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INTRODUCTION TO THE SECOND EDITION

and the more than three decades since that time have witnessed an

exceptional outburst of new research and fresh interpretations.
Thus it has unquestionably become desirable to offer to readers and
students a revised version of the Reformation story. Perhaps the volume
should have been replaced by a totally new one, but so drastic a step was
neither feasible nor yet, as it turned out, necessary. The revision was
undertaken in part by the original contributors: all survivors have had the
opportunity to review and where necessary rewrite their chapters. Several
pieces contributed by authors no longer with us have been replaced or
rewritten by living scholars. For one chapter (xvi), which the intended
author’s ill health had caused to be replaced by a short and sadly
inadequate note from the editor’s pen, an expert hand has now been
found. In the course of the operation, it became apparent that the bulk of
the volume has survived the accidents of ageing remarkably well: we feel
able to put this moderately revised version before the reader with a good
heart.

As a matter of fact — such things will happen — the passage of time and
labour has helped to justify some of the interpretations which in between
appeared to be called in much doubt. Thus work on Luther himself, while
placing him more carefully within his medieval inheritance, has also re-
emphasized his predominant concern with matters spiritual, contrary to
occasional efforts to show that he was pursuing social and political ends.!
A major break in Reformation studies looked likely to spring
from the argument that it was the towns rather than the principalities that
helped to advance the new churches and faiths;2 another appeared on the
horizon when it was suggested that so far from sweeping all before it the
Reformation failed because it did not achieve the complete conversion of
Europe and more particularly did not lead to a social revolution.? Such

T HE first edition of this volume was written between 1953 and 1956,

1 See the writings of Heiko A. Oberman, more especially Werden und Wertung der
Reformation (1977; Eng. trans. 1981) and Luther: Mensch zwischen Gott und Teufel (1982).

2 Bernd Moeller, Reichsstadt und Reformation (1962: Eng. trans. 1972); A. G. Dickens, The
German Nation and Martin Luther (1974).

3 Peter Blickle, Die Revolution von 1525 (2 edn 1981; Eng. trans. of 1st edn 1981); Hans-
Christoph Rublack, Gescheiterte Reformation: friithreformatorische und protestantische
Bewegungen in siid- und westdeutschen geistlichen Residenzen (1978).

Vil
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Viii Introduction to the Second Edition

extremer positions have by now had to be reconsidered, though they have
unquestionably contributed to a much revised version of more traditional
views (ch. vi). At the same time, it remains true that old notions of
triumphant progress need to be further reconsidered, as important recent
work on the circumference of the main story has urgently reminded us.!
Quite possibly, the next recension of this volume, by hands not yet
engaged in the work, will look very different, but the time for that has
manifestly not yet come.

Two issues call for brief notice here. Despite the attention paid to cities
and peasants, we lack at present a really formed understanding of the
social structure, the economic setting and indeed the fortunes of the many
political entities within the upheaval of the Reformation, both inside and
outside the Holy Roman Empire. In these respects we feel less confident
than at one time we did. The Marxist interpretation, discovering there a
successful bourgeois revolution, has had to be altogether discarded, and
the attempts to substitute a failed proletarian uprising have proved
unconvincing: it is evident that we need to concentrate on studying the age
by means of its own conceptual framework and avoid imposing anachro-
nistic schemes upon it. Valuable indications are found in two new chapters
in this volume (11.1 and xvii), nor did two earlier contributions (chs. xvi,
x1x) altogether neglect such problems. Even so, we need to learn more, for
instance, about the nobility of Europe to balance our supposed better
understanding of middling and lower ranks. We need to restore compre-
hensibility to the story of the great inflation, once so simple (Spanish silver
did it all) and now so complicatedly obscure. Administrative and political
structures could do with more investigation, especially as earlier analyses
have been followed up by argument only for England. The English
debates on these topics, though confusing to the outsider, are a sign of life
in historical studies of which one would like to see more. Commendable as
is the return of Reformation scholars to a preoccupation with minds, souls
and beliefs, the time has come for them once again to descend to those
other realities — courts and offices, farmsteads and estates.

The other problem is perhaps more marginal but needs drawing
attention to. At one time and for a brief period, it looked as though the
familiar central themes of Reformation history might be put into the
shadows by the so-called ‘radical Reformation’ — supposedly more
sincere, more widespread, and more forward-looking. For a while it was
believed that sectarianism, regarded as a cohesive movement, really
rivalled the state-supported denominations in their hold on the people of
the sixteenth century. Its appeal was supposed to be spiritual (a better way

1 Gerald Strauss, Luther’s House of Learning. Indoctrination of the Young in the German
Reformation (1978); Law, Resistance and the State: the Opposition to Roman Law in
Reformation Germany (1986).
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Introduction to the Second Edition 1X

to God), social (the teaching of equality between the classes and the sexes),
economic (resistance to upper-class exploitation), and moral (emphasis on
amity and meekness). The widespread persecution suffered by the sects
could thus be supposed to be the deplorable reaction of an order which
had good reason to feel threatened by this upheaval from below. How-
ever, research less inspired by political predilections or ancestor-worship
has left little of this standing. On closer inspection, the sects do not appear
to have swept more than a small minority even of the lower orders into
their embrace; they never formed a movement because brotherly co-
operation was more commonly replaced by recriminations and dislike;
their internal organisation remained hierarchical and especially conceded
nothing to women. The sects never got a firm foothold in any region in
which either Catholicism or Protestantism was well organised, and not
even the failure of the Peasants’ War drove the commonalty of Germany
into sectarian ranks. The ‘radicals’ of all kinds — Miintzerian eschatologists,
Schwenckfeldian pietists, Hutterite communists, Mennonite separatists —
formed a fringe phenomenon quite familiar from earlier phases of the
Christian church, exploiting the extremes of popular spirituality on the
one hand and available social discontents on the other, without providing
for either a really significant place in the history of religion or politics. It
was truly unfortunate that the sectaries had an unhappy knack of using
the most incendiary language to be found in the Bible in support of their
pacifist convictions, and the outburst at Miinster was naturally hard to
live down for people to whom the imagery of the Apocalypse made so
abiding an appeal. There should be no doubt that the authorities had little
need to be as frightened as they were, especially in Catholic territories, for
under Protestant rule the sects survived in penny packets; that the pitiful
men and women they punished and so often slaughtered provoked those
fears by their exaltation is also clear.!

In this edition, then, many details have been altered. The Reformation
in England looks today less like a revolution produced by the conscious
labours of Thomas Cromwell, though I remain convinced that it consti-
tuted a major break in the history of English society, law and government
as well as religion, and that Cromwell’s contribution to this outcome
stood central to affairs (ch. x). Developments within both the great powers
of the day — Charles V’s empire and royal France — have gained greater
complexity and occasionally better definition, though the outlines of the
story remain reasonably familiar (chs. xi1, xir). Necessary changes and
corrections will be found in just about every chapter. Nevertheless, in the
upshot it looks as though the major effects of this half-century identified in

I E.g. G. H. Wilhams, The Radical Reformation (1962) and E. G. Rupp, Patterns of Reform

(1968); but Claus-Peter Clasen, Anabaptism: a Social History, 1528-1618 (1972) and James
M. Stayer, Anabaptists and the Sword (1972); and see ch. v.
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X Introduction to the Second Edition

the original (ch. 1) still seem convincing. The end of the universal church
and the emergence of national states took their force from the backward-
looking explosion touched off by Luther, and the age witnessed the
unmistakable beginnings of European ascendancy over the habitable part
of the globe.
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CHAPTER I

THE AGE OF THE REFORMATION

period, with characteristics and central events and even perhaps a

particular ethos of its own, has had a long life as such historical
categories go. Even those who disagree with the traditional interpretation
of the early sixteenth century have commonly concentrated their attack on
the notion that it marks the beginning of modern times. Some historians
of thought trace the middle ages right through the sixteenth century and
see nothing novel in yet another controversy within the church; they
would put their marker at a point where predominantly religious thinking
is replaced by secular (scientific) attitudes of mind. Authors of such
reappraisals do not deny the special character of the years 1520-60 looked
at by themselves, but others — partisans of either Catholicism or Protes-
tantism — are willing to do even that. If one is prepared to treat the
Reformation as a temporary aberration (a chapter which even after 400
years might still be closed) or as a mere return to the true way — analyses
which, though historically invalid, may be denominationally necessary —
one will rob the period of much of its cohesion by doubting its spiritual
and intellectual content. It is also possible to argue that the Counter-
Reformation and the religious wars which extended into the next century
are properly part of the same story. But historians, so ready as a rule to
revise the periods into which for convenience sake they divide the subject-
matter of their study, have on the whole allowed the ‘age of the
Reformation’ to survive. It must be the purpose of this chapter to discover
how far this acquiescence in an established convention is justified. What is
it that gives coherence and meaning to those forty years?

In the first place, the age marked the break-up of western Christendom.
The point, which might appear obvious, must be stressed because reason-
able doubt has been cast on the once unquestioned uniqueness of the
Reformation. It is plain enough that, long before the Lutheran attack
demonstrated its unreality, the so-called community of the Latin church
would not have borne investigation. Diversity, sometimes reaching the
extreme of heresy, was endemic in the medieval church, and from the later
years of Boniface VIII (d. 1303) onwards the papacy had been progres-
sively less able to assert a unifying control. The previous volume described
the trends of the later fifteenth century towards national churches and
papal weakness, towards the secularisation of church lands and the

THE concept of the Reformation as a significant and selfcontained

I
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2 The Reformation

ascendancy of temporal rulers.! These are the features which, with the
addition of the religious and spiritual upheaval associated with Luther,
Zwingli and Calvin, make the Reformation; and it is then to be noted that
movements like those of Wycliffe and Hus came near to supplying that
missing ingredient, while the inclination of the fifteenth century to
mystical practices and beliefs anticipated to some degree the denial of
universal authority. It is therefore sometimes held that there was nothing
novel about the Reformation, nor anything definitive, and that its
importance has been overrated.

Now there is truth in these arguments, and they deserve particular
attention as against the view, still sometimes encountered, that down to
the early sixteenth century a genuine Christian community stood embo-
died in a united church under the hegemony of Rome. But the revision
would go too far if it supposed that the discovery of trends towards the
Reformation robbed this event of its surpassing importance. The addition
of the religious controversy — so fundamental and so widely supported —
changed the whole character of the ancient troubles. Secularisation,
princely ascendancy over the church, religious diversity, may all have been
present before 1517; but thereafter they became effective, general and
predominant. The character of European politics, thought, society and
religion was made over by that great outburst against the powers of the
papal monarchy and the claims of the priesthood, an outburst which
should not be regarded as any less revolutionary because it happened to be
directed against enfeebled enemies and productive of results neither
envisaged nor welcomed by the leaders of the spiritual revolution. All that
will hereafter be said in this volume will testify to the overwhelming
impact of the Reformation. Uniqueness is properly its hallmark, just
because it shared so many features with earlier troubles in the church and
yet produced so different an outcome. Despite earlier movements with
similar aims and inspirations, only the Protestant Reformation resulted in
a lasting division within the church that had looked to Rome.

The ‘age of the Reformation’ should be defined as that period during
which the new churches were on the offensive. It therefore begins properly
(and traditionally) with the date of Luther’s ninety-five theses (1517) and
extends in general to the later 1550s. The third session of the Council of
Trent, which began in 1559, terminated the papacy’s retreat; henceforth
the Church of Rome was on the attack. Not that the Counter-Reforma-
tion had waited for this moment; as the history of the attempt to call a
general council for the restoration of unity made plain, the attacker from
the first provoked a resistance which grew gradually more confident and
vigorous (pp. 188ff.). Resistance was helped by the continued loyalty to

1 Vol. 1.
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The age of the Reformation 3

the old religion of Europe’s premier prince, the Emperor Charles V. The
movement against the new churches gained experience and some success
in preliminary suppressions, especially in Italy and Spain; the latter was to
provide not only secular leadership but also the ecclesiastical influence and
example of an experienced persecuting church with a well-trained body of
inquisitors. The rise of new orders proved that the old church was very far
from dead (ch. x11). A dress-rehearsal for the counter-attack was staged in
the England of Mary Tudor. But despite all this, despite the defeat of the
German Protestant princes in 1547, the real dynamic of the age lay with
the Reformation. Its German phase ended in 1555 with the Peace of
Augsburg; its first English phase with the Elizabethan restoration of
Protestantism in 1559. The Scandinavian kings who had established the
Lutheran faith died in 1559 (Christian III of Denmark) and 1560
(Gustavus I of Sweden). In France the death of Henry II (1559) marked a
period too, but its effect ran oddly counter to general experience: the
suppression of Protestantism was well under way until the chaos in
government after 1560 gave its chance to militant and military Huguenot
power. But if the Counter-Reformation met great difficulties in France, it
was none the less a good deal more selfconscious and energetic under the
Guises than under Henry II. The older historians had the right of it: the
period of some forty years which this volume covers can justly be defined
as the age of the Reformation.

In those forty years the Reformation achieved an extraordinary spread,
both rapid and wide. No part of western Christendom remained alto-
gether unaffected by it, even though Spain, and Italy to a smaller degree,
managed a measure of aloofness. Elsewhere Protestantism in one of its
forms grew overnight from the fervour of a few preachers into a wide and
popular movement. What gave it so general an appeal remains up to a
point uncertain; no one would today be willing to list ‘the causes’ of the
Reformation. So complex a phenomenon sprang from so many things that
only a general analysis of some hundred years of history comes near to
answering the question. There existed a widespread dislike of the clergy,
which played its part; often it went with hostility to Rome and with
fervent nationalism. Greed and envy no doubt entered into it, as did
policy. But that the reformers’ message answered a savage spiritual thirst,
which the official church (not for the first time in its history) was failing to
satisfy, cannot be denied; nor can the fact that the stages reached by the
Reformation itself did not always content all those who had looked to it
for nourishment, so that extrémist groups soon began to develop by the
side of the more acceptable revolutionaries. The preachers of the Refor-
mation did not need political support to attract followers wherever they
went, however necessary such support may have proved in the consoli-
dation which followed the first prophetic onrush. It must never be

Cambridge Histories Online © Cambridge University Press, 2008



4 The Reformation

forgotten that in its beginning and in much of its essence the Reformation
was a movement of the spirit with a religious message.

On the other hand — and this should be stressed — the Reformation was
not a movement for liberty, except in a very specialised sense. Protestan-
tism in all its forms came to reject one particular authority — that of the
church and the popes — but nearly all its forms substituted some other
authority and avoided the thoroughgoing individualism which has at
times been associated with the movement. The Bible formed the over-
riding authority, its interpretation carried out by attention to the text itself
without the intervention of the mediating church. The results were
naturally very mixed, ranging from a genuine recovery of the Christian
message to all the absurdities associated with a rigorous and uncompre-
hending fundamentalism. In politics, the leading reformers tended to
support the secular arm; though Luther was not the subservient tool of
princes and enemy of the people that he is sometimes made out to be (with
quotations from his writings against the peasants), he, like most Prot-
estants, had a healthy respect for the magistrate provided he was godly.
Perhaps the last liberty to be promoted by the Reformation in the
sixteenth century was that of the mind. Movements of missionary passion
are not given to tolerance and scepticism, nor do they provoke such
reactions in those they attack; among the first victims of this new age of
religious controversy were the spirit of free enquiry and the patience
extended to the nonconformist. Luther could be highly obscurantist at the
expense of intellectuals of Erasmus’s type; the fate of the so-called
Catholic reformers of Italy (ch. x1) shows how under the pressure of the
great heresies toleration of reasonable diversity changed into fierce
hostility; Thomas More developed from the speculative humanist of
Utopia (1516) into the persecuting lord chancellor of 1530.

The age was passionate, partisan and narrow. In trying to assess its
achievements fairly it does not help that the passions of a time of conflict
tend to baffle understanding when the content of the conflict has gone. It is
sometimes argued that the twentieth century, familiar with ideological
struggles and persecution, should — and does — comprehend the sixteenth
century from a fullness of knowledge. It is, however, fatal to overlook the
differences between secular ideologies and transcendental religion, con-
centrating only on their likenesses; the result (seen too often) is to read the
twentieth century into the sixteenth. In some ways the Reformation is
more remote from the present day than the century or so that had
preceded it. The fundamental intellectual attitude of the Reformation
involved the doctrine of a decline from an ideal in the past and a devoted
attachment to theology and ecclesiology at the expense of other studies;
neither of these is a characteristic element in western thought after 1700.

Cambridge Histories Online © Cambridge University Press, 2008



The age of the Reformation 5

Admittedly it will be well to remember that besides the stream directly
issuing from the Reformation there flowed a sizeable river of writings
concerned with secular things and increasingly ‘scientific’ in its methods of
analysis and interpretation. As one might expect, there are both traces of
established modes of thinking and faint hints of great changes to come.
Substantially, however, the Reformation was conservative — even back-
ward looking — in thought: since it was avowedly intent on restoring a lost
condition, it could hardly be anything else.

The desire for spiritual nourishment was great in many parts of Europe,
and movements of thought which gave intellectual content to what in so
many ways was an inchoate search for God have their own dignity.
Neither of these, however, comes first in explaining why the Reformation
took root here and vanished there — why, in fact, this complex of anti-
papal ‘heresies’ led to a permanent division within the church that had
looked to Rome. This particular place is occupied by politics and the play
of secular ambitions. In short, the Reformation maintained itself wherever
the lay power (prince or magistrates) favoured it; it could not survive
where the authorities decided to suppress it. Scandinavia, the German
principalities, Geneva, in its own peculiar way also England, demonstrate
the first; Spain, Italy, the Habsburg lands in the east, and also (though not
as yet conclusively) France, the second. The famous phrase behind the
settlement of 1555 — cuius regio eius religio — was a practical commonplace
long before anyone put it into words. For this was the age of uniformity,
an age which held at all times and everywhere that one political unit could
not comprehend within itself two forms of belief or worship. -

The tenet rested on simple fact: as long as membership of a secular
polity involved membership of an ecclesiastical organisation, religious
dissent stood equal to political disaffection and even treason. Hence
governments enforced uniformity, and hence the religion of the ruler was
that of his country. England provided the extreme example of this
doctrine in action, with its rapid official switches from Henrician Catholi-
cism without the pope, through Edwardian Protestantism on the Swiss
model and Marian papalism, to Elizabethan Protestantism of a more
specifically English brand. But other countries fared similarly. Nor need
this cause distress or annoyed disbelief. Princes and governments, no more
than the governed, do not act from unmixed motives, and to ignore the
spiritual factor in the conversion of at least some princes is as false as to
see nothing but purity in the desires of the populace. The Reformation
was successful beyond the dreams of earlier, potentially similar, move-
ments not so much because (as the phrase goes) the time was ripe for it,
but rather because it found favour with the secular arm. Desire for church
lands, resistance to Imperial and papal claims, the ambition to create self-
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6 The Reformation

contained and independent states, all played their part in this, but so quite
often did a genuine attachment to the teachings of the reformers.

There was, however, one aspect of the Reformation which owed
nothing to princes and little to the great reformers, a truly popular and
very widespread movement to which it became customary to attach the
name of Anabaptism (ch. v). The so-called Anabaptists turn up in many
places and guises, a convenient term covering a motley collection of beliefs
and behaviour which range from mad millenarianism to pietism, from the
reckless use of force to pacifism, from the extremes of personal egotism to
humble piety and devotion. All these men and women have one thing in
common: they do not fit in with any of the established religions and thus
offend the principle of uniformity wherever they go. But the persecution
which they so regularly encountered arose from yet another shared
quality: the movement spread among the lower orders. It contained strong
elements of social protest and (or so it was thought) danger of revolution.
The terror of Minster (pp. 136—7) remained a standing warning to
governments, as did the Bundschuh uprising of the German peasants in
1524—5 in which religion joined with economic grievance. We shall not go
far wrong if we see in the protean spread of Anabaptist and similar
doctrines a sign of an age-old, usually obscure, social antagonism to the
powers that be, an antagonism to which the Reformation, by producing
an upheaval in the higher reaches of the social order, gave a chance of
coming into the open. The fact that Anabaptism drew its following from
the unprivileged is significant enough.

One can understand the authorities’ reaction. This was an age of
inflation and social unrest, expressing itself in riots and risings everywhere
— especially in Germany in the 1520s and in England between 1536 and
1558. Even those who accepted the Reformation did not as a rule wish to
promote social revolution; there was nothing democratic about the leaders
of reform, nor would it have been particularly sensible if there had been.
Anabaptism suffered terrible things, but it would be to misunderstand the
movement if one were to deny that even among its moderate exponents its
social implications were revolutionary. The repression which it provoked
did not score anything like a complete success; not only did Anabaptist
communities and their descendants survive in places, but the unrest which
they represented came out later in other ways. The movement gives a
glimpse beneath the usual surface of recorded history; if the manifes-
tations were relatively few and scattered, the underlying body of hatreds
and dissatisfactions may reasonably be guessed at as enormous. The
repressive governments knew what they were fighting.

The complex of movements which we call the Reformation provides one
unifying factor in the period under review; another, equally obvious,
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The age of the Reformation 7

appears in the reign of Charles V. The emperor ascended the throne of
Spain a year before Luther’s first public appearance as a danger to the
papal government of the church; he abdicated his many dominions shortly
after the Peace of Augsburg. His empire (ch. xin) was the last attempt at
something like universal secular rule in the medieval manner; for,
‘modern’ as many parts of his territories were in their organisation and
attitude, Charles himself looked upon his position in something of the
spirit of Charlemagne — a Charlemagne whose stature i1s less manifestly
heroic and whose dynastic preoccupations stand out rather more clearly.
But the comparison is not totally absurd, for the virtue and ability of this
greatest of the Habsburgs are becoming increasingly evident; nor is it
unhistorical, because it describes a real element in Charles’s own thinking.
If Germany and the Imperial title defeated him, it is also worth notice that
he preserved the ostensible existence of that massive anachronism at a
critical time. If he was out of date in regarding himself as the champion of
the church, it must yet be conceded that his championship (readily
reconciled with a high-handed attitude to popes as such) prevented the
total lapse of central Europe to Protestantism and in Spain and elsewhere
prepared for the revival of Roman Catholicism. Charles’s reign was by no
means all failure. He failed in his chief ambitions because they were
extravagant: there was no prospect of making a reality out of those
shadows of power and purpose which clung to the title of Holy Roman
Emperor. But he gave some coherence to his vast conglomerate of lands
and peoples; he assisted the economic heyday of his Burgundian home-
land; he saved the papacy; and if he was the last of the medieval emperors,
he was also the first king of Spain’s golden age.

As 1s well enough known, Charles’s larger plans for the unity of
Christendom were wrecked by the existence and growing strength of the
secular national state and its counterpart in the German principalities.
The consolidation of the territorial states of western Europe, described in
the previous volume,! continued energetically in this period (ch. xvi).
Indeed, at first sight the phenomenon appears to be universal in Europe.
One finds it spreading to Scandinavia, where the Reformation provided
Danish and Swedish kings with the means of establishing strong rule (ch.
vi); even in Russia, Ivan III and Ivan IV seem almost to duplicate the
work of England’s Henry VII and Henry VIII, of France’s Louis XI and
Francis I (ch. xxu). The real meaning of these trends is, however, less
easily assessed. In the western kingdoms monarchy might look supreme,
but it was very far from absolute. Even in France, where autocracy was
most nearly achieved, both theory and practice preserved strong traces of
the internal diversity of the past and limited kings by the maintenance of

I For a summary, cf. vol. 1.
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‘customary’ rights; the destruction of ‘liberties’ which could always
become dangerous to centralised monarchy had barely begun. The rise of
Calvinism in the next generation released ancient disruptive forces of an
essentially local and anti-monarchical hue. But at least kings of France
could tax and legislate at will; no such powers belonged to those of Spain
and England. Spain was as yet an alliance of kingdoms with differing
constitutions, and although Castile, progressively subjected to more
stringent monarchical control, grew more and more dominant, the time of
genuine autocratic reorganisation came only with Philip II. England,
because of her anciently strong monarchy and by the accident of Henry
VIII’s quarrel with Rome, provided the tidiest example of a modernised
and consolidated monarchy; but England also deliberately rejected auto-
cracy and by making the monarchy rest on the sovereignty of the king in
Parliament preserved and adapted inherited constitutionalism in a new
era. Scotland had to wait for Knox before drawing a line under its messy
medieval politics. In truth, these western monarchies were less autocratic
and selfconsciously innovatory than is commonly supposed. By compari-
son with the despotisms of the East, of which Turkey provided an example
which western statesmen sometimes regarded with envy, their kings lacked
power, and they were as yet a long way from the absolutism of the
seventeenth century. Everywhere there survived remnants of past separa-
tism and constitutional rights, asserting themselves at intervals; but only
in England, where the Crown achieved a mutually advantageous alliance
with the representative institution of Parliament, was autocracy rejected in
principle and the way prepared for a formally limited monarchy.

If the consolidation of territorial monarchy even in the West was less
complete than appearances suggest, the position farther east 1s more
uncertain still. The fringe of containing kingdoms on Germany’s eastern
border — Poland, Bohemia, Hungary — was by the early sixteenth century
in the hands of one dynasty, the Polish Jagiellons. Constitutionally they
were characterised at this time by the weakness of the monarchy, the
ascendancy of the nobility which dominated the Diets, and the absence of
any effective urban or middle-class element. In the period under review the
situation changed in some respects (ch. x1x). By 1560 Bohemia and such
parts of Hungary as were not Turkish had fallen to the Habsburgs, and
whatever else may be true of that family it knew how to look after its own.
The double impact of the Reformation and the Turks assisted King
Ferdinand I in his shrewd and steady, if cautious, policy of consolidation.
He established an alliance with the Catholic church for which there was
little precedent in the history of those countries, while the needs of war
helped the Crown as the source of military strength. Ferdinand hoped to
create a single political unit out of his territories, and it is very interesting
to note that he recognised how useful parliamentary institutions could be
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to a centralising monarchy. But his project of a single Diet for the two
kingdoms came to nothing, in part because he lacked the material from
which to construct a lower house and in part because the particularist
traditions of the nobility were too strong: the Bohemian aristocracy
tended to be heretical as well. While his advance towards monarchical
authority was therefore slow and limited, it is also true that he gave to
Bohemia and Hungary the beginnings of a strong government whose lack
was to be so evident in the deplorable history of Poland during the next
200 years.

However, in the eastern kingdoms the increase of monarchy, though it
may be traced, did not occupy pride of place. Not only was the West very
much more advanced in economic maturity, bureaucratic organisation,
settled government and cultural achievement; at a time when the West was
improving all these things they tended to get worse in the East. As serfdom
and territorial feudalism were vanishing in the West, the great plains of the
East — and this includes Germany east of the Elbe — witnessed the gradual
destruction of a free peasantry and the creation of vast estates — latifundia
— with a quasi-independent jurisdiction and powers. The growth of this
notorious system of Gutsherrschaft went a long way to balance the
apparent increase in monarchical power, even in Bohemia and Hungary
where kings mattered more than in Poland or Lithuania. Prussian
autocracy was ultimately to establish itself by destroying the political
power of this landed nobility, but especially in the lands of the Habsburg
monarchy traces of the great social upheaval of the sixteenth century
could be seen as late as 1918. The reasons for a development so contrary
to what was happening in the West were partly economic: the opening of
the eastern grain-lands brought vast profits to a class of landed lords with
great estates and a safe supply of cheap labour. Partly, however, the cause
must be looked for in the fact that these territories had once again become
marches against an alien foe. The pressure from the Turks, to which that
of Russia was later added, drew a frontier down the eastern edge of this
eastern fringe which was to last for centuries. The frontier produced its
obligatory phenomenon of territorially based marcher lords. Distance
from the centre, the needs of defence, the enforcement of serfdom and
pride of blood quickly established the semi-independence of these very
wealthy men. The wonder is that monarchy maintained itself at all even in
the Habsburg territories. It did so by military conquest in Bohemia (1618—
20) and by alliance with the nobility in Hungary; these facts gave it a
special character, but it was nevertheless selfconsciously and bureaucrati-
cally monarchical.

In theory, at least, Germany should have been another territorial unit
working its way towards a proper consolidation and efficient statehood
(ch. xvir). But the German monarchy had for long been so weak that it
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would have had to start from scratch, a task with which none of its
contemporaries were confronted. The weakness resulted in great part
from the Imperial dignity regularly associated with German kingship, in
part from its elective nature, in part from the personal inadequacies of
past holders, but mostly from the centrifugal ambitions and policies of the
German princes. Charles V tried hard to overcome all these difficulties,
but in fact he succeeded only in keeping alive the Imperial title and
pretence. When he abdicated, the German kingdom had ceased to exist,
even though the titles of king and emperor survived as shadows of what
had been. The history of Germany from his day to that of Napoleon, or
even Bismarck, is that of independent states vaguely held together by a
common language and a common past, but rarely by common policy. The
1648 Treaty of Westphalia merely confirmed what Charles V’s reign had
already decided. The German principalities themselves fitted the general
pattern of the age well enough, providing centralised consolidation on the
basis of monarchical government and increased bureaucracy. As Italy —
that other country to suffer the consequences of the medieval Empire —
had gone in the previous 200 years, so Germany went now. Both became,
in the famous phrase, geographical expressions. And as the component
parts of Italy had produced strong rulers at the heads of reformed political
structures, so the German princes tightened their hold on their lands. In
Italy 1tself, this period saw the end of independence for even the particular
rulers and the decline of France; the peninsula became in effect a
collection of Spanish satrapies. Venice stood out, but her day was over;
Genoa prospered, but accepted Spain. The papacy came to acknowledge
that Borgia, della Rovere and Medici ambitions to turn the dominions of
St Peter into a powerful political unit had failed, and returned to its more
appropriate tasks within the church. However, for the time at least, it
could not in consequence escape Spain’s dominance.

If princely independence in Germany was one obstacle which made
nonsense of Charles V’s imperial dreams, the international situation
provided another in the prolonged struggle between Habsburg and Valois
(ch. x1v). This dynastic and national conflict tended to involve most of
Europe. Its battlegrounds were first Italy and then the lower Rhine — the
two cultural centres of the later middle ages — which in consequence
yielded pride of place to more favoured regions. England played a part of
sorts which 1n the 1520s looked important because Wolsey’s jugglery
created the illusion of an independent choice between the combatants. In
reality English policy could never get free of the strong trade-links
between London and Antwerp which, together with the ancient hostility
to France, kept the country essentially imperial (or rather, Spanish) in its
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sympathies, even after the divorce and the break with Rome had turned
Charles V into an enemy. France, on her knees by 1528, restored the
balance by allying not only with the Protestants of Germany but also with
the Turk. It is easy to mock at these friendships of the Most Christian
King, less easy to see how he could otherwise have held off the power of
Charles V. Nevertheless, the consequences of these unscrupulous doings
were serious. Not only did they materially assist the survival of German
Protestantism and the Turkish domination of the Mediterranean (which
in turn completed the decline of Italy), but they provoked important
questions concerning the principles of international relations and law.

As was pointed out in the previous volume, the essence of international
relations lay at this time in the relations of individuals and dynasties.
Marriages and blood-relationships determined the alignments of states
and nations. Charles V’s empire was in itself the greatest triumph ever
scored by that principle. But while wars thus assumed something of the
virulence of family quarrels, they also took place against the background
of family unity — the unity of a far-flung and insecure family still vaguely
aware of its common heritage. That heritage was the old notion of united
Christendom doing battle with the Infidel behind its two leaders, pope and
emperor. The notion had never had any practical reality, and even as a
pretty theory it had long been put among the lumber of half-conscious
memories. It was the irony of this age that it should have seen even the
memory destroyed at the very moment when once again an emperor
showed signs of taking it seriously. Charles V did believe in his imperial
mission. The fight with Protestantism was to him more than a struggle for
dynastic ascendancy against disruption; it was a battle for the unity of
Catholic Europe. The unity had long ceased to exist — if ever it had existed
— and the centre of Charles’s physical power, Spain, was the Catholic
country least inclined to grant anything to the papacy; but the emperor
still envisaged his task in this grandiose, respectable and impossible light.
Of all the many politicians who talked about the Turkish danger and
vaguely appealed to Christendom to unite against it, he was the only one
willing to translate words into action. Naturally, it may be said that he
was also the only one likely to profit by such united action, but this is not
altogether true — all Europe would have done well to push the Turk back
into Asia — nor does it diminish the element of genuine idealism in
Charles’s attitude.

However, the days of his ascendancy saw the end of the dream. His
Impernial title and authority, so far from being an asset, proved an obstacle
to the achievement of his more realistic ambitions. Instead of uniting
Europe behind himself, he witnessed and in part caused the final disinte-
gration of Germany and maintained a state of almost constant war among
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the powers. Worst of all, Francis I, by calling in the sultan to assist him,
proved the utter emptiness of all that talk of crusades and Christendom.
International politics had long (perhaps always) been at heart a matter of
power and ambition; now their true character was revealed to the naked
eye. But myths have a power to bind, and the myth of Christian unity had
exercised a restraining influence which now vanished for good. The
assertion of the national state, the rise of national armies, ended the
legends of Christendom and chivalry. Wild and horrible as medieval
conflicts often were, they took place against a background of common and
accepted conventions. Heralds and envoys were protected, safe conducts
respected, the rules (odd rules at times) of chivalry observed in the taking
of towns and ransoming of prisoners. Of course, exceptions occurred, but
traditional opinion was for instance sincerely shocked by the ruthlessness
of the Swiss armies, their disregard for prisoners and wounded, their lack
of respect for the chivalric conventions. By the middle of the sixteenth
century those who observed the rules earned indulgent smiles or con-
tempt: Don Quixote would not have been a figure of fun a hundred years
earlier. The point is not whether all these rules and conventions were
observed either always, or scrupulously, or from conviction; it 1s that there
existed a set of commonly accepted ideas, vague in parts, on the relations
between political communities in peace and war which during the six-
teenth century finally lost its hold in European politics.

