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!e Grolier Club’s Address

�e Grolier Club welcomes the exhibition “In Pursuit 

of Knowledge,” organized by Leipzig University 

Library to commemorate the 600th anniversary of 

Leipzig University. Although different in many ways, 

the two institutions happen to share an anniversary 

year, as well as a firm and lasting commitment to the 

book. Founded in 1884, the object of the Grolier Club, 

according to its constitution, is “to foster the study, 

collecting, and appreciation of books and works on 

paper, their art, history, production, and commerce.” 

Founded in 1409 (fifty years before the advent of 

printing), the University of Leipzig is renowned for 

its centuries-old record of achievement in teaching 

and research, fostering a venerable culture of reading, 

writing, commentary and explanation which is 

epitomized by the objects in this exhibition.

For 125 years the Grolier Club has pursued its 

mission through publications, a library on the art and 

history of the book, and America’s oldest continuous 

series of public exhibitions of books and prints. Few 

exhibitions in the Club’s history have featured books of 

such interest and splendor as those from the collections 

of Leipzig University Library. Chief among the 

treasures on display are the Codex Sinaiticus (ca. 350), 

the Mongol Qur’an (1306), and the Machsor Lipsiae 
(1320), icons of three great “peoples of the book.” Even 

more significant in the context of this exhibition, is that 

they represent only a sampling of the riches of Leipzig 

University Library, at five million volumes one of the 

ten largest research libraries in Germany, and with a 

particularly rich collection of manuscript and print 

material of every kind. More than a random collection 

of treasures, the exhibition is a record of scholarly 

accomplishment supported by a great library, a library 

which has grown over the centuries largely through 

the care and generosity of donors, including professors, 

former students, and book lovers in Leipzig and 

beyond. With this generous love of books the members 

of the Grolier Club feel deeply connected.

�e Grolier Club is grateful to Ulrich Johannes 

Schneider, curator of “In Pursuit of Knowledge,” 

and director of Leipzig University Library, for 

making this exhibition possible, and for producing 

the wonderful accompanying English catalog. To his 

efforts we owe this opportunity for the Grolier Club 

and the University of Leipzig to celebrate their shared 

anniversary year of 2009 by bringing this important 

show to New York.

Eric Holzenberg

Director, �e Grolier Club of New York

!e Rector’s Address

In 2009, the University of Leipzig celebrates its 600th 

anniversary, giving rise to a multitude of events, aimed 

at serving the academy while also reaching a wider 

audience. �e University has long been closely bound to 

the City of Leipzig and remains an important part of 

local intellectual, cultural and academic history.

Scholarly work has never been restricted to one 

particular place and the faculty in Leipzig has always 

had a wide range of contacts throughout the scholarly 

community. Whatever the success the University of 

Leipzig has enjoyed could not have been achieved 

without its close network of working relations with 

other leading academic institutions world wide.

Nevertheless, the heart of the university remains 

in Leipzig where a strong tradition of education and 

research is fostered between faculty and students. �is 

tradition and vitality is preserved in our University 

Library. �e choice of books and manuscripts presented 

in this exhibition represent significant examples of the 

world literary heritage and the centuries of scholarly 

work surrounding it. From the rich collections of the 

Bibliotheca Albertina arises an impressive panorama 

of the range of university interests and the level of 

scholarship.

We hope that this exhibition will serve as an 

ambassador for Leipzig University as we celebrate 600 

years of academic achievement. We are fortunate to be 

able to do this in a changed society, twenty years after 

the Peaceful Revolution began in Leipzig and ended 

with German unification.

Franz Häuser

Rector, Leipzig University
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Introduction

�is exhibition bears the title, “In Pursuit of 

Knowledge;” in Germany it was called “A Cosmos of 

Knowledge.” �ere is no contradiction between the two 

titles, for they display a complementary relationship. 

�e exhibition offers us a world of six centuries 

that attests to the eternal quest for knowledge and 

the systematic search for truth and exactitude. �e 

exhibition seeks to arouse both interest in individual 

objects, and a deeper insight into the scholarly efforts 

surrounding them.

Although old printed books, manuscripts, letters and 

images appear to be speechless monuments of the past, 

we must try to understand them. �e life contained in 

artifacts is apparent as soon as we learn how to read 

them. We look in awe today at the oldest Bible in the 

world (Codex Sinaiticus), written in the fourth century 

AD and rediscovered in the nineteenth century. On 

closer inspection we are able to see the many corrections 

and commentaries in the manuscript, traces of an 

intellectual life of a time long past. We also discover, 

through the history of the document, the passion of 

a single person, Konstantin Tischendorf, one of very 

few Bible scholars capable of recognizing the value of 

this text, and making it a monument of world literary 

heritage.

Other scholars were able to interpret the Papyrus 
Ebers, or the many other less spectacular but no 

less unique documents that are presented here. �e 

exhibition raises treasures from obscurity, and at the 

same time attempts to show the extent to which each 

of these extremely rare items is related to an age-long 

habit of scholarly curiosity and devotion, which has 

been cultivated in the universities from the Middle 

Ages to the present day.

�e Leipzig University Library was officially 

founded in 1543, and integrated pre-existing faculty 

and college libraries established in the course of earlier 

centuries. �e first part of the catalog presents eighteen 

documents illustrating the passions of teachers, the life 

of students, and the practicalities of everyday academic 

work. �ere have been fewer changes in the course of 

those six centuries than one might think. �e culture of 

learning, teaching and research has not changed much 

over time. Bored students in the fifteenth century drew 

caricatures in their notebooks, much as their modern 

counterparts do today. Ambitious scholars continue 

to seek positions at great universities, just as the 22-

year-old Albert Einstein did in 1901 when he applied 

to Leipzig University. Lectures and seminars are 

established means of communicating knowledge and 

exchanging ideas, and have stood the test of time. 

With three chapters devoted to professors, students 

and practices, the first part of the catalog shows how 

a university library preserves not only the objects 

and products of scholarly work in books, but also 

the intellectual and the social life of the university. 

�e illustrations are arranged chronologically and 

provide historical context, highlighting relevant events 

in scholarship as well as the life of the city and the 

university. �e documents here speak pars pro toto for 

the entire Alma mater. From different perspectives, the 

reader is guided through six centuries and afforded a 

structured overview of this long period of university 

history.

�e second part presents the contents of the 

exhibition. Its title, “Books as Sources of Knowledge,” 

is not all-encompassing: theology and law books are 

almost entirely absent, since they rarely have much 

illustrative material. Maps have also been excluded, 

since the cartographic collection did not survive the last 

World War. In making our selection we did not confine 

ourselves to presenting the medium of the book in 

academic work but tried to choose the most remarkable 

examples. �e focus is not on reproducing episodes 

from the history of knowledge, but on forming insights 

into the questions and fields of interest that distinguish 

the university as a place of free and unprejudiced 

thought. �e nature of stars, plants, the human body, 

proportionality in music, the great world religions, the 

continents – all are orders of knowledge which testify to 

the restless curiosity and questioning that characterizes 

the scholarly mind. 

During the nineteenth century, the University of 

Leipzig attained its greatest importance and worldwide 

reputation. It was a period in which many unique texts 

and works were acquired by the University Library. 

By the early twentieth century the collection had 

grown to one million titles. With the founding of the 

departments of Chinese Studies, Musicology, and the 

History of Medicine, manuscripts, books and prints 



relevant to these disciplines entered the collection. 

Existing collections were also read, annotated, 

published, and subjected to scholarly analysis. �is 

tradition of scholarship remains important for us even 

in the digital age.

Any impression this exhibition makes is due in no 

small part to the precious examples of writing and 

scholarship collected by the Leipzig University Library 

in the course of centuries. But it also owes much to 

the enthusiasm, talent and meticulous labor of the 

scholars who studied them. �is catalog is dedicated to 

the ongoing dialog between written heritage and the 

zeal for discovery, between historical testimony and the 

effort to understand it, between historical insight and 

contemporary interpretation.

“In Pursuit of Knowledge” reflects a state of mind 

that true students and researchers never abandon. �e 

catalog attempts to demonstrate the continuity of 

scholarly research and tries to present this information 

as attractively as possible. It will have value long after 

the exhibition has closed.

