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A bstr act
This article focusses on questions of historical libraries which vanished 
in the course of time. From where can we get information and evidence 
of their previous existence? There are so many books of hidden libraries 

surviving on hundreds of book shelves all over Europe. There was and still 
is a considerable migration of books – for various reasons. It is a promising 
task to virtually reconstitute historical libraries by collecting their remnants 

systematically – an invitation.
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Introduction
At my Alma Mater – the University of Graz, Austria – I have responsi-
bility for the Special Collections Department. There we have more than 
two thousand medieval manuscripts, eleven hundred incunabula, and 
some 250-280,000 books produced up to the year 1900. The history of 
this library and the diverse book collections is not yet written.1 When I 
became head of this collection of rare books some five years ago, I com-
menced to plunge into the history of this library, which actually is the 
history of several dozens of book collections.

The University of Graz was founded in 1585. At the beginning and 
for the first 200 years it was the university of the Jesuit Fathers. Accord-
ingly, its library was a Jesuit library, which was established as a political 
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2	 See Mairold, Maria. Geschichte der Grazer Universitätsbibliothek. // Die Handschriften 
der Universitätsbibliothek Graz / Anton Kern. Vol. 3. Wien 1967, XIV.

instrument in the days of Counter-Reformation. The catalogue of this 
library has been missing since the end of the 18th century. It is said to 
have comprised 26 volumes.2 My principal questions therefore were: 
From where did all the books come to feed this library? and From where 
can I get any information since there is no catalogue extant? In answering 
these questions I want to pick out three main areas: 
-- information taken from the books themselves
-- information taken from inventory lists
-- information taken from archive material.

1. Information in the books themselves
For my research on the historical roots of this library I was able to use 
a highly helpful instrument: earlier hands created a box of approxi-
mately 25.000 index cards. These cards record handwritten remarks on 
the provenance of single books, the majority of them dating from the 
16th, 17th and 18th centuries. We can frequently find such remarks on the 
front page but also at various other places in a book. In many cases it 
was the librarian who had put down a note of the date when a book was 
added to a library. But we find entries of private holders as well.

Along with short written remarks there is a variety of other testi-
monies providing helpful data:
-- ex libris 
-- supralibros
-- stamps and seals, etc.

The following examples are taken from the Library of the Francis-
can Fathers in the town of Ilok in East Slavonia, Croatia. All of them 
are either handwritten or stamped on the front page of the books pro-
viding some scarce information on former book owners or readers. Of 
such kind are the meagre traces for researchers devoted to the ques-
tions of historical book provenance.

1.1 Con[ven]tus S[ancti] I[oanni] Cap[istrani] Illokensis
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1.2 Ad bibliothecam Viennensem P. P. Franciscanorum

1.3 Pro Bibliotheca Conventus Petrovorodiensis

1.4 Con[ven]tus Petrovaradiensis

1.5 Residentia Belgradensis
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3	 Just to give one example of a prohibited book: the book with the shelfmark III 40 162 (Ti-
tle: Infinita nature secreta quibuslibet hominibus contingentia preuidenda cauenda ac perse-
quenda declarant in hoc libro contenda. Physionomia summi Aristotelis. Physionomia Michae-
lis scoti. Physionomia Coclitis. Chyromantia eiusdem. Cum approbatione Achilini. Cum gratia 
et priuilegio Papae impressa: 1515.) On the front page we read the following remark: „Liber 
iste plurima tum in Fide suspecta, tum Contra bonos mores tum etiam Superstitiosa maxime 
ultima continet.“

2. Information provided by inventory and other lists
A library which survived centuries of political and doctrinal changes is 
not an entity which stands alone. It leaves its traces in the official ad-
ministration of the state and of other institutions.

The biggest library of Graz was established in the decades when 
Graz was the capital of Austria, when the Emperor made his residence 
in Graz. At that time Graz was a relatively small and remote town, close 
to the southern borders of the Habsburg realm. Its political develop-
ment coincided with the growth and spread of book printing and Graz 
became a major centre of book production and of book selling. 

