
HERSFELD –
HISTORY  OF A GREAT 
ABBEY AND TOWN

AUTHOR: HEINZ-JÖRG 

KRETSCHMER © 2026



PRESENTATION OUTLINE

Historical development 
of Hersfeld Abbey and 
town from foundation 

to Reformation

Geographical location 
and demographic 

information of Bad 
Hersfeld

Medieval urban growth, 
guilds, and town 

fortifications

Religious and cultural 
landmarks including the 

Abbey and Lullus 
Festival

Significant historical 
events like Vitalis Night 

and Reformation 
impacts

Modern developments 
including industry, 

education, and cultural 
festivals



BAD HERSFELD –

TWIN TOWN OF 
MALMESBURY,

SUMPERK,

L´HAYE LES 
ROSES AND 

BAD 
SALZUNGEN

• The spa town Bad Hersfeld is located in the Hersfeld-

Rotenburg district in eastern Hesse. Bad Hersfeld is 

known for its famous Bad Hersfeld Theatre Festival in 

the Abbey ruin since 1951

• Altitude: 200 m above sea level - Ground: 73,87 qkm

• Weather:  Average temperatures: 21 degrees Celsius, 

wind 11 km/h, 72% humidity

• Population: 30,846 (31 December 2024) – Population 

density: 418 / qkm

• Postal code: 36251

• Calling code: +49 6621

• Mayoress:  Mrs.  Anke Hofmann



LOCATION OF BAD HERSFELD IN GERMANY



HISTORICAL FORMS OF THE 
NAME OF HERSFELD 
MENTIONED IN DOCUMENTS

• 736 Haerulfisfelt 

• 779 Hariulfisfelt 

• 780 Erulvisfeld 

• 782 Harulfisfelt 

• 968 Herocampia and Herolfesfeld (pago Hassiae)

• 1099 Herosfeld 

• 1107 Herveld 

• 1134 Herschfeld or Hersfeld  

• 1617 Hirschfeld

• 1900 Hersfeld



HERSFELD IN THE EARLY MEDIEVAL TIME

400 BC  Excavations 
document remains of 
settlements from the 

Laténe period in the abbey 
district

736 monk Sturmius, who 
came from Bavaria, builds 
the first chapel covered 

with bark on the site of the 
already abandoned 

settlement of "Haerulfisfelt"

744 Sturmius moves into 
the interior of the 

"Buchonia" on Boniface's 
instructions and founds the 

monastery of Fulda

754 Lullus (Lull) succeeds 
St. Boniface as Bishop of 

Mainz

769 Lullus founds a 
Benedictine monastery in 

Hersfeld – as a competitor 
to Fulda

775 Hersfeld is elevated to 
an imperial abbey by 

Charlemagne (protection 
document)



LULL(US) –
MONK FROM 
MALMESBURY –

“CONDITOR 
HERSFELDIAE” 
FOUNDER OF 
HERSFELD 
MONASTERY IN 
769



HERSFELD ABBEY BECOMES AN IMPERIAL 
MONASTERY IN 775

769 Monastery founded as 
a Benedictine monastery by 

Lull, monk from 
Malmesbury

775 becomes property of 
King Charlemagne,  with 
free election of abbots by 

the monks

Liberation from all 
episcopal and countial 

power

In secular terms, the 
monastery was subordinate 
to the king, and the abbot's 
position as imperial prince 

was in the offing.

From a spiritual/canonical 
point of view, the 

monastery is directly 
subordinate to the Pope

Generous donations from 
Charlemagne expand the 

power of the monastery in 
Hesse and Thuringia



BISHOP LULLUS OF MAINZ HANDS OVER THE HERSFELD MONASTERY 
IN QUIERZY TO FRANCONIAN KING CHARLES (CHARLEMAGNE) IN 775



RECONSTRUCTION OF THE 
MONASTERY COMPLEX



THE ONLY SURVIVING WING OF THE 
MONASTERY (MUSEUM)



The romanesque Abbey church
(Reconstruction)



THE ROMANESQUE 
ABBEY CHURCH
(RECONSTRUCTION)