Acknowledgments

An exhibition is always a collective effort, and this one 

is no exception. �e first person to be acknowledged 

is Margrit B. Krewson, formerly responsible for the 

German and Dutch collections at the Library of 

Congress. In 2006, she came to Leipzig with the 

suggestion that the treasures of Leipzig University 

Library be shown in the United States in 2009, to 

commemorate 600 years of Leipzig University. Margrit 

B. Krewson’s initiative and her continuous support 

proved decisive; in addition to suggesting the title for 

the American exhibition she provided the contacts with 

the Grolier Club, one of the most prestigious venues in 

New York, and enlisted many supporters without whom 

the exhibition and this catalog would not have been 

possible.

Among those actively involved in bringing this 

exhibition to the United States I particularly want to 

thank the German diplomat and former Ambassador 

Fritjof von Nordenskjöld, the former German Consul 

General to New York, Dr Hans-Jürgen Heimsoeth, 

his successor, Dr Horst Freitag, and his deputy, Dr 

Stephan Grabherr. Eric Holzenberg, the director of the 

Grolier Club, has greatly facilitated this collaborative 

effort. �e German Historical Institute in Washington 

D.C. and its former deputy director Dr Philipp 

Gassert, generously supported the project. In Houston, 

the exhibition from Leipzig will take the form of a 

multimedia show, to be displayed in the lobby in the 

main building of the Houston Public Library. Great 

support has come from the Houston-Leipzig Sister 

City Association, especially from Wolfgang Schmidt, 

the founding president of the association, and his wife 

Angelika Schmidt-Lange. In Houston, the German 

Consul General, Rainer Münzel, and Vice Consul 

�orsten Gottfried, were extremely helpful in enlisting 

support for the exhibition, as were Jennifer Schwartz 

and Michael VanCampen of the Houston Public 

Library. 

I am especially thankful for the very substantial 

support of the German Federal Foreign Office, as well 

as DHL Leipzig Hub for sponsoring shipping and 

insurance. Dow Chemical Germany is also among 

the list of corporate sponsors to whom I am grateful 

indeed. �anks to these generous supporters Leipzig 

University Library is poised to make a good impression 

overseas, directing the interest of Americans to the city 

of Leipzig, its history, and its cultural, scientific, and 

economic potential.

I cannot forget that the first sponsors of this 

exhibition were private individuals, and I am touched 

and grateful for their loyalty to the project, even in 

difficult times. �e friends of Horst Saalbach were 

among those early sponsors, and their names are duly 

noted in the catalog and on the website, www.inpursuit- 

ofknowledge.org

In Leipzig, support came from the City of Leipzig, 

the Association of Friends of the Bibliotheca Albertina, 

and from the American General Consulate. Leipzig 

University provided a research assistant, Hassan Soilihi 

Mzé, a student of history and a trained librarian. 
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He was extremely helpful in researching as well as 

in writing and editing parts of the catalog. Leipzig 

University Library provided logistical support in many 

additional areas, including digitization, conservation, 

website design, and public relations.

I also wish to thank the authors who contributed to 

this catalog. Many of them gave advice on the choice 

of items, including Dr Detlef Döring from the Saxon 

Academy of Sciences, and especially Dr Jens Blecher, 

director of the Leipzig University Archives. �e catalog 

was designed by Andreas Felgner and produced by Dirk 

Palm; the English translation was provided by Steven 

Black, with the help of many others whose names are 

noted next to the sponsors. 

Leipzig, June 2009

Ulrich Johannes Schneider

Director, Leipzig University Library



Part I
Leipzig University

in Six Centuries



1409 �e First Rector
Following the Kuttenberg Decree of 1409, the 

non-Bohemian Nation leaves the University of Prague 
under the leadership of the Silesian Master of Arts Otto 

of Münsterberg (1365–1426). When the Alma mater 
Lipsiensis is inaugurated, he assumes the positions of 

founding rector and vice-chancellor.

1410  �e Man with the Plan
In 1410, Professor of "eology Nicolaus Stoer (d. 1424), 

founding member of Leipzig University, writes the 
Expositio officii missae, a book on moral philosophy 
dedicated expressly to the promotion of the young 

university. "e text is widely read.

1462  �e Globetrotter
Peter Luder (1415–1472) is already well traveled when 

he comes to Leipzig from Ulm via Erfurt in 1462. He is 
familiar with Greece and the Balkans and has lived in Rome, 

Venice, and Ferrara. In Leipzig, he causes a sensation with 
his discourse on humanism, which is decisive in promoting 
this current of thought in Germany. Luder moves on again 

shortly afterwards, this time to Padua.

1487  �e Poet-Prince 
Konrad Celtis (1459–1508) is not only a humanist but also 
a poet. His lectures on poetics in 1487 enthrall his Leipzig 

audience. In the same year, he is given the title of Poet 
Laureate by Emperor Friedrich III.

1500  A New Line of �ought 
Philosopher and physician Martin Pollich of Mellrichstadt 

(1455–1513) spares no effort convincing his milieu that 
prayers and astrology are not sufficient for healing sickness 
and disease. Although his knowledge causes many scholars 
to refer to him as lux mundi, the light of the world, there is 
no place for his teachings in Leipzig. In 1500, following a 

dispute with former students, he leaves the city and goes to 
Wittenberg to become the personal physician of the Saxon 

Elector, Friedrich III.

1409  �e “First Hour”
In mid-January 1409, King Wenceslaus IV issues a decree 
in the central Bohemian town of Kuttenberg altering the 
voting rights of the four University Nations in Prague to 
the advantage of the Bohemians. Shocked by this blatant 
breach of statute, the Polish, Saxon, and Bavarian Nations 
decide to leave. By the summer Leipzig has already taken 
in the Saxon university students from Prague, providing 
them with a building near the town walls. In September 
the Papal bull of Pope Alexander V permits the city of 
Leipzig to establish a studium generale [a lecture course 
program]. On December 2, 1409 the Alma mater Lipsiensis 
is opened in the nearby St. "omas’s Monastery.

1485  From One Make Two 
Co-governing Wettin Princes Ernst and Albrecht agree 
to divide up their territories. A contract to this effect is 
sealed on November 11, 1485, in Leipzig. "e so-called 
Treaty of Leipzig means that Ernestine Saxony retains the 
status of an electorate. Known as Kursachsen (Electorate 
of Saxony), it encompasses Wittenberg and the "uringian 
region around Gotha, Weimar, and Coburg. Albertine 
Saxony includes, among others, the March of Meissen, the 
Diocese of Merseburg and the Leipzig lowlands. "e Alma 
mater Lipsiensis remains with Albert, becoming the leading 
educational institution in Ducal Saxony. 

1497  Fairs Made to Measure 
"e fifteenth century begins for Leipzig with an 
intellectual boom, thanks to the newly founded university, 
and ends with an economic boom in 1497, when Emperor 
Maximilian I confers upon the city the Reichsmesserecht 
[the exclusive right to hold trade fairs]. Holding annual 
markets had been a Leipzig custom since the Middle Ages, 
particularly at Easter or on St. Michael’s Day (September 
29). "e new privilege, however, prohibits the surrounding 
villages and towns from holding similar markets. "is 
advantage enables the city not only to expand its trade 
relations but also to become the economic focal point of 
central Germany. 
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1400 – 1410

1410 – 1420

1420 – 1430

1430 – 1440

1440 – 1450

1450 – 1460

1460 – 1470

1470 – 1480

1480 – 1490

1490 – 1500

"e Fifteenth Century

Fig. 1: The Dean‘s Seal of the Arts Faculty from 1409 shows an allegorical scene with the 
seven liberal arts: the upper field presents a man carrying a boy with unkempt hair in his 
arms; both figures lean on a book. Below, a teacher is seated in front of two students, 
holding an astrolabe aloft. The scene is framed with the words Sigillvm decanatus 
facvlt[atis] artivm stvdii lipcens [Seal of the Dean of the Arts Faculty of Leipzig University]. 
From their inception, the faculties used seals to authenticate their degrees and to certify the 
Europe-wide privileges that accompanied the status of doctoral degrees awarded in Leipzig. 
The original stamp is made of silver and is held today in the Leipzig University Archives.
Seal of the Arts Faculty (attached to an announcement made by Johannes Myla, Dean and 
Master of Arts from July 18, 1456). Leipzig 1456. [UAL: Urkunde R 06 0145601, fol. 1r]





1515  �e Englishman
English rhetorician Richard Croke teaches from 1515–1517. 
As a scholar of Ancient Greek, he is the first to be appointed 

professor ordinarius in the faculty. On his return in 1518, he 
initially teaches at Cambridge, then later at Oxford. In the 

meantime, he is also active as the tutor of Henry VIII.