Its disappearance left a gap which had to be filled. The very fact that
such totally and admittedly anachronistic practices as the delivery of
defiances by heralds still continued shows that new conventions about the
way to do these things were needed. Out of this need there ultimately grew
an accepted body of international law, a law, that is, governing the
relations between nations (or sovereign states). The situation itself was
new inasmuch as this law was to operate among sovereign and indepen-
dent polities: it had and has no sanctions. Significantly, the practice of
referring disputes to the arbitration of some recognised third party — a
superior or an impartial authority — which had been common enough in
the middle ages, declined now that dealings were between parties which
recognised no superior and trusted to no one’s impartiality. Direct
negotiations or ultimately war were the only ways in which sovereign
states could deal with each other. Both methods received attention and
elaboration, in practice and in law.

In the history of diplomacy this is the period when the methods worked
out on the small stage of Renaissance Italy were extended to at least the
western and southern parts of Europe.! All the greater powers began to

1 The subject i1s discussed and admirably summarised in G. Mattingly, Renaissance
Diplomacy (1955).
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exchange resident ambassadors, and although special embassies conti-
nued to travel into foreign parts, foreign policy came to rely more and
more on the regular contact of a resident representative with the statesmen
of the monarch to whom he was accredited and on his equally regular
despatches. To the familiar figures of Venetian, Milanese and Florentine
‘orators’ there were now added French, Imperial and English ambassa-
dors. Before the period was out, some of these men had done important
work and given some lustre to what had begun as a subordinate and little-
regarded office. The significance of the special embassy grew increasingly
more formal, despite the often exalted standing of its leaders. The outlines
of modern diplomatic organisation are clearly visible. The existence of
residents raised problems of law, especially of immunity. Here the early
sixteenth century did not advance very far. The sanctity of an ambassa-
dor’s person was recognised in theory, though there was a feeling that 1t
operated only in the country to which he was accredited. Little respect,
however, was as yet accorded to the protection of a diplomatic bag: in
1529 Wolsey even searched the papers of his fellow cardinal Campeggio
before allowing him to leave the country. Houses occupied by foreign
embassies enjoyed a certain amount of freedom from interference, for
reasons of prudence and mutual advantage rather than because anyone
accepted a principle of extra-territoriality. The rights of an ambassador’s
suite caused a great deal of trouble because clashes between his servants
and the natives were common enough; this issue was immensely compli-
cated by the existence of residents. All these points received discussion and
consideration: the problems inherent in the new practice were beginning to
be recognised. Mutual necessity and common sense established some
degree of established custom long before it came to be embodied in the
formal rules of international law.

War was an older problem, and one which had always had the knack of
escaping any rules or conventions imposed upon it. In this period it grew
in a sense more ‘serious’, less the personal concern of professionals who
knew the rules and more the political preoccupation of great powers. It
may be that the Habsburg—Valois conflict of 1520-59 merely enlarged the
scale of the Franco-Spanish wars in Italy between 1494 and 1516; but the
enlargement was such that it profoundly affected the place of war in the
life of society (ch. xx). Growing expenses — pecunia nervus belli was one of
the favourite tags of the day — were driving the lesser practitioners out of
business; even Henry VIII, technically the head of a wealthy nation, found
himself near bankruptcy when he engaged in war in the 1540s. As for that
great potentate, the Emperor Charles V, he was always in financial
difficulties, living off irredeemable loans and forced, in his extremity in
1552, to call piteously for help to Anton Fugger. There was much progress
in military science, in equipment, in siege-craft and fortifications, in naval
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practice; but the most noticeable thing about warfare in this period was
the readiness of princes to engage in it who could not, in the simplest
sense, afford it. The most formidable army remained that of the sultan,
but even the great Sulaiman found that the technical resources of the age
set a tight limit to wars of conquest (pp. 574-6).

Legal thought about war was at this time pretty well confined to the
problem of the just war. No one seems to have paid much attention to
such questions as the rights (if any) of prisoners, the duty of a commander
to the countryside through which he passed, and the like. No one talked of
humanising war. In part this was no doubt because the old rules
concerning quarter or the surrender of a town still obtained at least lip-
service, and in fact the wars of the period do not appear unduly marked by
atrocities. Even the civilian population suffered little compared with what
was to happen in the next century. The worst outrages, such as the sack of
Rome in 1527, were always the work of mutineers, and the mutinies were
always caused by lack of pay. A paid army — an unusual thing — was a
contented army and apparently willing, within limits, to obey orders.

If the surviving body of medieval conventions explains the lack of
interest shown in devising rules for conduct under arms — of regulations
within armies, which are of course another matter, there were plenty — the
attention lavished on the problem of just and unjust wars was also
inherited from an earlier age. Oddly enough, it was not war in Europe
which produced the most important treatise. The lectures, later published,
which Francisco de Vitoria gave in the 1530s at the university of
Salamanca were provoked by Spain’s conquest of the Indies and the
problem whether wars against heathens were invariably just or not.
Vitoria applied common standards of justice to all wars, explicitly
condemned much that had been done in America, and asserted that an
unjust war — in essence one fought for purely selfish ends — should be
resisted by the inhabitants of the guilty country and punished by the
common action of (one supposes) Christendom. Of course, this was on the
one hand an impracticable notion and on the other justified the many
hypocritical leagues against one power or more in which the age
abounded. More interesting in the context are Vitoria’s striking high-
mindedness and freedom from nationalist prejudice, as well as his
knowledge of American conditions; more significant is the barrenness of
the moral approach to international law. It had tradition and respectabi-
lity, but it served no practical purpose. The real content of such rules as
states observed in their dealings with each other will rather be found in the
decisions of maritime and mercantile courts, in the treaties of the day, and
in the dynastic arrangements often resembling purely private settlements
of property which really determined the fates of nations. However, it
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appears that the work has not yet been done which would interpret the law
embodied in these highly technical documents.

The years 1520-60 thus form an unusually well-defined period. The great
revolution in religion and the church, the rule of the last emperor who
attempted to realise the universal claims of his title — these with their by-
products in thought and learning, in constitutional changes and legal
revision, in national and international affairs, give the period its unmistak-
able unity. But it may be said that the criteria so far used look markedly
old fashioned. Some leading opinion today no longer regards politics in
church and state as the historian’s main concern. The prevalent passion of
our day 1s for social history — the history, as it has been defined, of man
(and woman) in society — which in practice involves a concentration on
economic, social and cultural factors. Changes in political and institutio-
nal structure are held to be less significant than the ways in which people
earned their living, habitually thought, or adjusted themselves in the
stratifications of society. These are indeed profound questions; one would
not wish to doubt their relevance, even though one may wonder whether
they really merit primacy in the study of the past. At any rate, they must
be considered. Is there anything in the economic and social developments
of those years which might be specifically ascribed to the ‘age of the
Reformation’? And further, does such knowledge as we possess of the
thought and attitude of the age enable us to reconstruct and describe that
elusive concept, its mental climate?

Economics and society undergo their changes, but only rarely do these
happen so rapidly that any half-century can claim a specific position with
relation to them. Time and again, what were regarded as characteristic
developments of some age have turned out to be fully apparent at a much
earlier period; few weapons of analysis have proved more destructive of
traditional categories than research into the realities of society. Up to a
point, this is also true of the Reformation period. If one takes a longer
view, it becomes apparent that the 200 years after the middle of the
fifteenth century witnessed, for instance, important changes in agrarian
practice and society: in the west from predominantly subsistence farming
to predominantly capitalist farming, and in the east from a free peasant
community to an era of latifundia and serfdom (ch. 11, 1). Social changes
include the full assertion of the English gentry, at the expense of the strata
above and below them, if one may be permitted so to summarise a
problem which has caused much debate. They include the increasing
power of the nobility of office (de la robe) in France, the decline of an
independent bourgeoisie in Germany and Italy, as well as the increasing
strength of this element in northern Burgundy, in Holland and Zeeland.
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They include the growing importance of the greater nobility and the
decline of the lesser in central and eastern Europe, and the decline of all
elements independent of the monarchy in Spain. But these phenomena,
highly significant as they are, cannot be expected to accommodate
themselves to the historical contours of a couple of generations. As it is,
the period of the Reformation played a vital enough part in some of these
trends. The Reformation produced a great movement in the land market,
most strikingly in England where the dissolution of the monasteries
conveyed something like one-fifth of the nation’s landed income to new
hands, but also in those areas of Germany and Scandinavia where
Reformation meant secularisation of land. The Turkish threat and the
decline of imperial power had much to do with the social developments in
eastern Europe. The consolidation of monarchy had social effects wher-
ever it made itself felt.!

In the history of trade and industry, too, this period is simply part of a
story which extends in both directions without clear termini, a story of
major trade-routes shifting to the sea-lanes and of new commercial centres
gradually replacing the traditional marts of medieval Europe. The full
effects of new markets and new commodities were not to be felt till later,
though an interesting but as yet tentative expansion of industrial enter-
prise (the refining of sugar, processing of tobacco, new draperies in
Flanders and England, advances — partly demanded by war — in the metal
industries) can be discerned here and there before the middle of the
century. One particular phenomenon, the rise and fall of Antwerp as
Europe’s foremost commercial centre (rivalled in the south by Lyons, the
centre of Mediterranean finance), falls with some neatness into the age of
the Reformation (ch. 11, 2). It is also worth notice that this was the last age
before the nineteenth century during which the machinations of great
international financiers independent of territorial governments played a
major part in affairs: the age of the Fuggers has much in common with the
age of the Rothschilds, but little with what came between.z This is no
accident. Two things destroyed the world of those great German and
Italian families. One was the unreliability of princely finances which led to
the failure or very serious decline of all the great houses and the growing
development, especially in France, England and the Netherlands, of
native financial resources. The other was the great inflation which
increased the needs of government to a point where their demands became
impossible to satisfy except by increased taxation. The price-rise of the

1 No space can naturally be found within the framework of a general history for a full
discussion of these economic and social changes. In any case, these matters have been dealt
with in some detail in the appropriate sections of the Cambridge Economic History.

2 The most comprehensive account is still to be found in R. Ehrenberg, Das Zeitalter der
Fugger (1896; Engl. trans. 1928).
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century has already been discussed;' here it will be enough to point out
that its most serious and general manifestations came only after 1560
when the influx of American specie had made itself properly felt. England
provides an exception: its worst difficulties, with prices doubling within
five years, occurred in the years 1546—51 and were the direct result of
government policy — expensive war financed by ruinous debasement. On
the whole it is clear that these economic developments, vital as they are to
an understanding of the period, do not give it any special character.
Agrarian change, trading developments and inflation stretch beyond it at
both ends, as indeed one would expect them to do; the period of the
Reformation has its particular significance in these larger phenomena, but
it 1s not easily to be defined in terms of them.

Touching the problem of men’s minds — of ‘mental climate’ — one thing
stands out: there was a great revival in the discussion of theological
questions. The Reformation saw to that. Since this was an age of
controversy, and since printing had by now got established, it was also an
age of copious pamphleteering. If only the scale was new, scale matters
when the difference becomes so pronounced. Luther might have been only
another Wycliffe — admittedly an unlikely supposition for many reasons —
if the printing-press had not given him the chance of appealing to
favourable sentiments far and wide; Henry VIII would almost certainly
have encountered greater difficulties in his church policy if he had not been
able to employ official propaganda to good purpose; both Reformation
and Counter-Reformation owed much to the spread of books. But
overwhelming concern with theology did not kill writing on other topics
(ch. xv, 1), and there remained traces of the earlier, more secular
humanism in unexpected places. The ‘new learning’ provided many
weapons in the armoury of anti-papal and anti-clerical writers, from
Erasmus’s edition of the New Testament, through the part played by the
German (and later other) universities in the training of reformers, to the
historical arguments (sounder than is commonly admitted) of Thomas
Cromwell’s propagandists. Science made some strides, though it conti-
nued to suffer from the attention of humanism with its predilection for
finding things in the classical world (ch. xv, 2). The secular, often
vernacular, writing of the period is of greater interest than writings on the
church (the few great men always excepted): its value often endures while
the ephemeral controversies are only too likely to bore and repel. But to
concentrate on the non-theological output, legitimate as this is in a
discussion of literature, is to run the danger of forgetting what it was that
most engaged the age itself.

At first glance these forty or so years seem to lack the attraction of great

1 Vol. 1.
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intellects, fine writers, artists of the first rank. There are indeed many
important and some pleasing writings in many European languages, but,
with all respect to their other qualities, men like More, Calvin, Bucer or
Loyola cannot be rated in the first flight of literary art. There 1s a gap in
the history of political theory between Machiavelli and Bodin, though
some interesting second-rank stuff came from the pens of men like Cujas
and Budé in France or Starkey and Ponet in England. There is even
something of a break in the history of poetry between the Renaissance in
Italy and its consequences in France and England (Ronsard and Shake-
speare must be relinquished to another volume) and in that of art between
Michelangelo and Velasquez. The fact that the leading intellects of the
period concentrated on religious matters has allowed them to be classified
in another category, and rightly so; though it ought to be mentioned that
Luther had a great hand in shaping the German language, that Cranmer’s
liturgy reveals poetic gifts of a high order, that the English pamphleteers
helped their language to gain in flexibility and power,! that the northern
vernaculars grew to adulthood in the hands of the reformers, and that
altogether a concentration on theology and religion was nowhere neces-
sarily divorced from considerations of literature. But an age whose most
distinctive output consists of Protestant hymns is not primarily one of
artistic distinction, and the absence of vital happenings in the field of
culture must justify the omission of chapters on art and poetry. Such
things as can be said about them are better said in dealing with the greater
periods that came before and after.

Everything allowed for, it therefore remains reasonable to think of this
age as one in which the graces of life and learning found it hard to survive
among the battles into which the learned themselves rushed rather than
were drawn. The revival of religious fervour worked contrary not only to
tolerance but also to intellectual advance; Luther’s huge awareness of the
grace of God left little room for Erasmus’s faith in human reason. As has
already been pointed out, this goes counter to the theory that we ought to
date the beginning of modern times from the first half of the sixteenth
century. One must agree that the search for antecedents and straight lines
of development 1s here quite as misplaced as usual, but it is just worth
notice that one of the less obvious interests of the age lay in a field which
later became very important, the study of history. The treatment which
French civilians meted out to the Roman law may fairly be regarded as a
striking early instance of the historical method.? Since the growth of a
genuinely historical method is quite as significant of modern thought as
science itself, it may be held that despite the ‘medievalism’ of its science

I Compare, for instance, the sermons of Hugh Latimer with the devotional or controversial
writings of Thomas More.
2 Cf. D. R. Kelley, Foundations of Modern Historical Scholarship (1970).
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this period has unsuspected affinities with the mental attitudes of later
times and may yet be thought of once again as a seminal age of thought, a
place at present occupied by the seventeenth century. But frankly these
speculations, like all speculations about ancestry in thought, are intellec-
tual games rather than historical investigation, and dangerous games at
that, because they always tend to single out in a period things that became
significant in later and distant ages at the expense of the things that
mattered at the time.

But can we discover a formula to describe what did matter at the time?
Is it safe to think of this period under any particular heading? The fate
suffered by this ‘age of faith’ or that ‘age of reason’ should warn us that
even the Reformation may have been insufficiently simple to accommo-
date itself to the (often prejudiced) straitjackets we like to put on it. Most
people will agree that because it was, among other things, a spiritual and
moral upheaval of formidable proportions, it put a stamp upon the
mentality of the age. But what the stamp was, and whether a single one
will do, is another matter altogether in a field of problems where all
answers tend to be vague and unsatisfactory at best, plainly insufficient
and misleading at worst. Is ‘mental climate’ to be judged from the writings
of the day? They may be all we have, but surely they leave out a lot —
among other things, most of the people then alive. Is it to be described in
terms of social conventions? Though these may have varied less from
country to country than they do today, they varied so much more among
the social strata that generalisation becomes very unsafe. Nor, as a matter
of fact, has anything like enough work yet been done to give reality to the
concept.

Take Europe’s governing classes alone.! It would be fair to say that
two highly intricate series of relationships governed their behaviour, and
that neither of them has as yet been studied sufficiently to justify general
statements about ‘mental climate’. One was anchored in connection by
blood, in the consequences of dynastic marriage at all levels. The other
derived from a system of mutual obligations and favours which would
seem to have done more to determine a man’s action or inaction than
loyalty, plain duty or plain self-interest. Much of the real powers and
obligations, dependence and independence, prejudices and privileges of
those who really mattered can never be discovered from a calculation of
manorial possessions or an analysis of legal rights. The nobility and gentry
adapted a quasi-feudal attitude to the realities of a far from feudal age,

1 One problem which has received some attention is that of the Christian gentleman — the
ideal of old-fashioned Christian chivalry combined with Renaissance virtue — which is
found here and there in the pages of Castiglione’s Courtier, Thomas Elyot’s Boke of the
Governour (1531), etc. For this cf. F. Caspari, Humanism and the Social Order in Tudor
England (1954).

Cambridge Histories Online © Cambridge University Press, 2008



20 The Reformation

substituting for the duty of service and the right to protection a system of
doing services in the justified expectation of suitable recompense from the
princely bounty. An important book, as yet unwritten, would investigate
the part played in holding together the social and administrative struc-
tures of western Europe by the relationship between master and man, by
the bestowal of gifts and rewards, by the possession of patronage and the
search for it.! At the same time, signs have occasionally been found,
especially among the French and Spanish bureaucracies, of a ‘civil-service’
attitude to office as no longer a piece of property bought or bestowed by
grace, but a place of work owing duty to an impersonal state and in turn
providing a living for him who fulfilled his duties well.

None of this, of course, applied below the level of the political nation —
among peasants, artisans, small traders — the bulk of the people. Even the
greater merchants had different conventions of their own. Concentration
on their particular notions has before this led historians to see in this age
something peculiarly modern, a phenomenon described as ‘the rise of
capitalism’. There is perhaps no need to enter once more upon that hoary
topic: ‘capitalist’ attitudes, however defined for the purpose, are found
long before the sixteenth century and were far from clear cut even among
the more obvious capitalists of that age. But in such high and low variety,
and where so little sorting has yet been done, who shall say what ‘people’
thought about the world in which they lived or what their significant
attitudes were? Guesses are justified and some sound more convincing
than others; every historian of the period has in him an impalpable
yardstick for deciding what is and what is not ‘right’ for the age. But that
does not mean that he can describe its ‘mental climate’. Perhaps the
present writer had better confess his distrust of the whole concept and
leave it at that.

The attraction of the sweeping and enlightening generalisation, however
dangerous, is legitimate; what distinguishes the historian from the collec-
tor of historical facts is generalisation — preferably successful generalisa-
tion. In the larger stretches of history in which it is set the age of the
Reformation played its part. Sometimes it stimulated existing trends,
sometimes it diverted them, sometimes — it may be — it dammed them up

1 When the Estates of Holland complained to their governor, the count of Hooghstraeten,
that he was not doing enough to represent their interest at court, he replied: ‘If anyone
does me a favour up to here’ (and he pointed to his wrist) ‘I shall do him a favour up to
here’ (pointing to his elbow); ‘but’, he added, ‘if anyone does me so much disfavour I shall
do the same to him.” I owe this story, which so ingenuously illustrates accepted notions, to
H. Koenigsberger who had to omit it from ch. xu1 for lack of space but hoped that I should
find room for it. He in turn wishes to record his thanks to P. A. Meilink of The Hague, for
enabling him to see a transcript by E. van Bienna (ii, fos. 309f.) in the Amsterdam
Stadsarchief.
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for ever or for a time. Side by side, a revival of religion and the
secularisation of society gained momentum. The political history of
central Europe in particular took a turning that, for all the earlier
indications of decay in Germany, was yet new. Signs of humanism and
tolerance, which had made their appearance, went underground. These
may be vague statements, but the time has not yet come for precision, the
more so because older traditional convictions are in process of dissolution.
Exactly what place we assign to the period in the stream of history remains
after all a matter of personal judgment. The present writer feels that it is
idle to credit the age with the beginning of modern times (in itself a
sufficiently uncertain term) if only because its intellectual leaders looked
determinedly back rather than forward. But the beginning of something
else is certainly to be found here — of what one should call the ascendancy
of Europe, an ascendancy which the future may well decide came to an
end in 1914. We are often today exhorted by various historians and
publicists to resist the parochialism of European history, to remember
that compared with the empires of the east even the larger European
powers were insignificant, to treat history ‘globally’. Persuasive as such
views can be, and doubtless relevant to the present day, they do nothing
but distort if they lead one to overlook the dominant role of Europe from
the sixteenth to the early twentieth centuries. In that period concentration
on Europe is not parochial: it marks rather a proper appreciation of the
true balance of history. European political superiority, European cus-
toms, European law and science and culture spread outwards over the
globe from the early discoveries onwards, until the world was to all intents
Europeanised. Of all conquests, this, which has virtually substituted the
inheritance of classical antiquity for even more ancient native traditions in
such time-honoured civilisations as those of India and China, has been the
most penetrative. It got under way in the era of the Reformation when
Spain conquered and settled the Americas (ch. xxi) and Portugal opened
up the Far East (ch. xx1v). In a sense it is astonishing that Europe — riven
internally by new faiths, violent wars and private ambitions, and pressed
hard by the last of the great Mongol attacks from Asia — should have had
the strength for these beginnings of an explosive expansion. But then
nothing so much astonishes in the history of European expansion as the
prodigal waste of forces at home and the prodigious achievements of small
forces overseas. European superiority in technical equipment, certainly
part of the explanation, made itself felt also in these early stages.

The expansive activity shown by Europe — or rather by some individuals
in parts of western Europe — is curiously contrasted with what was
happening to Europe itself. Here one notes contraction, loss of territory,
and a realignment of forces internally which restricted the effective
potential of European energies to a narrower area, but one which happily
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lay open to the oceans. The Europe of the sixteenth century was smaller
than that of the fourteenth. The Turkish conquest of the Balkans and the
Russian conquest of the Ukraine drove back the frontiers of medieval
Europe with lasting effect. Both Turkey and Russia might pretend to be
building upon the ruins of the Byzantine empire, but both were essentially
less European than their alleged precursor. Furthermore, the existence of
these aggressive forces on Europe’s landward border concentrated vast
energies upon defence and produced a degree of acclimatisation along this
broad strip from Poland to Croatia which robbed central Europe of some
of its European quality. The effect upon tenurial arrangements and
constitutional developments has already been observed. The immediate
outcome of this ‘frontier-situation’ was the rise of two new powers,
Austria and Brandenburg-Prussia, whose beginnings one may trace to this
period: Charles V virtually founded the Austrian empire when he be-
stowed the eastern Habsburg lands upon his brother Ferdinand, and the
Reformation not only accorded the margrave of Brandenburg some
handsome promotion but also so altered the balance of power in the area
between Lubeck and Riga that the rise of Prussia may be foreseen a
century before the Great Elector. On the seaward side, the increasing
importance of the Atlantic nations needs no further stressing.

Europe, in fact, opened out; its centre dropped and its margins rose.
The great line of the high middle ages had run through Germany and
Italy, through the Holy Roman Empire. Subsidiary centres of significance
lay elsewhere — in the region of the lower Rhine, in the axis through
France reaching up to England which had been visible in the Angevin
empire of the twelfth century, in the massive block of Lithuania stretching
nearly to the lower Volga. But despite the early decay of the empire,
Europe’s centre of gravity rested in the middle; even France, whose
achievements in politics and civilisation stood high, remained turned to
her east, to Burgundy. Now both Italy and Germany stepped down. For
some centuries the essential Europe — the expanding and conquering
Europe — was to be found not in the centre, the south or the east, but
exclusively in the west. This was a development to which much in the past
led up and which must never be stressed to the exclusion of the continued
significance and interest of other areas; but it came into the open during
the early sixteenth century when the Reformation, and the collapse of
Charles V’s Imperial ambitions, confirmed the decline of central Europe
and furthered the rise of Spain, France and England.
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CHAPTER 11

ECONOMIC CHANGE

I EUROPEAN AGRICULTURE

Feudal society, agriculture and economic change

NTIL a few decades ago, historians of economic change in the
sixteenth century concentrated predominantly on the towns, the

centres of manufacture and nodal points for both regional and
interregional trade. It was held that European expansion overseas, the
opening of new markets and new sources of raw materials, above all the
acquisition of the precious metals of South America, justified calling the
age that of early capitalism. The fact that most people lived on the land
and were engaged in exploiting it appeared immaterial in this context,
inasmuch as the land and its use appeared still to be limited by ‘feudal’
conditions and thus could not be a part of the progressive developments
which were to lead to the Industrial Revolution. However, a scheme that
separated town from countryside demonstrated its inadequacy in explain-
ing the emergence of the modern industrial societies of Europe when the
attempt was made to transmit the results of a process lasting four
centuries to the countries of the Third World. There those one-sided
notions concerning industrialisation regularly led to failure. Thus we have
come to realise how fundamental the transformation had to be which
would enable an agrarian society to undertake industrial growth. A rural
economy engaged in producing food, raw materials and in addition beasts
as the only mobile source of energy, an economy which of necessity
involved a large part of the population, needed to be transformed into an
economically defined separate sector to be called agriculture — a sector
capable of guaranteeing the provisioning of society in a planned and
predictable fashion, but employing only a small part of the population.
Thus present-day events reoriented the study of the economic and social
history of Europe; it began to concentrate on the analysis of the factors
which changed the agrarian society of Europe into the modern industrial
societies. As the country which gave birth to the Industrial Revolution,
England still occupied the centre of discussion, on the supposition that an
Industrial Revolution must have been preceded by an Agricultural
Revolution. The beginnings of this latter have now been put back into the
middle ages and in the process have lost their revolutionary character.
Correspondingly, the beginnings of the agricultural ‘backwardness’ of the
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eastern regions of central Europe have similarly been extended into the
middle ages. To this notion, which explains the different rates of develop-
ment in the different parts of Europe, was added the further notion of a
‘European world economy’ (J. Wallerstein), which accounted for the
domination of Europe over the extra-European world; from this followed
the latter’s growing dependence and insufficient development.

Looked at from either West or East, the fifteenth and sixteenth
centuries form an important stage in the transformation of the European
societies. As against this, economic change in the era of the Reformation
has now ceased to be regarded as in any way linked to the ecclesiastical
diversification. In itself the Reformation marks no break in Europe’s
economic development, even though the policy of various states soon
produced religious refugees who in their new countries often received a
special status as carriers of economic performance; thus those groups
contributed notably to the dissemination of economic innovation. But the
radical movements, such as the Anabaptists, who looked to an immediate
realisation of what they deemed to be the true Christian life, failed of
success and were marginalised. Even so, the reformed faiths with their
particular convictions concerning work, usury and the fair distribution of
property were not untouched by the new tendencies in economic change
that appeared from the second half of the fifteenth century onwards.

The complex situation can be graphically illustrated from the example
of the Holy Roman Empire, where after all the Reformation began. Here
the whole of the fifteenth century resounded with calls for a ‘reformation’
of church and empire. But the ‘common man’ in town and countryside
also expected that a reform of government would remedy his economic
problems, a hope clearly formulated for merchants and craftsmen in the
Reformatio Sigismundi (1439). People ascribed the causes of the rise of
some men and the decline threatening many more to the failures of the
central imperial power, not to fundamental changes in the economy of
Europe. Critics drew attention to local and regional manifestations of
individual enrichment and manifest injustices; they called for a ‘just’ order
which would serve the ‘common weal’. Round about the same time there
began in some German universities an intensive debate over the justness of
great commercial gains (called usury); significantly enough, this was
started by Jacob Fugger. Germany thus caught up with discussions which
in the cities of northern Italy had been settled a hundred years before. The
church’s condemnation of the taking of interest had been evaded since the
high middle ages by the purchase of property with fixed rents. In another
important respect, too, Germany differed from its neighbours, more
particularly from France and England. There, policy since the high middle
ages had sought a relative independence for their churches from Rome,
partly with an eye to restricting the diversion of sizeable ecclesiastical
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profits to Rome. In Germany, this problem played its part in starting the
Reformation: it appears both in the distinctly selfserving policy of the
princes and in the Twelve Articles of the Swabian peasants, that is to say,
in the programme of the Peasants’ War of 1525—6. The peasants were
quite prepared to maintain priests and church buildings, but the surplus of
their tithe was to be spent on the community, on the ‘common good’.

The changes in the economic situation, recognised as dramatic, did not
find record only in the literature of the fifteenth century and the polemics
of the Reformation era. Social movements in towns and on manorial
estates speak as clearly. In the towns of Germany, very different matters
were at issue. Sometimes townsmen wished to resist exaggerated and
therefore expensive policies of their town councils; sometimes, craftsmen
who had gained wealth and thus selfconfidence tried to convert their
economic strength into participation in political rule; sometimes, again,
journeymen rebelled against the rule of the masters. By contrast, peasant
movements were unmistakably directed against a worsening in their
economic and legal position, a change which threatened them through the
reorganisation of princely resources in the age of the nascent modern state
and a competition for power among the nobility.

It would be wrong to infer that in respect of European economic
development the priorities of town and countryside should simply be
reversed. For the people even of the later middle ages and early-modern
period, awareness of the tension between the two was clearly matched by a
consciousness of mutual dependence as well as of changes in the power
balance between these two poles. This dynamic view of relations between
town and countryside provides a starting point from which we may
explain the peculiar qualities of the European agrarian societies of late-
medieval and early-modern times — qualities which distinguish them from
other agrarian societies. Resting on these premises, it would seem more
sensible to seek after the phase in the transformation of the European
agrarian societies which characterised the sixteenth century, rather than
merely attempt to cast up an econometric balance of agrarian achieve-
ments which would unthinkingly accept the standards of modern indus-
trial agriculture and thus fundamentally mistake the achievements of that
early-modern mode of production for society in general.

Manifestly, therefore, this understanding of the economic transforma-
tion of the agrarian societies of feudal Europe places the centre of the
argument within the internal dynamics of the system. Thus the discovery
of the New World comes to emerge from the logic of a European economy
which since the high middle ages had been characterised by a notable
interaction of political expansion and economic change and growth. This
dynamic which developed in the area of politics into an institutionalised
interaction of monarch and estates is likewise found in the interaction,
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transmitted by the institution of the market, of the economically active
elements (peasants, secular and ecclesiastical landlords, craftsmen, mer-
chants, rentiers, and wage labourers), though, of course, one should not
overlook the effects of the regulatory policies touching prices, wages,
money and trade pursued by ruling authorities, not to mention the direct
effect of wars and ecclesiastical interdicts.

Outline of economic development in the agrarian societies of Europe since
the high middle ages

The changes in the European economy of the sixteenth century belong to
the longer epoch extending between the two crises of the fourteenth and
seventeenth centuries. Understanding them therefore requires a brief
sketch of the socio-economic system which in the fourteenth century
encountered its crisis. The basic features of that system endured as long as
the decisive blockages within the agrarian societies of Europe — distinct
limits to food production, shortage of raw materials, and the inadequacy
of mobile energy not tied to given locations — could not be overcome. The
‘crisis of the fourteenth century’ struck a specific manner of operations
which between the eleventh and thirteenth centuries produced a tightly
knit economic structure involving town and countryside, and which linked
the two older systems of long-distance trade around the Baltic and
Mediterranean Seas in a novel fashion.

The economic region called Europe was not identical with either the
geographic area of Europe or with the Christian occident. Scandinavia
was for the time being included only in respect of its coastal regions.
Eastern Europe was involved only by means of long-distance trade. In this
period, Russia had not achieved any density or diversification of its
economy comparable to western Europe; in addition, its religious and
cultural relations were far closer with Byzantium than with Latin Chris-
tianity. Except for the Iberian peninsula, the northern regions of the
Mediterranean as far as the Adriatric formed a centre in the new economic
unit ‘Europe’, whereas the Byzantine empire played only a minor role as
trading partner in the transmission of the spices and luxury goods of the
Far East. Nevertheless, it indicates the European importance of the trade
with the Black Sea that the Asiatic plague, which caused the fourteenth-
century crisis, reached the West by way of the ports of that region. In the
fifteenth century, these geopolitical relations in the Mediterranean area
altered fundamentally when the Ottoman conquest of Constantinople
(1453) caused the eastern Mediterranean and the Balkans to withdraw
from these intensive trading relations. The Ottoman empire subjected the
Balkans to the service of its own economic and military needs, with the
result that the region thenceforth made only a very limited contribution to
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the European economy; economic activities migrated more and more into
the western Mediterranean. On the other hand, in Russia the consoli-
dation of Muscovy in the sixteenth century created the conditions for an
expansion of settlement and the development of more intensive agrarian
exploitation. However, it was only towards the end of the seventeenth
century, in the wake of its disputes with Poland and its reaction against
the Ottoman expansion, that Russia took up closer connections with
central and western Europe.

It was both a precondition and a consequence of the economic
separation and simultaneous linkage of town and countryside since the
eleventh century that the rural population grew in number. In the earlier
areas of settlement, that population intensified and widened agricultural
exploitation by the introduction of complex field systems; both the
number and the size of settlements grew markedly (spread of village
settlements). At the same time large areas, hitherto barely or thinly settled,
were opened up by means of clearances and drainage, with the new settlers
obtaining favourable rights of use and ownership, while noble and
ecclesiastical landlords gained territory and power. This expansion did not
take place spontaneously, but increasingly as a well-organised economic
undertaking financed in advance by entrepreneurs (locatores). The best
examples are found in the territories of central and eastern Europe opened
up by the German expansion eastwards: here the expansion created
important foundations for new political units in eastern-central Europe
from the Baltic to the Mediterranean. One can see very similar happenings
in Italy, France and the Iberian peninsula (Reconquista). This settlement
of town and country, mutually dependent and conducted with foresight,
should be read as a developmental programme carried out by the agrarian
societies of medieval Europe. When towns were founded unconnected to
peasant settlements — as happened in the case of many mining towns —
problems of supply proved solvable only so long as the mines flourished.
When the ‘blessings of the mountain’ ceased the towns could preserve
their urban status only if the miners quickly found new remunerative
employment.

