 9: Stadtbibliothek Mainz, III i 33 b ®

From the start, as a venue for academic celebration, the Carmel in Mainz was present in the 

university framework. In addition, with Matthias Emich, the Mainz auxiliary bishop, the first 

Carmelite took on the professorship of biblical studies at the young university. Within the framework 

of the inventory analysis, a late medieval theological manuscript from Emich’s possessions could 

be confirmed. 
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Figure 10: Stadtbibliothek Mainz, Hs II 37, Ownership inscription of Emich

Recurring book donations are witness to the prestige that the Carmelites enjoyed among the 

members of the university. At the beginning of the 16th century, this tradition was founded by the 

brothers Schrauff as the first teachers of secular law in Mainz. In the middle of the 17th century, 

the doctor of both laws, Dionysius Campius, contributed a substantial amount of at least 37 

volumes, the largest individual donation by a private individual to the Carmel. 

Canons, who held benefices in the churches of Mainz and the secular clergy with parishes in Mainz 

or the pastoral districts of the convent, were among the most represented groups of book donators. 

After the Reformation, the Markgräflerkrieg, the Swedish conquest and plague epidemics, the 

Mainz Carmelite convent very slowly recovered and only received new spiritual impulses with the 

introduction of the strict order reform of 1653. This incision, in the wake of which order studies 

were reorganized and the literary activity of religious members was noticeably intensified, also 

reached the convent library, in which a significant increase of acquisitions can be noticed since the 

1650s. In addition to spiritual renewal, a new focal point for meditation books and 

edifying/devotional literature now emerged. The range of books also responded to the flourishing 

of the baroque brotherhoods as an identity-creating expression of piety after periods of internal and 

external uncertainty. The increased acquisition of study books and pastoral literature was a direct 

response to the reorganization of the studies and the accompanying increase in literature 

requirements. 

For the second half of the 17th century there was a pronounced order-historical focus, within which 

the historiography and hagiography from the Carmelite perspective, literature on spirituality and 

piety of the Carmel dominated – which in itself was a sign of the permeability of the convent walls. 
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With this the convent created the precondition for perception and participation in the bitter literary 

debate about the question of the historical location of the Carmelites and the Prophet Elijah as a 

legendary order founder. 

Figure 11: Stadtbibliothek Mainz, 662/9

Beginning in the middle of the 17th century, the Carmel regained recognition and re-perceived its 

pastoral function. The immediate expression of this is the restarting of the memorial foundations 

of the well-respected families of Mainz, tradition-rich lawyers and high-ranking aristocrats. During 

this time, the Carmel also received grants from almost all strata of the population. Striking are the 

large donations of believers from the ‘Terminier’ district, the area in which the members of the 

order were able to provide pastoral services and collect alms. The use of pastoral services 

apparently resulted in many material donations, including books. Especially the Rheingau is 

strongly represented with donations. 

In the 18th century, a time of extremes for the monasteries of Mainz, the interlocking of inner and 

outer income had an impact on acquisition policy, with two remarkable incisions: on the one hand 

the years immediately before and after the purchase of the new library in 1713 with comprehensive 
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new possibilities. On the other hand, after an extreme acquisition gap of 50 years after the 

visitations of 1777/78, when the convent library experienced a last pronounced impulse of 

acquisitions. Current dogmatic issues which had been missed by the editors now found their way 

into the collection, alongside canonical books and state-theoretical treatises in the collection. 

The precursors of the secularisation in Mainz, which manifested itself in the monastery politics of 

Emmerich Joseph, concerned the Carmel – as well as all the spiritual institutions – at the core of 

its existence. It is therefore unmistakable that the library strives to maintain the current political, 

social and ecclesiastical changes with their literary expression, to acquire the controversial 

theological books written by opponents and proponents of Church policy. 

In summary, it can be concluded that the data testifies to the complex interactions of events on 

both sides of the convent walls to an extent that has far surpassed the expectations of its analysis. 

The convent library, as an important part of the cycle of action, the interweaving of book use and 

book inventory, access paths and library administration give meaningful testimony to the life of the 

Carmelite convent.  