1519  �e Moderator 
"eologian Petrus Mosellanus (1493–1524), a native of 

the Mosel region, studies first in Cologne then in Leipzig, 
where he teaches Greek from 1517. In 1519, he delivers 

the opening address of the Leipzig Debate. His efforts to 
moderate the debate are in vain.

1539  �e Reformer
"eologian and humanist Caspar Borner (1492–1547) is 

the main figure responsible for laying the groundwork for 
an acceptance of Luther’s teachings in Leipzig. Active in 

Leipzig since 1539, he founds the University Library in 1543 
as rector. Furthermore, he secures the assets of the Dominican 

monastery confiscated in the course of secularization for the 
university. Borner stays in Leipzig during the siege of the 

Schmalkaldic War, dying there in 1547.

1541  �e Reformer’s Friend
Important philologist, polymath and reformer Joachim 

Camerarius (1500–1574) studies in Leipzig, Erfurt, and 
Wittenberg, where he forms an intensive life-long friendship 

with Philipp Melanchthon. In 1541 he is called to Leipzig 
where, together with Caspar Borner, he transforms the Alma 

mater Lipsiensis into a Protestant university.

1551  �e Star Seeker
Georg Joachim Rhaeticus (1514–1574), the only pupil 

of Nicolaus Copernicus, is professor of mathematics and 
astronomy from 1542–1545 and 1549–1551. It was due 

to Rhaeticus’s pleading that Copernicus consented to the 
publication of his De Revolutionibus Orbium Coelestium 

[On the Revolutions of the Heavenly Spheres]. 

1519  First Relocation
An epidemic of the plague in 1591 forces large numbers 
to leave Leipzig. "e teaching activities of the university 
are also relocated. An academic interim is established by 
Duke Georg in the rooms of the monastery of St. Afra 
near Meissen.

1519  Tumult in Leipzig
Between June 27 and July 16, 1519, theologian Johannes 
Eck collides with reformers Martin Luther and Andreas 
Karlstadt in the Leipzig Debate, held in the Pleissenburg. 
"is academic debate concerns, among other things, the 
legitimacy of the trade in letters of indulgence. 

1547  Second Relocation
Leipzig is under siege by the troops of the Schmalkaldic 
League between January 6 and January 27, 1547. Leipzig’s 
professors and students had already evacuated the city on 
December 29, 1546, before it was attacked, establishing 
a new academic interim. "e relocated university is 
ceremonially opened at the Albrechtsburg in Meissen on 
January 16, 1547. After the end of the war in April, 1547, 
the academics return from exile.
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1500 – 1510

1510 – 1520

1520 – 1530

1530 – 1540

1540 – 1550

1550 – 1560

1560 – 1570

1570 – 1580

1580 – 1590

1590 – 1600

"e Sixteenth Century

Fig. 2: Reformer Philipp Melanchthon (1497–1560) liked to honor close friends with personal 
dedications. Caspar Borner (1492–1547) was among them. Melanchthon presented his 
recently published Loci communes theologici [Outlines of Theology] as a gift to Borner, 
rector of the University and founder of its library, writing a ten-verse poem in Latin on the 
verso of the title page. The Leipzig copy of Loci communes theologici is from Borner‘s private 
collection of around 260 volumes, which he leaves to the library on his death. 
Philipp Melanchthon, Loci communes theologici. Leipzig 1535. [Libri sep. 4367c, fol. 1v–2r]





1663  �e Critic, Senior
Jakob "omasius (1622–1684) is a native of Leipzig and 

influential both as rector of the Nikolaischule and as 
professor of philosophy (specifically; morals, dialectics, 

eloquence). Young Leibniz attends his lectures and 
values his neutral judgment in the history of philosophy. 

"omasius writes hundreds of essays, subjecting both 
ancient and modern thinkers to critical examination.

1682  Northern Light
Hailing originally from Northern Germany, Otto Mencke 

(1644–1707) makes his way to Leipzig to study in the early 
1660s. Here, the future professor of morals and politics 

makes friends with Gottfried Wilhelm Leibniz (b. 1646). 
He attains lasting fame as publisher of the journal Acta 

Eruditorum, which first appears in 1682 and is addressed to 
the learned world at large.

1687  �e Critic, Junior
Christian "omasius (1655–1728), a leading figure of the 

early Enlightenment, remains faithful to the family tradition 
of studying law. He causes a sensation in 1687 when he 

announces that he will give an academic lecture in German. 
As an adherent of Natural Law, he arouses particular enmity 

among Leipzig theologians. In 1689, a dispute obliges him 
to leave the university after ten years of service. He moves to 
Halle, where he participates in establishing a new university.

1689  �e Pedagogue
"eologian August Hermann Francke (1663–1727) from 
Lübeck does a short stint as lecturer at the university. As a 

leading representative of Pietism in central Germany, he too 
meets with the disapproval of Leipzig’s orthodox Lutheran 

theologians. In 1689 he is banished from the city. He finds a 
new home in Halle and founds a school for orphans. 

1632  Homeless Jurists
During the siege of Leipzig by Wallenstein’s troops, the 
Law Faculty pays a high price for its proximity to the 
Pleissenburg. In order to clear a path for artillery fire, the 
troops demolish the Petrinum, the building belonging to 
Leipzig’s law professors

1641  Law in New Spaces
With the war still raging, generous donations allow for a 
new auditorium, dedicated in 1641, to be erected for the 
Law Faculty.

1655  �e University’s Own Music
Until the mid-seventeenth century, the respected position 
of "omas Cantor enjoys a respected position that includes 
the office of Academiae Musicus. He directs musical events 
at Christmas, Easter, and Pentecost in St. Paul’s Church. 
In 1655 the Alma mater Lipsiensis abandons the practice. 
Werner Fabricius (1633–1679) from Holstein becomes the 
first independent University Music Director. 

1678  A Stock Exchange for Leipzig
Despite war and plague, the city sees itself as a transit 
center not only for culture and learning, but also for 
trade, as Leipzig’s businessmen demonstrate on May 6, 
1678, with their resolution to erect a stock exchange. "is 
building still exists: the baroque Alte Handelsbörse on the 
Naschmarkt.
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1600 – 1610

1610 – 1620

1620 – 1630

1630 – 1640

1640 – 1650

1650 – 1660

1660 – 1670

1670 – 1680

1680 – 1690

1690 – 1700

"e Seventeenth Century

Fig. 3: “Christian Thomas eröffnet der studirenden Jugend einen Vorschlag” [Christian 
Thomas makes students an offer]: In 1687, the Leipzig professor offers to hold his lectures 
in German instead of Latin. Christian Thomasius (1655–1728) discusses his own works, the 
poor conditions at the university, as well as law, the art of speaking, and good morals. The 
illustration shows the printed advertisement announcing the lecture, followed by a printed 
transcript of the lecture, which Thomasius publishes with some of his other German texts 
in 1707.
Christian Thomasius, Allerhand bißher publicirte kleine teutsche Schrifften [Miscellaneous 
previously published smaller German writings]. Halle 1707 [Ges. W. 948, p. 233]





1715  �e Whistle-Blower 
A large number of satirical poems from Leipzig flow 

from the quill of Philander von der Linde, a pseudonym 
concealing none other than Leipzig historian Johann 
Burkhard Mencke (1674–1732). "e first son of Otto 

Mencke, he continues his father’s Acta Eruditorum. His 
1715 satire, De Charlataneria Eruditorum ["e Charlatanry 

of the Learned], makes a stir in the academic world by 
showing that the learned are as capable as anyone of being 

garrulous, self-satisfied, and stupid.