HERSFELD ABBEY RUIN TODAY



THE CRYPT – BURIAL PLACE OF 
ST. LULLUS AND ST. WIGBERT 
(RECONSTRUCTION)



THE CRYPT TODAY – RUIN SINCE 1761



THE BREVIARIUM LULLI 
- TITHE DIRECTORY

• In the tithe register (Breviarium Lulli) the 

possessions of the monastery are documented 

around 810

• In Carolingian times, Hersfeld Abbey had 

approximately 

• 60,000 acres of land

• 193 villages, 132 of which are in Thuringia 

and as far away as Halle an der Saale



HERSFELD 
MONASTERY 
PROPERTY IN 
THE MIDDLE 
AGES

FROM INGELHEIM VIA 

MEMLEBEN TO HALLE AN DER 

SAALE



EARLY URBAN DEVELOPMENT

In 800, a small church of "Our Lady" was built on the Frauenberg, as the monastery 
church was not accessible to the settlers living next to the monastery district.

In 820, Emperor Ludwig the Pious took Hersfeld Abbey under his protection and 
confirmed the donations of his father Charles

831 to 850 Construction of the first basilica for the abbey, a short time later it 
burns down

In 852, the transfer of St. Lull´s bones to the new collegiate church gave rise to 
the Lullus Festival, which is still celebrated today.

In 915, today's "Marktplatz", formerly called "Ebenheit", was built as a refuge.



THE LULLUS FESTIVAL – THE OLDEST GERMAN FOLK FESTIVAL 
SINCE 852 TO COMMEMORATE THE ANNIVERSARY ST. LULL´S DEATH 
ON 16TH OCTOBER 786



THE MEDIEVAL TOWN AND 
MONASTERY COMPLEX 
(RECONSTRUCTION)



MEDIEVAL TOWN 
DEVELOPMENT



LULLUS BELL, FOUNDED BY 
ABBOT MEGINHER IN 1038, 
GERMANY'S OLDEST BELL IN ST. 
CATHERINE'S TOWER



HERSFELD IN THE HIGH MEDIEVAL AGES 

In 966, a papal decree 
placed the abbey directly 

under the pope, thus 
initiating the end of 
Mainz's influence 

In 1058, Lambert von 
Hersfeld entered the 

monastery and led the 
monastery school

In 1063/1073 Lambert von 
Hersfeld wrote the Vita 
Lulli (biography of Lull)

In 1073/1074, Emperor 
Henry IV gathered his 
army near Hersfeld to 

counter the uprising of the 
Thuringians and Saxons.

In 1074, Henry's son 
Conrad was born in 

Hersfeld

1100 Construction of a 
larger Frauenkirche (Our 

Lady Church) on the 
Frauenberg and a 

hermitage of the Beguines.



FIRST MENTION AS A TOWN

At the intersection of old roads, e.g. the Via Regia or Geleit and 

Heerstraße "through the short Hesses", which Fulda and 

Haune crossed on bridges

In 1142 it was first mentioned as a market town, which favoured 

further urban development

In 1170, Hersfeld was first mentioned as a town (civitas, i.e. city 

with a wall, ditch and market rights).

On 4 April 1182, Abbot Siegfried appointed the first mayor 

("scultetus")

From 1249 to 1252, the city was recognized as an imperial town 

by the anti-king William of Holland. During this time, Flemings 

immigrated here ("Vlämenweg")





HERSFELD IN THE LATE MEDIEVAL AGES

• From 1230 onwards, the town 

began to be expanded and the 

city walls relocated

• The work on the new town 

wall, the town moat and the 

Zwinger wall in front of it will 

last about 100 years.