The Catholic house of Habsburg definitely wanted to have control 
over the book market. They installed a rigid system of censorship, the 
main precepts of which were religious, moral and political purity.3 They 

1.6 An ex libris

1.7 The stamp of the library
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privileged a few printing houses, and effectively gained total control 
over the market. It is quite clear that new books were officially regis-
tered.4 Thus, the production was controlled, the sale of books, and fi-
nally the use of books. Actually, this was a kind of totalitarism aiming 
at cutting the increasing world of ideas.

Among the mass of administrative records we may sometimes 
find veritable inventory lists, e.g., of the confiscated book collections of 
many Protestants. Such information may be found in the State Archive 
in Vienna, in local archives or in other ecclesial archives. We know of 
a good number of such inventory lists, nonetheless, this category of 
sources has not yet been studied systematically – at least with regard to 
the roots of our University Library.

There is another reason why book collections might be offi-
cially recorded: in later times, when Vienna was again the see of the 
Habsburg Crown, Viennese or state institutions cast jealous looks at 
“what they have there in Graz” and they knew pretty well what to 
take. For this reason, Graz had to give many especially precious books 
as tribute to the National Library or to the State Archive. We would, 
therefore, find many titles of our former book holdings in the inven-
tory lists at that place.

Some examples:

2.1 Protocol of confiscated books (University Archive Graz)

Classifizirtes Verzeichniß. Aufschreibung und Beurtheilung der von dem 
Bibliothekär übernommenen Kataloge derjenigen Bücher, welche in die 
hiesige k.k. Bibliothek woher immer geflossen sind.
[Classified list. An evaluated record of catalogues documenting the 
books that were added to the Imperial Library by the librarian.]
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2.2 Excerpt from the protocol of confiscated books mentioned above

Nr. 40 et 47: Karthäuser in Seitz. Ein alphabetischer mit vollständigen 
Titln versehener Katalog.
[Nr. 40 and 47: Carthusians in Žiće. A catalogue with complete titles in 
alphabetical order]

2.3 Excerpt from the same

Nr. 35: Dominikaner in Pettau. Ein nach Materien abgetheilter, mit voll-
ständigen Titln, auch Nummerierung der Zahl vorhandener Bücher ver-
sehener Katalog.
[Nr. 35: Dominicans in Ptuj. A catalogue arranged thematically with 
complete titles including the current book number.]
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2.4 Excerpt from the same – a list of missing catalogues 

[We are missing the catalogues of books that were handed over …
… of several dissolved monasteries and abbeys, e.g., of Stainz, Pöllau, 
of the Benedictines in Rottenmann,
of the Dominicans in Neukloster,
of the Shod Augustinians and Dominican Nuns in Graz and Studenitz, 
of the Benedictine Nuns in Göß,
of the Salesian Nuns in Maribor,
of the Franciscans in Feldbach and Friedau,
 of all Capuchin Monks and the Friars Minor ... ].
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3. Further archive material
Going through the thousands of index cards recording our notes on 
historical book provenance, I perceived many dozens of places from 
whence our books derived. Names appear of individuals,, but also of 
many places where libraries existed in former centuries. I was asking 
myself: how was it possible that we came to keep so many collections – or 
in most cases, parts of them – in our library? The answer in this case was 
simple: by the end of the 18th century many of the monastic libraries 
has been dissolved by force of political order. Thus, in the period of 
the Enlightenment the books of many minor collections – as they were 
considered at the time – were transferred to Graz, which at the time 
was crowded and filled with confusion:
-- thousands of additional books
-- insufficient storage capacities
-- overtaxed librarians, who could not cope with the huge amount of 

books 
-- librarianship in general that was lacking in professional proficiency
-- a decreasing appreciation for the ancient book.

The years around 1800 brought horrible losses of old books, pre-
dominantly printed ones, but incunabula and handwritten books not 
excluded. We know that thousands of books were sold, or even worse: 
thrown into the river Mur, which cuts Graz into an Eastern and a West-
ern hemisphere. Additionally, we may assume that a considerable 
number of books were used as fuel for fires and the like. To sum up, 
what actually did survive and what we still have on our shelves, are the 
remnants of historical libraries - in many cases only the rudimentary 
debris of a collection.