In this ‘rise of Europe’ a division of labour took place between town
and countryside: the peasants specialised in agriculture and cattle-raising
(to which the south and west added viticulture), while burgesses concen-
trated on manufacture and trade. At a first glance the towns seemed more
dependent on the countryside: they had to rely on it not only for bread
grain, cattle, wine, raw materials, and on its inhabitants as purchasers of
their manufacturers, but they also depended on it for the maintenance of
their own, usually adverse, balance of population. In actual fact, relation-
ships were even more complex because the transmission of goods no
longer constituted a simple, individual, exchange but involved the use of a
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market where the different interests of purchasers and vendors on both
sides intersected: in the towns, for example, those of artisans, merchants,
wage-labourers, ecclesiastical and secular institutions, in the countryside
especially those of landlords and peasants. In addition, the degree of
peasant integration in the market depended a good deal on whether the
peasants rendered their dues in kind or in money, what level of demand
they developed for their own style of life, and whether there was any
inducement to increase their share of the market in corn, cattle and other
agricultural produce (e.g. chickens, eggs, honey, vegetables, fruit,
legumes, butter, cheese, wild berries and mushrooms, herbs, flax and linen
yarn). The markedly uncertain economic situation of the towns is also
indicated by the fact that they felt compelled repeatedly to protect their
urban economic domain by prohibiting certain industrial activities (es-
pecially cloth-manufacture and brewing) within a mile’s radius and by
trying to acquire also political rule over this area of economic influence, so
as to be able to exercise effective control.

The localisation and concentration of manufacture and trade in the
towns by no means signified the disappearance of artisans from the
villages. As a direct consequence of the specialisation and intensification
of peasant labours in the fields, meadows, pastures and woods, in the
houses and courtyards and gardens, a small body of village craftsmen
grew up specialising in the immediate needs of the peasantry (smiths,
wheelwrights, saddlers and potters). For the towns the increased division
of labour worked in two ways. The professionalisation of the crafts
employed both for the rural neighbourhood and for exports presupposed
that households, and especially working wives, were freed from the tasks
of providing supplies and controlling stocks. This explains the great
importance of crafts concerned with immediate needs no longer covered
through the labour of housewives. One should also remember that,
though the towns were limited in size in so far as they were at the same
time places of fortification, outside the walls there lay variously sized
fields, pastures and woodlands which the burghers themselves exploited or
else rented out. In either case, that land served the maintenance of the
town. Furthermore, many towns grew out of the drawing together of
village settlements, the inhabitants of which, though from that time they
lived in a town, continued to follow their peasant avocations as town-
based husbandmen.

Peasants and townsmen in this new system of a division of labour
between town and countryside played the parts of both producers-vendors
and consumers-purchasers. Intensified agriculture maintained apart from
the peasantry not only landlords and towns but also the inhabitants of
such rural regions as could not produce sufficient grain for their own
supply, that is especially cattlemen and vintners. To the division of labour
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between town and countryside was added a division of labour between
rural districts, usually adjacent. Since carrying corn into those regions
involved high costs, the yield of cattle-raising or viticulture had to be high
enough to make the exchange worth while. This kind of specialisation too
depended on the existence of a demand, of a market, and not on ‘natural’
conditions; conditions may make it easier to raise cattle or produce wine
but cannot guarantee such employment. The problems of corn transport
by land did not exist for the transport of cattle because the animals moved
themselves, and any loss of weight could be restored by grazing at the
place of consumption.

The economy of town and countryside here described in addition took
account of the unpredictability of operating in an agrarian society. The
social division of labour effected an increase both quantitative and
qualitative in both agriculture and manufacture; it also secured an
intensification of the process of exchange in the network of local, regional
and supraregional markets. Typically, however, the towns placed much
emphasis on possessing a territory of their own as a ‘natural’ basis for
supplying their inhabitants, and they built up such territories systemati-
cally right into the sixteenth century, wherever this proved possible. Any
towns where territorial policy and the opening up of the hinterland
encountered limits felt threatened in their further development, unless
they could find new solutions to the problems: and this did happen in the
fifteenth century among Flemish and Basque towns.

The new economic system of town-and-countryside rested on new social
forms of production: it placed the undertaking into the hands of a married
couple, engaged in producing for the market and tied into a communal
organisation which represented the local and economic interests of its
members. In both respects this differed fundamentally from the earlier
economic system organised around the lordly demesne; that had been
primarily preoccupied with the needs of the lords and had excluded the
producers from trade. It was an essential component of the new form of
production, in both its social and its economic impact, that the yields of
agriculture and manufacture should in part remain with the producers
themselves and be exploited by them. As was indicated in the description
of settlement by way of reclamation, the lordly entrepreneurs relied on the
selfinterest of the new settlers who for their labour received not only
advantageous rights of use (in the form of fixed dues) but also the right to
dispose of their property by will, commonly to both sons and daughters.
Such terms of inheritance demonstrate the weight that the peasants placed
upon the keeping of the lands worked by themselves in the hands of their
children. As for the towns, they most urgently needed the newly gained
latitude in the right to dispose of money: nothing else could have
mobilised the capital called for by investment in ‘trade and exchange’.
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In these developments the church played an ambivalent role. Towns-
men and peasants utilised the church’s claims to liberty during the high
middle ages in the cause of their own struggle for communal freedom and
the securing of property rights. The canon law’s ban on the taking of
interest acquired a real meaning in this historical situation in which
moneyed business became an economic reality for an increasing number
of people. The church induced especially merchants to spend a part of
their usurious gains on the means of grace which it itself administered.
This enabled i1t, on the one hand, to stress the value of its own social
labours — that is to say, prayer — and on the other to ease the medieval
problem of poverty by means of the pious endowments proffered by the
rich.

The emergence of the economy of town-and-countryside took place as a
general European development, at least within the boundaries sketched at
the beginning of this chapter. Of course, different regions experienced
considerable differences in the relevant preconditions of geography,
politics and history, not to mention the rate and outcome of this
transformation. The territory of the old Roman empire — more particu-
larly in Italy but also in France — could unquestionably point to a
continuity of urban settlements based on manufacturing. Similarly, all
regions had known for a long time some areas of intensively exploited
agriculture, extensive utilisation of pasture and woodland for cattle-
raising, and in the Mediterranean region old vineyards and olive-groves.
The economy of town-and-countryside did especially well in regions
where towns enjoyed favourable conditions, set by rivers, coastal points
and fords, or intersections of ancient trade routes. Thus there quickly
grew up a hierarchy of towns: sometimes in distinct urban regions as in
northern Italy or Flanders, at other times through coastal or riparian
towns which organised the towns in their own hinterland, as happened
with the Hanseatic towns on the southern Baltic shore or at Cologne. At
the same time, some rural regions with very few towns and no nobles also
achieved major economic improvements, as for instance in northern and
eastern Friesland. In assessing this phenomenon, however, one must
remember that the wealth of these free peasants naturally depended on
their production for urban markets where they themselves organised that
trade and thus could retain all its profit. For a good many towns it is true
that their economic function as a manufacturing centre for an agrarian
neighbourhood remained poorly developed, with their military function
clearly ascendant (the case, for instance, of many small towns in Hesse).
Nor were all undertakings that aimed to open up the country by a
combined settlement of town and countryside crowned with success.
There are quite a few examples in Germany alone of towns founded which
had to be abandoned or quickly declined into villages.
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The new economy of town-and-countryside had grown out of the crisis
of the earlier demesne economy. The place of that all-inclusive system was
taken by a new manorial system resting on the division of territorial,
personal and judicial rights of lordship and the new distribution of people
in peasant and civic communities in village and town. The peasant’s
dependence on his lord remained extant in principle but received two
modifications: in the first place, the urban market became the economic
centre of gravity for both peasant and lord, and in the second the local
peasant communities acquired not only local competence in legal, econ-
omic and social assignments but beyond that developed powers of
political selfassertion. Both lords and peasants profited from a trading
economy, but for the peasant it also produced a change in social status
whose determinants and variables shall be briefly discussed here.

The position of the peasants in the different European regions and their
different branches of agriculture itself varied a good deal. However, a
general tendency to gain more rights and get the old burdens reduced can
be observed everywhere. In the established areas of settlement, the
peasants improved their rights partly only under the pressure of the
fourteenth-century crisis. Significantly, one finds peasant communities
side by side that differed in their rights at law: one condition of the newly
won freedom for some peasants was the continued lack of it, or at least a
serious limitation to it, among other peasant groups, for in spite of the
effects of the new market economy the lords could not afford to give up
many of the personal services which peasants regarded as limitations to
their freedom. This fact appears very clearly in the large areas of new
settlement, as for instance in the Teutonic Knights’ Prussia where new
settlers were largely freed from services while native Prussians remained
obliged to render them. Here, too, equalisation began to occur in the
fifteenth century, in the wake of the ‘crisis’.

The peasants’ position cannot be judged simply by the kind of rent they
paid or by what its components (in money, kind or services) were. If one
wished properly to judge the place of the peasantry in the system, it would
be desirable to attempt a comparison with the effects of price levels upon
the lords as well as to compare the development in rural wages with prices
and wages in the manufacturing sector. Here we must restrict ourselves to
a brief comparison between peasants and lords. At a time of growing
populations and an increasing demand for corn a fixed money payment
favoured the peasantry, as the gap grew between the increasing income
from the sale of corn and fixed burdens. When prices dropped, the
peasants’ position reversed, while the lords’ income from ground rents did
not diminish. If the rent was paid in fixed quantities of corn, it was the lord
who profited from rising prices, while in times of falling prices both lords
and peasants were bound to lose over that part of the corn that they could
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sell in the market. The extent of this effect, however, always depended on
the quantity available for sale. Here the size of the farm and the
marketable amount obtainable from respective areas played an important
part. Even small fluctuations of prices forced small farms into debt, while
middling ones survived and large ones often did well since they were able
to store supplies, had financial reserves to rely on, and more especially
often commanded credit facilities in towns. Most important of all, the
duration of user rights played a crucial role in the peasants’ economic and
especially their social condition. They aspired to hereditary rights of
possession which gave them the best freedom of action. The majority of
them, however, had to be content with life tenures or less (tenures for
three, six, nine or twelve years). Bavarian peasants on ecclesiastical estates
came off worst: they were forced to renew their contracts every year
(Freistift). Peasants with inferior tenurial rights need to be distinguished
from leaseholders who also worked the land for short periods but did not
stand in any condition of personal dependence towards the lord. One finds
such leaseholders in northern Italy and France, but also in Flanders and
within the hinterland of Cologne, facts which suggest that the practice
indicates a close connection with a developed urban economy. At first
most of these landowners were ecclesiastical institutions, but inhabitants
of the towns increasingly also invested profitably in the landed property
surrounding the town. Leaseholds satisfied solely the personal needs of
respective owners and the demands raised in the town within whose circuit
they lay. This meant a concentration on fruit, vegetables, horse fodder and
commercial crops (e.g. woad, madder and hops). In northern Italy, the
production of corn and wine in the immediate neighbourhood of towns
was also organised in leaseholds, mostly in the form of mezzandria (share-
cropping) under which the lessee obtained a fixed contractual share of the
produce. The owner hoped that this system would enable him better to
adjust the use of his land to a rapidly changing demand for produce and
also a demand for the land itself. The leaseholder hoped that his intensive
labour would result in a good harvest and consequently a high return for
himself. It would appear that leaseholds and share-cropping, which in the
fifteenth century were to spread widely especially in France (métayage), as
early as the dissolution of the old demesne economy (Villifikation) in the
twelfth and thirteenth centuries represented both in Italy and in north-
west Europe an intensified form of the peasant economy. Increases in
yields and diversification of crops owed much to new techniques; in the
immediate surrounds of towns, crop rotation came to be practised, or at
least farmers utilised fallow lands for commercial crops and legumes.

It has been maintained that agricultural servants, both female and male,
formed an economically and demographically inactive part of the rural
population. True, both kinds of servants, being by definition unmarried,
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were in principle childless, but the length of such dependent status and the
proportion of unmarried to married people provide significant indicators
for the condition and organisation of an economy. A surplus or a shortage
of both male and female servants unquestionably played an important
role in the peasant economy, especially in so far as that was based on the
family: at certain points in the family cycle and at the height of labour
intensity during the year, the enterprise depended on wage labour. A
shortage implied high wages, a surplus low ones, with respective effects
upon costs, whereas an abundant supply of service labour formed an
inducement to undertake labour-intensive farming with a high return in
the market.

It has become sufficiently evident that the combination, since the
eleventh century, of peasant and market economies sufficed to supply food
to a steadily growing population in town and countryside. Corn yields
could be increased by technical improvements facilitating the working of
heavy soils, by stepping up the rate of work, and by increasing the share of
marketable produce at the expense of domestic consumption. In terms of
agricultural technology, this meant improving cultivation by using suit-
able ploughs, switching to a three-field system, and developing a complex
interaction of corngrowing and cattle-raising (mixed husbandry). Raising
cattle itself formed an aspect of corngrowing because the cattle were not
kept primarily for their meat and milk, but mainly as sources of energy
and dung. The towns’ call for meat was covered, apart from pork, by the
sale of calves, sold thin to be fattened by the purchasers (especially
butchers). In most regions animals raised exclusively for their meat could
not be overwintered because summer pasture and hayfields were lacking.
On the other hand, draft animals, whether oxen or horses, had to be kept
through the winter if the peasant economy was to survive. For their own
needs the peasants relied far more on small animals with several kinds of
usefulness. Thus the modest sheep provided milk, meat, hides and wool
both for domestic consumption and for sale. The supply of meat and milk
products (butter and cheese) to the towns’ markets was taken care of by
the grass regions of the lowlands, marshes and hills. It is worth notice that
salted butter appeared early among the objects of long-distance trade, for
instance being exported from Norway and Sweden into the corngrowing
areas fringing the southern shores of the Baltic, with their sizeable towns.
On the other hand, sheep were maintained in the grass lands of England
with an eye to both the export of fine wools and the sale of meat, a double
purpose which increased flexibility in the market and thus limited depen-
dence on one given market.

The expansion of wine production and the growing consumption of
beer should in the first place be assessed from the fact that both drinks
have a high nutritional value and should therefore be treated as an
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essential component of the food supply. Wine was drunk in large
quantities and not only where it was grown; it was treated as an article of
common consumption unless shortage, quality or long-distance transport
increased its price and turned it into a luxury.

The second important achievement of agriculture lay in the provision of
raw materials for use in manufactures: wool, skin for leather and
parchment, vegetable fibres, dye-stuffs and hops, timber from the lords’
forests as well as the peasants’ spinneys.

A third achievement, commonly undervalued, was the production of
energy both from animals and plants. At a time when apart from human
labour animals formed the only mobile source of energy, this aspect of
animal farming occupied a place of great importance and frequently
competed with the calls of meat supply. This appears in mixed husbandry,
where oxen and horses were kept as draft animals in arable cultivation, in
the reservation of meadows of hay for the horses so indispensable in
warfare, overland transport and on the towpath, and not least in the
competition for oats between men and horses. The large numbers of
donkeys and mules, required for transport and the operation of engines in
manufacture, must also be included in this evaluation of agricultural
achievements. Animal and vegetable fats furthermore played an import-
ant role, less as sources of nutrition than as a means of illumination: both
olive oil and tallow found favour here. Animals and plants which
produced several benefits were preferred: thus flax yielded both the fibre
for linen manufacture and an oil.

The agrarian achievements discussed so far had high values in the
market, but everything culminated in sheep’s wool, highly esteemed for its
capacity to keep people warm in an age generally short of energy. Among
all the urban trades, the manufacture of woollen cloth enjoyed the highest
prestige; it called for a supply of the finest possible raw material. In
agricultural regions, therefore, sheep flocks became the object of privilege
and at the same time competed for the available pasture with the cattle
essential to the peasants’ economy. This led to many conflicts between
sheepmasters and peasants who were often compelled to release their
stubble pastures and sheep-runs to the holders of privileges.

The availability of the rural regions for the production of adequate food
supplies, raw materials and animal energy explains the disputes over the
use of woodlands. Woods supplied venison, honey and wax, oak mast for
pigs, continuous pasture for other animals, leaf mould as winter fodder,
fuel for all households as well as for manufacturing enterprises, charcoal
for metalworking and glass manufacture, timber for the vast majority of
goods in daily use. Ship-building called for the specially valuable oaks,
and the ubiquitous crossbow demanded yew. Typically, the consequences
of the intensive exploitation of woodland first manifested themselves in
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the neighbourhood of the towns. As early as the fourteenth century, the
Imperial city of Nuremberg became apprehensive about its famous
Imperial forest and undertook a systematic programme of afforestation.
Other Imperial cities, such as Frankfurt, followed suit, as in the fifteenth
century did Venice.

However, all this does not exhaust the importance of woodland. For the
poor always — and in bad times for everybody — berries, mushrooms, roots
and nuts were of inestimable value, supplying nourishment both fresh and
dried. The importance of this ‘gathered food’, not produced by human
hand, is very hard to assess because it was never included in the terms of
renders. Much the same applies to the growth of buckwheat whose
importance for feeding the rural population of various European regions
cannot be overestimated, but which historians have neglected because it
rarely made an appearance in the market. What they have ignored is the
fact that growing corn for the market and fixing ground rents in terms of
corn were possible only because millet and buckwheat saw to the feeding
of the rural population.

Economic change in the ‘long’ sixteenth century

The economic changes of the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries — Fernand
Braudel’s ‘long sixteenth century’ — sprang from the dynamic developed
within the medieval economy of town-and-countryside, but the upward
trend was not one of uninterrupted continuity, precisely because as a
consequence of economic and demographic growth the limits of the food
supply had been reached as early as the end of the thirteenth century. The
fourteenth-century crisis, heralded since about 1300 by harvest failures,
brought about by the Black Death after 1347, and continued in the
subsequent decades by periodically recurrent epidemics, resulted in a
major reduction of the population in both towns and the countryside,
variously estimated (with large regional variations) as amounting to
between a quarter and a third. As the population dwindled the cultivated
area contracted, marginal soils were abandoned, and peasants concen-
trated in the villages with better soils or migrated into the towns. At the
same time devastating floods destroyed valuable agricultural land along
the shores of the North Sea. Middling and larger towns recovered usually
quite quickly from the epidemics because immigration from the country-
side continued or even increased. The immediate economic effects of the
decline in population were followed a generation later by an agrarian
crisis which introduced a long-term depression in corn prices, lasting till
about 1450. Despite the shrinking of the cultivated area the yields
obtained from the remaining and better-worked lands still stood in excess
of the collapsed demand: especially in years of good harvests, the
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economic situation of peasants and lords actually worsened. As against
this, the inhabitants of towns gained from the low price of corn, but at the
same time much manufacture lost its peasant customers and was thus also
drawn in by the agricultural depression.

However, population decline, agrarian depression, and the crisis in the
trades serving the demands of the countryside did not result in a long-term
stagnation of the agrarian societies of Europe. On the contrary, the
greater concentration of the population and low food costs produced in
three successive stages an economic growth which gave a new structure to
the medieval town-and-countryside economy with its many centres.

In the first phase, down to about 1450, stimulus arose at first from
urban demand, altered by the effects of the crisis, for food and clothing,
creating a demand beyond mere substitute which received support and
reinforcement from similar needs on the part of the nobility and the
princely courts. A new element was added with the widespread demand
for clothing and weapons for the large mercenary armies raised by the
nascent modern states during their endless disputes. Continental Europe
thus began to experience developments which had appeared in Italy much
earlier, during the dissolution of the old-style demesne economy under the
effects of Mediterranean trade. In northern Italy, the urban communes
had subjugated those of the countryside and had diverted their territorial
possessions towards the needs of an urban economy and the interests of its
citizens, with the result that the economic exploitation of the land could be
directed by urban owners in accordance with their economic interest.
Even in regions of new settlement time-limited leaseholds and share-
cropping contracts began to take over because exploitation had become
an object of speculation; long-term peasants’ rights continued to exist only
in regions well away from towns. This system of relations between town
and countryside absolutely depended on maritime links with the major
corngrowing areas in southern Italy and Sicily where owners of large
estates, increasingly exploiting their peasantry, produced corn for export.
The rise of the northern Italian cities thus rested on two pillars: on the one
hand, it witnessed an early conversion of the universal town-and-country-
side economy into the extension of urban dominance over the countryside,
on the other it relied on a division of labour between different Italian
regions from which the urban centres of power benefited. This Mediterra-
nean form of division of labour is also visible, though the political
circumstances differed, in the manner in which the towns of Catalonia
came to specialise in textiles. Without the grain reservoirs in southern Italy
and Sicily this would not have been possible because the Catalan
countryside, though unquestionably fertile, could not satisfy the needs of
the towns, more especially of Barcelona.

The towns of northern Italy thus became a model for a new division of
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labour within the whole continent which made itself noticeable after the
fifteenth century in the relationship between the continental north-west
and eastern-central Europe. The growth of industry in the towns of
Flanders, Holland and the Basque country depended on the ability of
these coastal regions to obtain a substantial part of their food supply
along the river-lines into the hinterland and across the open sea. The
immediate agrarian neighbourhood adapted to the new demands for
minor luxuries, started to grow vegetables and fruit in market gardens and
reared cattle for their meat and milch cows for the production of cheese
and butter. These endeavours to specialise had further consequences as
maritime trade shifted from coastal shipping to the high seas, with
journeys lengthening and without staging posts. All this stepped up the
demand for provisions of dried meat, salt butter and cheese. In the Basque
country and in Holland, both of which gained from the increase in
maritime travel and in general possessed better natural conditions for
cattle than for corn, the import of grain, increasingly from the Baltic
region, grew steadily. In the sixteenth century, when northern Spain found
itself overtaken by Holland in both ship-building and long-distance trade,
it also lost immediate access to Baltic wheat, though that admittedly had
lost its overriding importance. That novel crop, maize, for which Spain
provided ideal conditions for cultivation and which also called for little
labour, supplied a useful substitute.

In Flanders, the change to an intensive use of market gardens in
response to the changed demand in food and commercial crops posed no
problems because here most of the land had even before the crisis been
held on flexible leaseholds. In addition, the Black Death had terminated
many contracts, so that economic restructuring at first took place on
unoccupied land. The assurance of the food supply made it possible to
transfer a considerable part of manufacture, especially that of linen cloth,
from the towns into the countryside. This in itself increased the rural
demand for food, another stimulus for an intensified agrarian production.
In this way, both manufacturing and agricultural processes grew ever
more concentrated within those parts. Flanders witnessed a further new
division of labour between town and countryside, partly by means of the
‘protoindustrialisation’ of the open country, partly by means of the
direction given to agrarian production by urban interests; the towns
turned to forcing the countryside into dependence on themselves and
converted it thereby into urban environs. In this respect, Flanders differed
from northern Italy, which still retained the traditional division of labour
between town and countryside.

Similar developments occurred also at Cologne, linked by the Rhine to
both the Netherlands and a large agrarian hinterland, and at Breslau
which combined the advantages of a trading and manufacturing entrepot
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(for trade along the Oder and as a central place of exchange for the trade
with eastern and south-eastern Europe) with those of an enormous
agrarian hinterland. Cologne and Breslau in addition exemplify the widely
differing opportunities open to the countryside to participate in metropo-
litan developments.

The marked increase in the demand for weapons, clothing and credit,
which resulted from the power struggles of the nascent early-modern
states, offered other towns — more particularly Nuremberg and Augsburg
— a chance to participate in the new developments. These inland towns
enjoyed the advantages of a relatively easy access to the supply of metals
as well as the opportunity to employ water power both at home and
further away in processing them. In addition, they disposed of a high
degree of ‘technical intelligence’ derived from their specialised crafts. Thus
the Nurembergers not only transformed the land outside their gates into a
garden economy, but they also studded the many little rivers of the
neighbourhood with mills and — as Augsburg did soon after — concen-
trated upon their own city all manufacturing in the small towns of a large
neighbourhood. Their city council, like those of Cologne and Augsburg,
laboured to secure for the work force a secure supply of bread grain and of
reasonably priced wine. It laid down stocks of grain which in bad times it
used to regulate prices in the market or offered to poor citizens below cost.
This provident urban housekeeping offered to the suppliers (lords and
peasants) a calculable demand which helped even in years of good
harvests to guard them against a total collapse of prices. The increased
demand for meat and milk could at first be met from the surroundings of
those towns because deserted land stood available to pasture cattle and
sheep, while close by there were traditional grasslands accustomed to the
raising of cattle. There was plenty of labour for the labour-intensive
enterprises — dairying and vegetable-growing — and they earned good
money. Nor did the extension of vineyards pose any problems because the
vinegrowing areas of Franconia and Wiirttemberg did not compete with
the cultivation of grains. However, in order to persuade vintners to
undertake the tedious labour along the steep slopes, landowners offered
them hereditary tenures. These enterprises occupied only small pieces of
land, and the vintners depended on buying in bread grain, for they treated
winegrowing as a monoculture.

A further demand arising out of changes in cloth manufacture also drew
extending circles around those towns. Townsmen, like noblemen and
courtiers, obeyed fashion, and fashion preferred light and coloured cloths,
so that the demand grew for flax and hemp (manufactured with imported
cotton into fustian) as well as for woad and madder. Demand served to
spread such cultivation right into central Germany (especially Erfurt) and
Silesia. It all helped peasants to compensate for losses of income as
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corngrowing stagnated. It became customary to pay servants in part by
sowing flax seed for them which they often manufactured into yarn and
sold on their own account.

These alterations in the rural economy took place between the last
quarter of the fourteenth century and the middle of the fifteenth, that is to
say at a time when population did not increase but instead came to be
concentrated in the urban centres of Europe and in favoured rural regions.
The prospering towns with their neighbourhoods, subjected to such
intensive agricultural exploitation, look like islands within the total
picture of the rural scene, because thousands of small towns devoid of new
manufacturing enterprises very rarely recovered from the effects of the
peasants’ desertion of the land. Country towns that reacquired their
earlier position usually did this by a total change of character: they
became administrative centres for great lords or princes and occasionally
their towns of residence. The inhabitants of many small towns, on the
other hand, which in the course of the desertions could no longer find
peasants or tenants to work their lands, began to cultivate the fields
outside the gates themselves. From then on, they tried to make a living
from a mixture of crafts and farming. Merchants declined in both
numbers and influence in those towns because the local market contracted
to a point where connections with regional and supraregional markets had
lost much of their former significance.

Therefore: the fourteenth-century crisis was not overcome by a resto-
ration of the level of settlement and population attained round about
1300—40. Success was gained by an increase in the productivity of labour
and the soil, by an intensification of work by means of a further
subdivision of functions within the manufacturing sector, by an increased
concentration of labour on the land, and by the specialisation and
rationalisation of agrarian labour on the foundation of steady wage-paid
employment and seasonal hire.

The second phase in the defeat of the crisis began round about the
middle of the fifteenth century. Now, almost everywhere, an increase in
population went hand in hand with the resettlement of many deserted
regions. The clearing of the great forests had in fact begun earlier — from
round about 1400 in Finland and in eastern-central Europe. However,
settlement there followed a pattern different from that manifest in the
resettlement of abandoned lands. As against the reclamation of the high
middle ages, these regions fed only the settlers and thus produced no
increase in the supply of corn to the European market, nor was there at
that point yet any call for such an increase. As is shown by the dues
rendered by the Lithuanians in Prussia, whether under the Teutonic Order
or the duchy, we are talking about an extensive manner of cultivation.
Even during the sixteenth century it proved impossible to persuade
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Lithuanian peasants, whether in the Polish or the Prussian part of their
settlement region, into accepting an orientation towards the market. In
1557, a land reform was carried through in the Grand Duchy which tried
to convert Lithuania into a corngrowing region on the model of Poland.
This reform remained confined to paper and to nominal new dividing lines
on the ground; no success was obtained in respect of a more intensive
exploitation of the soil or a raising of yields and renders. The peasants of
Lithuania could see no advantage to themselves in all those measures; they
regarded them rather as a further aggravation of lordship that they meant
to resist without question. Other efforts to open up new lands on the edge
of the Europe of the day also served above all to secure clear borderlines
between different political entities.

The resettlement of deserted fields provides evidence for both economic
changes and new models of demographic development. For not all the
areas abandoned came back into cultivation, in part because low prices
still rendered corngrowing unrewarding, in part because climatic con-
ditions had changed for the worse. The latter effect has been securely
established for the Alpine regions where the glaciers expanded; the
cessation of corngrowing, on the other hand, in parts of Norway and in
the various highlands of Germany should probably be ascribed to
comparative costs. The reason why conditions prevalent before 1340 were
only partly restored lay in the fact that the changes here described had
created new standards for both lords and peasants, to both of whom they
had also opened new means of proceeding. Peasants enlarged their
holdings by incorporating abandoned fields and compelled lords to agree
to more favourable rents and renders. Peasant communities, having
originally put neighbouring waste land extensively to their use, as the
population increased incorporated those lands within their boundaries
and thus became sizeable peasant villages. In Bavaria the duke’s peasants
were able to purchase hereditary tenurial rights; in France and England,
lords commonly had to abandon personal services and dues of carriage in
order to attract new tenants. On the other hand, the lords were now able
to choose for their deserted lands, without regard to any peasant
occupiers, such practices of cultivation as seemed most likely to bring
profit. In central and eastern Germany they first preferred to resettle the
empty farms and villages with peasants and switched to pasture farming
(cattle and sheep) only when they could find no new settlers. Of course,
those territories, free of settlement and of peasantry, at a time of rising
grain prices in effect offered themselves to exploitation by estate manage-
ment. In the central parts of eastern Europe empty lands were resettled
with peasants, but without any favourable conditions. On the contrary, as
early as the fifteenth century the practice of binding peasants to the soil
began to take charge, a practice which for instance on the large royal
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demesnes of Poland contributed to increasing grain yields for export. In
France, a kind of large-scale division of labour began to appear at this
time between regions that put the main emphasis on either grain or wine,
although no extensive monocultures developed anywhere. Sheep-farming,
traditionally dominant in northern England, in the fifteenth century
expanded in the rest of the country at the cost of arable cultivation with
which it had previously co-existed: the combined income from the sale of
sheep’s meat and wool exceeded that obtainable from corn. In Denmark
and Schleswig-Holstein, noble landlords quickly adjusted to the mounting
demand for meat coming from Hamburg and the Netherlands; they
undertook the very profitable raising of cattle for the transcontinental
trade.

In the Iberian peninsula and in Italy, fiscal concerns played a greater
part than elsewhere in the direction given to agriculture. The lands of the
two kingdoms never produced grain sufficient for all needs, but the crown
nevertheless encouraged the development of transhumance (migratory
ranching) because the taxes raised on it formed a major source of income
for the state. When the peasants, following the increase in population and
the growing demand for corn, tried to enlarge the arable area at the
expense of the pastures, they lost to the Mesta, the association of
sheepmasters. Nor did the regulation of corn prices assist production:
prices were fixed solely with an eye to the interests of urban consumers. In
the kingdom of Naples and Sicily, the Crown of Aragon behaved rather
more flexibly. True, there too transhumance had at first expanded, in the
wake of abandoned lands and a growing demand for wool, but as corn
grew in price and exports again became profitable sheep-farming was
again restricted.

Population growth in the new economic structures began to raise the
price of corn until, in about the year 1500, it equalled the cost of
manufacturing and then for the rest of the sixteenth century surpassed it
greatly. However, it was as early as the second half of the fifteenth century
that tendencies began to make themselves felt which were to be decisive in
the course of the following period.

Within the immediate or regional circuit of the urban centres, the
growing demand for corn, meat and milk products also benefited the
peasants, especially peasants with medium-sized or large holdings as in
Holland and eastern and northern Friesland. However, if it was a question
of exporting corn over long distances along maritime routes, it was the
landlords and owners of estates that profited, able to skim off reserves so
as to accumulate large stocks; this was as true of eastern Europe as of
southern Italy and Sicily. In eastern-central Europe, thinly populated as it
was, it proved possible to tie the peasants to the soil (adscripti glebae), so
as to be able to operate large estates by means of their labour and their

Cambridge Histories Online © Cambridge University Press, 2008



42 The Reformation

stock of cattle. In southern Italy, the peasantry declined into landless
labourers. In both cases, the lords increased their production for the
market at the expense of the peasants’ standard of living. In fairness it
should be said that elsewhere too, as for instance along the shores of the
North Sea large-scale corn production could not manage without wage-
and day-labourers and a seasonal work force: here too the large produc-
tion for the market depended on the fact that wage labourers made lower
demands than an equal number of peasants. However, here there were
none of the far-reaching social and political consequences which charac-
terised eastern-central Europe and southern Italy. Yet the rising price of
corn created in many European regions novel economic and social
relationships between lords and peasants, estate owners and wage
labourers, urban landlords and leaseholders, not to mention a new
ranking order of the groups involved in the life agrarian in which the
cottagers and the landless soon represented a majority.

All over Europe, the sixteenth century carried the marks of an agrarian
boom. The rising price of corn, agricultural land, cattle, wool and wine
were linked not only to the continuing growth of the population but also
to the discovery of the New World. The demand created by the new
territories across the oceans stands comparison with that which had arisen
since the fourteenth century from the transformation of warfare — the
change from knights and their war-bands to mercenary armies with their
long campaigns and large-scale requirements. And another new centre of
demand grew up around the mining towns in the mountain regions of
Europe; these too had to rely for their provisioning either totally or
overwhelmingly upon supply from outside.

The steady rise in the demand for food, especially corn, produced
different reactions from the different groups and regions involved in
production. Landlords could once again find peasants willing to settle on
their less attractive lands. As they resettled the deserted parts of the
highlands, the peasants, working in distinctly unfavourable conditions,
mostly produced just enough to cover their own modest needs and their
renders to their lords, with nothing left over for the market. In the course
of the sixteenth century, the new settlers contented themselves with ever-
decreasing amounts of land, until there arose settlements of cottagers.
They could only survive by additional earnings from linen-weaving, metal
crafts or mining. A comparable development occurred in regions which
practised the custom of partiple inheritance but where the agricultural
boom made working ever smaller areas feasible; here too farming might be
combined with manufacturing in textiles or wage labour for well-to-do
peasants and landlords. This occurred, for instance, in south-west
Germany.