TRADES AND GUILDS IN THE 
HIGH MEDIEVAL AGES

After 1250, Flemings brought with 
them the technique of woollen 
cloth production and cloth dyeing

In the 14th century, the wool 
weavers became one of the leading 
guilds of the city

This creates the basis for the 
flourishing textile industry in the 
18th and 19th centuries





HISTORIC 
STREET LAYOUT 
STILL VISIBLE 
TODAY

• Course of the fortifications, city gates and street layout 

still visible today:

• Four city gates named after the nearest churches 

(Peterstor, Johannestor, Frauentor and Klaustor

• The Peterstor leads via Fulda and Haune to the 

Petersberg Provost's Office

• The Johannestor to the Provost's Office of 

Johannesberg

• The Frauentor led to the city's first parish church on 

the Frauenberg

• The Klaustor led to the Klauskirche in front of the city 

walls





HERSFELD IN THE RHENISH LEAGUE OF CITIES

In 1255, the town joined the 

Rhenish League of Cities

1323 The first efforts of the 

city to gain independence from 

the abbey through the 

consecration of the Gothic 

choir of the town church 

1344 Purchase of the hospital 

at Johannestor with hospital 

church from the abbey

1356 First plague epidemic 

with about 3000 deaths, 

further epidemics in 1410, 

1470, 1486

1371 First documents about 

the Gothic town hall of the 

city, expanded in the 16th 

century and redesigned in the 

17th century in the style of the 

Weser Renaissance

1373 Alliance of the town with 

Hessian Landgrave, renewed in 

1414 and 1430.



THE VITALIS NIGHT ON 28.  APRIL 1378

Hersfeld citizens wanted to 
elect a new mayor on 

28.4.1378

As a result, the abbot loses 
direct control over the town 

(taxes...)

To prevent this,  Abbot 
Berthold II of  Völkershausen 
ordered to attack the town 

on Vitalis Night with the 
support of allied knights of 

the Sterner Liga

Knight Simon von Haune 
reveals this plan to the city 
and the attack was repelled

Knight Eberhard von Engern 
was shot while climbing over 

the city wall

His helmet is hung at the 
town hall as a sign of the 

citizen´s victory.

Vitalis Cross in the town 
park outside the walls 

commemorates the site of 
the event



MEMORY OF THE VITALIS-NIGHT APRIL 28TH 1378

VITALIS CROSS

KNIGHT EBERHARD VON 

ENGERN´S HELMET



DISPUTES 
BETWEEN 
MONASTERY 
AND THE CITY

After Vitalis Night, there are always disputes 
between the monastery and the town or 
the allied Landgrave

The disputes are usually to the detriment of 
the abbot and monastery, so the abbey loses 
influence and property

In 1432,  Abbot Albrecht von Buchenau 
concludes a hereditary protection contract 
with Landgrave Hermann of Hesse

In 1458 and 1490, the inheritance protection 
contract was renewed.

Since then, the Principality of Hersfeld has 
been considered a state belonging to Hesse.



TOWN HALL IN THE OLD TOWN 
1700 (RECONSTRUCTION)



TOWN HALL AND 
TOWN CHURCH 
1850 AND NOW



EXCURSE:  THE JEWISH COMMUNITY IN THE 
MIDDLE AGES 

There was already a Jewish 
community in Hersfeld in 

the Middle Ages

1347 Emperor Charles IV 
allowed the abbot of 

Hersfeld, John in 1347, to 
settle Jews in the city

1348/49 first Jewish settlers 
fell victim to the 

persecution of the Jews 
during the plague.  Abbot 

John confiscated the Jewish 
estates.

1362, Jewish people settled 
in the town again

1378/79 at least three adult 
Jewish men lived here

1380 there were four 
Jewish men and one 

woman living in Hersfeld. 



EXCURSE:  THE JEWISH COMMUNITY AFTER 1500

Jewish families mostly lived from the income of money trading and from 
transactions with pawn loans. The right of protection and taxation was held by 
the abbots of Hersfeld. They issued letters of protection to Jewish families for 
two to eight years

Until the beginning of 16th century (1504 to 1508), documents on 
recordings (issuance or extension of letters of protection) have survived

Although nothing is known about pogroms and expulsions of Jews, no 
Jews lived in Hersfeld until the 19th century, apart from short stays during 
2nd half of 17th century (1665, 1679)



EXCURSE:  THE JEWISH COMMUNITY AFTER 1866

After centuries of 

restrictions very few 

Jewish families lived in 

Hersfeld until the 1850s.  