But, wouldn’t it be possible at least to trace one specific historical li-
brary? In single cases this might be possible, since even from these tur-
bulent times we may find some kind of record. In the Archive of our 
university, for example, we found a document in a pile of papers, which 
testifies to the existence of book collections brought to Graz. This docu-
ment gives the names of several dozen libraries, enumerated up to “70”.

The document does not provide the numbers of books comprising 
these collections, but it evidences the historical existence of libraries, 
even in remote places. Furthermore, it confirms the existence of cata-
logues. It is the normal fate of such collections (books as well as cata-
logues) to have been scattered, dispersed anywhere in the region with 
much being lost forever. That is to say, there remains much evidence 
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of the existence of historical libraries, but in many cases only little evi-
dence of the books that they might have contained. 

Apart from such documents there is another category of archival 
records that may provide information on historical libraries and book 
collections. In our ecclesiastical organization it had become a rule to 
hand over the property of a parochial community from priest to priest. 
At such occasions, the property would sometimes be meticulously in-
ventoried. Hence, we might find further information on book collec-
tions in the ecclesial archives.

We can also find useful information on invoices created in the 
processes of acquiring or selling books and libraries. The same is true 
for juridical processes such as those relating to disputes between debt-
ors and creditors, or inheritance and legacies. One widely neglected 
category of sources seems to be bills and accounts of any kind – these 
are records which we might possibly consider to be a little bit dry and 
boring. However, they include much material which can be exploited 
for our purpose of tracing historical libraries. 

Finally, a wonderful report on the landscape of European librar-
ies in baroque times is given by Adalbert Blumenschein († 1781), who 
visited hundreds of libraries.5 

Text sample:
3.1 Adalbert Blumenschein († 1781). Vienna, National Library, series 
nova, cod. 2807–2810 [on a historical library in Graz that no longer 
exists – only a few dispersed objects are discernible]:

Die Bibliothek bey denen unbeschuchten Karmeliten ist ansehnlich. Sie 
steht in einem von proportionierter Länge und Höhe, mit obenherum lau-
fenden Gallerie, und acht grossen Fenstern zu beiden Seiten versehenen 
Saale. An der Gewölbedecke findet sich allein das Wappen dieses geistli-
chen Ordens gemalen. Die Repositorien sind offen und obenher mit un-
vergoldet auch gutgearbeiteten Schnizwerk, nebst den, Bildnissen einiger 
Gelehrten von dieser Stätten gezieret. Die Bücher mögen allenthalben auf 
9000 Bände sich erstrecken. ( f. 151-152) 
[The library of the Discalced Carmelites is considerable. It is placed 
in the galleries of a well proportioned hall having eight windows on 
each long side. On the vaulted ceiling there is only the painted emblem 
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of the Carmelite Order. The book repositories – between the portraits 
of some local scholars – are freely accessible from the front side. The 
armoires are decorated with ungilded but well-wrought carvings. The 
quantity of books might possibly reach the number of 9.000 volumes. 
(fol. 151-152)]

4. Conclusion
This brief survey simply seeks to invite further and systematic studies 
in our libraries and archives to detect traces and remnants of what – in 
better days – was a complete library. Although tens of thousands of 
books disappeared by the end of the 18th century and also in the fol-
lowing decades in our region, we consider it a rewarding task to try to 
reconstitute, at least virtually, a historical library. The role of archival 
material of different categories to provide information is considered to 
be crucial to this task – but remains widely underestimated.
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PODACI O NESTALIM KNJIŽNICAMA 
GRAĐA ZAKOPANA U KNJIGAMA I U ARHIVIMA

	
Sažetak
Rad se bavi knjižnicama koje su nestale tijekom vremena. Odakle možemo cr-
piti informacije i dokaze o njihovu postojanju? Toliko je knjiga iz tih knjižnica 
preživjelo na stotinama knjižničnih polica diljem Europe. Iz različitih razloga 
migracije knjiga su se događale, a događaju se još uvijek. Virtualno rekonstru-
irati stare knjižnice sustavnim prikupljanjem njihovih ostataka zadaća je koja 
obećaje – zapravo, to je poziv.

Ključne riječi: podaci o povijesti primjerka, povijesni katalozi, skrivene 
knjižnice, povijest knjige, povijest knjižnica, arhivski izvori