Elsewhere, the novel demand led to a revision of traditional practices of
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exploitation. Thus, for instance, in the Swiss Jura cattle-raising gave way
to corngrowing. As the price of wine rose in the middle of the sixteenth
century, Castile preferred its vineyards. After Seville had become the
centre of the trade with the New World, its environs were planted with
vines, corn and olives.

The boom chiefly, however, operated by leading to a successful opening
of new lands, as in the Netherlands, in Denmark, along the lower reaches
of the Vistula, in central and northern Italy, in southern Italy and
Valencia. In the Netherlands it proved profitable not only to recover lost
lands but to add new ones by means of new devices in dam-building and
drainage (windmill pumps). Farmers took part in this, but as the winning
of new lands made ever greater demands on capital investment the
enterprise became an object of urban speculation; and the actual users of
the land became holders of leases. On the initiative of the Danish Queen
Elizabeth, a sister of Charles V, Dutch farmers were fetched over in 1521
in order to build dams around some islands near to Copenhagen; these
enclosures were meant to supply the royal court but also the town with
vegetables and dairy produce. It was also Dutchmen who resettled the
regions around the lower Vistula, between Danzig and Thorn, which had
been abandoned in the fifteenth century. They were religious refugees
(Mennonites) who in return for their colonising activities exacted both
toleration and — in that region of normal peasant subjection — the liberties
to which they had been accustomed at home. The recultivation was partly
financed by the Mennonites themselves, but partly also by merchants of
Danzig, the greater Prussian cities, or the administrators of the king’s
estates in Royal Prussia.

In Italy, we can distinguish several specific models for market-oriented
initiatives in agriculture. The partial conversion, already mentioned, from
transhumance to corngrowing in southern Italy resulted both here and in
Sicily in active settlement. At the same time sugar-cane plantations were
created, an enterprise which (as also in the Iberian peninsula) involved the
worst possible conditions for the labourers. (In the Atlantic islands of
Portugal, even African slaves were working in such plantations from the
middle of the fifteenth century.) The manner in which the plain of the
River Po was restructured in these centuries by various political powers is
very revealing. In Lombardy it proved possible to multiply uses of the
land by means of irrigation and drainage, and so to step up yields.
Artificial water-meadows produced a hay harvest six or seven times a year,
enormously advancing cattle-raising and qualitatively improving dairy
produce (parmesan cheese). Not only did they grow so much corn that
wheat could be exported to Switzerland (on the canals originally built for
purposes of irrigation), but they also introduced rice as a novel food crop.
From the closing years of the fifteenth century, rice became a chief food
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for the Lombard population and in addition the object of export. Since its
cultivation requires no draft animals and calls for plentiful labour only for
some 100 to 150 days in the year, the operation was mainly in the hands of
seasonal labourers from the neighbouring mountains. In the course of the
sixteenth century, further canals were built to link Milan to the great lakes
to the north and to the River Po. Thus Milan gained the important access
to the Mediterranean, with the result that it could more cheaply import
the raw materials needed for its high-class manufactures and could more
favourably conduct the trade in its own products.

The republic of Venice adopted quite different methods in its agricul-
tural activities on its mainland possessions. As Venice in the face of
Ottoman advance lost first its predominance in trade and then the
opportunity of covering its corn supply from overseas resources, it began
in 1501 to open up the hitherto neglected hinterland in order to raise grain
for the city. Irrigation and drainage, capital-intensive enterprises, were
carried out by patrician capitalists, and the urban settlers, advised by
agricultural experts, received initially the support of free credit and tax-
exemptions. Thus there developed an intensive cultivation of wheat and
rice in a totally newly created agrarian landscape, with hamlets of
labourers and the villas of Venetian citizens acting as administrative
centres. The settlers’ economic condition was extremely modest, but apart
from their wages they held a small piece of land which they could cultivate
for themselves. The duchy of Este-Ferrara opted for a different form of
colonisation which organised labour after the model of the old share-
croppers (mezzandria). Here too, as in Lombardy, it was the rice fields that
offered the worst living conditions to the labourer.

The tension between landowners and peasants is reflected in the
agronomic literature. Though at first a sense persisted that good results
depended essentially on the labour of the peasants, who must therefore be
treated well, from the later sixteenth century onwards views began to
prevail which were soaked in deep mistrust of all peasants and therefore
demanded severe measures against idleness, falseness and cheating.
Though conditions differed so widely between southern Italy/Sicily and
eastern-central Europe, there too evidently urban demands could be
properly satisfied if the division of the profits between the workers on and
the owners of the land was adjusted to the disadvantage of the peasants.

In the Iberian peninsula, the drive for capital-intensive internal coloni-
sation owed less to the demands of the New World than to the demands of
north-west Europe, which could be easily satisfied by a maritime trade
using improved sailing ships. Of large-scale projects, however, only the
barrier of the Tibi valley was completed; this served the cultivation of
cattle fodder, fruit, vegetables, hemp, mulberry trees and rice.

The centrality of the corn supply for a population which throughout
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Europe grew steadily till about 1570 is made plain by a comparison with
the meat supply. As the example of the Swiss Jura showed, it proved
possible to limit cattle-raising in the face of the demand for corn. At the
same time, the keeping of cattle could intensify in the immediate environs
of towns. However, the demand from the conurbations could not be
satisfied either locally or regionally. Thus from the fifteenth century
onwards there developed a transcontinental trade in cattle which served
the great cities and princely courts. Supplies came from Denmark and
Schleswig-Holstein, from Poland, Hungary, Transylvania and the region
of the Black Sea. Added to the cattle of Denmark, Schleswig and Poland
there were the specially bred marsh cattle and the large oxen of Hungary,
Ruthenia and Podolia. Unlike the effects of corn exports, those of cattle
over long distances did not produce any comparable social changes in the
countries of origin — the result of a flexible demand.

Like the export-dominated stock-farming, the raising of sheep for the
export of wool was not linked in either England or Spain with peasant
serfdom. On the contrary, shepherds enjoyed a distinctly free status, as
their activities of course demanded when they were involved with migra-
tory flocks, but it also rendered them suspect. The expansion of the sheep
all over England did not diminish personal freedom, but it had some social
and economic consequences because it reduced the chances for the
peasant population of getting hold of a farm; rather it called for a
seasonally variable number of labourers for the shearing of the sheep and
the maintenance of enclosures.

As a general European phenomenon, the agrarian boom rested upon a
system of long-distance trade in existence since the middle ages, which
however needed the new developments in sailing technique and navigation
before it could serve the increased demand for the transport of large
quantities of corn and other foodstuffs. The ensuing commercialisation
comprehended both the agrarian producers’ orientation on a distant
market and the speculations of the greater merchants. It led to the
medieval division of labour between town and countryside being trans-
muted into a novel arrangement of agrarian and manufacturing labour in
the various regions of Europe, so that the old, many-centred economy of
Europe increasingly became directed towards the north-west. Radiation
from this new centre brought about a regrouping of the zones of
agricultural exploitation, but it continued to involve the older existing
manufacturing and trading towns of importance, and the urban territories
with their immediate and regional agrarian surroundings.

The agrarian boom did produce an expansion of the cultivated area and
in some regions an increase in agricultural productivity, but this alone
cannot explain how it became possible to feed an ever-growing popula-
tion. In the resettled regions of the uplands it is possible to speak, down to
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the last third of the sixteenth century, of a proportional growth of
population and cultivated area, while in areas of continuous settlement
the population grew without any significant increase in the agriculturally
usable area. Here, however, more intensive cultivation and the use of the
fallow brought higher yields. On the other hand, in newly opened river
and sea marshes production was mainly directed towards supplying
neighbouring or distant towns and not the rural population. The impres-
sive figures of the long-distance trade in corn and cattle mislead some-
what; that trade benefited only people in the chief urban areas and there
too served only to ease the worst deficiencies of regional production. One
must also remember that the mass of imported grain did not really
represent ‘surpluses’ in the regions of production. Amassing grain for
export became possible only because the yields of the harvest had been
differently divided: either the landlords had requisitioned the products of
peasant labour, or cultivation had ceased to be in the hands of indepen-
dent peasant enterprises and had fallen to those of more or less sizeable
estates working with agricultural wage-labour. Both strategies tended to
lower rural standards of living in food as well as in the buying of
manufactured goods.

Taking it all in all, the still-growing population of the middle of the
sixteenth century faced a deterioration in its food supply; and Wilhelm
Abel is therefore right to call the second half of the century an age of ‘mass
poverty and famines’. It is thus no wonder that in several regions of
Europe harvest failure and epidemic disease — together with regional,
political or warlike events — had such devastating effects upon the
population. And with such events the end of the sixteenth-century
agrarian boom began to make itself felt.

The secular transformation of European agriculture is most readily
discerned in the novel dimension of the intra-European long-distance
trade in grain, cattle, wine and wool which is well documented in customs
accounts and urban registers. However, local and regional markets
constitute equally significant indicators. As Jan de Vries has shown for the
Netherlands, a form of urbanisation took place in the prosperous rural
areas where specialized craftsmen settled, craftsmen who worked to satisfy
the local demand for minor luxuries. In those cases it is possible to observe
how the commercialisation of agriculture created among the producers a
new demand for manufactured goods and thus led to an economic
differentiation in the countryside.

At a first glance, these conclusions would seem to support older
investigations. Influenced by the political constellations of the nineteenth
century, they interpreted the social consequences of agrarian exporting
from the Baltic region into north-western Europe, and the export of
manufactures from thence, as the roots of ‘agrarian dualism’, contrasting
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the peasant freedom of western Europe with the peasant serfdom of the
East. This contrast was read, so to speak, as the historical foundation for
the nineteenth-century difference between the ‘agrarian states’ of central
and eastern Europe and the ‘industrial states’ of western Europe. Six-
teenth-century Europe, however, cannot be analysed in this fashion. For
one thing, the distinction between peasant freedom and unfreedom was
not then as clear cut as it was to become in the eighteenth and nineteenth
centuries; for another, central Europe and the Mediterranean region had
not become marginalised either economically or politically. Unquestion-
ably, great differences existed in the economic, demographic and social
structures between the regions of manufacture in Germany, the Nether-
lands, England and northern Italy on one side, and eastern-central Europe
on the other where density resulted primarily from mining enterprises; but
comparable differences also existed within all those countries. The division
of labour between agrarian and manufacturing production was extraordi-
narily complex; as I have tried to show, it cannot at that time be simplified
into an ‘international division of labour’ operating in the larger-sized
region.

Moreover, Polish scholars in particular have clearly demonstrated that
the concept of long-distance trade is entirely insufficient for evaluating the
economy of their country. If one considers that even at the best of times
not more than ten per cent of Poland’s grain production was exported into
western Europe, and that only equivalent amounts of manufactures could
be imported to serve the vendors, it becomes manifest how little we can tell
about Poland’s interior economy, about its own manufacturing enter-
prises or about the part played by local or regional markets for the use of
agricultural producers. Economic developments in eastern Europe were as
yet by no means so firmly determined as might appear in retrospect. This
is particularly true for the peasantry. Whereas in the central and western
regions of Europe peasants have since the sixteenth century steadily
declined in numbers as against the strata below them, this is not true for
eastern-central Europe. And here lies a crucial paradox. In the regions to
the west, agrarian ‘modernisation’ and ‘rationalisation’ took place at the
expense of the peasantry; in eastern-central Europe, peasants formed well
into the eighteenth century the majority of agrarian producers and
avoided the decline into wage-labour. The social aspects of economic
change thus prove even more resistant to any straightforward description
by means of a simple yardstick than does economic change itself.

2. THE GREATNESS OF ANTWERP

The ‘golden age’ of Antwerp is by common consent one of the most
notable chapters in the history of Renaissance Europe. To the men of the
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time Antwerp was, as the English diplomat Sampson put it, ‘one of the
flowers of the world’. Some scores of these men, princes, diplomats,
artists, poets, travellers and merchants, have left on record their asto-
nished admiration at this queen of commercial capitals. Growing in
volume and rising in pitch towards the middle of the sixteenth century,
this crescendo of praise reaches its climax in the Florentine Guicciardini’s
description of 1565, one of the most splendid epitaphs — for when
Guicciardini wrote Antwerp had already passed its zenith — ever written
by a foreigner on the city of his adoption. If contemporaries accounted the
city unique, the historian’s endorsement of their verdict is still weightier
testimony, for unlike them he can measure its stature against that of its
gigantic successors and yet conclude that ‘never since has there been a
market which concentrated to such a degree the trade of all the important
commercial nations of the world’. A similar claim might be made,
although in less sweeping terms, for the Antwerp money market: and it is
certain that the city’s discharge of both functions was an unrepeatable
achievement. To borrow Unwin’s analogy with Victorian England,
Antwerp was not only the London of the sixteenth century, it was the
Manchester as well; and we should hardly be wrong in adding the name of
Bolton or Oldham, for Antwerp boasted an industrial life whose import-
ance, neglected by the city’s earlier historians, it has been left to recent
writers to demonstrate.

Among the immediate causes of this florescence no single event deserves
greater prominence or has a stronger claim to mark its beginning than the
choice of Antwerp as the Portuguese spice-staple in 1499. It was at Bruges
that the Portuguese had begun, from about 1460, to market the produce of
their oceanic enterprises: but it was not until the Portuguese royal factor
established himself at Antwerp that the spice-trade leapt into importance.
He had already transferred himself there temporarily during the Flemish
revolt of 1488—93, but this sojourn had been at the behest of the Emperor
Maximilian, whereas the return in 1499 was made on his own initiative:
moreover, this time he came to stay. His decision, coinciding with the
success of Vasco da Gama in penetrating to the source of East Indian
spices, ensured that for half a century to come Antwerp was to be the main
channel of Portuguese spices into Europe. For the Portuguese colonial
trade was a royal monopoly and the disposal of its products the chief duty
of the royal factor. The first consignment of pepper and other goods from
Lisbon reached Antwerp in August 1501. Two years later the factor
concluded his first contract with an Antwerp merchant, with the result
that in July 1504 a thousand tons of spices were brought up the Scheldt.

The yield of the consignment of 1504 the factor spent partly on grain, of
which Portugal was then in urgent need. But normally what he wanted in
exchange were metals, especially copper, metal goods, cloth and silver,
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which could be shipped to Africa and the Far East to pay for more spices.
It was because these things were brought to Antwerp in growing quantity
by two other ‘national’ merchant groups already trading there, the metals
by the South or High Germans, and the cloth (with some lead and tin) by
the English, that for fifty years the Portuguese factor kept his residence
there: and his withdrawal in 1549 was at once a consequence and a symbol
of a change in conditions to Antwerp’s disadvantage. But spices were a
magnet which attracted other things besides metals and cloth. Unlike
those goods, which travelled along short and fairly safe routes, the spices
which came to meet them did so by a long sea-voyage from regions remote
and insecure and in consequence underwent great fluctuations in their
supply. Thus, from the outset, nothing could have prevented dealing in
spices from being a gamble. But the dealers did not try to prevent this; on
the contrary, they were quick to exploit the speculative element in the
trade. The risks were great, but so were the rewards: and it was no accident
that the same South Germans who traded copper and quicksilver for
spices also threw up some of the greatest financiers of the age.

It was no accident either which had brought the Portuguese, the English
or the South Germans to Antwerp, and with them the assurance, for good
or ill, of unprecedented commercial and financial power; their coming was
a natural culmination of the developments of the preceding period. From
the eleventh century to the seventeenth the Netherlands, the low alluvial
region forming and embracing the great delta of the Rhine, Maas and
Scheldt, were one of the nodal points of European trade; the fact itself is
well known to the point of triteness, the reasons for it are almost
selfevident, and neither calls for elaboration. But just as this region as a
whole constituted an economic centre of gravity, so at any given time it
contained within itself a point of maximum commercial intensity: among
the towns with which it abounded one enjoyed the status and power of a
metropolis. From the twelfth to the fifteenth century that town was Bruges
in Flanders. Then, in the course of the fifteenth century, Bruges was
overtaken by Antwerp, and for upwards of fifty years Antwerp wielded a
supremacy greater than that of Bruges in its heyday. Antwerp in turn went
down under the combined assault of economic change and political
upheaval, and this time the leadership passed to the northern fringe of the
delta, where Amsterdam awaited its coming. Never so complete as
Antwerp’s had been, Amsterdam’s supremacy lasted considerably longer
and was only to pass away when the region as a whole relinquished for a
time its long-held primacy.

The rise of Antwerp is thus the obverse of the simultaneous decline of
Bruges. It was in the early fourteenth century that Antwerp had made its
first challenge: in 1338, for example, the town had its first foretaste of its
great future by becoming a centre of English trade. But in 1357 Antwerp

Cambridge Histories Online © Cambridge University Press, 2008



50 The Reformation

had become an appendage of Flanders, and for half a century its economic
interests were sacrificed to those of that county. Only with the advent of
the house of Burgundy was this constraint removed and the forces
working in Antwerp’s favour again given free play. What those forces
were was the subject of a famous passage in the sketch of sixteenth-
century Antwerp given by Pirenne in his Histoire de Belgique:' the
deepening of the waterway from the sea, the amenities of its harbour, the
rise of the English cloth trade and the advent of the High Germans, and
above all the liberalism which characterised the town’s approach to
business problems — these were, for Pirenne, the main reasons why
Antwerp forged ahead of its neighbours. To review these points briefly
will be a convenient way of glancing at the results of some of the work
done since his day.

Ease of access is a prime requisite of a great seaport, and since
Antwerp’s ascendancy coincided with the final natural improvement of its
waterway to and from the sea, it is tempting to place this high among the
changes operating in the town’s favour. The amelioration of the western
Scheldt certainly encouraged sea-going ships to make its passage instead
of mooring at its mouth, in the ‘road of Walcheren’, and there trans-
shipping their cargoes. In the 1520s the number of ships which paid the
‘anchorage money’ due from this direct traffic varied between six and
thirty-six a year: in the 1530s the corresponding figures are 88 and 319,
and thereafter the number settled down to between 200 and 300. The years
which saw Antwerp at the height of its prosperity thus also saw the
maritime navigation of the western Scheldt in full swing. But the system of
trans-shipment was still far from superseded even as late as the mid-
sixteenth century: and it is not difficult to understand why. Not only was
the passage of the river by ‘great ships’ still a somewhat risky business, but
the port facilities at Antwerp were so limited that a ship passing directly
upstream might be seriously delayed on arrival. In this respect the
facilitation of direct access from the sea had created, rather than solved, a
problem, and in general we may conclude that its benefits, although
substantial, were less decisive than has sometimes been claimed. What is
clear is that these benefits were only an addition to the advantages which
the town already enjoyed in its communications with a wide hinterland to
the south and east. The network of waterways radiating southwards was
one of the two physical features which from early times made Antwerp a
natural focal point for movement from the landward side: the other was
the town’s location at the terminus of one of the land-routes running
westwards from the Rhine towards the North Sea and the Channel. The
great medieval road from Cologne to Bruges ran through Ghent and

1 1923 edn., vol. u, iii, p. 271.
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Mechlin, but a branch road left this highway after its crossing of the Maas
and ran north-west across the Campine towards the Scheldt estuary. This
was the South German’s way to Antwerp, as the western Scheldt was the
Englishman’s way there. It was an inexpensive route, passing through a
poor countryside where provisions were to be had cheap, and was notably
free from tolls and other exactions. In the villages of the Campine one may
yet meet with inn-names like “The Cologne Wagon® which preserve the
memory of this vanished highway.

Before the arrival of the Portuguese, the South Germans were one of the
two leading ‘nations’, as such groups were called, who came to do business
at Antwerp. There was a time when the name ‘Hanse’ was written large
across this page of the town’s history. But it is now clear that the
importance once ascribed to the Hanse corresponded more to that
league’s high degree of organisation, and its resulting prominence in the
documents of the period, than to economic realities. By contrast, the
South Germans used to be overlooked, with the exception of a few leading
firms, chiefly because, as a loosely knit group, they left little trace in the
archives. Based upon Nuremberg, Augsburg and Frankfurt, and linked
with such places as Berlin, Breslau and Leipzig, they traded in the metals
yielded by the mines of central Europe and in the fustians woven in the
rural industry of the South German uplands, for both of which there was a
brisk demand from all Mediterranean countries. Their big firms, the
Fugger, Hochstétter, Welser and Tucher, had all begun with a combined
metal and cloth trade, but in their upward progress they tended to shed
cloth and to specialise in metals, above all copper and silver. Of the
Mediterranean ‘nations’ at Antwerp, Italians took the leading place. They
were important not only for their trade in costly wares, including fine cloth
and the expensive Levantine spices which the cheaper Portuguese product
never drove off the market, but for their commercial and financial
expertise. the first generation of bankers at Antwerp were all Italians,
successors of the firms which had until then clustered at Bruges, and later
they threw up many business leaders and officials as well as, in Ludovico
Guicciardini, the town’s greatest publicist.

But it is undoubtedly the English who hold pride of place among the
Antwerp ‘nations’ of this time, and the choice of Antwerp as the ‘mart
town’ for English cloth ranks second only to the establishment of the
spice-staple as the reason why merchants were drawn there from all over
Europe. It was in the face of many discouragements that the English cloth
trade had struggled to acquire an entrepdt in the Netherlands during the
fifteenth century. The persistence which it displayed, and which was to be
so amply rewarded, was a virtue born of necessity, for it was their failure
to maintain themselves elsewhere along the coast of Europe which drove
so many English merchants to try their fortunes in the Netherlands; there
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is much to be said for the view that the rise of the English cloth trade to
Antwerp, like the rise of the Merchant Adventurers’ Company which
came to dominate it, was a function not of the growth but of the
contraction of English overseas trade as a whole. It might be supposed
that this situation would have tied the Englishmen’s hands when it came
to bargaining about the terms of their admission. Had the Netherlands
then formed a unitary state, this might well have been the case. But the
union of those territories by the dukes of Burgundy was a personal one
which, after the collapse of its central power on the death of Charles the
Bold, waited for half a century before seriously resuming the task of state-
building. Thus well into the period under review — and in some respects
throughout it — the various territories, and within them their powerful
urban communities, continued to enjoy a measure of autonomy, and to
display a degree of particularism, which belonged wholly to the middle
ages. From the English point of view this was the saving grace, for it
turned their weakness into strength. One of the secrets of the privileged
position which the Merchant Adventurers came to enjoy in the Nether-
lands was their calculated avoidance of any commitment to the sole use of
one of the towns — Antwerp, Middelburg and Bergen-op-Zoom were the
three chiefly concerned — which were available to them. In defence of this
tactical principle they had to resist not only the blandishments of the
towns themselves but also the pressure of the dukes of Burgundy, who
would have preferred in their own interests to see the cloth trade organised
under a compulsory staple. When in 1497, for instance, Philip the Fair
sought Henry VII’s approval for the erection of such a staple at Antwerp
and Bergen-op-Zoom, the Merchant Adventurers set their face against it
and insisted on the freedom of choice which enabled them to ‘drive the
townships, by fear of their withdrawing and absenting, to reform their
wrongs’. The mere threat of withdrawal was not always enough, and from
time to time the Englishmen transferred themselves to a rival town for a
period of one or more fairs.

But it was Antwerp which was to be the English mart town par
excellence, and it was there that they were to be joined by almost all the
other trading ‘nations’. Was this because these merchants found better
and more enlightened treatment there, fewer restraints and greater toler-
ance — in other words, was it because Antwerp was more ‘liberal’, more
‘modern’, than her neighbours? Four main conditions governed the
conduct of international trade at Antwerp: the technique of the trade
itself; the conditions upon which the various ‘nations’ were admitted; the
special régime which obtained during the town’s two fairs; and the policy
of the Netherlands government. Of these, the first is the least important.
The technique of trade was, generally speaking, common to the whole of
Europe, with advances — like the double-entry bookkeeping which quickly
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reached Antwerp - being usually made first in the south and brought
north by their originators: but in the fifteenth century goods were bought
and sold, delivered and paid for, according to much the same rules in all
trading towns. It is true that after 1500 the growing volume and
complexity of business at Antwerp were accompanied by some refine-
ments of business practice: but in so far as these helped to make the town a
freer and more modern business centre the credit belongs less to the town
than to the merchants who devised and perfected them.

Of greater importance are the terms upon which the ‘nations’ came to
Antwerp, for here, if anywhere, we should expect to find specific evidence
of the town’s liberality: and since of all the nations it was the English who
secured the best terms, they are the example most calculated to bear out
the argument. It is undeniable that among the privileges accorded to the
English merchants by Antwerp in the half-century after 1446, the year of
the first ‘statute’ defining their position, were several of a ‘liberal’ and
‘modern’ kind: thus in place of the old gastenrecht, the code of rules
regulating the foreigner’s sojourn, Englishmen at Antwerp came to enjoy
almost complete freedom in this respect, and if they were still required to
employ native brokers in their dealings with other foreigners, the scope of
these go-betweens’ activities, both legitimate and otherwise, was increas-
ingly limited. But all the evidence goes to show that it was not only
Antwerp which was thus relaxing the rigid aliens’ code: even Bruges,
which is generally represented as lagging far behind, was making percept-
ible progress in the same direction. Moreover, it seems certain that, far
from being spontaneously bestowed by the towns, these privileges were
extorted under that threat of withdrawal of which we have already heard
the Merchant Adventurers boasting. The towns themselves were under no
illusion as to the way in which they were being played off against one
another, and on occasion they could draw together in self-defence, as
Antwerp and Bergen-op-Zoom did in 1488 ‘against the injustices which
the merchants of the kingdom of England, more than those of any other
nation, commit against them’.

We are on firmer ground when we come to the Brabant fairs, the ‘four
markets’ so famous in the history of the delta region. As instituted, or
perhaps only regularised, by Duke John II at the opening of the
fourteenth century, each fair was to last for two weeks only, but these had
soon lengthened to six (of which in theory the first two covered the
journey to, and the last two the departure from, the fair itself), so that
during the fifteenth century the four fairs covered, with an overlap of two
weeks, a minimum of twenty-two weeks, not much less than half the year.
They were not evenly spaced, but fell into two groups. The Paasmarkt or
Easter Fair at Bergen-op-Zoom, which opened on Maundy Thursday, was
followed immediately by the Pinxten or Sinxtenmarkt, the Pentecost Fair,
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at Antwerp: similarly the Antwerp Bamismarkt or St Bavo’s Fair, which
opened towards the end of August, was followed with scarcely a break by
the Bergen Koudmarkt or Winter Fair, beginning in the last week of
October. The proximity of the two towns (they were only thirty miles
apart) made it easy for merchants to visit both in the course of their spring
or autumn round, and this helps to explain why the two Bergen fairs, after
they had lost their commercial significance (as they had largely done
before 1540), could still fulfil the more modest but useful purpose of
providing two of the ‘settlement periods’ in the financial year. Of the value
of these fairs to the two Brabant towns during the fifteenth century there
can be little question. Their régimes, it is true, did not differ significantly
either from one another or from those of other towns: the freedom of
persons and goods from legal process save in criminal causes, and their
special protection against violence, robbery and similar misdeeds — these
were the essential features. But the jealousy with which the towns guarded
their fair-rights, and their eagerness to extend their duration, are proof
sufficient of the importance attaching to them.

When we move into the sixteenth century, however, the picture changes.
While the fairs remain outwardly unaltered in both towns, their real
significance begins to differ. Bergen-op-Zoom continues as a ‘fair town’,
its foreign trade concentrated within the few weeks of its two fairs and
almost non-existent outside them; moreover, its fairs themselves are soon
in full decline, with the number of merchants visiting them dropping
steadily from some 400 in the 1520s to 100 or less in the early 1540s.
Indeed, it is hardly too much to say that the Bergen fairs were kept alive
only by the determination of the English cloth merchants to use them as a
foil to Antwerp. At Antwerp, on the contrary, not only do the fairs
themselves flourish, but they do so increasingly as the peaks of a
commercial year which is becoming more or less continuous: here again,
English influence was important, or even decisive, for the control exercised
by the Merchant Adventurers’ Company was in favour of periodicity
rather than of continuity in trading, and the cloth fleets were timed to
arrive during the fairs, especially the Sinxtenmarkt. While it appears, on
the one hand, therefore, that Antwerp’s trade was bursting out of its
medieval fair-limits, on the other it remains true that, even when trade had
attained its maximum volume, the fairs still provided the framework of
the commercial year, as well as being the basis, as we shall see, of the
financial calendar.

There remains the attitude of the Burgundian rulers of the Netherlands
towards the rising metropolis on the banks of the Scheldt. The medieval
constitution of those territories, that cumbrous mass of privileges, cus-
toms and institutions which it was the fatal mission of the Houses of
Burgundy and Habsburg to attempt to suppress and supplant, for long
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obstructed their freedom of action and hindered the pursuit of any
consistent policy, economic or otherwise. It is therefore only in those few
fields of economic policy, such as the administration of the toll and
currency systems or the negotiation of commercial treaties, in which the
central government had a freer hand that we must seek, at least during the
earlier period, traces of partiality towards Antwerp. It was Flanders which
had given the house of Burgundy its first footing in the Netherlands, and
this fact continued to be reflected in its measures until, under Charles the
Bold and still more under Maximilian, the persisting decline of Flemish
industry and trade, and the political unruliness which accompanied it,
broke that original tie. What Flanders lost, Brabant, and above all
Antwerp, gained. It was the town’s support of Maximilian during his ten
years’ struggle with the Flemish towns which forged the bond between
Antwerp and the dynasty which was to last unimpaired until the advent of
Philip II seventy years later. The alliance was inaugurated by Maxi-
milian’s charters of 1488 calling upon the ‘nations’ resident at Bruges to
transfer themselves to Antwerp. These brought, among others, the
Portuguese factor to the town for the first time.

If, therefore, Antwerp owed something to political good fortune during
the formative years which closed the fifteenth century, it continued to
enjoy the legacy of those years throughout its half-century of maturity and
grandeur during the sixteenth. In the state which, for good or ill, its
Habsburg rulers began to bring progressively under their direct control,
Antwerp was able to boast a degree of political, religious and fiscal
autonomy remarkable even in its own country. But it did so on two
conditions. The first was its ability and willingness to ‘support the prince
in his necessities’, the second its acceptance of the policy which the prince
pursued with the resources thus provided. For the first fifty years of the
century, which were all but coterminous with the rule of Charles V, these
conditions were substantially fulfilled. The magistracy was invariably
ready with the money required to confirm an old privilege or acquire a
new one, to redeem a toll or farm a tax, while its wealthiest strangers made
the loans which an imperial foreign policy called for increasingly. In the
same way, the town accepted, with no more than an occasional complaint,
a policy which it could either approve or, so far as its own interests were
concerned, neutralise. This was notably true of religion. In an age of rising
intolerance the magistrates used the town’s privileges to protect its
business community. They were not interested in small fry, who furnished
the great majority of the Antwerp martyrs, many of them under the
generic term of ‘Anabaptists’. But anyone who mattered in the business
world, whether one of the ‘New Christians’ who flocked to Antwerp from
Portugal or an errant member of one of the Catholic ‘nations’, would be
given the manifold protections of municipal law and custom. It was the
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growing rift between this attitude and the government’s policy which more
than anything else estranged them, especially after 1555. Had the govern-
ment not been so financially dependent upon the town and its money
market, it might have struck earlier against this privileged obstructionism.
As it was, Granvelle could counsel Philip II to foster the trade of Ghent as
a counterpoise to Antwerp — Ghent, which had given no trouble since its
overthrow in 1540 and which would be easier to manage than the
‘overmighty subject’ on the Scheldt. It was an idea far removed from that
of 1488.

Until a generation ago the only figures relating to Antwerp’s trade at or
near its peak were those of Guicciardini. Writing of the years about 1560,
when decline had perhaps already set in, Guicciardini gave a series of
round sums of the value of the various commodities imported into the
town each year. Out of a total value of nearly sixteen million gold crowns,
English cloth accounted for five millions, or nearly one-third; next came
Italian wares, especially fine cloth, amounting to three millions, Baltic
wheat at nearly one and three-quarters and German wines at one and a
half millions, and French wines and Portuguese spices each at one million.
Spanish wines and wool, German cloth, French pastel, English wool and
French salt, representing progressively smaller sums, made up the total.
These traditional figures may now be compared, thanks to the work of
Belgian historians, with total figures of Antwerp’s exports for certain
years obtained by multiplying the yield of taxes levied by the Netherlands
government upon the country’s export trade to help to pay for the French
wars. Chief among these taxes were that of 1 per cent laid upon all exports
in 1543—5 and that of 2 per cent levied upon goods exported to southern
Europe in 1552—4. The totals thus derived include one of about 1,100.000
pounds Flemish! for all exports, both by land and water, from Antwerp
for the twelve months February 1543 to February 1544, and one of more
than 1,200.000 for the twelve months following, while the yield of the one-
half per cent tax of November 1551-January 1552 represents an annual
total of two and a quarter millions. Since the government was, in a fiscal
sense, less interested in the import than in the export trade, we are less well
informed about it: but there is an import figure corresponding to that for
exports in 15512 of roughly 1,600.000 pounds.

Wide as may be their margin of error, these and similar figures bear out

! Here, as elsewhere in this section, the term ‘pounds Flemish’ means the pound of 240
groschen, not the pound of 40 groschen, or Carolusgulden, in which the accounts in
question were made up. The totals given here thus equal one-sixth of those taken from the
accounts themselves, plus an estimated addition for the exports of the Merchant
Adventurers which, as De Smedt has shown (De Engelse Natie te Antwerpen, vol. 11, pp.
437, 441), are not represented in them.
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what can be inferred from non-statistical evidence, that the volume of
trade passing through Antwerp varied considerably at different periods of
the town’s ‘golden age’. A broad indication of this pattern of commercial
activity is furnished by the figures, published in 1939, of the yield of the
toll of Iersekeroord, or toll of Zeeland. This was the principal toll levied
upon traffic using the waterways of the Scheldt delta, including the
western Scheldt between Antwerp and the sea, a route which probably
accounted for one-half of the town’s trade. Since the toll was usually
farmed, most of the figures are those of the annual rents paid by lessees,
but from time to time the actual yield is recorded. Taken together, these
figures point to the conclusion that the ‘golden age’, the years between
1500 and 1560, was made up of three fairly well-defined phases: an
opening phase of intensely rapid expansion during the first twenty years of
the century, followed, after a recession during the next ten years, by some
twelve to fifteen years of stability at about the maximum so far achieved,
and then, from the late 1540s, by a dozen years of violent fluctuation,
during which new high records alternated rapidly with deep troughs of
depression.