After 1866 Prussian 

Government gave new 

rules of unlimited 

settlement for Jews in the 

town, which motivated 

Jewish families from the 

villages (Rhina, 

Schenklengsfeld) around to 

move to Hersfeld

1877/78 an 

independent Jewish 

community was 

officially founded and 

grew again, so that 

1896 a new Synagogue 

and 1898 a Jewish 

school was built 

outside the town walls 

in the Street 

“Vogelgesang”.  Until 

1938 the had about 350 

members 

After 1933 restrictions 

grew and during 

“Reichsprogromnacht” 9th 

November 1938 the 

Synagogue was burnt and 

Jewish property destroyed, 

many Jewish people 

emigrated to UK or USA, 

those who didn´t, mostly 

were deported and killed 

by Nazi in Concentration 

Camps (KZ)



REFORMATION 
IN HERSFELD – 
END OF THE 
MIDDLE AGES

1518 Pastor Heinrich Fuchs began the Reformation. Fuchs 
and1523 chaplain Melchior Rinck preached in town church 
that no one can earn heaven through their own works.

1521, on his way back from the Reichstag in Worms, Martin 
Luther met the Hersfeld abbot Crato I and, despite the 
ban, preached at Crato's invitation in the collegiate church.

Pastor Fuchs marries under the impression of the personal 
encounter with Luther and is expelled from the town by 
the abbot together with his chaplain Rinck

In 1524 Magister Adam Krafft became the actual reformer 
of Hersfeld in Hersfeld



MARTIN LUTHER MEETS ABBOT CRATO AT EICHHOF CASTLE ON 
30.4.1521



PEASANTS' WAR AND 
ITS AFTERMATH

• In 1525, the citizens of Hersfeld, under the 

leadership of Mayor Ottensass, went over to 

the insurgents in the Peasants' War, stormed 

the abbey district and plundered the abbot's 

apartment

• The abbot retires to Eichhof Castle

• Landgrave Philip of Hesse puts down the 

uprising and hold the supremacy over parts of 

Hersfeld and some districts paid for

• Landgrave Philipp appoints Magister Adam 

Krafft as court chaplain, Balthasar Raid 

becomes the first Protestant preacher in 

Hersfeld.



30 YEARS WAR 1618 - 1648

• From 1620, the citizens of Hersfeld, suffered under war battles 

and occupation by Austrian Emperors troops under the 

leadership of Field Marshall Tilly and by Swedish Troopsand their 

allies (protestant King) 

• 1623 Tilly´s Army of 15000 soldiers of the Catholic Liga occupied

and exploited the Abbey and Town

• During the next 22 years Hersfeld was devasteated few times, 

from 750 houses in town 420 were destroyed, the others partly

burnt or devastated

• The Westfalian Peace Treaty ended the war 1648 and Hersfeld 

became property as profane county to the Landgrave of Hesse-

Kassel



MATTHÄUS MERIAN'S 
VIEW OF HERSFELD (C. 
1695)



THE PAINTING BY SCHNUPHASE 
(AROUND 1700)



TOWNGATES RECONSTRUCTIONS FOR THE 
1200 YEARS TOWN ANNIVERSARY 1936



TOWNGATES RECONSTRUCTION FOR THE 
1200 YEARS TOWN ANNIVERSARY 1936



THE MIGHTY ABBEY CHURCH ABOVE THE 
ROOFTOPS OF THE TOWN 1700 
(RECONSTRUCTION)



TOWNSCAPE VIEW FROM THE TOWN CHURCH 
TOWER 1900 AND TODAY



MEDIEVAL 
HOSPITAL ON THE 
BRINK SQUARE 
1900 AND TODAY



LINGG MEMORIAL AT LINGG SQUARE 1900 AND 
TODAY



OLD TOWN STREET HANFSACK 1900 AND TODAY



ST. CATHERINE TOWER AND ABBEY DISTRICT 1900 
AND TODAY



HERSFELD DURING SEVEN-YEARS WAR (1761)

• During the Seven Years' War, in 

1761, retreating French troops 

burned down the collegiate 

church. 

• The supplies stored there were 

not to fall into the hands of the 

enemy.