1732  �e Enlightened Man
Initially successful as a writer and dramatist, Johann 

Christoph Gottsched (1700–1766) establishes himself as a 
learned authority, playing a decisive role in literary discourse 
in Leipzig and beyond. He publishes Beyträgen zur critischen 

Historie der deutschen Sprache, Poesie und Beredsamkeit 
[Articles on the Critical History of the German Language] 

(first edition 1732) and translates from French – often 
in co-operation with his wife Luise Adelgunde Victorie 

Gottsched, née Kulmus (1713–1766). Professor of logic and 
philosophy, Gottsched is an engine of contemporary debate.

1751  �e Poet
From his time as a student in Leipzig, Christian 

Fürchtegott Gellert (1715–1769) is preoccupied with his 
own literary production, which he intensifies as a private 

scholar and, from 1751, as professor extraordinarius for 
philosophy. His lectures on moral themes are popular 

among Leipzig audiences, while his fables are applauded by 
contemporaries such as Lessing, Wieland, and Goethe. He 
declines a chair at the university for health reasons in 1761.

1772  �e Philosopher-Physician
Leipzig physician and anthropologist Ernst Platner 

(1744–1818), professor of physiology from 1770 and of 
philosophy from 1811, is a proponent of the theories of 

Gottfried Wilhelm Leibniz and a determined opponent 
of Immanuel Kant. His main work, Anthropologie für 

Ärzte und Weltweise [Anthropology for Physicians 
and Philosophers] is understood as a work of the late 

Enlightenment, which exerts an influence on Friedrich 
Schiller as a foundation of modern science.

1701  �e Illumination of the City
In the eighteenth century, Paris is a model of modernity 
for many European cities. Following its example, Leipzig’s 
mayor Franz Conrad Romanus (1671–1746) introduces 
metropolitan street lighting for the first time within the 
city walls. "e lanterns are fueled by rapeseed oil made 
especially for this purpose.

1731  Leipzigers in Africa
In late October 1731, Johann Ernst Hebenstreit (1703–
1757) leads a group of six explorers from Leipzig to Africa. 
Unfortunately, the Saxon Africa expedition manages to 
explore only the northern part of the continent before the 
expedition is called off at the behest of state authorities.

1740  City of Books
Leipzig’s printers celebrate the 300th anniversary of the 
invention of the printing press. Between 1641 and 1740, 
19,711 titles were printed in the local workshops. 

1756  �e City Occupied
"e Seven Years’ War begins with the Prussian occupation 
of Saxony on August 29, 1756. Leipzig is one of the 
first cities to be taken by the Prussian King, Friedrich II. 
Leipzig is occupied for the duration of the war, suffering 
not only from continually rising war taxes but, above all, 
from the forced conscription of its citizens, including the 
student population.
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Fig. 4: Separating and mixing substances was an important part of the alchemist‘s art. 
This allegorical image of the Copulatio is from a manuscript belonging to the first Leipzig 
professor of technical chemistry, Otto Linné Erdmann (1804–1869). A brief preface in 
the volume refers to a text on general medicine by Johann Neithold (b. ca. 1680) and 
dates from the early eighteenth century. It contains a multitude of colored drawings and 
illustrates alchemical procedures and terms. After his death, the work was donated to 
Leipzig City Library by Erdmann‘s son.
Theologisch-sophistische Handschrift [Theological Sophistical Manuscript]. Danzig, 
Nuremberg [1700], 1792. [Cod. mag. 142, fol. 143r]





1811  �e Psychiatrist
When Leipzig physician Johann Christian August Heinroth 

(1773–1843) is appointed to the chair of psychic therapy in 
1811, he can justly lay claim to being the first full professor 

of Nervenheilkunde [psychiatry] in Germany and the world.

1835  �e Physicist
Gustav "eodor Fechner (1801–1887) proves that one can 

study medicine without becoming just a physician. From 
1835, as professor ordinarius, he is director of the Leipzig 

Institute of Physics, the first state institution of its kind in 
Germany. Giessen follows close behind (1844).

1869  �e Physiologist
Carl Friedrich Wilhelm Ludwig (1816–1895), 

teaching in Leipzig since 1865, is one of the leading 
representatives of the new science of physiology. In 1869 
he founds the first physiological institute, today the Carl 

Ludwig Institute for Physiology.

1878  �e Sinologist
"e Alma mater Lipsiensis establishes the first chair of East 

Asian languages in Germany in 1878. "e first to occupy 
it is linguist Georg von der Gabelentz (1840–1893), who 
masters Mongolian and Tibetan in addition to Chinese.

1879  �e Psychologist
Wilhelm Wundt (1832–1920), originally appointed to a 
chair of philosophy, also crosses disciplinary boundaries 

when he develops his theory of experimental psychology 
in Leipzig, opening his own institute in 1879. Wundt’s 
originality and long-lasting teaching career bring him 

students from all over the world.

1883  �e Neurologist
Paul Flechsig (1847–1929) is determined to develop 

both a physiological and psychological science of 
nervous disorders. In 1832, with his newly established 
Hirnanatomisches Laboratorium [Neuro-anatomical 

Laboratory (the Paul Flechsig Institute today)], he makes a 
decisive contribution to modern neurology. 

1812  �e Cessation of All Rights
As the kingdom of Saxony becomes a member of 
Napoleon’s Rhine Confederation in 1812, the university 
loses its Lutheran character and admits students of all 
confessions. Just under a year later, it loses civil and penal 
jurisdiction over its members.

1836  A New Building on Augustusplatz
After the laying of the foundation stone and the 
inauguration ceremony, the Alma mater Lipsiensis has 
to wait nearly five years for its first main building. It is 
officially opened on August 3, 1836, as the Augusteum in 
honor of the first king of Saxony, Friedrich August I.

1855  A Jewel for the Rector
"e practice of presenting the rector with an ornamental 
chain was initially only common at the newly founded 
universities such as those in Berlin and Munich. In the 
early nineteenth century, however, it becomes a general 
custom. "e first rector’s chain is worn in Leipzig on 
December 27, 1855.

1868  As Big as Bonn and Berlin Together
In 1868, after less than a year of construction, the Leipzig 
Institute of Chemistry is completed. With 132 laboratories 
and a 160-person capacity auditorium, it is as big as the 
contemporary institutes in Bonn and Berlin put together.

1897  Rossbach, Architect
Architect Arwed Rossbach’s (1844–1902) boldly 
neoclassical style dominates Augustusplatz. As well as 
making drafts for the new Bibliotheca Albertina, Rossbach 
also develops plans to enlarge the main university building.
In 1897, the newly renovated Augusteum is opened.
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Fig. 5: “Jessonda, a young Swiss lady giant, the most awe-inspiring phenomenon of 
womankind” graced Saxon fairs in late 1862. The 21-year-old woman was around 
two meters tall [6 ft. 5 in.] and weighed 180 kg [397 lbs.]. She sold souvenir postcards 
and performed as an oracle and clairvoyant. During Jessonda‘s visit to Leipzig, physics 
professor Gustav Theodor Fechner (1801–1887) was one of her guests and had her tell 
his future. This souvenir postcard and a poster announcing the woman wonder are part 
of Fechner‘s estate, now in the University Library.
Erinnerung an Jessonda, die Dame der Wissenschaft [Souvenir of Jessonda, the Lady of 
Science], Souvenirkarte [Postcard]. Leipzig [1862]. [NL 38, fol. 1r]





1908  �e Music Teacher
Leipzig professor and composer Hugo Riemann 

(1849–1919) is the founder of modern musicology as a 
historical and systematic discipline. Riemann establishes 

the Collegium musicum in 1908, the predecessor of today’s 
Leipzig Institute for Musicology.

1909  �e Nobel Prize Winner
"e first Nobel Prize laureate at Leipzig University is 

chemist Wilhelm Ostwald (1853–1932) from Riga. He 
is awarded the prize in 1909 for his work in the field of 

catalysis. He retires from the university in 1905 to live in 
nearby Grossbothen, where he works on a system of colors.

1932  �e Man Who Didn’t Leave
Werner Heisenberg (1901–1976), who came to Leipzig as 

a physics professor at a young age, drew strong criticism for 
remaining in Germany during the "ird Reich and working 
on the German uranium project during the war. His services 

to nuclear physics and quantum field theory at Leipzig are 
undisputed and earn him the Nobel Prize in 1932.