The trade totals of the 1540s and 1550s can be made the basis of some
instructive comparisons. Used to measure the trade of Antwerp against
that of other Netherlands ports, they show that the town was handling
between 70 and 80 per cent of the country’s foreign trade, eloquent
testimony to the extent to which the whole region had become, in
Pirenne’s phrase, only a suburb of the metropolis. Again, the export totals
of the years 15435, the equivalent of about £900,000 sterling, are nearly
three times as great as the corresponding figure for London and about half
as much again as that of all English ports put together. One notable
feature is that Antwerp appears to have enjoyed a ‘favourable’ balance of
trade. In view of the large loans raised by foreigners in Antwerp, we might
have expected an import surplus representing the service of these loans.
That the reverse seems to have been the case is a tribute to the importance
of the town’s industrial effort in converting its imports of raw materials
and semi-manufactures into finished products of greater value.

It is generally believed that the trade of sixteenth-century Antwerp was
predominantly ‘transit’ in character, that the town was little more than a
great entrepot for goods produced elsewhere than in the Netherlands and
passing through it to more or less distant destinations. In fact Antwerp did
a good deal more than act as a conduit for a stream of trade set in motion
elsewhere. For not only was the town itself an important final market for
many goods, but the industrial life which it shared with the surrounding
region was an integral part of its commercial activity. The ‘special trade’,
to use a convenient modern term, thus generated or quickened consisted,
on the import side, of foodstuffs, raw materials and semi-manufactured
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goods, and on the export side of goods produced or processed within the
town or in the surrounding region. Antwerp was the largest town of the
most densely populated part of northern Europe. A mid-sixteenth-century
estimate of 3,000,000 for the population of the Netherlands is probably
something of an exaggeration — a modern authority would reduce it to less
than two — but density was certainly greatest in Flanders and Brabant,
with the latter accounting for more than half a million. Antwerp’s own
resident population increased from less than 50,000 at the opening to
about 100,000 by the middle of the century, when the town ranked, in
point of size, next after the six greatest cities in Europe; and there was the
large floating element of visiting merchants, shippers and travellers. The
victualling of this urban concentration required a continual flow of trade.
The produce of local agriculture and fisheries, together with great
quantities of fuel in the form of peat, arrived week by week for the town’s
sustenance and warmth; while its possession of the three staples of grain,
fish and oats meant that it also handled much of the food imported from
abroad for the whole of Brabant. A number of these imports underwent
processing at Antwerp which brought them within the scope of industrial
activity: fish-curing, sugar-refining and soap-making were early promi-
nent there.

By far the most important branch of the special import trade was that
concerned with textiles. By the sixteenth century there was little spinning
or weaving done at Antwerp, but cloth-finishing had developed into a
major industry: in 1564 the cloth-dressers’ guild alone counted 1,600
masters and apprentices. The bulk of the cloth dressed at Antwerp came
from England, for those who bought English cloth usually had it finished
in the town before carrying it to its destination. In 1565 the Antwerp
magistracy estimated the annual importation of English cloth at upwards
of 700,000 pounds Flemish, of which more than 400,000 pounds’ worth
were for re-export; since the cost of finishing processes averaged one-third
of the wholesale price, the town’s earnings from this branch of its trade
may have reached 100,000 pounds Flemish. Besides the cloth itself, the
finishing industries needed various other imports. First in rank was alum,
the indispensable mordant for fixing colours (it was also used in making
copper). After the discovery of the deposits at Tolfa in the Papal States,
Charles the Bold had forbidden the import of alum from any other source,
and in 1491 Philip the Fair and Maximilian had strengthened the
monopoly by making Antwerp the staple for alum. The trade itself was in
the hands of contractors, generally Italians, but the town assumed
responsibility for the payment of a duty of 25 shillings a last: as the trade
grew the sum involved became very large, until in 1555 it was redeemed by
a capital payment of 240,000 pounds Flemish. Next come the dyes which
the alum was used to set. The Antwerp dyeing industry had three stock
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colours, black, blue and tan. Not until after the middle of the century did
the Antwerpers find an alternative to woad as the source of their blue dye,
and this woad (the French pastel) formed a principal import from
southern France, Spain and Portugal, while some was re-exported to
neighbouring countries. The opening up of the world brought new
dyestuffs. Indigo was known at Antwerp from soon after 1550, but was
not used in dyeing until somewhat later, and the redwood from which
Brazil took its name, although among the earliest items of the Portuguese
trade, only slowly replaced the traditional madder. Cochineal came in
from about 1550.

A marked feature of the other new industries which developed at or
near Antwerp was their growing consumption of metal. The armaments
industry rose and flourished under the stimulus of the French wars; while
the weapons and armour sold at Antwerp partly came in ready made from
Germany or from the valley of the Maas, some of them were made at
Antwerp or at nearby Mechlin from imported metal. An impression of the
abundance of artillery can be gathered from the fact that at the ceremonial
entry of Prince Philip in September 1549 about a thousand guns were
ranged outside the gate through which he entered the town. Another
flourishing industry was bell-founding, for which the innumerable steeples
which soared above that flat landscape kept up a brisk demand.

It is clear that out of the total volume of Antwerp’s imports no small
proportion was moving into rather than merely through the town, either
to be consumed there or to leave it again only after fashioning at the hands
of local craftsmen. The corresponding export trade included, besides the
major items already mentioned, a host of things which contributed to that
rising standard of material comfort and cultural progress which character-
ised the age: furniture of all descriptions, floor- and wall-coverings,
tapestries, paintings and statuettes, ornaments and jewellery, glassware,
books, papers and maps, and the musical instruments for which the
Netherlands were renowned. The list is lengthened and diversified by the
wide range of goods produced elsewhere in the Netherlands and brought
to the town for disposal, like the ‘new draperies’ turned out by the rural
cloth industry of Flanders or the cloth towns of the northern provinces,
great quantities of which were carried from Antwerp by the Spaniards and
Portuguese.

It is a commonplace that Antwerp’s trade was handled almost exclusi-
vely by foreigners and that natives played a subordinate, even a negligible,
part in it: this was Guicciardini’s view and, like most of his dicta, it was
long accepted without question. So far as the main branches of overseas
trade are concerned it is indeed substantially correct: from the outset it
was Englishmen, Germans, Portuguese and Spaniards who brought their
wares to Antwerp and carried one another’s away, not Antwerpers who
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went in search of these things. In this respect sixteenth-century Antwerp
occupied a position markedly different from that soon to be taken by
Amsterdam, whose overseas trade was largely the creation of the Hol-
landers themselves. But it would be wrong to conclude either that the
Antwerpers had from the beginning tamely acquiesced in this state of
affairs or that it left them with nothing to do but ‘stand and wait’. At least
during the earlier phase of the town’s ascendancy, the Antwerp merchant
fleet had not been wholly negligible. In European waters we hear of
Antwerpers who trade actively with their near neighbours and even
penetrate the Baltic, and outside Europe of their sporadic efforts to
emulate the great voyages. It was between 1510 and 1520 that the
enterprising Dirk van Paesschen was organising his luxury trips for
pilgrims and traders to Italy and the Levant, and in 1521 that three
Antwerp ships made the voyage to the Far East from which only one
returned. But in measure as the town’s trade grew, its own part certainly
became more passive. This was, to no small extent, a result of the hostility
which the earlier efforts had provoked. In the Baltic the Antwerpers had
fallen foul of the Hanse; in England they struggled against mounting
discrimination; above all, their essay in breaking the spice monopoly
incensed the Portuguese and might, if persisted in, have jeopardised that
golden trade. There was, of course, nothing exceptional in all this;
merchants were everywhere called upon to face jealous rivals as well as
natural hazards. If the Antwerpers showed less fortitude than, say, the
Hollanders, it was because they already had so much more to lose by
trade-wars and so much more to gain by accepting the role assigned to
them. There was still plenty for them to do. Trade called into being a
whole range of ‘commercial services’, and while some of these, notably the
financial ones, also passed into foreign hands, others retained a more
‘national’ character: thus the notaries public, who flourished on commer-
cial documentation, were usually natives, as were those more numerous,
but less respectable, intermediaries, the brokers, although these became
more cosmopolitan as time went on. One form of business which made
great strides and yet remained largely in native hands was the commission
agency; one of these firms, Van de Molen Brothers, has left a unique
record of its dealings in the form of more than a thousand letters dating
from 1538 to 1544.

A simple division of the Antwerp trading world into foreign and native
elements ignores that intermediate group of strangers who became domi-
ciled in the town and assimilated to its life. Of these foreign colonies the
largest was the Spanish. The political connection put Spaniards on a
different footing from other strangers and swelled their numbers with non-
commercial figures, chiefly officials and soldiers. In the 1540s about fifty
Spanish merchants were ordinarily resident, and by 1560 the total had
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risen to one hundred, with perhaps an equal number of servants and
factors. The Portuguese seem to have been numerically about half as
strong, while the English colony probably amounted, towards the middle
of the century, to fifty or sixty individuals or families, and the Italian
‘nations’ — Genoese, Florentines and Luccese predominating — to about
the same number combined. Frenchmen were numerous, but there are
no figures for them, and the Germans also remain indeterminate. All
told, by about 1550 there were probably some 400 to 500 merchant
strangers domiciled at Antwerp, with an equal number of foreign
dependents.

Not all of these foreigners settled there for life, and they included
individuals at every stage of assimilation. The factor of a foreign firm
spending some years in the town and then returning home might be
counted a foreigner still, but a merchant establishing himself there,
marrying into a native family and rearing children to whom it would be
home, would have moved in the direction of ‘naturalisation’. But few
strangers took the final step of becoming citizens. Between 1533 and 1582
only 179 individuals of Mediterranean origin, Spaniards, Portuguese and
Italians, were admitted to the freedom of the town, and in only two of
those years did the number exceed ten: during the same period no more
than twenty-three Englishmen became citizens. Clearly, only a small
minority of foreign-born residents decided, for whatever reason, to
throw in their lot with the town’s. Yet it is among this small group of
Antwerpers ‘by adoption’ that we find some of the leading figures of
the business world. Erasmus Schetz, who inherited copper, married into
spice, and transmuted both into one of Antwerp’s largest personal
fortunes, belonged to it, as did Gillis Hooftman, the sugar king. These
men were as influential as any undiluted foreigner in shaping the town’s
destiny.

There was very little wholesale buying or selling for cash at Antwerp: cash
purchasers were hard to come by and could exact a discount of up to
thirty per cent. Of the various forms of credit payment in use the most
regular was the division of the sum involved into parts and the fixing of
separate days of payment for these parts: the customary division was into
three parts, the first payable at the forthcoming fair and the others at the
two succeeding fairs, One circumstance which helped to make this
arrangement, long established in all European trading countries, all but
universal at Antwerp was the convenient intervals which separated the
fairs. By the sixteenth century the ‘settlement periods’, which had orig-
inally fallen within the fairs, had come to follow immediately after them:
ten days were normally allotted but these could be extended, and with a
little adjustment the four ‘settlement periods’ could be made the basis of
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quarterly payments. By an ordinance of 1521 the four periods were timed
to begin early in February, May, August and November, the first two
being the settlements of the two Bergen-op-Zoom fairs and the others
those of the Antwerp fairs.

It was on the dual foundation of credit purchases and bill payments that
the trade of Antwerp was borne. To contemporary merchants it was
selfevident that without these facilities trade upon the scale to which they
had become accustomed would have been impossible. ‘Merchants’, de-
clared Sir Richard Gresham in 1538, ‘can no more be without exchanges
than ships at sea without water.” The provision of the necessary credit was
the chief function of the sixteenth-century banker. Although the mutual
dealings between merchants which had characterised exchange operations
in the later middle ages lasted on into the sixteenth century, by that time,
especially in great trading centres, the buying of bills, and other forms of
advancing money, were increasingly taken over by bankers. The indiscri-
minate use of the word ‘merchants’ to denote both traders and bankers
shows that there was as yet no clear differentiation. The universal
tendency of traders, once possessed of some capital, to forsake trading for
banking was everywhere noticed and deplored. Clement Armstrong’s
denunciation of the ‘rich old merchants’ who ‘occupy their money by
exchange’ was echoed a generation later by Guicciardini, who spoke of
both gentlemen and merchants employing ‘all their available capital in
dealing in money, the large and sure profits of which are a great bait’. But
in so far as these merchants-turned-bankers took over and improved the
enormous business in commercial bills, they represented a necessary stage
in specialisation and helped to eliminate some of the disadvantages
attaching to the older practice. They relieved the trader of the necessity to
find his opposite number and they supplied a much-needed element of
confidence. There was much defaulting on bills: payers continually refused
to honour them, often alleging that they had never heard of the drawers. A
merchant who dealt with a well-known firm which had agents or corre-
spondents in all the chief centres was less likely to encounter this difficulty
and consequently found it easier to persuade creditors to accept bills in
payment.

In the sixteenth century there was no regular discounting of bills; they
were bought and sold outright and redeemed on maturity. Interest
normally ran at three per cent per fair, or twelve per cent per annum, and
brokerage at one-half per cent. Thus if a London banker bought a ‘usance’
or one-month bill at 26s. 8d. Flemish to the pound sterling, about 4d. of
this rate represented the profit from interest and brokerage, leaving a ‘net’
exchange rate of 26s. 4d. If, simultaneously, an Antwerp banker was
buying a similar bill on London, he would deliver for every pound he was
due to receive there this ‘net’ figure of 26s. 4d. minus the 4d. due for
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interest and brokerage, that is, 26s. Thus an identical exchange rate was
normally represented on the Bourse and in Lombard Street by two figures
differing by 8d., and it was always the Antwerp rate which was the lower.
For bills at longer terms, or at times when money was ‘tight’, interest was
higher and the gap between the two figures proportionately greater. A
banker buying a bill and arranging for its collection abroad thus derived
from the transaction a profit which could be calculated beforehand. But if
he wished to bring his money home again he had to repeat the process in
reverse: in the language of the time, he had to ‘rechange’. It was this
‘change and rechange’ (Latin cambium et recambium, Italian ricorsa)
which constituted the simplest and most widespread form of exchange
speculation. The element of uncertainty arose from the fact that the
banker could not tell in advance the rate at which he would be able to
rechange. He could, however, insure against an unfavourable movement
by the various devices which went under the name of ‘agio’, and these
could be used to make profits as well as to avoid losses. Exchange
fluctuations, and the variations in interest rates with which they were
closely connected, provided the sixteenth-century financier with one of his
two major fields of speculation. (The other was the movement of
commodity prices, and in particular the prices of wares which, like spices,
were irregular in supply and could be ‘cornered’.) The conditions of
success were then, as now, adequate funds and the ability to move them
rapidly in pursuit of marginal advantages. The chief markets involved
were Antwerp itself, the South German towns, especially Augsburg, the
cradle of German high finance, Lyons, Genoa and the Italian cities. The
axis Antwerp—Augsburg was the monopoly of the big German firms, the
triangle Antwerp—Lyons-Italy that of the Italians.

Among other branches of speculative business at Antwerp one of the
safest and most lucrative was real estate; since the demand for accommo-
dation of all kinds in the town was always ahead of the supply, the buying
of land or buildings for a ‘rise’ was an attractive proposition in which
foreigners took an active share. (It was, however, a native, Gilbert van
Schoonbeke, who pioneered the greatest of these undertakings, the
development of Antwerp’s New Town, to the north of the original site, in
1548.) Then there were various forms of insurance. Merchants undertak-
ing long or dangerous voyages were in the habit of insuring their lives
during their absence, and out of this practice there developed something
resembling modern life insurance: this was, however, frowned upon owing
to its many abuses — for one thing, it led to an increase in homicide — and
was forbidden in 1571. Marine insurance was in hardly better case.
Considering its importance to the commercial world, its unsystematic
character is something to wonder at; entrusted for the most part to
notaries and brokers, it developed during the first half of the century with
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a minimum of control and was riddled with abuse and fraud. The first
ordinance against these appeared in 1550, and in 1559 the Piedmontese
J. B. Ferufini was appointed controller; ten years later Alva issued his
important ordinance on the subject. With so much that was akin to
gambling as part of the daily round at Antwerp, it is only to be expected
that gambling proper would be rife there. The lotteries which were soon to
become the vogue all over Europe took their rise at Antwerp, but another
popular form of gambling until its prohibition in 1544, wagers on the sex
of children, seems to have been brought there from Spain.

If Antwerp had remained in the sixteenth century simply what it had
become in the course of the fifteenth, the commercial and financial centre
of the Burgundian Netherlands, it would have played a considerable but
limited role in European finance. What transformed the town’s role in this
respect was the dynastic tie which linked the Netherlands, first with the
empire, and then with Spain. Thus drawn into the web of Habsburg
dominion, the Low Countries were laid under contribution to Habsburg
power; fighting men, weapons of war, shipping, all these entered into the
account, but as time went on it was the financial resources concentrated at
Antwerp which came to outweigh all else. Since Lyons played a similar
part in French government finance, the long-drawn-out struggle between
Habsburg and Valois involved a contest in stamina between these two
money markets in the course of which both were stimulated into import-
ant advances in technique. It was the French war of 1511 which first led
the Netherlands government to use Antwerp for loan operations, and
from that date until 1542, the year which marked the dividing line between
growth and maturity in the money market, public borrowing, while
remaining spasmodic, became more frequent. The Netherlands govern-
ment — and the same is true of other borrowers, save that the Portuguese
transactions, being bound up with the spice trade, had a character of their
own - raised loans to meet particular needs as they arose; there was no
attempt at systematisation and the terms were short. Ehrenberg dates
from 1516, a year in which the government borrowed the then large total
of 50,000 pounds Flemish, the adoption of the fair-calendar for the timing
of loans. Sums were then borrowed for periods varying from one to four
fairs, that is, from three months to a year, and if necessary they were
‘prolonged’ on the same basis. Charles V’s ordinance on the dating of the
‘settlement periods’ was probably not unconnected with his own interest
in these dates.

In negotiating these loans the governments concerned relied almost
exclusively upon a small group of leading financiers. Besides the Fugger,
Hochstatter, Welser, and other South German Houses, whose chief
transactions with the emperor originated elsewhere, but who are found
doing an increasing amount of government business at Antwerp, the
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principal names were, at the outset, those of the Frescobaldi and Gualter-
otti, the last two great Florentine Houses in the Netherlands, and later
those of the Spaniards De Vaille and Moxica and of Lazarus Tucher, the
first of the Antwerp ‘money kings’. The restricted nature of the market,
combined with irregularity of demand, meant that interest rates were
high and erratic; in the course of the single year 1516, for example,
the Netherlands government raised loans at between 11 and 31 per cent
per annum, and in the two years 1520-1 at between 153 and 275 per
cent. During the 1530s the rate fell steadily to between 12 and 15 per
cent, and although between 1539 and 1542 it tended to rise again, partly
owing to the government’s clumsy meddling with the financial system, by
the end of this period the lowering of the rate and the smallness of its
fluctuations bespeak considerable progress in the management of the
business.

The fifteen years between 1542 and 1557 saw financial operations of
unprecedented magnitude at Antwerp. With the outbreak of the new
French war the Netherlands government itself greatly increased the size
and frequency of its borrowings; in 1543 alone it raised over a quarter of a
million pounds Flemish, a figure several times greater than that for any
previous year. Moreover, Charles V now began to borrow heavily on
Spanish account through the Spanish royal factor. Even so, the combined
Habsburg demand was at first outstripped by that of the emperor’s
English ally. During the last four years of his reign Henry VIII borrowed
at Antwerp not far short of a million sterling, or about a million and a half
Flemish, to finance his share in the war. Meanwhile, the third royal
borrower, the king of Portugal, continued to raise money on a big scale
against the delivery of spices and is said to have owed half a million
Flemish there in 1543. Notwithstanding the size of these totals, there were
few occasions during these years when money was really scarce, and the
shortages did not last long. Nor did interest rates rise. In general they
ranged between 12 and 15 per cent, the level to which they had fallen
during the 1530s. Moreover, they were now much steadier than ever
before. Clearly, the supply of money was adequate to the demand. For the
capital accumulation which enabled Antwerp to shoulder these great new
burdens the money market had to thank the forty years of commercial
preeminence enjoyed since 1499. But for the machinery by which this
capital was mobilised into these huge credits the governments concerned
had to thank the financial experts upon whom they had come increasingly
to rely.

The greatest of these experts in the Antwerp of the 1540s was the Italian
Gaspar Ducci. His career is an epitome of most of the financial develop-
ments of the age. Beginning as a commodity broker and commission
agent, in which capacities he made big deals in several of the staples of
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Antwerp trade, he gravitated in the accustomed manner into finance.
Operating mainly between Antwerp and Lyons, he quickly became the
greatest exchange speculator of the time. Ducci was not content to profit
by the normal discrepancies in interest rates and exchange rates; he used
his own resources to create plenty and scarcity of money alternately at
each end of his line of operations, driving up the rates to his own profit
and to the undoing of his competitors, especially the Florentines. To the
violent hostility which his methods aroused on commercial grounds there
was added the suspicion provoked by their political implications. For
Antwerp and Lyons were the financial strongholds of rival and often
warring governments, and Ducci’s activities cut across this alignment. Yet
it was to this king of the financial jungle, who was moved by nothing save
the spur of his own unbounded avarice and ambition, that the Habsburg
monarchy was chiefly indebted for that mobilisation of the financial
power of Antwerp which carried it through the 1540s and early 1550s. The
chief instrument which Ducci employed for this purpose were the Rent-
meestersbrieven, the bonds which the receivers-general of the Netherlands
issued in their own name but which were secured upon the revenues
coming into their hands. They were ‘bearer bonds’, redeemable by
whoever came into their possession, and were thus readily negotiable,
being in this respect the counterpart of commercial acknowledgements of
indebtedness whose widespread use as negotiable instruments had been
given legal recognition by an ordinance of 1536. What Ducci grasped was
that the regular issue of such bonds would both serve the government
directly by attracting small-scale capital and also indirectly by linking its
borrowing more closely with commercial borrowing. At Lyons the same
object was to be achieved by the ‘King’s Letters’ issued by the French
government.

It was the Antwerp world of high finance which was smitten by the first of
the catastrophes of the third quarter of the century. In 1557 Spain and
France declared themselves bankrupt, and three years later Portugal did
the same. For the bankers who had lent the two Iberian governments such
great sums these were heavy blows: they saw their loans compulsorily
converted into five-per-cent annuities, which meant not merely a drastic
reduction of interest but a large-scale amortisation of funds. But they were
not the only ones to suffer. The state bankruptcies were followed by those
of public authorities in the Netherlands, among them the receiver-general
and a number of towns, and these by a host of private ones: the recent
mobilisation of small-scale capital by the money market and the invest-
ment boom now spread the effects of the failures far and wide.

The financial crisis was in itself a shock from which recovery would not
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be rapid or easy; but it had been heralded and accompanied by distur-
bances, less sensational yet more ominous, in the world of trade. First in
point of time, and perhaps in significance, had been the discontinuance, as
a permanent institution, of the Portuguese royal factory in 1549. What-
ever the reasons for this step, or its immediate consequences, it symbolised
the passing of an age. Half a century of relative stability in the pattern of
the spice trade, with Antwerp as its centre, was to be followed by twenty
years of dislocation and scarcity in the course of which a different pattern
would emerge, a pattern in which Europe would draw its spices direct
from Lisbon or from the reviving Levant route and Antwerp would sink
from preeminence to parity with other towns, especially the ports of the
Mediterranean, in its handling of this trade. One of the changes which
may have weakened the Portuguese dependence upon Antwerp was the
ease with which, from soon after 1545, silver needed for the East Indies
could be scooped up out of the great stream which then began to flow into
Spain from the New World and thus the supply of European silver, which
the Portuguese had previously obtained from the South Germans at
Antwerp, be the more readily foregone: perhaps another was the willing-
ness of those same purveyors to deliver their other metals elsewhere than
on the banks of the Scheldt. The huge list of copper goods covered by a
three-year contract between the Fugger and the royal factor in 1548 was to
be delivered at Lisbon.

For the English cloth trade these were also years of strain. The steady
expansion of that trade since the beginning of the century — London
exports rose from some 50,000 pieces a year in 1500 to twice that figure by
the early 1540s — was quickened by the currency debasement from 1544 to
reach its peak in 1550, when the London total was over 130,000. But then
the simultaneous effect of temporary saturation in the market, of rising
English prices, and of the devaluation of 1551 intended to bring these
down, was to deal the trade a severe blow and to leave it unsettled for
more than a decade. In this situation English efforts to find new markets
and to reach old ones directly, and the sharpening of measures against
foreign (including Antwerp’s own) competition, induced a worsening of
relations which, within a dozen years, was to provoke a complete stoppage
of trade and the first removal of the ‘mart’ outside the Netherlands.

It was this weakening of the pillars of Antwerp’s trade, more than the
damage to the financial superstructure, which brought the ‘golden age’ to
its close about 1560. The great upheavals, which would cast those pillars
down, were yet to come — in 1566, 1576 and 1584—5: and even after those
disasters the town would be far from prostrate. Indeed, with the dwindling
and departure of the strangers who had so largely created and so richly
profited from the golden years, native energies would to some extent
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reassert themselves: thus the years 1562—5 saw the erection of a number of
Antwerp companies for trade to the Baltic and the Mediterranean. But
Antwerp’s role henceforward was to be, in more than this sense, a
‘national’ one, a reversion to what it had been before the great currents of
European politics and trade had made this town the centre of the
economic world.
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CHAPTER III

THE REFORMATION MOVEMENTS
IN GERMANY

event, it was not the alleged posting of Luther’s ninety-five theses on

the door of the Castle Church in Wittenberg on 31 October 1517. It
was rather the stage-managed burning of the papal bull Exsurge domine,
which Luther committed to the flames before the Elstertor at Wittenberg
on 10 December 1520, along with the books of canon law. The entire
university was invited to witness this public act of defiance of the church’s
highest authorities, and after the dignitaries had gone home, students took
over the ceremony by holding a parodied procession with a puppet of the
pope and a mock papal bull, which they burned along with the books of
Luther’s opponents. Not long afterwards the first outbreak of collective
violence in support of the cause of religious reform took place in Erfurt,
the other university town with which Luther had close personal connec-
tions and where he found a mass of enthusiastic supporters. Events there
on 11-12 June 1521 first took the form of a rowdy student protest against
a ban on Luther’s supporters among the city’s two collegiate chapters.
This turned into an organised anticlerical riot, as journeymen and country-
folk in town for the mid-week market joined in to sack over forty clerical
houses and premises of the town’s nominal overlord, the archbishop of
Mainz. The Erfurt town council possibly connived at the riot and it
certainly used the occasion to force the town’s clergy to surrender many of
their privileges in return for protection against further popular wrath.

Innumerable events similar to the public demonstration in Wittenberg
or the Erfurt ‘Parson-storm’ were to mushroom overnight in Germany in
the early 1520s, turning ‘Luther’s cause’ into a massive religious, social
and political upheaval. All involved some combination of public defiance
of ecclesiastical authority, festive irreverence towards orthodox religious
cult and institutions, revivalist religious fervour, anticlericalism, socio-
economic grievance, the passionate involvement of students, artisans and
countryfolk, and the not-infrequent complicity of civic authorities willing
to exploit the situation to secure secular control over the clergy and the
affairs of the church.

Martin Luther was an unlikely figure to precipitate a revolution. He was
born in Eisleben in the county of Mansfeld on 10 October 1483 and died
there on 18 February 1546. In between he spent virtually all his life in the
provincial confines of Thuringia-Saxony, and most of it in the tiny

IF THE Reformation can be said to have begun with a single dramatic
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university town of Wittenberg. He spent his formative student years from
1501 to 1505 at the university of Erfurt, where he took his M.A., but
rather than pursuing the family preference for a career in law, he had
entered in 1506 a mendicant order, the Reformed Congregation of
Augustinian Eremites. The order had important connections in the
university of Erfurt, and after Luther took his first theological degree at
the University of Wittenberg he returned to Erfurt to lecture in 1509. His
talents had clearly destined him for high office, for his order sent him to
Rome on official business in 1510, before he returned to Wittenberg to
complete a doctorate and take up a chair in theology in 1512. Luther’s
early career was by no means that of a reclusive friar cut off from the
world, but of a potential high flyer actively engaged in the academic and
ecclesiastical life of two of central Europe’s leading universities.

Luther was primarily an academic theologian, but one for whom
religion was no mere academic matter. He approached his membership of
a monastic order with a burning desire to achieve spiritual perfection
which would admit of no compromise, attempting to live out a rigorous
monastic piety through what can only be called a form of spiritual
athleticism. His continual awareness of the perceived imperfection of his
own performance combined with a scrupulosity over fulfilling the de-
mands of religious laws and prohibitions to cast him into black spiritual
despair. It is not surprising that he sought a solution to his unresolved
spiritual agonies outside his own inner resources, nor that he as a gifted
theological scholar was driven into ever deeper biblical, patristic and
theological investigations, a potent mixture of religious emotions and
intellectual exploration. By immersing himself in study of the Bible,
Luther found there both the source of and the solution to his inability to
fulfil the demands of the law. He resolved his spiritual crisis on the basis of
a Pauline insight that the individual could not attain perfection through
human endeavour alone; righteousness came only from God in the form
of justifying grace given in response to faith. The living Word of God in
the Bible was the unshakeable rock on which he could found spiritual
certainty, and his fusion of spiritual, emotional and intellectual conviction
was to make him a unique personality in his own time.

This experience has been seen in retrospect as the central theological
event from which the Reformation was to flow, and there has been much
discussion about the date of Luther’s ‘reformation breakthrough’. It is
possible that he had resolved his own spiritual difficulties before 1516,
although his was a restless spirit, never standing still in exploration of his
major theological and spiritual concerns. Luther was also a ‘reactive’
thinker, never following any line of thought through completely or
pursuing its full implications until challenged to do so. His existential
streak led him to react to fresh circumstances and demands by throwing
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up fresh thoughts, by elaborating on doctrines enunciated earlier, and by
drawing out implications of which he was at first only half aware. It was in
this manner that he was led to break with the formal authority structures
of the church, without ever setting out consciously to be a rebel.

It is far from certain that Luther’s spiritual anxieties were typical of the
religious experience of the majority of lay people of his time. It often
seems as though the propagation of his religious message worked by first
arousing those anxieties before offering a solution to them. The question
of the ‘state of religion’ in Germany at the beginning of the sixteenth
century is complex. Certainly there is no evidence of any effective
‘dechristianisation’ nor of a church in decay, its bereft children thirsting in
despair for the refreshing spiritual draught that only Luther could bring.
The evidence points rather in the opposite direction, that the generation
before the outbreak of the Reformation was characterised by a deeply felt
religiosity and an intensification of piety. Yet merely to replace a picture
of religious decay with one of over-luxuriant growth still fails to under-
stand the complex chemistry of the rich soil in which the Reformation
took root.

For most people of the later middle ages religion had two aspects,
functional and soteriological: it was about salvation and about Christian
life in the world, offering a means of coping with the anxieties and
tribulations of this life as well as assured access to the next. Both were
combined in the central experiences of religious cult, the mass and the
annual liturgical cycle. These expressed in cultic form the Christian
mysteries of salvation as well as providing a form of sacred order for
secular life. All religion was based on a sacramental world view, which saw
profane existence as dependent on the operations of sacred power, a
power which could be applied through the agency of the church for the
benefit of both body and soul. The sacramental system was many-sided:
the formal sacraments were an automatic means of access to saving grace,
as well as being enmeshed in a complex of social practices. Alongside them
were the sacramentals, an elaborate structure of benedictions, exorcisms
and blessed objects through which sacred power could be employed to
meet, bodily, psychic and spiritual needs, often independently of the clergy
who imparted this power through their exorcisms and blessings. At the
heart of this system stood the central mystery of medieval Catholicism, the
most powerful manifestation of the sacred in the profane world, the Real
Presence of Christ in the eucharist. This doctrine was inseparable from the
perception of Christ’s sacrificial and saving death on the cross, completed
in his resurrection. Far from being ‘“unchristian’ or semi-pagan, late-
medieval religion was powerfully Christocentric, stressing as its main
doctrine the Incarnation of Christ and his saving death. It was the
humanity of Christ, especially his willingness to suffer for the sins of all,
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that formed the focal point of piety. In many ways, Luther’s discovery of
Christ as the sole mediator of salvation is unthinkable without this
emphasis, to which he was merely to give another theological dimension.

Beneath the layers of officially sanctioned doctrine and religious prac-
tice there was a flourishing world of ‘folk’ religion, characterised by a
desire to maximise opportunities for access to the sacred beyond those
offered by the institutional church. Whether this occurred through the
images or relics of saints or holy persons; through pilgrimages to sacred
places, where one hoped to experience both spiritual and bodily healing;
through new devotions, collective and individual, such as those to Corpus
Christi, the Sacred Heart, the ‘true image’ of the suffering Christ, or the
rosary; or through access to cunning folk who offered apotropaic and
healing magic, folk religion was characterised by an immense variety of
religious opportunity and experience. For some this may have represented
spiritual uncertainty, assuaged by an account-book mentality which
sought to heap up as many spiritual ‘insurance policies’ as could be
afforded; for others, it may have been a form of sacred conspicuous
consumption, through which the well-to-do could more effectively pursue
the ‘purchase of paradise’. It is undeniable that a cash nexus had crept into
religious practice from two sides, from those with a lottery mentality,
willing to pay to maximise their chances in the game of salvation, and
from those who refused to provide religious services unless the price was
right. It was in this free market place of the sacred that the traffic in
indulgences grew up and flourished, virtually as a stock exchange of
salvation. The role of the clergy, policing and prohibiting many of the
manifestations of folk religion yet exploiting them financially, led to a
deep rift in religious life that was expressed in a virulent anticlericalism.