• After that, the ruins served as a 

"quarry" for a while



HERSFELD DURING 
NAPOLEON´S WAR 
(1807)
LINGG VON 
LINGENFELD SAVED THE 
TOWN



LINGG-SQUARE 1900 AND TODAY

• Linggplatz around 1900 • Linggplatz



1866 HERSFELD BECOMES 
PRUSSIAN

• After the Austro-Prussian War of 1866, the Electorate of 

Hesse, to which Hersfeld belonged, was annexed by 

Prussia and thus became part of Kingdom of Prussia.

• This annexation led to a territorial reorganization in the 

region and the introduction of Prussian structures. 

• Organization of the Hersfeld district according to the 

Prussian district constitution.

• Hersfeld was connected to the Railway Bebra- Frankfurt 

and got a new railway station



1866 HERSFELD BECOMES PRUSSIAN

• After the Austro-Prussian War of 1866, the 

Electorate of Hesse, to which Hersfeld belonged, 

was annexed by Prussia and thus became part of 

Kingdom of Prussia.

• This annexation led to a territorial reorganization 

in the region and the introduction of Prussian 

structures. 

• Organization of the Hersfeld district according to 

the Prussian district constitution.

• Hersfeld was connected to the Railway Bebra- 

Frankfurt and got a new railway station

• Hersfeld became a garrison town when a barracks 

was built opposite the main portal of the 

monastery ruins, in which the fusilier battalion of 

the 2nd Thuringian Infantry Regiment No. 32 was 

stationed in 1871. 

• From 1890, the building housed a Prussian war 

school. Today, the tax office is located there.

• From 1876 to 1905 Konrad Duden was director of 

the Royal Hersfeld Grammar School. During this 

time, the first edition of the Duden was published 

in 1880. The school where he taught now bears his 

name.



DR. KONRAD DUDEN – THE FOUNDER OF MODERN GERMAN SPELLING 1880 – 
HEADMASTER OF THE ROYAL GRAMMAR SCHOOL 1876 - 1905



HERSFELD DURING HITLER´S DICTATORSHIP 1933 -
1939

• 30.1.1933 Hitler became Reichskanzler -

(Chancellor of the 3rd Empire)

• Equalizing of all institutions and administrations

– in the whole German III. Reich, also in 

Hersfeld and district

• Restrictions against Jews (Rassengesetze – laws

of Races)

• Policemen got membership in NSDAP

• 1935 new Langemarck Barracks / occupied 1945 

by US Army, renamed McPheeters Barracks

• 1936 the 1200th Anniversary of the town was 

celebrated under Swastika

• 1938 „Reichskristallnacht“ Progrom

• 1.9.1939 World War II begins



HERSFELD DURING WORLD 
WAR II  1939 - 1945

• Location of POW and forced laborers camp 

„Waldschänke“

• Shootings and American bomb attacks 21.11.1944 

on the town

• Some houses get destroyed or damaged

• 1.5.1945 Hersfeld surrendered and gets occupied 

by US Army



HERSFELD AFTER 1945 – 
DENAZIFICATION AND 
DEMOCRATIC REBIRTH

• 1945 Military Government of the US 

Troops

• American Garnison from 1945 - 1995

• Spruchkammern (Denazification) request 

Nazi crimes

• 1946 first Democratic communal 

elections



HERSFELD AFTER 1945 – 
INTEGRATION OF THOUSANDS 

OF DISPLACED PERSONS

• Thousand of DPs and refugees 

from former east German districts 

(Silesia, East Prussia, Pommerania, 

Sudeten) 