1947  �e Interpreter
Hans-Georg Gadamer (1900–2002) lectures on philosophy 

at the university from 1937. His focus on the philosophy 
of classical antiquity allows him to distance himself from 

Nazi politics. In 1947, he is appointed the second postwar 
rector, though he moves to the American occupation zone 

shortly thereafter.

1957  �e Disillusioned One
Awarded the National Prize of the GDR [German 

Democratic Republic] for his academic work in 1955, 
Marxist and philosophy professor Ernst Bloch (1885–

1977) soon finds that the socialist republic has no place for 
him anymore. He is forced into retirement in 1957, soon 

afterward moving to Tübingen in West Germany.

1963  �e Literary Critic
As a Marxist, Hans Mayer (1907–2001) is drawn to the 

young GDR, where he makes the acquaintance of Bertolt 
Brecht. As professor of literature in Leipzig, he devotes 

himself to new German literature in East and West. After 
coming into conflict with the GDR authorities, he leaves 

the Republic in 1963.

1914  Academy and War
On October 4, 1914, Frankfurt writer Ludwig Fulda 
appeals to “men of culture” to commit themselves to the 
war effort and unconditionally support the German army. 
Among the 93 signatories of the manifesto are Leipzig 
professors Karl Lamprecht (1856–1915), Wilhelm 
Ostwald, and Wilhelm Wundt.

1943  �e Destruction of the City
On December 4, 1943, Leipzig is heavily bombed by the 
Allies. "e architecture that made Augustusplatz one of the 
most beautiful squares in Germany is reduced to rubble.

1953  Renaming
In early 1953, the academic senate and the FDJ [Freie 
Deutsche Jugend, Free German Youth], the only officially 
recognized student representatives, apply to rename 
the Alma mater Lipsiensis. On May 5, 1953, it officially 
becomes Karl Marx University.

1968  Socialist Rebuilding
May 23, 1968: In order to make way for the new socialist 
Karl Marx University, the Leipzig city council votes to 
demolish the war-damaged university building and to 
detonate the undamaged university church.

1991  �e University at a Crossroad
In February 1991, the University Council is called together 
for the first time since 1933 to elect the rector and the 
vice-rectors by secret ballot. It also decides to return to 
the university’s former name, the University of Leipzig, to 
abolish the university sections in favor of faculties, and to 
reappoint all university professorships.
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Fig. 6: In early 1901, Otto Wiener (1862–1927), director of the Leipzig Institute of 
Physics and a researcher of lightwaves, declined to offer a job to applicant Albert Einstein 
(1879–1955). Of course, he was ignorant of the future fame the young physicist from 
Zurich would attain. Einstein wrote this letter to Wiener and dated it March 9, 1900, 
although he actually wrote it one year later, as the postmark confirms. The signature is on 
the verso. It entered the collection of the University Library via Otto Wiener‘s estate.
Albert Einstein, Letter to Otto Wiener from 9.3. [1901]. Zurich 1901. [NL 96, fol. 1r]





Leipzig University Library as a Storehouse of Knowledge

Isaac Newton, a man of universal learning, wrote on 

February 5, 1676 to the scientist Robert Hooke: “If I 

have seen farther it is by standing on the shoulders of 

giants.” Newton wished to express his admiration for 

the achievements of his predecessors, especially the 

ancients, and his belief in the possibility of scientific 

progress. �e metaphor of the dwarf on the shoulders 

of giants is noted for the first time in the Metalogicon of 

John of Salisbury, who attributes the quote to Bernard 

of Chartres, living ca. 1130: “Bernard of Chartres used 

to say that we are like dwarfs on the shoulders of giants, 

so that we can see more than they, and things at a 

greater distance, not by virtue of any sharpness of sight 

on our part, or any physical distinction, but because we 

are carried high and raised up by their giant size.”

Knowledge is thus built on previous knowledge and 

must be secured and passed on. �e Leipzig University 

Library fulfills the task of collecting the knowledge 

relevant to the scholars of each respective era, opening 

it up and rendering it accessible. �e library has 

become, in the course of centuries, a giant on whose 

shoulders we can stand in order to glimpse the future of 

knowledge. 

�e beginnings of the university extend back to a 

period of heated debate as to whether the authorities 

of the past could still serve as a viewing platform or 

whether it was better to smash the old giants and erect 

a totally new knowledge upon the rubble. To put it in 

the words of Karl Marx, after whom Leipzig University 

was once named: should or should not the past be 

consigned to the “rubbish heap of history?”

�e Leipzig University Library is a child of the 

Protestant Reformation. Martin Luther and his 

comrades-in-arms confronted the Roman Catholic 

tradition with the mirror of the scriptures and the pure 

teachings of the first centuries of the early church. 

Applying these standards, the traditions of the church 

were subjected to a harsh critique, which medieval 

scholasticism and the church laws where unable to 

hold up against. �e reformers sifted through the texts 

of the giants of the past, declaring them as worthy or 

unworthy of preservation. �e Lutheran clergyman 

Caspar Borner, professor of theology and founding 

father of Leipzig University Library, did exactly that.

In the sixteenth century, the Duchy of Saxony was 

the most important Catholic bulwark in the eastern 
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Fig. 24: The University Library building (1843–1890): Mittelpaulinum. [UAL, Photo Collection: N01184–3]



part of the Holy Roman Empire of the German 

Nation. Duke Georg (1471–1539, reigned 1500–1539) 

was one of the few Reichsfürsten [Imperial Princes] to 

remain faithful to Rome. After his death on April 17, 

1539, all dams were breached: �e Roman Church was 

washed away in Saxony as Georg’s brother Heinrich 

(1473–1541, reigned 1539–1541) came to power and 

introduced the Reformation into the Duchy without 

notable resistance.

Founding by Caspar Borner
Caspar Borner convinced Heinrich’s successor, the 

future Elector Moritz (1521–1555, 

reigned 1541–1553) to hand the 

secularized Dominican monastery 

over to the University. �is gave 

Leipzig University an architectural 

focus, integrating the colleges, which 

had been dispersed over the city. 

In the Dominican monastery, also 

known as the Paulinerkloster [St. 

Paul’s Monastery], Borner was able 

to concentrate all the Dominican 

libraries of Albertine Saxony. �e first 

books were brought from the Leipzig 

monasteries to the new site, followed 

by the libraries of the Cistercian 

monasteries in Altzelle and Buch, the 

Benedictine monasteries in Chemnitz 

and Pegau, which included the oldest 

extant manuscripts in Saxony, dating 

from around 1100, as well as the 

libraries of several smaller monasteries 

like the Franciscans in Langensalza, 

whose collection contained a vellum 

copy of the Gutenberg Bible.

In 1543, Borner selected manuscripts and printed 

books for the new University Library from among 

those brought to Leipzig from the monasteries. 

He chose mainly classical authors, editions of the 

Bible, books printed for the faculties and sermon 

collections, i.e. texts esteemed by the humanist 

reformation and thus worthy of being preserved 

and passed on. Liturgical manuscripts, devotional 

books, and literature cultivated in nunneries were 

not kept. Borner appropriated about one third of the 

manuscripts and printed editions brought to Leipzig; 

the rest was probably sold. It is estimated that around 

1,500 manuscripts and 4,000 printed books from the 

monasteries were selected by Borner in 1543.

Although 1543 has since been regarded as the 

founding year of the library, other libraries had existed 

before at the university. In the fifteenth century there 

were three larger book collections in the Arts Faculty, 

as well as the greater and smaller Prince’s Colleges. All 

three continued to exist side by side with the new library. 

After Borner’s death in 1547 and the absorption of his 

own collection into the library, it fell into slumber. 

�e university’s efforts to institutionalize its library 

by requesting financial support for acquisitions from 

the central government went unregarded. �e first 

records of acquisitions from the Chancellor’s office 

date from 1584. �e University Library was managed 

by professor-librarians. As far as we know, it survived 

the �irty Years’ War unscathed, despite the Swedish 

occupation of Leipzig, fortunate in light of the fact that 

in the Catholic areas of the Empire the Swedish troops 

were among the greatest library destroyers of the war.