Anticlericalism has been singled out as the most potent source of
discontent with the state of the church and as an essential propellant of the
explosion of reform movements. It can be understood as a reaction
against the excessive power wielded by the clergy by virtue of their special
status as an ordained priesthood. Such power took several forms: the
clergy held important economic and legal privileges; they often exercised
secular political power, in the person of prince-bishops or prince-abbots;
they laid claim to special social status, setting themselves apart from and
above other persons in the community; and they had the power to control
moral and social behaviour through the confessional, where they could
withhold absolution from the unrepentant sinner. This often led to
accusations of clerical hypocrisy, especially about sexual mores, for the
clergy were seen to condemn lay sexual offences while being far from
blameless themselves, not least in the matter of concubinage. Finally, they
controlled access to the most assured channels of grace, the sacraments,
while the all-important sacramentals depended for their efficacy on a
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priestly blessing. To ensure a monopoly of sacred power, the clergy also
sought to outlaw the attempts of lay people to apply sacred power
instrumentally for their own purposes through unapproved use of sacra-
mentals or recourse to popular magic.

The charge of hypocrisy probably featured most strongly in lay
anticlericalism, the contrast between what the clergy professed to be and
how they were seen to behave. But more often they were accused simply of
abuse of power, of tyranny and deceit in the way they dealt with their
flocks. The most powerful revelation to flow from Luther’s theology was
that all this elaborate structure of power rested on a false premise. The
corollary of his view of justification through the saving grace of Christ was
the removal of all intermediary figures in the process of salvation, leading
to the doctrine of the priesthood of all believers. Its devastating impli-
cation for the institutional church was that priests were not specially
privileged religious persons and that they could not lay claim to any
special powers over lay people, much less demand money for their
exercise. The propaganda for religious reform of the 1520s repeatedly
drove home this message — the clergy had cheated and deceived the people
of Christ in order to maintain their own power and tyranny.

It is one of the many ironies of the Reformation, therefore, that the
state of the clergy actually appears to have been improving at the very
time that they were drawing most fire from propagandist critics. The
fifteenth century saw a trend towards professionalisation, with the begin-
nings of a graduate clergy and attempts of episcopal visitors to introduce
new standards of decorum into the behaviour of parish priests, setting
them socially and morally apart from their parishioners. There was
provision of handbooks and manuals on how parish clergy were to carry
out their tasks, such as Johann Ulrich Surgant’s 1503 Manual for the
Parish Priest, as well as collections of postils, or model sermons, and
catechisms containing basic doctrine. Printing made possible the wider
distribution of such handbooks and of liturgical manuals, while extending
the available range of pious works such as the Ars moriendi and the so-
called Biblia pauperum, both of which were as likely to be found on the
shelves of the clergy as of pious educated lay people. Indeed, the high
proportion of manuals of piety found in the early output of printers may
have been due in great part to extensive clerical readership. This explains
why the bulk of the first-generation leaders of the reform movements were
religiously sincere, well-educated clergy, often with university degrees and
holders of established ecclesiastical offices. The Reformation was essen-
tially a movement for reform of the church led from within by its own
clergy.

The way in which the German church was socially stratified was also to
determine many of its institutional reactions to reform. At its highest
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levels, it was undeniably a ‘nobles’ church’, its most eminent offices the
preserve of princely and aristocratic families. This certainly influenced the
generally cautious reaction the aristocracy were to give to religious
reform. At another level, that of urban foundations and benefices, it was
staffed by the children of the urban classes. This undoubtedly contributed
to the desire of German burghers everywhere to take control of religion
and the religious institutions within their own walls. Urban corporations
and burgher families of means founded new benefices, sought to control
the fabric and financing of their churches, and looked to have a say in the
appointment of their clergy. In the towns, at least, the church was a
‘burghers’ church’. This burghers’ church could also be called a ‘local
church’, for each urban community tended to view itself as Christendom
in miniature. We could even speak not of the church universal but of an
agglomeration of thousands of local churches. The most meaningful
ecclesiastical unit was the parish; above it, and often more remote, stood
the diocese, where the church dignitary most frequently encountered was
likely to be the episcopal financial or legal official, rather than the bishop.
The same was true of rural religion, which emphasised the sacredness of
place, and which guarded jealously its local saints and even its local
devotions to Christ or the Virgin, so that there appeared to be many
Christs or Virgins. Rural religion, no less than urban religion, was local
religion.

In such a situation, the tendency for the pope to extend claims to
supremacy over national and local churches was bound to be a double
source of conflict and resentment: at the level of the ‘political nation’,
anxious to preserve German independence, and at that of the local parish,
where the papal hierarchy could appear even more distant. The attempt to
finance the papacy’s growing needs as a secular principality on the basis of
fees, taxes and the exploitation of indulgences created hostility and
alienation. When first humanists and then reformers began to denounce
papal claims to hegemony as bogus and positively unchristian, they found
a willing response, not only among the ‘political nation’ or the ordinary
laity, but also among innumerable clergymen, whose freedom of local
action was no less curtailed by the extension of Roman power. The success
of the reform movements therefore owed a great deal to currents in the
very ecclesiastical structures they criticised and ultimately did much to
undermine.

There were also other religious impulses which fed into the movement
that grew up around ‘Luther’s cause’ and which influenced the nature of
its early development. The most important was the yearning for religious
reform itself, stretching from Pierre d’Ailly and Jean Gerson, over
Nicholas of Cusa to the Fifth Lateran Council of 1512—17, where Aegidio
of Viterbo, the General of the Augustinian Order, proclaimed the arrival
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of the long-awaited ‘age of reform’. There were fifteenth-century move-
ments of piety which exerted a powerful influence on Luther’s generation
— the Devotio moderna and the mystical piety represented by Tauler and
Meister Eckhart, whom Luther so much admired. These mystical tenden-
cies certainly influenced only a tiny minority, but more widespread was a
pronounced apocalyptic mood, a sense of some imminent ‘great change’
in the fate of the world, which would inaugurate the long-awaited reform.
This took both pessimistic and optimistic form. The pessimistic empha-
sised the moral decay of the age and the failings of church and clergy; they
predicted that the wrath of God would befall the entire world because of
it. The optimistic expected the arrival of a new ‘age of the Spirit’, which
would see a great outpouring of God’s grace in the world, and renewed
activity of the Holy Spirit. The great upsurge of religious fervour and the
preaching of the Word in the early 1520s were greeted by many as a
fulfilment of these expectations.

Luther benefited from this apocalyptic mood in several ways. A series of
popular prophecies built up expectations of the coming of a prophet or
holy man who would proclaim the coming of the ‘Age of the Spirit’,
chastise the clergy and restore the church. This figure was identified with
Luther by both friend and foe alike, and the Wittenberg professor was
incorporated into a medieval prophetic tradition which led to him being
proclaimed as a divinely sent prophet, a term which he himself was willing
to accept by the 1530s, taking up the mantle conferred on him by
Friedrich Myconius, who in 1529 called him ‘a prophet of the Lord to the
Germans’. Luther was also to benefit from a widespread enthusiasm for
saintly or supernaturally inspired figures. Such desires had produced near-
ecstatic religious response to situations as diverse as the preaching
missions of John of Capistrano or of the Cardinal Legate Nicolaus of
Cusa, or the mass movement which developed around the so-called Piper
of Niklashausen. The thirst for such holy men is reflected in the propa-
gandist image of Luther which emerged between 1517 and 1520. This
image may have owed much to the nature of Luther’s most popular
published works in that period, which were pastoral and consolatory
rather than theological and polemical, but by 1520 he was certainly being
presented to the reading public as a living saint, reflected in the most
common visual image of him as a friar with a halo, holding the open book
of the Bible and with the Holy Spirit hovering above him. Certain features
of the cult of St Martin of Tours were transferred on to this public image;
he was compared with the greatest saints of the church, such as St
Augustine or St Gregory the Great, and even with Christ himself. Such
adulation was eventually to transform itself into a cult of ‘Saint Luther’
with numerous associated prophecies and miracles, a cult which continued
until well into the eighteenth century.
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The widespread enthusiasm for ‘Luther’s cause’ was therefore as much
due to the expectations brought to him by his fellow Germans as to the
message he had to offer. It is difficult to quantify the range and variety of
ways in which different groups and individuals responded to the ‘affaire
Luther’ as it became a matter of mass public attention. It seemed as
though a thousand different flowers had blossomed overnight in a dry
land, and the religious feelings that watered this upsurge were just as
diverse. This explains why we should not expect always to find a
straightforward or uniform reaction to what were perceived to be
‘Luther’s teachings’. Luther’s initial criticism was directed against the
penitential system, embodied in the structure of confession, contrition and
penance, which had become so closely linked to abuse of indulgences.
Indulgences formed part of an elaborate financial network spread across
Germany and feeding directly to Rome, like a gigantic monetary version
of an electric grid, adapted to draw power from the consumer rather than
to supply it. The indulgence issue was highly suitable for winning the
sympathy of the ‘political nation’ of the Holy Roman Empire of the
German Nation, since it gathered up several grievances into a single issue:
incipient cultural nationalism and resentment at Italian contempt for
Germans as ‘barbarous’, hostility to Roman financial influence, and
resentment at clerical dominance. At a more immediately religious level,
there were also those who found the demands of the penitential system,
with its associated structure of rules, observances and prohibitions, to be
burdensome and tyrannical. Yet there is no secure evidence that this was
so widespread that we can speak of a general anxiety about the penitential
system. Most ordinary Christians went to confession only once a year and
had no reason to find the confessional or the indulgence system burden-
some, however much they may have reacted against the cash nexus built
into it. For many it was not the promise of release from spiritual anxiety of
the kind that Luther had experienced that appealed, but simply the
message that forgiveness should be free and unconditional.

Although the indulgence controversy embodied a central issue in
Luther’s personal and theological perceptions of salvation, it was only a
precipitant for a more complex process that was to bring many other
matters to the fore. Luther became such a central figure in subsequent
events because of the manner in which his ‘cause’ was taken up by others,
and often pushed into areas he had not intended. Important at the outset
was his position in one of central Europe’s fastest-growing universities.
His personal charisma and his teaching at the university of Wittenberg
created a nucleus of dedicated followers willing to go to any lengths in his
support. Wittenberg had already begun to establish its popularity as a new
university, but Luther’s teaching put it, and the study of theology, on the
map. From 1512 to 1520 he lectured on various books of the Bible, but
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especially on the Epistle to the Romans, embodying in his lectures his
distinctive theological views and infusing them with his own brand of
passionate spiritual commitment. He also preached regularly in the
university church over these years, casting his theological insights into
more practical applied form. His impact on his student audience was
certainly electrifying, especially once he became the centre of wider public
attention.

Luther’s ninety-five theses were not meant as any kind of dramatic
protest. Someone else, possibly in academic or humanist circles at
Wittenberg, was responsible for launching them into print, for he had
never intended them for wider circulation. They were written in Latin, and
cast in the rhetorical, often polemical style of the scholastic disputation.
Turned into German, printed and reprinted, they took on a public
polemical tone that made them an unintentional focus of opinion. They
circulated rapidly among the world of the literate and the theologically
alert, although their relevance to local events in Saxony, where Cardinal
Albert of Mainz had instigated a controversial indulgence campaign,
undoubtedly secured them, in reputation at least, a rather larger audience.
Albert responded to Luther’s well-meaning gesture in sending him a copy
by referring them to Rome to be dealt with by the highest authority,
essentially asking for Luther to be rebuked and silenced. As Luther moved
through the various stages of the hearings consequent upon this citation —
at the Heidelberg Chapter of his own order in April 1518, his interrog-
ation before the Cardinal Legate Cajetan at Augsburg in October 1518,
the Leipzig Disputation of July 1519 and his eventual citation to the 1521
Diet of Worms — he found growing support from learned opinion. His
own university stood behind him, and he had the support of the network
of German humanists, especially those in Erfurt, and of key officials in
and around the court of his prince, the elector of Saxony. Luther also
began to write feverishly, taking advantage of a printing press eager for his
works. By 1520 he was established as a bestselling author in German,
interestingly enough not for the theological polemics in which he was
constantly involved, but for his works of pious and pastoral admonition,
such as his Exposition of the Ten Commandments or of the Pater Noster,
or his sermon on prayer, preparation for death or the contemplation of
the sufferings of Christ. These were traditional themes of lay piety, given a
new dimension by Luther’s application of his own distinctive theological
insight.

Luther was not popularised by his own works alone, however, but by a
host of publicists and propagandists, who took up and publicised his
‘cause’ on several fronts at once. A flood of popular pamphlets was let
loose, aimed at intervening with ‘public opinion’ on his behalf, and
effectively appealing over the head of the ‘political nation’ which had
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signally failed to secure him a fair hearing at Worms. Among the
outpourings of print were illustrated broadsheets and visual depictions
aimed at the illiterate and semi-literate, often linked to oral forms of
communication such as doggerel rhymes and ballads. There was also an
upsurge of preaching, much of it polemical and agitatory in tone, and
there were numerous public demonstrations of the kinds typified in the
events in Wittenberg and Erfurt. These formal means of communication
seeking support for ‘Luther’s cause’ were turned into an effective ‘public
opinion’ by the more informal means through which people’s ideas were
shaped, by personal exchange in numerous private discussions and
conversations: at the workplace, in the home, in the inn or bathhouse, on
the market square or wherever people gathered to share views and
opinions. Like all good propaganda, the printed literature created the
fiction that it represented ‘public opinion’, the views of the ‘common
man’. However, the real formation of public opinion occurred orally,
through forms of personal interaction by which people made sense of and
internalised the issues that concerned them.

This complicates attempts to understand the reception of Luther’s
ideas. Confessional historiography has always attempted retrospectively
to identify ‘pure’ doctrines to which the success of Luther and the
Reformation are directly ascribed. The major points of ‘Luther’s teach-
ings’ were certainly capable of being presented in direct and simple
propagandist terms and many became slogans in themselves: Christ as the
only mediator, the Bible as the sole immediate source of religious truth,
the freely given grace of salvation through justification by faith, the
priesthood of all believers, or the rights of the Christian community to
direct its own affairs. However, these could also be intermingled with
traditional religious ideas, and understood or developed in ways other
than Luther had intended; often the negative implications of such
doctrines seemed to predominate, assisted by the savage criticism directed
by evangelical propaganda at traditional religious cult and established
ecclesiastical institutions. It was not long before ardent supporters of
Luther’s cause were as concerned as his opponents that the implications of
‘justification by faith alone’ had led many into antinomian behaviour.
Like all revolutions, ‘Luther’s teachings’ could be validly seen to have
unleashed forces as destructive as they were creative.

These forces were not wholly disintegrative, however, for three elements
combined to turn ‘Luther’s cause’ into a more positive and farreaching
demand for reform. First, certain general principles very quickly emerged
which enabled the very diverse responses to his ‘message’ to be grouped
around a few simple propagandist ideas, providing an apparent unity of
purpose and direction. His supporters invoked support for ‘the Word of
God’ and ‘the gospel’, and added the potent populist notion that the
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‘common man’ relying on the Bible alone could determine salvation
without the priest or the monk. Such ideas could be seen as authentically
rooted in ‘Luther’s teachings’ while unifying, however artificially, the
enormously varied range of religious response. The result was a broad-
meshed ‘evangelical message’, carried forward by a wave of enthusiastic
preaching in support of the new cause. This was the second positive
element, that the cause of the gospel was propagated in and through a
powerful preaching revival, such that the preaching of the Word provided
an elementary religious experience for both preachers and hearers. The
third element involved the creation of an ‘evangelical movement’. A
widening array of individual personal convictions in response to the
‘evangelical message’ might be seen in retrospect to add up to something
like an abstract ‘evangelical public opinion’, but this would never in itself
have created such widespread demand for reform. If the numerous
demands for religious reform had not taken the form of a social
movement, they would have run themselves into the sand.

A movement involves forms of collective action undertaken by people
sharing a common consciousness united in a desire to change the existing
order. Such forms of action are generated by impatience for change and
lead to rapid and immediate action carried out by non-institutional
means. We can see the process exemplified in the evangelical movement in
Wittenberg in the years 1520-2. The mood of rebellious festivity aroused
by the burning of the papal bull on 10 December 1520 prevailed
throughout the following year, with carnival satires against the pope on
Shrove Tuesday 1521, and disruption of the annual mendicant round of
the Hermits of St Anthony in October, when their sermons and their
attempts to consecrate St Anthony’s Water, a form of holy water believed
to possess apotropaic powers, were interrupted. Within the university,
various theologians were at work drawing the practical consequences
from many of Luther’s teachings — that the mass was an abomination
because of its sacrificial nature, and that the laity had the right to take the
chalice in communion. A commission was set up to consider how best to
reform liturgical ceremonies, radical solutions were propounded, and
some began to act on them at once. On 29 September, Philip Melanchthon
and his students received communion under both kinds in the parish
church, and the Wittenberg Augustinians ceased holding private masses
on 13 October 1521. The approach of All Saints’ Day 1521 saw fiery
preaching against the mass and student threats of disruption such that
the provost of the Castle Church advised not holding mass at all on that
day.

Vigorous preaching against the mass, monasticism, prayers for the dead
and indulgences was conducted in October and November by the Augusti-
nian Gabriel Zwilling and by Justus Jonas, a former member of the Erfurt
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humanist circle. In November Zwilling led a mass exodus from the
Augustinians, and further disturbances broke out in the first week of
December, when the mass was disrupted on three consecutive days,
followed by a warning of more serious disturbance if it were not stopped
completely. On Friday, 6 December, a body of armed students and nobles
marched around the town with pipe and drum until midnight, threatening
to storm the monasteries and strike all the monks dead. The protest
against religious ceremonies began to intermingle with wider communal
discontents. During this week, a crowd of citizens forced their way into the
town hall and presented the town council with articles setting out their
demands, which were referred for mediation to commissioners from the
elector of Saxony. Disruption of the liturgy continued over Christmas and
New Year, and there were threats of iconoclasm, leading to official
removal of images from all parish churches. On New Year’s Day, Andreas
Bodenstein von Karlstadt, a university professor who took the lead in
forcing the pace of change, publicly celebrated a ‘reformed’ mass, in which
the congregation were invited to take communion under both kinds even
if they had not confessed or fasted. He capped this by betrothing a sixteen-
year-old girl from a nearby village and inviting the university and town
council as witnesses. The turbulence also spread to surrounding villages
and small towns near to Wittenberg. The town council took action to
bring religious affairs under control, curtailing the more fevered preaching
and issuing statutes to regulate church affairs, in particular laying down a
form of ‘reformed mass’. They closed the Franciscan and Augustinian
houses and inventoried their contents, abolished begging and set up a
poor chest drawn from the funds previously devoted to confraternities and
mass foundations. These reforms were later repudiated both by the elector
and by Luther as too rapid and radical, but they were prototypical for
numerous formal acts of religious reform throughout Germany, as was
the trajectory of events in Wittenberg as a whole.

Reform movements of this kind were remarkable for the speed with
which they spread across the length and breadth of Germany, so that
within a few years not only the religious life, but also the social and
political life of Germany was in turmoil. The fervour and spiritual
dissatisfaction generated by evangelical preaching and propaganda pro-
duced desire for change and led to demands for reform being presented to
secular and religious authorities. The act of formulating demands, of
organising petitions for reform, led to the creation of an ‘evangelical’
consciousness infused with a ‘holy militancy’ that could easily spill over
into direct action. Preachers often gave the lead, if not by their militancy
of action, at least by the vehemence of their speech. Impatience for reform
took on the shape of ‘reformation by provocation’: disruption of the
sermons of those who did not preach the ‘pure Word of God’, disturbance
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of church services, ceremonies and processions, abuse of the clergy,
attacks on their persons and possessions, sometimes extending to mass
expulsions of all clerical persons from the community, attacks on images
and other cult objects, the forcible seizure of churches and enforced
alteration to religious cult.

A central role was played by the preachers, and it was indeed the range
and variety of both preachers and preaching that took the evangelical
movement well beyond the normative control that even a figure as
charismatic as Luther could impose. The evangelical movement brought
to prominence many persons who developed their own distinctive under-
standing of the issues of religious reform, who gave different emphases to,
or drew different implications from, Luther’s doctrines, or who developed
their own understanding of how reform was to be carried through.
Former friars such as Gabriel Zwilling or Johann Schilling in Augsburg
not only brought their newly aroused religious passion to their preaching,
but a preaching style learned in the mendicant orders which played
effectively on popular emotions and attracted mass followings. The range
and variety of such preachers is immense: the faint-hearted humanist
Johann Sylvanus Egranus, heckled by Thomas Miuntzer’s supporters in
Zwickau; the wandering preacher Hans Maurer, who traversed the area
between Strassburg, Basel, Freiburg and Wiirttemberg in 1522; the so-
called ‘peasant of Wohrd’, Diepold Beringer, a theologically schooled ex-
monk active around Nuremberg who passed himself off as an illiterate
peasant; men such as the placid former Franciscan Eberlin von Gunzberg,
who explicitly embodied in his sermons social-critical and utopian themes;
the former Dominican Jakob Strauss, preacher in Eisenach, who attacked
the Christian validity of usury and the tithe; and unruly and visionary
figures such as Andreas Bodenstein von Karlstadt or Thomas Miintzer.

The last two deserve special attention because they developed vastly
different notions of reform from those of Luther, especially about how it
was to be implemented. Karlstadt held that one should not delay reform in
the interests of those who were reluctant or uninformed, nor wait on a
tardy secular power to sanction it, and he was instrumental in driving
forward the Wittenberg movement of 1522. Miintzer went a step further,
demanding a chiliastic reform carried out by the elect, if necessary by the
violent overthrow of the ‘tyrannical’ authorities who opposed it. In south
Germany, yet a different emphasis emerged, influenced by the thought of
Zwingli, who had developed quite independently of Luther a version of
‘evangelical doctrine’, and an associated concept of religious reform and
how to pursue it. This Zwinglian version of reform was more aware of
socio-economic and political issues than Luther or many of his adherents,
and was to produce a variant of Reformation peculiar to south Germany
and Switzerland.
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Many preachers and many of these versions of reform mingled social
and economic questions with those of religious reform. There has always
been dispute over how far response to the evangelical message was
determined purely by religious rather than by socio-economic issues. We
can now see the falsity of separating the two in a world where religion
provided a guide both for life in this world as well as towards the next. It
was in any case impossible from the start to separate social questions from
the gospel, especially as Luther had not done so in his early populist tracts.
His opinions on the concomitant need for social reform ranged from the
rights of parents to control the marriage of their children, the problems of
publicly sanctioned prostitution, conspicuous consumption, the treatment
of vagrants, beggars and poor relief, to usury, monopolies and commerce.
What struck a chord in almost all social classes was the evangelical
propaganda attack on simony, the selling of the means of access to
salvation through payments for performance of the sacraments, which
featured alongside indulgences as a means through which the church had
been turned into a profit-making institution, more interested, as the
propagandists liked to put it, in skinning its flock than tending to their
pastoral needs. However, even more explicitly economic issues were given
a religious dimension: the social effects of a money economy, early
capitalist economic practices, the attempts of feudal landlords to extract
as much as possible from their tenants were all condemned as contrary to
Christian ethics, as infringements of the norms of justice and brotherhood
found in the Bible. The question of lending on interest struck an especially
strong chord, as it echoed a long medieval tradition of condemning usury.
The tithe was also a source of resentment, since it had in many places been
incorporated or acquired by secular lords and so had been detached from
its justification as a form of community support for pastors. Evangelical
preaching called its very existence into question, with the revelation that it
was nowhere found in the New Testament. Finally, Roman law was
accorded a special place in the catalogue of hatred and injustice, being
regarded as having destroyed the protection of loyal and customary law,
and enabled a new class of lawyers to fleece those unfortunate enough to
be involved in its tortuous forms of litigation.

It was not only that evangelical preachers found it difficult to separate
strictly religious from social or political concerns — it was also politically
impossible. Where a secular government was reluctant to act on demands
for reform, or where it actively tried to repress them by prohibiting
preaching or expelling evangelical preachers, its authority could be called
into question, leading to questions of sovereignty, political authority and
communal control becoming embroiled in the cause of the gospel. Luther,
as a social conservative, proved to have little understanding for many of
the social or political demands which were entangled in the evangelical
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cause. His general counsel was to leave matters to the assumed benevolent
paternalism of a ruling authority. If the authority was unwilling to redress
grievances, he had little advice to offer beyond forbearance. Numerous
other evangelical preachers refused to follow this passive line and encour-
aged more direct action. It was often in this way that even limited religious
demands led to social and political upheaval.

The social composition of the supporters of the evangelical movements
has long been a matter of interest, with the conventional wisdom being
that they found more ready support among townsfolk than in the
countryside. However, the towns were not an undifferentiated social mass,
and support for the cause of the gospel must be carefully distinguished by
social group. The earliest and strongest enthusiasm came from students
and humanists, and it was rare to find a university town untouched by this
fervour, although Cologne and Ingolstadt stand out as exceptions.
Humanist circles in Strassburg and Nuremberg mediated the initial ideas
into those two towns, while humanist-trained bureaucrats also played an
important part in securing at least a permissive response on the part of
several territorial governments. Close to humanists were printers, artists
and woodcarvers, all of whom were to profit from the market opened up
by evangelical propaganda. Printers were usually well educated, well
informed, pragmatic and mobile individuals, untrammelled by guild
restrictions and, until uneasy governments began to impose stricter forms
of censorship, unhindered in their ability to transmit the most heterodox
and lurid of opinions. Their shrewd business sense led them to sniff a new
opportunity in the religious and political controversy that swirled around
Germany in the 1520s. Many may well have been aware of the possibilities
because of the proven popularity of religious literature well before the
reformation movements appeared, although many also seem to have had a
personal eagerness for the new ideas. On the other hand, political and
social élites gave a mixed response: urban patricians were often under-
represented among evangelical supporters, well-to-do merchants often
over-represented.

Such groups were small and although strategically important would
hardly have constituted a mass urban following unless evangelical ideas
had appealed to wider groups in the urban population. The numerical
bulk of support in towns always seems to have come from the middling
artisan classes, ranging from wealthy trades such as goldsmiths over
moderately well-off trades such as furriers to the poorer crafts such as
shoemakers. Weavers, smiths and gardeners all appeared as strong
supporters of the gospel in different towns, in many places attesting their
allegiance to evangelical ideas through the corporate views of their guilds.
It is difficult to trace the response of women and the young, for the
evidence on the former is sparse and that on the latter is inconclusive,
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since they often attracted attention disproportionate to their numbers. We
also have no reliable estimates of how far the clergy responded to
evangelical ideas, however strong they may have been among the leaders
of the reform movements.

Outside the towns, the initial and lasting response to evangelical ideas
from countryfolk remains a matter of uncertainty. There is evidence of
mass interest in evangelical ideas in many areas, as countryfolk streamed
into towns to hear popular preachers, and a few preachers were active in
the countryside or in small market towns from which they could exert an
influence on the peasantry. Propaganda for reform depicted the typical
supporter of the gospel as a peasant, embodied in Karsthans, the
‘evangelical peasant’, wielding his flail in defence of the Word of God.
Certainly, unless we could document a widespread response to evangelical
ideas among the peasantry, we could speak on the reform movements as a
mass phenomenon only in a very limited sense. There was undoubtedly
some kind of broader rural enthusiasm for the gospel, although its nature
and extent remain unclear and controversial, as we shall see later. Thus,
the most easily identifiable support for the evangelical cause was urban.

Because the demand for religious reform found its most ready response
in the towns, it has been said that the Reformation was an ‘urban event’. It
has also been common to emphasise how easily religious reform took root
in imperial and free cities. The independence of these towns ensured the
incipient reform the necessary free space to develop, while the trend
towards lay control of the church was perhaps strongest in these German
city republics. They were centres of printing and often had a flourishing
intellectual life, which offered a reception first to humanist and then to
evangelical ideas, as occurred in Nuremberg, Strassburg or Augsburg.
However, it was not free or Imperial cities alone that served as fertile
ground for the evangelical movements. Any city with considerable auton-
omy or claims to it was also a potential host, such as Erfurt, Gottingen,
Braunschweig, Hanover or Konigsberg. The clustering in northern and
central Germany of such autonomous towns favourable to reform has led
to the formulation that there was a ‘Hansa city Reformation’ to match the
‘Imperial city Reformation’ of the south and south-west. However, there
seem to be few grounds for accepting this as a distinct analytical category.
What determined the ability of any town to accept a reform movement
was possibly more its political freedom of manoeuvre than any such
constitutional or economic distinction. There were also limitations on
how far even Imperial or autonomous cities could respond to the new
ideas. The presence of powerful clerical institutions could act as a brake,
as occurred in Cologne and Regensburg, and this was most marked in
episcopal cities with resident bishops, such as Wiirzburg, Bamberg, Mainz
or Salzburg. Fear of Imperial disapproval and consequent economic
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disadvantage held some Imperial cities back from a formal commitment
to religious reform for almost a generation, as in the case of Worms,
Speyer or Regensburg.

We can also point to powerful movements for reform in many territor-
ial towns in northern and central Germany. The episcopal cities of
Magdeburg and Halle saw the emergence of movements as powerful as
those in the south. In Electoral Saxony, Zwickau was the most prominent
example, but the evangelical movement also flourished in smaller towns
such as Altenburg, Borna, Dobien, Eilenburg, Grimma, Herzberg, Jessen,
Leisnig, Lochau, Neustadt on the Orla, Orlamiinde, Schmiedeburg or
Schlieben. These were small territorial towns, many the seats of district
government, and we must add to them such ‘new towns’ as the mining
centres of Annaberg or Schneeberg. As small market towns or farm towns
with populations of 2,000 inhabitants or less, they were more typical of the
norm for German towns than the great commercial centres which have
usually attracted the attention of the Reformation historian. Discerning
overall patterns of ‘urban reformation’ thus becomes more complex than
used to be the case when only a small number of towns had been singled
out for attention. The notion of a ‘burghers’ Reformation’, rather than an
‘Imperial city’ or ‘Hansa town Reformation’ seems more adequate as a
description of the variety of urban settings in which reform movements
arose — it applies to all towns, whatever their constitutional status, thus
encompassing territorial towns, Imperial cities, Hansa towns, great metro-
polises and tiny farm towns: Nuremberg and Basel, Erfurt, Memmingen
or Kitzingen. However, the notion of a ‘burghers’ Reformation’ is in itself
rather analytically imprecise, and a further component has been ad-
vanced, linking it with trends towards communalism apparent in urban
polities during the later middle ages.

‘Communalism’ is a notion founded on the high value attached to the
commune as a basic socio-economic unit amid the dissolving feudal order
of the late fifteenth and early sixteenth centuries. It involved a drive to
achieve self-government and autonomous local administration, expressed
through demands for elected representation and participation in organs of
government. It was paralleled by a drive for ‘communalisation’ of
religious life, expressed in the desire of local communities to elect their
own pastors, producing a basic receptivity to the doctrine of the priest-
hood of all believers. The desire for each community to gain control over
the means of salvation and even to determine its own doctrine led virtually
to an autonomous local church, reflected in the tendency of the early
evangelical churches to speak of the ‘Church of Erfurt’, the ‘Church of
Strassburg’ or the ‘Church of Wittenberg’ in analogy to the New
Testament ‘Church of Ephesus’, ‘Church of Corinth’ or ‘Church of
Rome’. This urban ‘communal Reformation’ could be said to originate in
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pressure ‘from below’ to effect reform, especially by means of pressure
exercised through the organised urban commune. The actual implemen-
tation of reform was carried out by the town council, but with the
participation of the commune, or if not directly with this participation, at
least through the council acting as the executive organ of the commune
and in its interests.

There is a flaw in conceptualisation here, however, if we are to see the
‘burghers’ Reformation’ as a communal phenomenon, for in the long run
it was hardly ever the commune which took over control of the local urban
church, but rather the town council. Thus, the cities did not create a
church grounded primarily in a communal principle and directly con-
trolled by the community, for it was ultimately town councils that came to
exercise control of the reform movements. There are also certain difficul-
ties about the use of the concept of the ‘commune’ as the constitutive
element of a paradigm of the urban Reformation. It ascribes to the
commune an ideal-typical status which makes it virtually synonymous
with the mass of the urban population, as in the associated notion of the
‘common man’. Yet most communes in the legally constituted sense
encompassed no more than a segment of the population of any given
town, usually excluding women, apprentices, servants, labourers, all
dependent persons, the marginal and the vagrant — all people to whom the
evangelical message must have had something to say which was not filled
with the resonances of communalism. Moreover, the German towns of the
early sixteenth century were highly fractionalised societies, rent by multi-
ple conflicts and competing allegiances. Each town might contain a
predominant weight of people with minimal, if any, legal stake in the
community, but who were expected to share in its fate passively and
subordinately. The idea of the commune was held up as a hegemonic value
to which all were supposed to give allegiance, but the precise content of
the notion remained a matter of political conflict, invoked by urban
oligarchs, guilds representing sectional interests, corporations with a
geographical focus such as a ‘town quarter’, or mixed ecclesiastical and
local government units such as the parish.