• New Settlements at Eichhof and 

Petersberg



HERSFELD – IMPORTANT TEXTILE LOCATION IN 
THE 19TH AND 20TH CENTURIES

WEAVING MILL GEORG BRAUN LOOM



KONRAD ZUSE – THE 
INVENTOR OF THE 
MODERN 
PROGRAMMABLE 
COMPUTER IN BAD 
HERSFELD



BAD HERSFELD'S INDUSTRIAL COMPANIES 2025

AFOTEK GmbH – 
Plants for Surface 

Technology 

Synova GmbH – 
Metall- und 

Kunststofftechnik 
GmbH

Asteelflash Hersfeld 
GmbH, manufacturer 
of electronic devices

VeriFone Hersfeld 
GmbH, manufacturer 
of electronic devices

RS Components 
GmbH, supplier of 

electronic 
components

Inovag Ladenbau 
GmbH a Co KG, 

supplier of shopfitting 
and interior design

Grenzebach BSH 
GmbH, mechanical 

engineering company 

TROX X-Fans GmbH, 
Air Conditioning and 

Fan Systems

TLT Turbo GmbH, 
Machine manufacturer 
- Fans and ventilation 

systems

Georg Börner GmbH, 
Chemical Plant for 
Roof and Building 

Protection ...



SCHOOLS AND UNIVERSITIES OF APPLIED SCIENCES 
IN BAD HERSFELD

• University of Applied Sciences for Social 

Accident Insurance (HGU)

• THM – University of Applied Sciences of Central 

Hesse – Centre for Dual Studies and Studies 

plus

• Study Seminar Fulda for Primary, Secondary and 

Special Schools 

• VHS – Volkshochschule for Adults 

• Vocational Schools Obersberg BSO

• Model School (College) Obersberg MSO

• Ludwig-Fresenius-Schule – Private Vocational 

School for Nursing Professions

• Schools for adults in East Hesse

• Comprehensive schools GS Geistal, GS 

Obersberg, Konrad-Duden-Schule

• Primary schools:  Wilhelm-Neuhaus-Schule, 

Linggschule,  An der Sommerseite,  Asbach, 

Sorga, Ernst-von-Harnack-Schule, 

• Special school: Friedrich-Fröbel-Schule



SCHOOLS IN BAD HERSFELD – 3 SECONDARY 
SCHOOLS  



SCHOOLS AND UNIVERSITIES OF 
APPLIED SCIENCES IN BAD HERSFELD

• University of Applied Sciences for Social Accident 

Insurance (HGU)

• THM – University of Applied Sciences of Central 

Hesse – Centre for Dual Studies and Studies plus

• Study Seminar Fulda for Primary, Secondary and 

Special Schools



BAD HERSFELD AS A SPA AND HEALTH RESORT



HOSPITALS IN BAD 
HERSFELD

• Regional Klinikum Bad Hersfeld

• Vitalisklinik GmbH - Rehabilitation 

Center

• Clinics for psychosomatic illnesses

• Orthopaedic Clinic

• Clinic and Institute of Psychiatry



BAD HERSFELD THEATRE 
FESTIVAL SINCE 1951



THE BAD HERSFELD THEATER-
FESTIVAL

In 1951, Johannes Klein 
founded the Bad 

Hersfeld Festival in the 
monastery ruins with 
art-interested citizens. 

From 1952 to 2009, 
the festival took place 
under the patronage of 

the German Federal 
Presidents.

In 1972, a tent rain 
roof was installed over 
the spectator stand of 
the monastery ruins. 

In 1985, the abbey 
district was redesigned. 

In 2026, the Festival 
has celebrated its 70th 

anniversary



1968 INAUGURATION OF THE PEDESTRIAN ZONE



NEW QUARTER - SCHILDEPARK

• Change from industrial quarter to 

modern cultural complex

• Schilde-Halle as Congress and 

Concert facility

• Press Buildings

• WortReich – Museum of Language

• Malmesbury Square



PRESS BUILDINGS IN 
SCHILDEPARK

HERSFELDER ZEITUNG AND 

KREISANZEIGER



MALMESBURY SQUARE 
LANDMARK

Iconic Red Telephone Box

The traditional red telephone box is a classic British icon, 

adding historic charm to Malmesbury Square and attracting 

visitors.

Catholic Lullus-Sturmius Church

North of the Malmesbury Square is the Lullus-Sturmius 

Church, commemorating the founders of the Monastery of 

medieaval Hersfeld an the first eremitage

Historic Architecture and Community

Historic industrial buildings frame the square, the red 

telephone box is a landmark and gathering spot for the 

community.
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