Leipzig University Library as a Storehouse of Knowledge

Fig. 25: The Bibliotheca Albertina: library building completed in 1891, based on a design by 
Arwed Rossbach (1844–1902); with reading room at the rear. [Ms. 2784, no. 68r]



Second Founding by Joachim Feller
In a very real sense, the Reformation period ended for 

the library in the late seventeenth century under the 

directorship of Joachim Feller who was appointed in 

1675. He is rightly regarded as having brought about a 

second founding of the Bibliotheca Paulina. Feller found 

the library in poor condition, the books strewn about 

unsystematically on their lecterns and without a catalog. 

�e volumes were chained to their lecterns, as had been 

the practice in the monasteries. With Feller’s catalog 

of 1686, 53 lecterns were systematized according to 

subject: �eology with 28 lecterns, Philosophy and 

Philology with 15, Law with 6 and Medicine with 4. 

�e collection was clearly organized according to the 

canon of university subjects. 

In the absence of a formal acquisitions program, the 

collection was augmented by donations and estates 

until 1682/83. Neither the Leipzig trade fairs nor the 

city book auctions were used to build up the collection. 

At the time Feller came to office, the library possessed 

between 7,000 and 8,000 volumes. He merged this 

collection with various estates, acquired between 1584 

and 1662.

Feller placed the books on shelves in lockable 

cabinets, removed the chains and separated manuscripts 

from printed texts. He carried Borner’s selections 

through to their logical conclusion by separating 

medieval from modern writings. He published a catalog 

of the manuscripts, but was unable to complete a 

catalog of printed items. In his efforts to concentrate 

the disparate university collections in the Bibliotheca 
Paulina he was also following in Borner’s footsteps. 

Taking over of the libraries of the Greater and Lesser 

Prince’s Colleges (1682) as well as the Philosophy 

Faculty (1683) he transferred the university’s oldest 

book collection to the Bibliotheca Paulina, including, 

among others, the Biblia latina, printed on vellum by 

Heinrich Eggestein in Strassburg in 1486.

�e absence of any regular acquisitions program 

continued despite the increase in publications following 

the �irty Years’ War and the rise of Leipzig as the 

center of the book trade in Germany. �e library was 

effectively unable to participate in either of these 

developments which explains why the library possesses 

25,000 printed books from the sixteenth century but 

just over 40,000 from the seventeenth. �e library 

was still no more than a supplementary working 

instrument for the professors, who pursued their studies 

with their own private libraries and depended on the 

University Library only for expensive and rare works. 

�e instructions for library director Karl Andreas Bel in 

1758 stated that the University Library was to purchase 

only those books that professors were unable to afford. 

�e library remained a professors’ library in this sense 

until the early nineteenth century. 

Modernization and New Building 
�e status of the library changed with the spread of 

Enlightenment thinking, which fell on particularly 

fertile ground in Leipzig. By the mid-eighteenth 

century, the city was one of the centers of the 

Enlightenment in Germany. Under the directorship of 

Christian Gottlieb Jöcher (appointed 1742), additional 

staff were hired and the organization of the library was 

increasingly institutionalized. For the first time, the 

director of the library had an official job description. 

Under Jöcher, the collection began growing rapidly, 

although donations and the purchase of collections still 

outstripped regular acquisitions. Collections from the 

estates of professors were generally not bought en bloc, 
but picked over for the best material. Today, the library 

possesses around 110,000 titles from the eighteenth 

century. 

Academically important collections had been 

entering the library since the mid- eighteenth century. 

In 1776 the correspondence of Johann Christoph 

Gottsched was acquired, in 1774 came the large coin 

collection of the Dresden court physician Samuel 

Kretzschmar who had acquired numerous pieces on 

his travels in Italy and elsewhere, and, in 1781 was 

accessioned the library of Johann Gottlob Böhme, 

which remains today the backbone of the library’s 

important Saxonia Collection.

�e term of the last professor-librarian, Christian 

Daniel Beck, came to an end in 1832. His successor, 

Ernst Gotthelf Gersdorf, was the first director who was 

not himself a professor of the university. Gersdorf ’s 

appointment was one of many reform measures in 

the university, which was recast after the model of the 

University of Berlin, culminating in the subordination 

of the university under the newly founded Ministerium 

für Kultus und öffentlichen Unterricht [Ministry for 
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Culture and Public Education]. Gersdorf reorganized 

the library according to academic principles. In this 

period the collection increased in size exponentially. �e 

library became one of the largest academic collections 

in the German Empire, in the midst of one the densest 

library regions of Germany, boasting important 

institutions like the Deutsche Bücherei [German 

Library], the Comenius-Bücherei and the Leipzig City 

Library. Between 1853 and 1875 the library enjoyed 

the highest growth rates of any university library in 

Germany and reached (together with the institute 

libraries) in 1920 the magic mark of a million bound 

volumes. �is development rendered it perhaps the 

most important academic library for printed works in 

nineteenth-century Germany.

Apart from the products of publishing houses, 

important special collections also found their way 

into the library. On the 400th anniversary of Leipzig 

University in 1809, Friederike Luise Reich donated a 

part of her husband’s portrait collection, the publisher 

Philipp Erasmus Reich. In 1835, the library of the 

Leipzig Schöppenstuhl [a law court] and, in 1852, 

the botanical collection of Gustav Kunze entered the 

University Library; in 1845, the coin collection of 

the Leipzig Senator Carl Friedrich von Posern-Klett, 

who had found important fragments of the Jüngerer 

Titurel [Younger Titurel] in the City Library; in 

1858, the coin collection of Ferdinand von Reiboldt, 

consisting of 26,000 pieces and, in 1853, the library of 

the former Diocese of Meissen. A high point in the 

collection’s development was the arrival of 43 leaves of 

the Codex Sinaiticus, a Bible manuscript from the fourth 

century, brought to the library in 1844 by Konstantin 

Tischendorf.

In 1877 came Salomon Hirzel’s unique Goethe 

collection; in 1871, parts of Rudolf Benno von Römer’s 

botanical library, with its valuable botanical prints; and, 

in 1878, Gustav Hänel’s law library (with its medieval 

manuscripts) found its way into the University Library. 

�e 3,500-year-old Papyrus Ebers is possibly the 
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Fig. 26: The former bookstack of the City Library Leipzig, destroyed in 1943. [Rep. IX, 6 Mappe 1, no. 4]



library’s most valuable piece; a medical text, it is named 

after the egyptologist Georg Ebers, who purchased 

it in 1873. In 1892, the ca. 60,000-piece autograph 

collection of Georg Kestner was acquired, the core of 

which consisted of files originating from the Wetzlarer 

Reichskammergericht [Wetzlar Imperial Supreme 

Court], dissolved in 1806. 

A significant event in the history of the library 

was the construction in Leipzig’s Musikviertel 

[neighborhood of the Gewandhaus], of the new 

Bibliotheca Albertina, named after King Albert of 

Saxony. Building began in 1887, and the library was 

officially opened in 1891.

"e Twentieth Century

�e Library attained its peak in the 1920s. Oriental 

manuscripts were systematically acquired in Turkey at 

a time when the dissolution of the Ottoman Empire 

caused the market to be flooded with such documents. 

In 1923, the library absorbed the collection of the 

Dresden Veterinary Academy. In the 1930s, the 

libraries of the main Leipzig churches, St. Nikolai 

and St. �omas, which included original medieval 

manuscripts, were deposited in the Bibliotheca Albertina.

During the Second World War, 40 percent of all 

public library collections in Germany were destroyed. 

Fortunately, the Leipzig University Library survived 

the war relatively undamaged. �e bombardment of 

December 4, 1943, destroyed the main building of 

the University as well as the City Library, situated in 

the city center. �e City Library lost almost all of its 

historical collection of printed books.

Having escaped this catastrophe, the Bibliotheca 

Albertina rapidly evacuated its 1.4 million volumes 

to various storage depots. Shortly before the end of 

the war, on April 6, 1945, two thirds of the library 

building was destroyed, but the collection, which had 

been safely evacuated and stored, returned almost 

complete. �e most valuable parts of the collection 

had been brought to nearby Mutzschen, whence they 

were appropriated by the Soviet occupation; the greater 

part was returned in 1958. �ree hundred incunabula, 

among them a paper copy of the Gutenberg Bible, a 

printed indulgence by Gutenberg, a collection of letters 

by Erasmus, parts of Hirzel’s Goethe collection, parts of 

the coin collection and almost the entire collection of 

historical maps were either lost or remained in Russia.