The attempts of urban rulers or ruling classes to create and project the
fiction of a unified and idealised commune, often drawing on and
manipulating civic rituals, were far from successful. Many people were
willing to tear apart the thin veil of civic unity in pursuit of their own
interests, not just from below but also from the highest social groups in
urban society, for many well-to-do townsmen were willing to encourage or
lead revolts against established authority. This is revealed by the curve of
urban disturbances in the decade and a half around the initial reform
movements. There were thirty-four such revolts or disturbances in the
years 1509—17, and a steeply rising curve after 1521: sixteen in 1521, fifty-
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two in 1522, forty-four in 1523, forty in 1524 and fifty-one in 1525. It has
been argued that it was the introduction of religious reform which served
as a means of overcoming such disunity and restoring an essential
consensus to the towns. Yet this is simply to swallow the self-justifying
propaganda of evangelical activists. There were too many examples which
revealed the contrary, that it was the evangelical movement itself that was
seen as dangerous or divisive, and for that reason religious reform was
delayed, as in the case of Ulm, Augsburg, Worms or Regensburg, or
rejected completely, as in the case of Cologne, Wiirzburg or Bamberg. A
third model, that of Erfurt, which accepted religious disunity by allowing
religious parity to Catholic and Lutheran and separating religious and
political allegiance, was to become a norm for many Imperial cities after
1555. Even where religious reform was formally introduced in the name of
the commune and communal unity, this did not automatically establish or
restore civic consensus, or lessen social or religious conflicts, adequately
shown by the examples of Strassburg or Zwickau. In short, religious
reform was no wonder-working form of social superglue, providing the
ideal fit for a communal ideal. In the towns at large, we should be
extremely sceptical about the notion of the commune being anything more
than a pragmatically chosen vehicle on which religious reform sometimes
rode to success.

A ‘communal Reformation’ has also been discerned in the countryside,
taking the form of a distinctive ‘peasants’ Reformation’. The rural
commune also sought a form of communal self-government and auton-
omous local administration. Rural communes therefore responded to the
notion of electing their own pastors, as well as to the broader aspiration of
bringing the church under local control, in all its legal, economic, political
and religious aspects. For the peasantry, it has been argued, the principle
of sola scriptura, the demand to adjudge right Christian life by the norms
of the gospel alone, supplied a specifically evangelical dimension to this
communalisation process. In its rural form, the idea of the ‘communal
Reformation’ has a certain congruence with Zwinglian notions of the role
of the church in society, and for this reason, perhaps, most evidence
adduced to support it has been found in south Germany. Even here,
however, it can be argued that the rural commune was far from identical
with the rural community, that the commune represented no principle of
unity and that the peasant understanding of the communal ideal was
highly pragmatic. The ideal of community was certainly formulated and
invoked during the early reform movements, although it was an ideal most
intimately linked to the peasant revolts of 15245, and may have owed as
much to formulation by preachers and urban intellectuals as to any
genuine ‘peasant’ conceptualisation. There is a further difficulty about the
concept, whose congruence with evangelical principles is crucial to the
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notion of a ‘communal Reformation’. This in turn depended on the
demand of each community to elect its own pastors as an expression of
belief in the priesthood of all believers. Yet this demand and doctrine, and
indeed the associated principle of reliance on Scripture and godly law
could easily have been raised and satisfied without pursuing any of the
further implications involved in the notion of a ‘communal Reformation’.
Moreover, the principle of reliance on Scripture alone was not confined to
communalism, nor was it always a uniquely distinguishing feature of
solutions to the problem of religious reform, as will be seen in a later
chapter. A princely reform on Erasmian principles, as was briefly enter-
tained in Baden or in Julich-Cleves, could easily have given assent to the
same idea. Indeed, it was a feature of the evangelical movements of the
15208 as a whole that just what was ‘evangelical’ and ‘according to
Scripture” was ambiguous and ill defined. It was the gradual definition of
this term with an increasing content of Lutheran theology that was to set
the framework for ‘Reformation’. The ‘peasants’ Reformation’, indeed
even the most ideal-typical version of a ‘communal Reformation’, was
surely only possible within the context of a social revolution. There were
undeniably elements of it present in the Peasants’ Revolt of 1524-5, but
the defeat of the peasants ended that possibility before it had ever been
really propagated.

The near-revolutionary upheaval called the German Peasants’ War for
a few months in 1525 threatened the overthrow of the established political
order. The massive accumulation of discontent that provoked mass
peasant rebellion in the years 15246 is not difficult to discern. It was
compounded of numerous economic, legal, political and communal
grievances, of which economic grievances played perhaps the predomi-
nant role. The extension of labour services and heriots, increases in both
direct and indirect taxation, restrictions on the informal peasant economy
through which most small farmers supplemented their purely agrarian
incomes, the denial of access to wood, water and grazing and the problem
of peasant indebtedness were all explicitly economic grievances. However,
economic issues also lurked behind other grievances which were at first
sight legal or political. The manipulation of ancient legal rights to impose
new obligations, the redrawing of leases and interference with inheritance
laws, abuses of wardship, the extension of fines and penalties by reclassify-
ing offences all served to increase the incomes of landlords or feudal
overlords. The growth of bureaucracy to underpin incipient territorial rule
was financed by allowing officials to draw salaries from the exploitation of
established feudal rights, whose fees and incomes could be increased
arbitrarily without any cost to the ruler. This mass of grievances was
initially formless and chaotic, and the earliest revolts were far from
radical, taking the form more of withdrawal of labour rather than open
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rebellion. The peasants merely ceased work and gathered together in
bands as a means of forcing their lords to consider their grievances, with
the evident intention of negotiating an agreed settlement, if necessary by
seeking the arbitration of third parties. Two things turned this essentially
low-key form of protest into a large-scale rebellion and near revolution —
the emergence of a political dynamic over the winter of 1524—5, which was
to broaden the revolt beyond local and regional boundaries, and the
formulation of more general programmes which provided a qualitatively
different thrust to the growing supra-territorial rebellion.

The political dynamic was a result of the lords’ initial refusal to consider
negotiations with the peasants, in combination with their weakened
military state. The Swabian League proved to be ineffective as a rapid-
response peacekeeping force. It was short of money and most experienced
troops were involved in the Italian war against Francis I, until the
Imperial victory at Pavia on 24 February 1525 freed them to return home.
The League army under Georg Truchsess of Waldburg was first able to
take the field on 29 March 1525. The nobility in south Germany and
Franconia also proved to be a fragile support for the existing order, either
fleeing in terror before the peasant bands, or surrendering meekly,
sometimes offering to join the peasants as their ‘Christian brothers’. Thus,
until mid April 1525 peasant organisation went on unchecked, the
formation of peasant bands snowballing until there were 43,000 peasants
assembled in bands in Upper Swabia and 19,000 in Franconia. These
peasant bands went through an accelerated political-learning process,
with the emergence of skilled and articulate leaders, who began to
formulate wider political goals and to create new forms of political and
military organisation. The revolt spread in waves from Upper Swabia and
the Black Forest into Alsace, Tyrol and Franconia and onwards to the
Thuringian Forest and Saxony. The virtual political collapse of several
important ecclesiastical princes such as the prince-abbot of Fulda, the
bishops of Bamberg and Wiirzburg, and the acceptance of the peasant
terms and conditions by some minor princes such as the counts of
Henneberg and Schwarzburg seemed to show a movement sweeping all
before it, and the formal capitulation of the archbishopric of Mainz on 7
May 1525 seemed to have brought the foremost principality in Germany
to its knees. The revolt expanded to encompass urban discontent — indeed,
in Upper Franconia small territorial towns such as Knigshofen, Meller-
stadt or Miinnerstadt took the lead, as also occurred in Thuringia and
parts of Saxony, where the peasantry was slow to react. As plans were laid
for a peasant parliament in Heilbronn in mid May and a reformed
Imperial constitution was drafted, Germany seemed on the brink of a far-
reaching political revolution.

This political dynamic was unthinkable, however, without the ideologi-
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cal contribution of more generalised programmes and principles which
enabled the many localised revolts to transcend particularist boundaries.
Here it is undeniable that evangelical ideas played a central role, although
it has been a long-standing Protestant tradition to deny any genuine
evangelical involvement in the revolt. It was first and foremost the
intervention of various leaders, mostly inspired by the ideas of the gospel
and the possibility of gaining biblical justice, who brought about this
transformation. The most direct and significant intervention was made by
the Memmingen preacher Christoph Schappeler and the furrier Hans
Lotzer who boiled down the multitude of petty grievances from the
numerous Upper Swabian grievance lists into just Twelve Articles,
creating a programme which was to become normative for the revolt
throughout the rest of Germany, even in areas where several of the
grievances did not apply. They added to this a powerful preamble,
drawing legitimation for the revolt from the Bible, and creating the central
programmatic notion that where social and economic grievances could
not be justified in Scripture, they should be abolished. They introduced a
central notion of the movements for religious reform with the demand for
communities to elect their own pastors and to exercise communal control
over religion. They adapted the notion of the liberty of the Christian to
cover a demand for the abolition of serfdom and free access to wood,
water and game. Although the overall political and social thrust of the
Twelve Articles was that of moderate reform, the use to which it could be
put as a legitimating programme made it de facto a revolutionary
document.

Although radical religious ideas could be found as early as the Hallau
articles of July 1524, the significant injection of evangelical principles into
the rebellion occurred some time late in February 1525. Around the same
time a more radical organisational form made its appearance, the idea of a
‘Christian Union’ of the peasantry, encapsulated in the ‘Christian Union
of the Peasants of Upper Swabia’ of 6 March 1525. This created an
entirely new political concept of a supraregional peasant ‘Christian
brotherhood’, structured on radical egalitarian social principles encom-
passing all social classes. It was inspired by evangelical ideas, and was
indeed enforced by an oath invoking Christian justice, brotherly love and
the Word of God, which was to be taught and preached ‘purely and
clearly, with all its fruits and without the addition of human teaching’, a
distillation of all the keywords of the evangelical movements of the 1520s.
The idea of the peasant band as a Christian brotherhood seeking Christian
justice and upholding the Word of God was one of the most powerful
innovations of the German Peasants’ War, creating what was certainly an
institutional form of great revolutionary potential. Yet it is a measure of
the limitations of the peasant revolt that this potential remained
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untapped. It is a matter of dispute whether the Christian Union was
intended as a radical political model, or merely a strategic tool to supply
an ad hoc form of military organisation for a politically fragmented
peasantry. In favour of the latter interpretation is the ease and rapidity
with which the Christian Union dissolved following the Treaty of
Weingarten of 17 April 1525, in which Georg Truchsess promised a
negotiated settlement of their grievances if the peasants would disband,
relinquish their oaths of allegiance, be obedient and pay their dues as of
old until adjudication could be arranged. The revolutionary potential was
undoubtedly there, but it had scarcely been realised by the peasants or
most of their leaders. The same is true of similar forms of organisation
which emerged in Alsace and Franconia, and certainly of Thomas
Miintzer’s distinctive notion of a League of the Elect in Thuringia. The
revolt was too shortlived for the political dynamic to translate itself into
any really revolutionary dynamic.

The Peasants’ Revolt was easily crushed, in the south by the activity of
Georg Truchsess of Waldburg, in Thuringia by the energetic action of
Philip of Hesse, the only German prince to show boldness and initiative in
opposing it, and in Franconia by Margrave Casimir of Brandenburg. The
reprisals were savage and disproportionate to the blood shed by the
peasants, who often showed a greater willingness to Christian forgiveness
in the midst of warfare than the princes, whose desire to punish rebellion
and to purge the spectre of their own ineffectiveness overrode any feelings
of compassion for the vanquished. Both evangelical and orthodox author-
ities combined to put down the rebellion, but the former were the more
embarrassed as a great debate arose about the role of the new religious
ideas in provoking the revolt. The orthodox were able to feel vindicated in
their judgment, passed from the beginning of the 1520s, that the storm of
religious heterodoxy and innovation led directly to rebellion. The evange-
lical replied that it was not the preaching of the gospel that was a cause of
rebellion, but the repression of it. Here, however, they were in the weak
position of having to face two ways at once, for alongside the ‘repression’
argument they had to admit that many evangelical preachers had played a
leading role in encouraging social discontent and supporting the revolt.
They mostly followed the line that Luther had taken very early in the
evolution of the movements, that this was not true preaching of the
gospel, but a false, ‘fleshly’ interpretation of it, pursuing worldly interests
under the ‘pretext of religion’. Luther’s views of the revolt had begun with
even-handed criticism — the peasants had justified grievances to which the
authorities ought to respond, but they were wrong to seek redress through
revolt. However, he quickly shifted ground to total condemnation of the
rebels and to a call for princes to punish them without mercy. Even the
most fervent admirers of Luther would be forced to conclude that his
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attitude was less than constructive and, as one prominent Lutheran called
it, positively unchristian. Luther had himself swallowed the bitter draught
of rejection at the hands of the peasants, as he tried to still disturbance by
a preaching tour through his own homeland, the Mansfeld valley and
Thuringia, in the second half of April 1525. His advice was rejected, and
he became confirmed in his view that the entire enterprise was not only
ungodly but a positive work of the devil. It has been said that the peasants
had misunderstood Luther, but he had patently failed to understand them;
indeed, he revealed in his comments on the Erfurt peasant articles how
little understanding or even sympathy he had for communal aspirations.
Lack of understanding on his part was to be met by disillusionment and
lack of respect from the peasantry, who saw him as pusillanimous and
self-interested. Nowhere more than here did the public charismatic image
of Luther collapse so dramatically when faced with the contradictions
presented by his true self.

The consequences of the Peasants’ Revolt for the progress of religious
reform were profound. Orthodox princes held the link between preaching
of the gospel and rebellion to be established beyond doubt. Evangelical
authorities consciously sought to detach religious reform from social
protest and threw their emphasis on to the need for clergy who would
preach obedience and who would not raise uncomfortable social or
political issues. The ‘godly preacher’ virtually became the conformist
preacher. Evangelical preachers were to uphold the rights of secular
authority, and those who were only mildly critical of it ran the risk of
being silenced or dismissed from their posts as seditious. Hermann
Miihlpfort, the mayor of Zwickau, himself a determined adherent of
Luther’s ideas and an active advocate of evangelical policies, ruefully
summed up the new atmosphere at the end of 1525 with the comment that
henceforth people would have to keep silent on matters of injustice or risk
being stigmatised as rebellious.

The peasants gained little from the revolt, despite some minor forms of
recognition of their political role during 1525—6. Many of these con-
cessions were subsequently ignored or repudiated as exacted under duress.
The 1526 Diet of Speyer did recognise that there were some grounds for
peasant complaint; a committee offered limited concessions on serfdom
and access to game and forests, but these were omitted from the final
Recess. If the peasants achieved anything, it was because they had given
their lords a fright, forcing them into taking a more pragmatic and
responsive line on peasant grievance. This was no altruistic concession —
the lords recognised the need for a strong peasantry and territorial rulers
were encouraged not to push too far their demands for compensation and
reimbursement of the costs of the war. There were calls for the total
disarming of the peasantry, but most rulers realised that this would leave
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them more exposed than was prudent, and where this prohibition was
enacted it was not always enforced. Fugitives were soon readmitted to
their goods and property with a leniency that contrasted with the savagery
exercised in the immediate heat of victory. However, the lords kept a wary
eye on possible flickerings of the flame of discontent, and even a
generation later potentially seditious subjects were interrogated on their
conduct during the events of 1524-6.

The defeat of the peasants put an end to the evangelical social
movements of the early 1520s. There certainly were scattered instances
after 1525 of popular movements linking social grievance to religious
reform, largely in the towns of north Germany. In Liibeck in 1528—30 and
in Hanover in 15334, religious reform virtually took the shape of political
and social revolution, while in Braunschweig and Gottingen the accep-
tance of evangelical religion as the towns’ official religion led to the
exclusion from office of the former ruling élite. Yet the number and
intensity of these incidents were in no way comparable to those of the
years 1520-5. Moreover, the steam went out of rural enthusiasm for the
cause of the gospel. In Alsace, for example, the peasantry continued to
show enthusiasm for ‘evangelical preaching’, but the determination of
Catholic authorities not to concede it and the disinclination of evangelical
rulers to encourage demands that might open the door to social unrest, led
to a loss of religious fervour. By the 1540s, the complaint was of peasant
indifference to reform, rather than of their enthusiasm for it. There is
evidence of interest in a ‘peasants’ Reformation’ in parts of Switzerland,
but political circumstances were rather different there, and even in a
confederation of urban-rural republics, certain kinds of reform met with
little response. Zurich provides an interesting example. In the early 1520s
evangelical preachers sought to arouse rural support by telling the
peasants that if they would commit their lives and goods for the cause of
the gospel, their new-found evangelical freedom would be to their
advantage. Accordingly the Zurich peasantry in 1525 applied to their
urban overlords for remission of the tithe, since it was clearly not
grounded in the Word of God. However, they were told that although the
gospel did not command giving the tithe, it also did not command not
giving it, and it should be paid out of Christian love. The preacher
Johannes Stumpf later recorded how little pleased the peasantry were with
this reply: ‘many came to a great hatred of the preachers, where before
they would have bitten off their feet for the gospel’. When the Reforma-
tion took institutional shape, it was in a form vastly different from
anything projected during the period of the popular movements. The
evangelical movements were to be replaced after 1525 by a different kind
of reform, which was to lead to what has traditionally been called the
‘Lutheran Reformation’.
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CHAPTER IV

THE REFORMATION IN ZURICH,
STRASSBURG AND GENEVA

has its own character. Here a whole set of circumstances, geogra-

phical, political, cultural, gives a different pace and direction to the
impulses of change which worked out differently in the landed principali-
ties of Germany or the unified kingdoms of France and England.

By the end of the middle ages, many of the European cities had achieved
independence of their temporal or spiritual overlords, and had come to
exercise rights of intervention in ecclesiastical affairs which the Reforma-
tion extended and accelerated. It counted for much in Switzerland that the
diocesan framework bore no relation to the all-important cantonal
structure. The balance of internal forces varied from city to city. In Berne
there was a persistence of aristocracy, in Strassburg a cathedral chapter
and coliegiate churches, in Basel a resident bishop, while in Basel also the
craft guilds became an instrument of reforming pressure and the presence
of a university offered facilities for propaganda which in Zurich and
Strassburg devolved upon the parochial clergy. In Switzerland military
prowess, prosperity, independence gave stimulus to alertness and selfcon-
fidence. ‘My lords of the council’ in Zurich were accustomed to regulate
important affairs and to control events after a different manner from the
small town politicians of the Saxon cities. Wackernagel’s fine picture of
Basel at the beginning of the Reformation, with its great houses, its
famous publishers, its artists and scholars, gives due place to the mer-
chants, rich men furnished with ability, who could throng the lectures of
Oecolampadius with an intelligent and devout awareness of great issues.

In these cities there is continuity between humanism and reform. The
great Swiss and Rhineland sodalities made possible the transition, not
only from ‘good letters’ to ‘sacred letters’ — the study of the sacred
languages and of the Fathers, with the new tools and texts — but beyond
that to what we may call evangelical letters, to the biblical humanism of
which in the 1520s Zurich, Basel and Strassburg afford impressive
evidence. These cities, still small enough for all those of account to know
one another by name, were naturally attracted by the concept of a
Christian commonwealth. Luther had established the two great dimen-
sions of the church, Word and Sacrament, and had powerfully recalled the
church to the centre of its existence, the present rule of Christ. Now a third
dimension emerged, ‘the discipline of Christ’ and with it a whole set of
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problems concerning the Christian circumference. Notable among these
was the relation between the jus reformandi of the godly magistrates and
the pastoral discipline of the church. In the first years of the Reformation,
when all the older ecclesiastical machinery was hindered, blocked and in
the hands of vested interest, the evangelical pastors, themselves with no
power of jurisdiction, found the godly magistrate to be literally a godsend,
an effective, competent instrument for getting things done. Only later did
second thoughts suggest some of the dangers which lay before the
Reformed Churches in tapping ancient sources of moral and political
power. By this time the magistrates themselves were reluctant to yield
anything of their authority, the more so as they were sensitive and
suspicious of a new clericalism. The revolt of the Anabaptists in the cities
came sharply up against this Christian office of the magistrate, though in
their ways they, too, often upheld the doctrine, in a more apocalyptic
setting of a Christian commonwealth.

But impersonal considerations alone do not explain the Reformation.
They were men who made it, and when we think of it, surprisingly few in
relation to the creative work which they achieved. These groups of
scholars, preachers and pastors are of surprisingly impressive calibre.
Most of them were good men, many of them great men. The cities of
Zurich, Strassburg and Geneva stand out in the story because Zwingli,
Bucer, Calvin were giants.

ZURICH

Of all the reformers, Ulrich Zwingli (1484-1531) was most at home in his
environment. Not for nothing did an enemy murmur over his dead body,
‘A rotten heretic, but a good confederate.” Born on 1 January 1484 in the
village of Wildhaus, high in the Toggenburg valley, the sights and sounds
of the mountain-sides lived again in the imagery of his speech and writing.

Taught Latin by his uncle Bartholomew, the dean of Weesen, he went to
schools in Basel and in Berne, and in 1498 to the university of Vienna.
Here he met a group of Swiss scholars, including the polymath Vadianus
and the obstreperous Glareanus, who combined devotion to the classics
with enthusiasm for the newer disciplines of geography, mathematics,
medicine. Zwingli was sent down, and we need not seek with the pious
biographers for some highly spiritual and creditable reason, since these
young Swiss threw their weight about, and there is a field of undergra-
duate indiscretion which stops well short of the disgraceful. But he was
allowed to come back and finish his course, and went on to the university
of Basel where he took his M.A. in 1506 and made contact with Thomas
Wyttenbach, a teacher of the ‘via antiqua’. In after years Zwingli paid
repeated tribute to him. In 1506 he went to Glarus as priest, and in the
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next years combined study and pastoral care as best he could. He made at
least two trips with the Swiss troops into Italy. He also joined a circle of
humanists, and though the precious classical allusions of this mutual
admiration society must be discounted, he was eminent among them and
attracted in 1516 the favourable notice of his hero Erasmus, whose Greek
New Testament was of great moment for him.

In 1516 he accepted the benefice of Einsiedeln and there effectually
withstood the indulgence seller, Bernardino Samson, without any rebuke
from the pope, whose pensioner he became and remained until 1520. In
1518 his friend Oswald Myconius nominated him for the post of ‘people’s
priest’ in the Great Miinster in Zurich. Despite a facility for playing
musical instruments which shocked the more staid, and the more serious
blemish of a sordid affair with a barber’s daughter in 1516, he was
appointed to an office which in itself might have counted for little, but
which in fact became the key to the Reformation in Zurich.

The older historians stressed his humanism and thought of him as an
intellectual concerned with practical abuses at a superficial religious and
theological level. The learned studies of modern Swiss scholars have
demolished this facile view and, though they have not closed their own
case, have decisively reopened a number of questions. It seems that
Zwingli was trained in the ‘via antiqua’ and read a good deal of Scotus
(though how much simpler would be the explanation of his eucharistic
doctrine were there evidence that he had been a nominalist!). He had some
evident contact with the Platonism of the Florentine Academy, though the
paucity of his references forbids us, again, to press this too tempting
source of his sacramental ‘spiritualism’. His debt to Erasmus is beyond
question. It stimulated his enthusiastic study of Greek and his Erasmian
preference for Jerome and Origen among the Fathers, for it was only later
that he became increasingly indebted to Augustine. Unlike Erasmus,
however, he valued the Old Testament highly and for its sake was
prepared to work away at Hebrew. It has been suggested (by Cristiani)
that the year 1516 was critical in his development, as the year of the New
Testament of Erasmus, the year when the concordat between the pope and
the king of France hardened his mind against the papacy, and the year of
his moral crisis, which it is thought might have driven him to the help and
comfort of the Scriptures. Another important date is 1519 when the
plague brought him to death’s door. The fine hymn which he composed
after his recovery suggests the deepening of his religion by this intimation
of mortality, though we ought not to read too much into the famous lines:

in Haf bin ich
mach gantz ald brich
(‘Thy vessel am I, to make or break’)
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It is certain that Zwingli’s religion became more and more centred on the
Bible, to which the key was not philology alone, but faith:

At last I came to the conclusion, ‘You must leave all the rest, and learn God’s
meaning out of his simple Word.” Then I asked God for light, and light came.

This, after all, is the man who put the evangelical invitation, ‘Come
unto me, all ye that are weary and heavy laden’ upon the frontispiece of
his writings and at the heart of his liturgy. Wernle’s saying that ‘Provi-
dence takes in Zwingli’s thought the place of Grace in Luther’s’ is worthy
of discussion but does not perhaps do justice to the Christocentric element
and the extent to which the doctrine of Providence (even in the famous
exposition of the Summum Bonum in his great sermon of 1529) has been
thought through in biblical terms. There is, of course, a persistent
humanist fundament, and to the end his writings abound, a little self-
consciously, in classical allusions. Though he had reasons for stressing his
independence of Luther, it may well be a fact that he shared the general
enthusiasm of the humanists in 1518 for the ‘German Hercules’.

When the new preacher took up his duties on 1 January 1519 and
announced that he would depart from precedent by preaching right
through St Matthew’s Gospel, the Zurich Reformation had begun. ‘O
Blessed are those princes, cities, peoples among whom the Lord speaks
freely through his servants the prophets’ (Complanationis Isaiae Prophe-
tae, 1529). Zwingli exalted the conception of a Christian community, a
prophetic commonwealth, a city under the Word. His Reformation was
begun, continued and ended through the agency of prophetic preaching.
Shortsighted and with a weak voice, he lacked the gifts of the popular
orator, but his preaching is the secret of his dominance of the great city,
and not all his actions in the small or great council can match it in
importance. It is something with few parallels (Calvin, Knox, Latimer?) —
this continuous biblical exposition, adjusted to the practical needs of each
changing day, in a community small enough for everybody to be known,
and where all the effective leadership in the city sat under the Word. The
historicity of the mandate of 1520 whereby the council-authorised evange-
lical preaching has been questioned, but of the fact there is no doubt; this
scriptural preaching went on here, first of all the cities of Switzerland.

One of its first-fruits related to the traffic in mercenary soldiers. It is
anachronistic to speak of Zwingli’s pacifism, for he lacked entirely the
controlled meekness, the doctrinaire belligerence of the modern opponent
of war. The tension in his mind, which was real, reflects a division in Swiss
sentiment generally. On the one hand was pride in Swiss arms, renowned
and courted throughout Christendom, which partly evoked and partly
reflected interest in the military art. Zwingli, who covered his copy of
Josephus’s Jewish Wars with topical remarks, was recognised by his
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friends as more than an armchair strategist. There is a revealing remark by
Vadianus, ‘We love the use of weapons, as Zwingli loved it, not for the
purpose of revenge, but to maintain and protect the truth.” His sketch of a
campaign (1524) is an extraordinary document, treating of strategy and
tactics and commissariat, with rules for chaplains and music for the
trumpeters, but it was seriously intended and received. On the other hand,
most of the Swiss had a conscience about mercenary war. With the trade
in arms an ugly element of venality had entered into Swiss politics,
aggravated by bribes and pensions. And the Swiss did not always win.
Zwingli witnessed the bloody fray of Marignano, and the defeat at
Bicocca (1522) swung opinion when the news came to bereft villages and
to widows and orphans, and the cripples limped home. Zwingli saw war at
first hand, from the battlefield to the village memorial. His Eine Géttliche
Ermahnung (1522), despite its Erasmianism, its rhetoric, is a genuine
revulsion. His early hostility towards the entanglement of his country in
the great game of power politics, which finds sharp expression in his
political poem, ‘The Labyrinth’ (1516), with its cry ‘Is this what Christ
taught us?’ became a burning conviction. He urged it from the pulpit until
it bore fruit, first when, alone among the cantons, Zurich refused to
bargain with the king of France, then against the formidable Cardinal
Schinner and the pope himself, until in 1522 the council decided to have
done with mercenary war.

Oscar Farner has shown how in 1525, once the initial crisis was over,
Zwingli’s daily preaching took a more and more practical turn, examining
urgent affairs within the orbit of the Word. Zwingli’s biblicism was more
radical than Luther’s, leaving a much narrower field for liberty in things
indifferent. He put forward a Carlstadt-like programme with a Melanch-
thon-like caution. He could make the startling admission that there was
little biblical support for tithes or the baptism of infants. He made
Scripture the basis for the demand that images and pictures be removed
and choirs and church music abolished. But in 1522 he walked circum-
spectly, always careful to keep behind the pace of events. On Ash
Wednesday a group of reformers deliberately broke the Lenten fast in the
house of the printer, Froschauer, but Zwingli characteristically refrained
from touching the two smoked sausages which were the emblem of revolt,
though he defended the principles of the innovators in his bold sermon On
the Choice and Free Use of Foods. In July Zwingli and his friends
petitioned the bishop of Constance to permit clerical marriage and were
ignored. (Zwingli himself married in that year, though he did not publicly
announce the fact until 1524.) In July there arrived the Franciscan Francis
Lambert of Avignon, tall and gaunt, stooping over his donkey, who rides
through the story of the Reformation from one city to another, like a Don
Quixote after El Greco. He lost in spectacular fashion a debate with

Cambridge Histories Online © Cambridge University Press, 2008



The Reformation in Zurich, Strassburg and Geneva 99

Zwingli about the intercession of the saints. A few days later the
burgomaster issued an order in favour of evangelical preaching, ‘from
Scripture, to the exclusion of Scotus and Thomas and the like’. At the end
of the year, Zwingli wrote in his Archeteles a crushing retort to the protests
of the bishop of Constance and foreshadowed a whole programme of
reform.

This he now embodied in sixty-seven articles (19 January 1523) which
began with a summary of the gospel, and went on to attack the authority
of the pope, transubstantiation, intercession of saints, fasts and pilgri-
mages. There followed, by command of the council, a public disputation
on 29 January 1523. Johann Faber, the capable vicar-general of the
bishop of Constance, was badly outmanoeuvred. What he had taken to be
a disputation on the usual lines, which could be put out for arbitrament to
some distant theological faculty, he found to be a great public demon-
stration at which decisive action was to be taken.

He found an audience of 600, which included the council, while the
evangelical preachers formed a group, great Bibles open before them in
the three sacred languages, ready for an argument in German which all the
audience would understand. Fatally, he tried to carry it off with silence,
and then decided too late to argue. When he cried, ‘There must be a
judge’, Zwingli retorted, ‘The Spirit of God out of Holy Scripture itself is
the judge’ — begging some questions, but carrying the audience fervently
with him. In fact, the day had already been decided by the announcement
of the burgomaster that in default of an answer Zwingli should continue
to preach. After iconoclastic riots in the autumn, a second disputation
followed in October in which Zwingli’s colleague Leo Jid attacked the use
of images and Zwingli the mass. By the end of the year the break with
diocesan authority was complete, and in the following summer organs,
relics and images were officially removed from the churches and the
religious houses in the city were dissolved. In 1525 there was a renewed
attack by Zwingli on the mass, which was abolished on 12 April. It was
followed by the appearance of Zwingli’s communion service, in which he
presided over a table laid with beakers and wooden vessels, at which the
seated faithful communicated first, the ministers after, in a commemora-
tive rite of great simplicity. There appeared also a new order for baptism.
Zwingli’s liturgical reforms of 1525 were the conclusion of his half-way
measures of 1523. He instituted a preaching service with prayers, which
some have thought to be the descendant of the medieval service of prone
(and so different from the rite of Strassburg, with its eucharistic pedigree).
More original was the office of ‘prophesying’ which replaced the early
morning choir service. Zwingli began this in 1525 when the Anabaptist
movement was afoot, and the name does not indicate a preference for
spontaneity and subjectivism but, as a study of 1 Corinthians 14 reveals,
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control and regulation in a service of biblical exposition where in turn the
preachers add their comment to what has gone before. In the ‘prophesy-
ings’ the Old Testament was expounded; there was a New Testament
exposition in the afternoon. The great Zurich Bible was in part the result
of these services, the fruit of the collaboration of a group of distinguished
scholars who seconded Zwingli, Leo Jiid, Pellicanus, Bibliander. The
Zurich version of the psalms penetrated into the Netherlands and England
in translation with an influence which has not been fully detected and
explored. In May 1525 a court was set up to regularise and control
marriage, and in 1526 regulations were issued for the general overseeing of
public morals, these being extended in 1530.

Zwingli cordially accepted the jus reformandi of the godly magistrate.
His concern for Christian discipline is evident in the sixty-seven theses,
though his conception, as Ley suggests, may have been more prophylactic
than remedial, too much influenced by Old Testament considerations. Yet
though in 1526 the council took over the power of excommunication ‘in
the name of the whole church’, they worked in collaboration with the
pastors and until 1531 under a dominant influence from Zwingli. In 1528,
in an important letter to Ambrose Blaurer in Constance, Zwingli stressed
that the Kingdom of God has to do with external things, and called upon
the senators there to do their duty of reform. In his exposition of the
Christian faith in the last year of his life, there is the famous phrase: ‘A
church without the magistrate is mutilated and incomplete.” To a growing
emphasis upon the godly magistrate he had been impelled by the contra-
diction of the Anabaptists, whose prominent leaders in Zurich, Conrad
Grebel and Felix Manz, came from his own pupils and disciples. Whatever
its origins elsewhere, the movement in Zurich could put up a specious
appearance of being consistent, thoroughgoing Zwinglianism. Zwingli’s
own hesitations about infant baptism, his doctrine of original sin (the
thought of it as a disease — Morbus, Prast — even if the disease be plague-
like, lacks the intensity of an Augustinian or Lutheran doctrine of guilt),
his liturgical simplifications, his eucharistic views, the Anabaptists could
claim to have carried to their logical end. But the sharp contradiction
came at the heart of Zwingli’s doctrine, the Christian commonwealth and
the office of the magistrate. In a fiery interview, when Zwingli told the
rebels that the time when the mass should be abolished was for the council
to determine, Manz shouted, ‘No, the Spirit of God is the one who must
decide.” Zwingli fully endorsed the savage sanctions which the Swiss cities
now applied against the Anabaptists and which sharply reduced what had
been a fast-growing movement. He himself became more and more
involved in theological controversy about the eucharist, and we could
have spared some of these polemic tracts for more positive works like his
fine Commentary on True and False Religion (1525). His own theology was
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deeply spiritualist, imbued with the dichotomy between letter and spirit.
For him a great text was ‘The flesh profiteth nothing.” He abhorred the
notion that sensible things could convey spiritual grace. Thus for him the
sacraments are not the means whereby the invisible God meets fallen man,
but rather pledges and symbols, marks of the covenant between God and
the elect. Once convinced of a symbolical explanation of the Words of
Institution in the eucharist, he stressed more and more that Christ’s body
is in heaven, and that he is present in the eucharist only in the unity of the
Godhead. The most striking of his eucharistic tracts is his Amica Exegesis
(1527).