7.4 The library beyond the theological books 

Beyond the theologica and the propaedeutic study literature, the library inventory was not 

systematically organized, but selectively collected. A central result of the content analysis was the 

impression of the convent’s great mental agility, intellectual curiosity and widely diversified 

interests, which at first glance did not relate to the two aforementioned core values of the 

Carmelites – sermons/pastoral duties and teaching. On closer examination however, it became 

evident that the wide range of acquisitions served the purpose of another important mendicant 

concern: the guarantee of a high-level, broad-based education, which served the ability to live in-

between the convent and the outside world and thus be able to participate in the discourse of 

interdisciplinary subjects. Thus, there were plenty of volumes that had a different focus and served 

to educate and prepare the conventuals for their studies outside of the province: dictionaries, travel 

and pilgrimage guides. Counting and wine booklets were there to help in monastic business. 
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              Figure 12: Stadtbibliothek Mainz, *hh 78 ®     Figure 13: Stadtbibliothek Mainz, 629/12 ®

The so called “Briefstellerliteratur” (guides to letter-writing) supported negotiations, helped with 

applications and requests to secular authorities or in the course of order management. Periodicals, 

which would not have been collected systematically, provided some insight into current events. A 

comprehensive education however, was acquired with the study of extensive compendia in the late 

middle ages and early modern times. The field of secular law, which did not play a significant role 

in the study of the order but was the basis for general legal competence, was very well represented 

in the library with handwritten texts and commentaries from the late middle ages as well as essays 

on state law and philosophical texts from the late 18th century. Medical manuals and recipe 

collections, including a modern manuscript created in the convent, were used both in the convent 

itself and by the believers of the ‘Terminier’ districts. 



Grant 730895, ReIReS Status: FINAL 

CARMELITE LIBRARY Version: 01.00

Page 26 / 27 

Figure 14: Stadtbibliothek Mainz, Samm 92 ®

In summary, the physiognomy of the Mainz Carmelite library – organized by the convent by way of 

purchasing decisions, supplemented by donations, levies and supplies intra muros – served at its 

core the two areas of pastoral duties and religious studies. The library however, cannot be reduced 

to just those two areas, since it was so much more multifaceted and varied without being arbitrarily 

so. 

Final Thoughts  

The search for traces, securing the data and the interpretation of the Mainz Carmelite library had 

to endure fragmentation, source scarcity, disturbances and losses. Not all the historical 

developments of the library have a perceivable trajectory and not everything that was decided in 
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over 400 years of the library’s existence is comprehensible to us now; time-specific actions 

sometimes seem foreign to us today. Many assumptions have to remain hypothetical, some 

questions remain unanswered. The transition from the search for traces to the securing of data 

could not be carried out in every case, because not all of the findings were meaningful enough and 

often there were gaps in the provenience-channels and long periods of not knowing where a book 

had been at times. How high the loss was because of secularisation must remain open. It is 

generally not possible to decide whether there are any existing missing links or whether certain 

books have never been purchased. Nevertheless, the exemplary investigation provided mosaic 

stones for pinpointing the Mainz Carmelites as a book-based mendicant order from settlement to 

secularisation and allowed insights into the dynamic knowledge-space of the library. The main 

areas of the library’s physiognomy were identified.  

The scientific value of historical book- and library-analysis projects such as this one cannot be 

measured by the sum of new knowledge gained alone, but also by the overcoming and enduring of 

the limitations of the knowledge to be gained. It is a part of the methodological competence of the 

historical researcher to estimate which areas we have to leave unknown6. We can only measure 

the outcome by what has survived and been given to us. Thus we are exposed to coincidence. It 

determines the feasibility, method and pace of our approach to findings that are unevenly and 

incalculably distributed and comprehensible. If preponderance, mono-causal thinking and circular 

reasoning can be avoided, the opportunity arises to let coincidence become chance. This 

methodical skepticism and a sensibility to these biases was tried to be satisfied in this project. The 

preserved inventory of a hitherto largely unknown convent library is thus for the first time 

perceptible with its stratifications, structures, development processes and functions. Through 

looking back into the past as a historian, steps could be taken forward. The reconstructed data is 

sighted and secured; the interpretation, as far as it was successful, paved the way through a 

hitherto rough terrain. Future research can build on this and lead to new insights in an 

interdisciplinary dialogue with specialist scientists. 

(End of Document) 

6 Arnold Esch: Überlieferungs-Chance und Überlieferungs-Zufall als methodisches Problem des Historikers, Historische 

Zeitschrift 240 (1985), p. 529–570, here: p. 558. 