In the immediate post-war period, the library was 

preoccupied with making the remaining buildings 

fit for use, and resuming normal activity. 1962 saw 

perhaps the most valuable addition in the library’s 

history, namely those portions of the historical Special 

Collections of the Leipzig City Library which had 

survived the bombing undamaged. �is collection 

contained exceptionally valuable pieces, including 1,800 

manuscripts, among them an Ottonian Evangeliary 

from the Island of Reichenau; the only existing 

manuscript of the ceremony book of Konstantinos 

Porphyrogennetos from the library of the Hungarian 

King Matthias Corvinus; the so-called Acta Lutherorum, 
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Fig. 27: The war-damaged University Library: remains of the greater 
reading room. [Ms. 2784, no. 66r]



a bundle of documents from the Luther family; 690 

incunabula; a collection of early Leipzig printed books, 

and over a hundred official documents and the library 

of the Deutsche Gesellschaft [German Society], dating 

from the eighteenth century. In 2008, the deposit 

from the City Library was contractually sealed. �e 

University Library’s main building has been fully 

restored since 2002, and the collection, built up over 

centuries, is today among the most important cultural 

resources of Europe, reflecting centuries of European 

intellectual history. To preserve this collection and make 

it accessible remains one of the foremost tasks of the 

University Library today.

�omas Fuchs
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Fig. 28: Staircase to the reading area in the Bibliotheca Albertina, following the restoration of 1992 – 2002.
[UBL, Public Relations Office, Photo: Jan Oberländer]
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Hebraica and Judaica in the 
Leipzig University Library

In the course of the centuries, Leipzig University Library 

has accumulated a considerable stock of printed books and 

manuscripts in Hebrew, along with literature on Jews and 

Jewish culture in various languages. �is is all the more 

remarkable when one considers that over the centuries the 

work of the university has evinced a somewhat diffident 

attitude toward Jews, their religion, and their philosophical 

world. Like most Protestant German universities the 

image of Jews held by the Saxon State University in 

Leipzig, had been influenced since the mid-sixteenth 

century by the anti-Jewish writings of Martin Luther, and 

this affected the way the collection was built up. 

�e university began hesitantly to open up in the 

second half of the nineteenth century, in the wake 

of a growing liberalized attitude toward Jews, and 

accompanying national political developments. Jewish 

students were enrolled and liberal professors pressed for 

the emancipation of Jews in Saxony. An outstanding figure 

among them is Wilhelm Traugott Krug (1770–1842), 

“the first and earliest champion of equal rights for Jews 

in Saxony” (Levy, Geschichte der Juden in Sachsen, [History 

of the Jews in Saxony] 1900, p. 79). Krug was appointed 

professor of philosophy at Leipzig University in 1809; 

previously he had been Kant’s successor in Königsberg. 

�e emancipation of the Jews was a long-drawn-out 

and strenuous process, which played itself out in Saxony 

step by step from 1837 to 1868/69. For Jews to obtain a 

teaching post in Leipzig proved especially difficult. Unlike 

other German universities, where practicing Jews could be 

appointed as lecturers and even as professors, in Leipzig 

only Lutherans were eligible to teach. 

�e first practicing Jew to attain a post at Leipzig 

was Julius Fürst (1805–1873) in 1839. Receiving 

neither salary nor societal recognition he was employed 

as a lecturer for Aramaic and Talmudic languages. In 

the list of faculty he is not noted as a member of the 

regular teaching staff but instead is placed under the 
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Fig. 68: The History of the Jewish Wars, written in Greek by the Jewish historian 
Flavius Josephus (d. 100 AD), was a sort of bestseller in antiquity and the Middle Ages. 
It describes the revolt of the Jews against Roman rule in the years 66–70 AD. The 
present manuscript, dating from around 1200 bears a specific form of initials, so called 
Spaltleisteninitiale. [Ms. 783, fol. 3r]

Fig. 67: Elaborate initials in a manuscript from around 1200 (cf. Fig. 68) 
[Ms. 783, fol. 2v]
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category of “miscellaneous,” next to fencing, dance, and 

gymnastics trainers. His religion prevented him from 

being considered either as professor extraordinarius or 

professor ordinarius. Fürst possessed an extensive library 

well-known in the learned world, and containing 

numerous valuable items. After his death it found no 

interested buyers in Leipzig and it was eventually sold off 

in Berlin. �e situation of Jews at the university gradually 

improved toward the end of the nineteenth century, and 

the University became more cosmopolitan, attracting 

Jewish students from abroad and incorporating Jewish 

scholars into the teaching staff.

For centuries, Jewish knowledge and Jewish culture 

and history was mainly seen by the university, with its 

orthodox Protestant theology, from the perspective first 

of Christian Hebraic Studies and later as part of the 

nascent discipline of Oriental Studies. �is stimulated 

the University Library to collect Hebraic literature, 

manuscripts and books relating to the new, independent 

discipline “Wissenschaft vom späteren Judentum” 

[Studies in late Jewry], more or less as a sideline to 

Protestant Bible studies. Not until the 1920s did the 

library consider it necessary, in response to academic 

developments and the steady increase in literature in this 

area, to devote an entry for the genre in the classified 

catalog, whose structure dated from the mid-nineteenth 

century. �e catalog did at least include a list of literature 

on “late Jewry” in an appendix, although as a subclass of 

Christian theology. 

Two interesting entries from an eighteenth-century 

acquisitions list indicate that in January 1716 the 

collection of a synagogue, including books and religious 

objects, was purchased by the library for more than 79 

�aler. Unfortunately, no trace of these items can now 

be found in the current collection. In 1746, the then-

director of the library, Christian Gottlieb Jöcher (1704–

1756), purchased the two volume Machsor Lipsiae [�e 

Leipzig Mahzor] manuscript [Fig. 70], probably the 

most famous Hebrew manuscript in Leipzig. Although 

marginal notes of various owners from earlier centuries 
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Fig. 70: The two volume Machsor Lipsiae contains the complete cycle of High Holy Day 
prayers for the entire year and dates from the first third of the fourteenth century. It was 
written by several scribes with illustrations supplied by various artists, apparently from 
the same workshop. It is unknown whether the illustrations were made by Jewish artists 
or commissioned from Christian ones. The scene from the Book of Esther shows Esther’s 
success in dealing with King Ahasuerus: whereas Mordechai (below left) is the recipient 
of royal graces, the conspirator, Haman and his ten sons are killed and hanged on the 
tree they had intended for the Jews. [Vollers 1102/1, fol. 51v]

Fig. 69: Esther pleading 
for the protection of her 
people (cf. Fig. 30). [Vollers 
1102/1, fol. 52r]
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can be identified, it cannot be established from whom 

the Mahzor was acquired. Certain entries indicate that 

the manuscript was in the region of Worms in the mid-

sixteenth century, while other entries suggest that the 

two volumes traveled to Poland towards the beginning 

of the seventeenth century. �e Leipzig manuscript is 

famous above all for its ornamentation; it is the most 

luxurious and comprehensive of all the Mahzorim from 

Southern Germany. Composed in 1320 in South-West 

Germany, presumably on the upper Rhine, the figurative 

and decorative illuminations accompany a complete cycle 

of the prayers used on High Holy Days. �e manuscript 

was written by a number of scribes and the illustrations 

are also from various artists. �ere are a series of formal 

analogies to the Codex Manesse (ca. 1340). 

By 1900, in spite of circumstances which were anything 

but ideal for Jewish literature, the library had accrued 

an astonishing quantity of printed material on Jewish 

culture, history and philology, including 738 titles on 

Hebrew philology and 3,947 commentaries on the Old 

Testament. �e titles included in the Literatura hebraica 

subject catalog for this period numbered 2,380, 1,340 of 

them printed in Hebraic. Leipzig owes the majority of 

its rare Hebraica and Judaica to the legacy of Bernhard 

Beer (1801–1861). Beer, a publicist, politician and scholar, 

was a key figure in the Jewish emancipation in Saxony. 

He assembled a library unique for its time of around 

4,939 titles, 2,530 of them in Hebrew. After his death, 

the collection was divided between the Jewish theological 

seminary in Breslau and the Leipzig University Library, 

with the smaller portion going to Leipzig. However, the 

library was able to acquire many unique printed Hebrew 

works thanks to the informed selection of the head 

librarian, orientalist, and long-time director, Prof. Ludolf 

Krehl (1825–1901). Beer, a student and close friend of 

Professor Krug, had even hoped that, in the course of 

the Jewish emancipation, a Jewish-theological faculty 

would be founded at the university, with his library as the 

cornerstone. In 1834, Beer was also the first Jew to receive 

an honorary doctorate from the university.
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Fig. 72: This medieval glossary contains key biblical terms in Old French and Middle High 
German with a column inserted in the thirteenth century for Hebrew terms. As such it 
documents the early dissemination of scholarly Hebraic erudition. [Vollers 1099, fol. 88v]

Fig. 71: Drawing from an Hebrew glossary of terms (cf. Fig. 72) [Vollers 
1099, fol. 32v]
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Leipzig University Library possesses 63 Hebrew 

manuscripts, the majority from the Middle Ages, a 

modest 20 of them the property of the University 

Library itself. Two spectacular works stand out in this 

collection; the aforementioned Machsor Lipsiae, and the 

Leipzig Bibelglosse [Bible Glossary], a manuscript from 

the thirteenth century written in Hebrew, German, and 

French in Hebrew letters [Fig. 72]. An important text 

for linguists, it is a unique source of definitions of words 

appearing in the Bible. �ere are 22,000 French terms 

rendered in Hebrew letters, most of which can be traced 

back to the famous Rashi (1040–1105). 

What makes the Library’s manuscript collection 

particularly interesting to scholars are the Hebrew 

manuscripts, acquired as permanent loans in 1962, 

and then formally deposited by the Leipzig City 

Library in 2008. �e greater part of the collection 

derives from the library of the jurist and orientalist, 

Johann Christian Wagenseil (1633–1705), active at 

the University of Altdorf in the seventeenth century. 

�e Senate of Leipzig bought them in 1699 for the 

princely sum of 1,000 guilder. Wagenseil had collected 

them in the course of his wide travels, during which 

he cultivated close contact with Jewish scholars and 

Christian orientalists. Apart from the group of medieval 

manuscripts, the collection includes Wagenseil’s 

correspondence with Jewish and Christian scholars, 

which provides insight into Jewish-Christian dialog in 

the seventeenth century and throws light on Wagenseil’s 

role as a mediator. Among the medieval manuscripts, 

the Ashkenazi transcription of the thirteenth century 

Pentateuch deserves mention. �is codex is remarkable 

for numerous annotations added by the scribe, Makhir 

ben Karshavya. It contains otherwise undocumented 
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Fig. 74: This engraving shows the so-called Frankfurter Judensau [Frankfurt “Jew’s sow”] 
together with the fictitious ritual infanticide of Simon of Trento in 1475. The City Council 
of Frankfurt had this propagandistic caricature attached to the Brückenturm [Bridge Tower] 
around 1500. Despite repeated petitioning by the Jewish community to have it removed, 
the fresco was often restored and remained intact until the tower was demolished in 1801. 
The engraving is from a collection established in the mid-eighteenth century by Christian 
Ehrhard Hoffmann, about whom nothing further is known. It is taken from the Jüdische 
Merkwürdigkeiten [Jewish Curiosities] by the Frankfurt school director Johann Jacob Schudt 
(1664–1722), and was trimmed to size for the anthology. 
Hoffmann, Christian Ehrhard: Geographischer Schau-Platz Aller vier Theile der Welt. 
[Geographical Theater of the Four Continents] s. l. 1678. [57 A 1120/2,2, fol. 1564r]

Fig. 73: Detail from the anti-Semitic engraving of the Frankfurter Judensau 
[Frankfurt “Jew’s sow”] (cf. Fig. 74).
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commentaries from medieval Ashkenazi scholars on 

different versions of the Pentateuch. Unfortunately, after 

Wagenseil’s death and against his wishes, the printed 

books in his library were not brought to Leipzig, but are 

housed today in the Erlangen University Library.

�e Hebraic manuscript collection in the Leipzig City 

Library was influential for its time. �e manuscripts were 

described in a catalog (Codices orientalium linguarum) 

published in 1838 by Franz Delitzsch (1813–1890), 

arguably the nineteenth century’s most important 

Christian German Hebraist and Old Testament scholar. 

�ere are additions, supplements and corrections from 

Leopold Zunz (1794–1886), one of the founders of the 

“Wissenschaft des Judentums” [Studies in Jewry]. In 

Karl Vollers’s 1906 catalog the Library’s collection of 

Hebraic manuscripts was described as unsatisfactory. 

A year later, the Leipzig Rabbi and scholar Nathan 

Porges (1848–1924) published a scathing critique in 

the Zeitschrift für hebräische Bibliographie [ Journal for 

Hebraic Bibliography], completing and correcting 

Vollers’s catalog. Porges’s commentary, spread over 

three issues of the Journal, represents the real key to the 

Hebraic manuscripts in Leipzig University Library.

After a hopeful beginning, the twentieth century 

brought a period of stagnation in the accumulation of 

literature on Jews and Judaica. �e university, drawn 

into the whirlpool of Nazi racial politics, experienced a 

particularly dark chapter under National Socialism. In 

recent times this has gradually been brought to light in 

the course of reconstructing the library and through the 
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Fig. 76: The textbook on the heavenly spheres (Sphaera mundi), as reworked by the 
Spanish-Jewish astronomer Rabbi Abraham bar Hiyya ha-Nasi (i. e., Abraham Hispanus, 
d. ca. 1140) was printed by the humanist Sebastian Münster in Basel 1546 in Latin and 
Hebrew. According to the donation inscription, the Leipzig copy came to the University 
Library in 1677. Two former owners left their signatures on the title page of the Hebrew 
part. [Lit. jud. 1018, title]

Fig. 75: Illustration of the position of the earth in relation to the sun from 
a medieval astronomical work of 1546, written in Hebrew (cf. Fig. 76). 
[Lit. jud. 1018, p. 125]
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discovery of associated documents 

(C. Reuss, Die UB Leipzig in der Zeit 

des NS [Leipzig University Library 

in the Time of National Socialism], 

2008). Fritz Prinzhorn (1893–1967), 

director during the Second World War, 

and staunch National Socialist, accepted 

a Wehrmacht soldier’s offer of nine 

Torah rolls and associated ritual objects from the 

Polish town of Krośniewice in 1940. He added them to 

the Library fully realizing that they were property stolen 

from the local Jewish congregation that was soon to be 

annihilated. He appears to have concealed the Torahs 

and other objects in the ruins of the Library after it burnt 

down in the last days of the War. �ey were rediscovered 

in 1998 during the reconstruction, destroyed by mold 

and damp. �e Torah rolls were later buried in the Jewish 

cemetery in Leipzig.

After 1945, illegally-acquired literature whose 

provenance could be traced to Leipzig’s Jewish 

congregation was returned. �e Library is today still 

attempting to return other illegally acquired stock, of less 

identifiable provenance, to the former owners. At the 

same time, however, little emphasis has been placed on 

the acquisition of twentieth-century Judaica. �is has 

been mitigated by the fact that the library has been 

able to acquire an illuminated Haggadah dating from 

the second half of the seventeenth century [Fig. 78] with 

the co-operation of Gerd-Heinrich Apel, descendent of 

an ancient and tradition-steeped patrician family from 

Leipzig. �e Haggadah fills a gap in the collection of 

Hebraic manuscripts of Leipzig University Library, itself 

richly steeped in tradition.

Peter König
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Fig. 78: A Haggadah contains the stories relating the exodus of the Jews from Egypt. The 
flyleaf in the Leipzig manuscript bears an exlibris from the German philosopher Hermann 
Lotze (1817–1881). The volume was bought by the University Library in 2004 from the 
collection of the jurist Heinrich Apel (1845–1889) [Ms. Apel 11, fol. 19r]

Fig. 77: Details from a Haggadah dating from the second half of the 
seventeenth century: Moses parts the Red Sea. [Ms. Apel 11, fol. 19r]