Zwingli strongly felt the political weakness of Zurich against the
Catholic cantons and the power of Austria. He dreamed to see his city at
the head of a great evangelical confederation and in 1528 succeeded in
building the Christian Civic League which by 1529 included Bern and
Basel, Constance, Biel, Miihlhausen, Schafthausen, St Gall, and in 1530,
Strassburg. He thought it might stretch out to join hands with the German
princes of the League of Torgau, and if need be was prepared to make
alliance with France or Venice. He became more and more tempted to the
thought of a spoiling and preventive war and by 1529 had created a
formidable military force. But perhaps his leaders had heeded his sermons
too well in earlier years, for while the troops fraternised the politicians
parleyed, and the result was the first Peace of Cappel, an appeasement of
which Zwingli cried in disgust, ‘The peace you want means war: the war I
want means peace.” Certainly in the next months the strength of his
alliance melted away, so that at the Colloquy at Marburg it was Zwingli
who had tears in his eyes at the breakdown of the projected evangelical
coalition. In 1531 he desperately engineered economic sanctions against
the Catholic cantons (oddly announced from the pulpit on Whitsunday)
and provoked a fatal military retort in October. On the eve of battle,
Zwingli met the young Bullinger and in tears said farewell — ‘Dear Henry,
God keep you. Keep faith with our Lord Christ and his Church’ — and
disappeared into the night. The day of battle was full of muddle, disaster
and, it may be, treachery. There were thirteen preachers among the Zurich
troops, including the abbot of Cappel. Zwingli’s broken body was found
upon the field, treated with contumely and burned. How he died will never
be known, but, as Ko6hler has said, he did not wear a steel helmet, a great
sword and an axe for purely ornamental purposes.

The second Peace of Cappel, though it put an end to the adventurous
foreign policy of Zurich, was not as disastrous as it might have been, and
Henry Bullinger carried on the Zwinglian tradition with pious modifica-
tion. The statue of Zwingli, with Bible and sword in his arms, would have
seemed to Luther an evil mingling of two kingdoms which invited and
merited the doom it had received. But it is easy for our judgment of
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Zwingli’s politics to be too much affected by the military disaster which
befell them, and we ought not to undervalue the boldness and vision of his
hope of an evangelical Swiss Confederation, with Zurich at the head. For
Zwingli’s was no ignoble dream, a commonwealth in which God might
speak freely through his servants the prophets in every part of the public
and private life of a Christian community.

Within a few weeks of the death of Zwingli, there came a second blow in
the death of the Basel reformer, Johannes Oecolampadius (1484-1531). A
scholarly, introverted spirit, Oecolampadius is among the most attractive
of the reformers. Bearded, with pendulous nose, sallow of complexion,
peering through his spectacles at some codex, he could have sat for
Rembrandt’s ‘Philosopher’. ‘Such a man’, sighed Luther of his defection
to the sacramentaries, and he saw in him Icarus, beguiled by the Daedalus
of Zwingli. Born in Weinsberg in Swabia, Oecolampadius came in contact
as a student with the ‘sodalitas litteraria Rhenana’ which included the
great names of Reuchlin and Wimpheling among the older men, and
among the younger generation Brenz, Bucer and Melanchthon. He
studied in Heidelberg, Bologna and Tiibingen, took his D.D. and acquired
an amazing mastery of Latin, Greek and Hebrew. When his friend
Wolfgang Capito went to Basel in 1515 as professor and preacher in the
Miinster, Oecolampadius went in the more modest role of proof-corrector
in the great house of Frobenius and helped launch the great New
Testament of Erasmus, writing many of the philological notes. He was
next employed on the Erasmian edition of Jerome and introduced into the
world of the Fathers of the fourth and fifth centuries whose scholarship,
asceticism and piety fascinated him, so that the study of the Fathers
became an engrossing occupation. Thus in Oecolampadius we touch an
authentic and important element in the Reformation, one which has more
in common with the Oxford Movement than the Evangelical Revival,
finding in the ‘Old Fathers’ new tracts for later times.

He produced one after another a series of translations and printed texts
of the Greek Fathers, beginning with Chrysostom. He came into friendly
contact with the humanists of Augsburg and Nuremberg, Pirckheimer and
the brothers Adelmann, who secured him the appointment of preacher in
the cathedral of Augsburg. He found the pressure of ecclesiastical work
rather a ‘treadmill’ and suddenly disgusted his friends by entering the
Briggitine Order in its Bavarian house at Altomiinster (‘Thoroughly
scruffy, and as you know, run by women!” wrote Adelmann in disgust), an
order of men and women which specialised in scholarly and late vocations.
But he was soon disillusioned and in 1522 left the monastery, leaving his
precious library behind and taking refuge with Bucer in the castle of the
Ebernburg. In November he arrived with Hutten in Basel, where he saw
his latest translations through the press and exercised his right as a doctor
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to lecture in the schools. He was soon appointed a professor and began
there a work of amazing concentration, for apart from Simon Grynaeus
he had not the band of distinguished evangelical colleagues who sup-
ported Zwingli in Zurich, or who formed such an impressive team in
Strassburg. Soon he was lecturing in three languages on book after book
of the Old Testament as well as in German to a burgher audience of
several hundreds. He began to preach first in St Martin’s and then in the
Miinster. In 1522 he formed a close friendship with Zwingli and began a
correspondence which leaned heavily on the Zurich reformer. In 1524 the
eucharistic controversy began, and Oecolampadius brought his know-
ledge of the Fathers to the help of his friends. His De genuina verborum
Domini . .. (1525) became the handbook and arsenal of the Sacramentar-
ians and the object of attack from Catholics like Fisher and Cochlaeus, as
well as from the Lutheran Brenz.

In May 1526 there was a public disputation in the town of Baden; the
Catholics had profited by the lesson of the Zurich disputations to pack the
conference and to invite a doughty protagonist in the famous John Eck.
With typical circumspection, Zwingli would not go, pleading the refusal of
the council to allow the visit, even under a safe-conduct, and contenting
himself with sending little helpful notes to Oecolampadius who found
himself outnumbered, outvoted and bearing almost alone the burden of
the evangelical cause. He did well, for while Eck roared and rampaged in
his most impressive manner, Oecolampadius held his ground with quiet
dignity, and with a strength which showed how much he had grown from
the scholarly dilettantism of a few months before. The next disputation in
Bern, in 1528, was an evangelical field day. Zwingli, Bucer, Capito and
others preached about the city, Oecolampadius characteristically choosing
as his theme, ‘Of the love of Christ for his church’. Reform followed
swiftly in the city of Bern, but in Basel there was a strong Catholic element
in the council and a coherent group of Catholic preachers. The crisis came
at the end of 1528. That Christmastide armed bands of Catholics and
evangelicals walked through the streets at night. But at a meeting on 4
January it was seen that the evangelicals were in their thousands, the
Catholics in hundreds. After a few hours of not very wild iconoclasm had
shaken the city, the council announced on 8 February that the mass would
be abolished and all images removed in Basel and the surrounding
countryside. (Erasmus, Glareanus and their friends packed their bags, for
quieter pastures.) On 1 April 1529 came the great reforming ordinance,
with its new frame for parochial organisation, education and public
worship. In the next months Oecolampadius exercised a genuinely episco-
pal oversight over the church, which on the Zurich model began to
organise a system of synods. From the time when as a young man he had
held in Basel the office of penitentiary he had been concerned about
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Christian discipline, which his study of the moralist Greek Fathers had
encouraged. He became more and more concerned to safeguard the
spiritual discipline of the church and to differentiate it from the police
action of the Christian magistracy. This important distinction he
expounded in a great operation in 1530 (Oratio de reducenda Excommuni-
catione), which Staehelin justly claims to be of first-class importance in
church history. Oecolampadius distinguished between the pastoral disci-
pline of the church, which is remedial and which seeks to restore the
penitent, and the sanctions of the magistrate. He put forward a plan for
the establishment of lay elders who should exercise this discipline and
would represent the preachers, the congregations and the council. He
hoped that his plan might be adopted by other cities in Switzerland, but
found them reluctant to abandon the powers already exercised by the
magistracy and highly suspicious of a new evangelical clericalism. Bucer
shrewdly suggested that Oecolampadius’s scheme smacked more of
‘patristic severity’ than ‘Pauline lenity’ though he was considerably
impressed by the plea for spiritual autonomy, and through him, the
distinction between the two powers, dangerously blurred, was re-intro-
duced into evangelical discipline in the Strassburg system which Calvin
would later stabilise and trim into a method of permanent importance.

The news of the battle of Cappel threw Oecolampadius into deep grief
which brought on physical illness, a carbuncle which became fatal in its
venom. On 22 November he said goodbye to his family and his pastors. At
one point, when asked whether the strong light was painful, he smote his
breast and smiling faintly, punning on his own name, he said ‘Abunde
lucis est.’

In Basel, Oecolampadius was followed by Oswald Myconius in the
office of chief preacher or antistes. He was a fine pedagogue, but lacked
academic distinctions and left this side of things very much to Simon
Grynaeus. In 1534 there arrived Andrew Carlstadt who was appointed
professor in the university and within a few months had conjured up a
characteristic and most ugly rumpus. Myconius had always been a little
sensitive about his lack of academic standing. Carlstadt now began to
pitch over and against one another the authority of the ministry (the
parochial clergy under Myconius) and of the teaching church (the
university). He, who a few years before had derided all academic dignities,
now insisted that none should teach in the city below the rank of doctor
and that all must take the degree and so become liable to academic
university discipline, a situation not eased by the patronising concession
that the examinations might be waived in the case of Myconius and
Grynaeus! It was an unhappy affair which broke the heart of Grynaeus
and roused Myconius to an unwonted ire. The death by plague in 1541 of
Carlstadt brought the affair to an end, and he departed this life leaving
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behind a crop of poltergeist phenomena and a bitter pathetic widow in her
forties, crippled from the endless pains of traipsing behind her husband on
his incessant wanderings.

In Henry Bullinger Zurich had found a gifted leader. Lacking Zwingli’s
genius and his capacity for political adventure, from which in any case the
second Peace of Cappel had finally excluded the city, he was content to be
an exemplary pastor and teacher, one whose vast correspondence with all
the leading reformers of Europe made him into a figure of eirenical
importance second only to the more diffuse energies of Bucer. It is
Bullinger’s Zurich rather than Zwingli’s which made the Swiss contribu-
tion to the English Reformation in the reigns of Edward VI, Mary and
Elizabeth.

Myconius had produced a confession of faith in Basel in 1534. Zurich
and Basel collaborated in producing in 1536 the second confession of
Basel or the first Helvetic Confession, a work of distinction and authority.
In 1549 the important Consensus Tigurinus between Bullinger and Calvin
opened the way for the reconciliation of all the Swiss Reformed Churches.
In 1566 Bullinger’s second Helvetic Confession followed, which was
adopted by most of the Swiss reformers. Bullinger’s sermons and polemi-
cal chronicles, while lacking the stamp of profundity or originality, made
possible the transition of reformed Christianity from the work of Zwingli
to the achievement of John Calvin.

STRASSBURG

The Imperial Free City of Strassburg occupies a distinctive role in the
story of the Reformation. In the Rhineland plain, strategically more
vulnerable than the cities of the Swiss Confederation, it was fatefully
within the orbit of imperial authority. From its position at a great
European crossroad, it drew a thriving, energetic prosperity, and it is no
accident that it was a Strassburg reformer who (in Bucer’s De Regno
Christi) gave Protestantism its first rationale of what has been called ‘the
gospel of hard work’. From the time of the Schwdorbrief (1482) its
constitution involved an intricate welding of oligarchic and democratic
balances which worked reasonably well, while frequent elections ensured
that the opinions of the craft guilds would be well ventilated. More than in
most cities, the magistrates could hold a watching brief, while it is
important that the city found, in this period, a great statesman in Jacob
Sturm.

There was a flourishing book trade, and the city was early involved in
circulating the works of Luther and Melanchthon. The pioneer of the
Strassburg Reformation was Matthew Zell (b. 1477) who in 1521 as priest
and penitentiary began to preach in a side chapel in the cathedral. His
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eloquence and his attacks on abuses swelled the congregation, and when
the authorities forbade him the use of the stone pulpit in the great nave,
which had been built for Geiler of Keyserberg, the guild of carpenters
made him a wooden pulpit from which he preached to congregations
which numbered over 3,000. In May 1523 Wolfgang Capito arrived in the
city. Capito (1478—-1541) was a doctor in three faculties, law, medicine and
theology. He had been professor in Basel and cathedral preacher. As a
Hebraist of eminence, he had been a respected collaborator of Erasmus.
He had then been chancellor and chaplain to Albert, archbishop of Mainz.
Perhaps a more granite-like character might have made the office momen-
tous in the story of the Reformation. But he could ill bear on the one hand
the attacks of Catholics, and on the other the reproaches of Wittenberg,
and left for what he hoped would be a more placid existence as provost of
the collegiate church of St Thomas in Strassburg. One interview with Zell,
however, persuaded him to wholehearted participation in the strenuous
war for reform. Somehow Capito seems to have belonged to that class of
‘coming men’ who never emerge after all, for his stature seems gradually
to diminish, and the verdict of history has been to put him high up but in
the second class among the reformers.

Capito came to Strassburg as a person of recognised academic and
ecclesiastical eminence. Very different was the case of Bucer, who arrived
in the same month, poor, unemployed, unknown, and who yet within a
year had become ‘the soul of the church in Strassburg’. Martin Bucer
(1491-1551) was educated in the fine Latin school at Schlettstadt and
entered the Dominican order so young that he had little difficulty later on
in getting release from his vows. His friend Beatus Rhenanus introduced
him to the works of Erasmus, of whom he became a devotee. Then, in
1518 he heard Luther speak at the Heidelberg chapter of the Augustinians,
and that day was won to the cause of reform and to an enthusiasm for
Luther which no amount of rebuffs could ever quench. He became
chaplain to von Sickingen in 1521, and after the Knights sic War went to
Wissemburg and thence to Strassburg. Zell was immensely impressed and
soon had the newcomer expounding the Bible, until the guild of gardeners
asked him to be their priest in the church of St Aurelia. In October there
came Caspar Hedio, a D.D. of Mainz and a scholar of versatility. They
were joined by Lambert of Avignon. The result was an impressive co-
operation in the biblical theology which was a supreme need of the
reformers in the 1520s. Capito lectured on the Old Testament and Bucer
on the New. Hedio lectured on Greek, then turned to church history and
to the Latin Fathers, and began a German translation of Augustine.
Commentary followed commentary, and in them an exact philological
exegesis became the basis of theological exposition (Lambert on Hosea,
1525, Capito on Habbakuk in the following year). Bucer poured out a
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flood of almost illegible writings, including commentaries on the gospels
and on Ephesians, while in 1529 he produced a commentary on the Psalms
which ran into five editions and was hailed by Calvin as one of the
magisterial works of the age.

At the end of 1523 the council published (on the Zurich model) a
mandate authorising evangelical preaching. This was followed by a
demand from the preachers for a public disputation. But the reformers
were not the only ones with memories, and the bishop of Strassburg,
seconded by the chapters of the collegiate churches, evaded an open
conflict. At the end of 1523 Matthew Zell was married, openly, in the
cathedral. The excommunication, in the next months, of seven eminent
married priests served only to show the weakness of episcopal authority in
the city. In 1523 the preachers had produced a reasoned statement why
images should be abolished, and this came about without much of the
violence which occurred elsewhere. In 1524 came the great reorganisation
of parishes under evangelical preachers, new measures of discipline, and
the beginning of educational reforms which were to culminate in the
famous academy under John Sturm.

It was of the essence of the Reformation according to Bucer that public
measures must go hand in hand with explanation and the instruction of
public conscience. None knew better the worthlessness of reformation by
public law alone. Thus in 1523 he produced the striking little tract That
nobody should live for himself alone, but for his neighbour. In 1524 the
liturgical reform was heralded by a lucid rationale (Grund und Ursach . . .).
In 1538 when the new civic order was fully established there came the
impressive document, Of the Pastoral Care (Von der wahren Seelsorge).
Bucer acceded to the jus reformandi of the magistrates. But from 1530
onwards he was impressed by the plea of Oecolampadius for an auton-
omous church discipline. The appointment by the authorities in 1530 of
churchwardens, the Kirchenpfleger, involved a certain tension between
their and Bucer’s interpretations of the office. These lay officials found
criticism of the preachers a congenial duty, and it was with alacrity that
they reported to the council that Hedio was longwinded and that Bucer
preached above the heads of most of the congregation. But Bucer did
succeed in 1534 in getting some recognition that these lay officers
represented a scriptural office, and were in fact elders of the church. His
concern for church discipline turned in another direction. Perhaps taking
a hint from Luther’s Deutsche Messe (1526) or from the conventicles of
the sectaries, he proposed to form Gemeinschaften, small Christian cells, in
which groups of laymen exercised a mutual cure of souls. Though not
favourably regarded by the magistrates, these met until 1550. On 20
February 1529 there came the formal abolition of the mass, by 184 votes
to I, 94 voting for delay, and 21 being absent from the council. In 1534,
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following a synod in which the magistrates presided, there came a
definitive settlement on the basis of sixteen articles of faith presented by
the preachers, followed by an ordinance of discipline in 1535, the influence
of which persisted until 1789.

Partly by reason of its situation, but more because of the eirenical
temper of its rulers, Strassburg became the great city of refuge of the
Reformation. The city achieved a noble record for the relief of suffering.
When the peasant armies swarmed across Alsace in 1525, Zell, Capito and
Bucer met the leaders at Altdorf. Their severe rebukes were treated by the
rebels with respect. But in the dreadful aftermath the citizens of Strass-
burg, under the leadership of the pastors, more especially of Mrs Zell, the
founding mother of all vicars’ wives, produced food, clothing and shelter
for the homeless multitudes. In 1529 the good work was repeated under
the impact of a great famine, and many thousands were succoured. Not
for nothing had Bucer added ‘love’ to the three dimensions of the
Protestant church (Word, sacrament, discipline).

Almost all the great exiles came to Strassburg. What a list it is! Lefévre,
Farel, Lambert, Calvin; Carlstadt, the Zwickau prophets, Denck, Hetzer;
Sattler, Kautz, Rothmann, Hiibmaier, Hoffmann, Joris, Servetus,
Schwenckfeld, Franck. There were many groups of humbler sectaries who
found refuge. Zell and Capito especially were impressed by many of these
visitors, knowing they were not all fanatics. They agreed with them about
the inwardness of true religion, the importance of a godly life. Yet there
were enough obstinate and truculent fanatics to drive the authorities to
take action in an edict (27 June 1527) banning the sectaries and threaten-
ing all who gave them refuge, though the repetition of this enactment in
following years suggests the difficulty of its enforcement. Capito seems
more than once to have been carried away by their doctrines, most
notably by Schwenckfeld. In 1529 he was seriously ill, and the death of a
beloved wife drained him of his energies. Bucer, who had a great way of
marrying off his friends, made, in an incredible ‘open letter’ to Margaret
Blaurer, a vicarious proposal which that formidable bluestocking turned
down, enabling Bucer’s second thoughts to succeed by the winning for his
friend of the merrier widow Wibrandis Oecolampadius (‘sancta, hilaritatis
facilitatisque incredibilis’) who would one day become the second Mrs
Bucer. But Capito never quite got over his melancholy and died of plague
in 1541.

On 16 February 1524 Theobald Schwarz introduced a German mass in
the cathedral. It was the beginning of creative experiment which produced
twenty-four interesting liturgies in the next ten years. The dominant
influence was Bucer’s. Brightman has criticised the extent to which the
didactic element protrudes in Bucer’s liturgies, but we must remember that
for him this was only one aspect of a general reformation in which at each
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point explanation and instruction must accompany change. First in
importance came the restoration of the primacy of the Word in preaching
and the exposition of the Scripture. There is the story of how Bucer erased
from the cathedral service books the ascriptions of the divine Name which
late scholasticism had pitched against one another in subtle dialectic,
inscribing in their place the words ‘Our Father’. Like Oecolampadius he
made provision in his eucharist for silent prayer. He gave to congre-
gational hymn-singing so important a place that it has been claimed that
for Bucer ‘the church is built round the hymn’, and of the many collections
issued during these years the most beautiful is the hymn book of 1541.
With Miinzer in Allstedt, Strassburg led the way in services of vernacular
matins and vespers for the congregation. Roussel described the worship in
the city in 1526:

At five in the morning there is 2 sermon and common prayer, and again at seven
o’clock in each church. Next, at eight the people are called together, but this time
in the cathedral alone, and there a sermon is preached to them. Preceding and
following the Word of God are songs, translated from the Hebrew psalter into the
language of the people ... Again at four hours after breakfast a meeting of the
people is held in the same church and in like manner the work of Christ is
performed.

Bucer’s order of baptism attempted to avoid Roman and Zwinglian
extremes, while his concern for Christian education led him to stress, more
than any other reformer, the importance of confirmation.

His two characteristic themes are the pastoral care and the doctrine of
the church. Following Luther and Oecolampadius he expounds the
thought of the church as the communion of saints. He begins with
predestination, with the elect who are chosen in Christ. But it is of great
practical importance for Bucer that, by an act of charity, Christians may
assume that those who live godly lives and share in the worship and
sacraments of the church are in fact members of the elect, and that
therefore the exercise of Christian discipline, including the fencing of the
Lord’s table, becomes possible. His expositions of the epistle to the
Ephesians, and especially of the fourth chapter, stress the importance of
the scriptural ministry which he thinks of as fourfold — pastors and
teachers, elders and deacons. Of all the reformers he is the most mission-
ary-minded, and as Margaret Blaurer teasingly called him, ‘a fanatic for
unity’. Bucer and Capito believed, and this is an important trait of the
Strassburg Reformation, that while unity was essential in primary mat-
ters, there were other issues about which Christians might agree to differ.
So Bucer could write: ‘Flee formulae, bear with the weak. While all faith is
placed in Christ, the thing is safe. It is not given for all to see the same
thing at the same time.’
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In the eucharistic controversy he badly queered his pitch as a mediator
by two inexcusable gaffes, inserting his own views without advertisement
into what were intended to be official translations of works by Bugenha-
gen and Luther, so that when they met at Marburg we can understand
why Luther wagged a finger at him and said “You rogue!” But when he
read Luther’s eucharistic confession in 1528, he realised that he had
misunderstood him to mean a localised and circumscribed presence, and
he became convinced that agreement was possible, persisting after the
failure of the Marburg Colloquy. For himself, he could use the realistic
language of the Fathers to convey a spiritual doctrine of the true presence,
and would say that the body and blood of Christ are really delivered
(exhibentur) to the faithful, that the impenitent receive the body and blood
of Christ to their judgment, but that the godless receive only bread and
wine. Though he would not accept the eucharistic article of the Augsburg
Confession in 1530, and with a Baxter-like alacrity produced the Confessio
Tetrapolitana (of Strassburg, Constance, Memmingen, Lindau), he
pressed on at Schweinfurt (1532) and Kassel (1535) until he brought off
the Wittenberg Concord of 1536 with Melanchthon, though he continued
to seek agreement with the Swiss at Basel (1536) and Zurich (1539). With
Calvin and Melanchthon he attended conferences with Catholics at
Worms, Hagenau and Regensburg (153941 and again in 1546), and
although these broke down, a genuine understanding was reached
between them and the mediating theologians, Gropper, Pighius, Contar-
ini, in important matters concerning justification and the work of the Holy
Spirit.

In 1546 came the military disasters of the Schmalkaldic war, and Jacob
Sturm, on bended knee, had to sue for pardon for his proud city at the feet
of the victorious Emperor Charles V. The emperor would have nothing
to do with a new confession of faith proffered by Bucer and insisted that
Strassburg must sign his Interim. This Martin Bucer altogether refused. In
his growing age, amid much physical weakness, he picked out the most
laborious among his many invitations and adventured with his family
towards the distant, uncouth, backward land across the sea. In England he
lived, and taught in Cambridge as Regius Professor of Divinity, until his
death. King Edward VI gave him the royal gift of a stove, which gave off
nostalgic continental blasts of brimstone to offset the dank mists of the
fens. In gratitude he gave back a princely offering, the treatise De Regno
Christi. This noble document sums up all the dreams and plans (most of
them now shattered) of the twenty-five years of the Strassburg Reforma-
tion. It is in part a practical retrospect, but at another level reads like a
wonderful premonition of seventeenth-century puritanism. Above all it
attempts the accommodation of the reign of Christ to human history in
terms statesman-like and prophetic enough to be treated with respect.
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The Interim bore its fruit. When better days came for the Strassburg
Protestants, Bucer’s work was overlaid by a triumphant and intransigent
Lutheranism under Marbach and Pappus. Bucer’s Strassburg, therefore,
never became comparable with Luther’s Wittenberg, Zwingli’s Zurich or
Calvin’s Geneva. He himself in reputation has not attained to the first
three. A heavy earnestness, a lack of humour, an incurable verbosity
limited the range and influence of his writings. In a well-meaning way he
got across so many people that we suspect a defect of temperament. But he
was greatly admired and really loved, as a truly great man and as a
‘character’, not least in the England of his latest exile. He had, says M.
Strohl, a ‘charisma for assimilation’ and was hospitably aware, beyond
most of his contemporaries, of the many-sidedness of truth. That is why,
of all the fierce voices of that contending age, he hails those today who
labour, as he laboured, for the Peace of Jerusalem.

GENEVA

In John Calvin, France added a new and vital quality to a Protestantism
too deeply imbued with a Teutonic spirit. It is as though the Spirit of the
Pities, foreseeing what the grim Furies would do with the Reformed
Church of France in coming days, snatched from them its beginnings, and
made possible this great offering, decisive, superb, lasting, to the churches
of the Reformation.

The Reformation in Geneva takes its rise in close connection with
reform in the city of Bern. Bern, thriving, ambitious, aggressive, with its
eyes on the Pays de Vaud, was the one city strong enough to withstand the
duke of Savoy and the Catholic bishop of Geneva, and it encouraged the
city of Geneva to seek an independence from temporal and spiritual
suzerainty, which by 1536 it had almost attained. In Bern itself a strong
patrician element acted as a brake on change. But the activities of
Berthold Haller (1492-1536) and Sebastian Mayer resulted in the great
disputation of 1528 to which all the leading Swiss reformers came and in
which Capito and Bucer took prominent part. The result was the formal
abolition of the mass, on 7 February 1528, and the adoption of the
Reformation, with its rapid extension into the adjacent commanderies. In
this work the leaders were William Farel (1489—1565), a pupil of Lefévre,
of moderate learning, hittle practical sense, but fiery and fearless elo-
quence, Antoine Froment (1510-84) — these two Frenchmen — and Peter
Viret (1511—71), a native of French Switzerland and soon to be the
reformer of Lausanne. Farel, after evangelising Aigle and Neuchitel,
came to Geneva on 4 October 1532 but had to leave at once. Froment
remained, disguising reformed propaganda under the cover of a modern
language school. The conflict in Geneva was violent and bitter on both
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sides. The Catholic party behaved with incredible indiscretion, fanning the
flames of an already powerful anticlericalism, while the agitation of the
Dominican Furbiti only brought the intervention of the council of Bern
on behalf of the reformers. Farel re-entered the city on 20 December 1533.
A disputation in January 1534 routed the opposition, and in March Farel
was allowed the use of a Franciscan chapel. The attempt of the bishop to
subdue the city by force enabled the reformers to show their solidarity
with the cause of civic freedom, which they were able to sustain. An
attempt to poison the reformers won them still more sympathy. In May
and June 1535 there was a public disputation at which the Catholics made
a lamentable showing. In August the councils of the city ordered the mass
to be suspended. In the following February ordinances were passed
regulating public morals and church attendance. On 21 May 1536 the
general council met in the cathedral and swore solemnly, with uplifted
hands, to live according to the Word of God. The victory of the reformers
had been swift, but the leaders knew only too well that it was superficial
and precarious. As Calvin said later: “They had preached. They had
burned images. But there was no real reformation. It was all in the melting
pot’ (tout était en tumulte). This was the situation when, two months later,
John Calvin passed through the city, and was memorably intercepted by
Farel.

John Calvin (1509—64) was born at Noyon on 10 July 1509, the son of a
notary of sufficient influence to secure for his son, at the age of twelve, a
cathedral benefice to support his education. In 1523 he went to the
university of Paris, to the Collége de la Marche. There he learned Latin
from the great Mathurin Cordier and developed a style of Ciceronian
delicacy. He then studied theology, perhaps under John Major, a famous
exponent of the ‘modern way’. He took his M.A. degree in 1528 and went
next to Orleans where he studied law under the eminent Pierre de I’Etoile.
It may be that at this time he began to learn Greek under the Lutheran
Melchior Wolmar. But he soon moved to Bourges, where there was a
group of humanists, and became wholeheartedly devoted to the study of
good letters. His father died in May 1531, and, free to go his own road,
Calvin returned to Paris and the study of the sacred languages, taking his
doctor’s degree in law at Orleans. In Paris he wrote his first book, an
edition of Seneca’s De Clementia which appeared on 4 April 1532. It is
very much a young man’s book, a little too bedecked with learning,
coruscating too showily with classical and patristic allusions. It did not
sell. But it is evidence of his thoroughgoing humanism, and as M. Wendel
says, ‘Calvin always remained more or less the humanist he was in 1532.”
But at some time in the next months he underwent a change of mind which
was more than the intellectual transition from good to sacred letters. God
‘subdued my heart to docility by a sudden conversion’ (subita conversione

Cambridge Histories Online © Cambridge University Press, 2008



The Reformation in Zurich, Strassburg and Geneva 113

ad docilitatem subtegit) runs the famous enigmatic testimony of his later
preface to the Psalms. He now became an associate of dangerous friends.
One of them, Nicholas Cop, the rector of the university of Paris, delivered
an official address on 1 November 1533 which roused a storm. It now
seems unlikely that Calvin had any hand in the making of this oration,
which was in the main an unimpressive patchwork of Erasmian and
Lutheran citations, made inflammatory mainly by its protest against
persecution. But as a result of it many reformers, including Calvin, went
into hiding. He made his way to Poitiers and Angouléme, and again to
Orleans where he wrote his first theological tract, the Psychopannychia,!
a disquisition on the state of the departed which suggests that in his mind
classical and biblical ideas were not fully integrated. The fury about the
‘placards’ (October 1534) induced Calvin to leave the country, and to seek
the city of scholars, the city of books and Erasmus, Basel. There he printed
a little book. He did not take it to one of the great publishers of the city,
but to the rather amateurish establishment of Thomas Platter. With a
bold, elegant epistle to the king of France, it appeared to be just another
rather lengthy primer, an octavo of 532 pages, simply entitled Christianae
Religionis Institutio. Neither publisher nor author could have dreamed
that they had given to the world one of its normative religious documents.
He went on to Italy to the court of Margaret of Navarre and the company
of compatriot poet exiles. He seems to have made a trip to Paris on urgent
family business, and to have made a wide detour on his return, around the
embattled armies of Francis I and Charles V, which brought him by
chance through the city of Geneva. He, whose hopes and plans lay all in
the world of letters, was now rudely summoned into the rough world of
practical reform. Only the awful conjuring of Farel at his most prophetic
saved him from the great Erasmian refusal. But once he had accepted this
call he never again faltered.

Calvin began quietly in Geneva, as reader in Holy Scripture in the
church. At the beginning of October 1536 he attended a disputation in
Lausanne. At the tired end of a wearying debate, the audience woke
sharply to attention when the lean, fastidious stranger rose and rattled off
from memory a phenomenal chain of citations from the Fathers, refer-
ences and all, with a casual ease which told them that, that day, a portent
had appeared.

The council of Geneva, like those of Basel, Bern and Zurich, was in no
wise minded to admit a new Protestant clericalism. But Calvin believed
with Oecolampadius and Bucer that it was vital for the church to control
its pastoral discipline. In January 1537 he submitted articles for the
reorganisation of the church, and a confession of faith in which explicit

1 In part, this tract was an attack on Anabaptism.
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mention was made of discipline. Farer and Calvin then became involved in
along and angry wrangle with the scholar Pierre Caroli who charged them
with dabbling in Arianism and a suspicious reluctance to endorse the
Athanasian creed. The debate was carried into the synods of Bern and
Lausanne, to the eventual discomfiture of Caroli. None the less, suspi-
cions were aroused in Bern which came to a head when Farel and Calvin
refused to accept the Bernese liturgy which the council of Geneva had
accepted over the heads of the preachers. At the same time the council
denied the pastoral right of excommunication. Calvin and Farel were then
dismissed the city.

Calvin’s stay in Strassburg (1538—41) was fruitful. It has been said that
he went there a younger theologian and returned an ecclesiastical states-
man. As pastor of the French congregation he had cure of souls over a
compact society. He learned much from practical collaboration and
theological discussion with the Alsatian reformers and above all from
Bucer. Bucer’s emphasis on the doctrine of the church and upon pastoral
care found congenial echo in his own mind. Bucer had stressed the
doctrine of predestination and as early as 1536 had treated this in a
Christocentric setting. Bucer it was who insisted on a scriptural ministry,
and thought of it in terms of pastors, teachers, elders and deacons. The
Strassburg liturgy was a model for Calvin’s simpler rite, while both agreed
on the value and importance of congregational psalm singing. As M.
Strohl has said, we must not confuse influence with imitation, and Calvin
transmuted what he learned into his own idiom, his own superb clarity.

He wrote important tracts. The Letter to Sadoleto is a fine piece of
apologetic. In 1539 he published a revision of the Institutes enlarged by
two chapters. In 1541 he produced the French translation, which was seen
to be a literary masterpiece and a landmark in the history of the French
language. His Little Treatise of the Holy Supper of our Lord (1540) was a
notable exposition of an eirenical nature, between the Lutheran and
Zwinglian extremes. In August 1540 he married Idelette de Bure. A few
weeks before, the council at Geneva had decided to ask him to return. ‘I
would submit to death a thousand times rather than to that Cross on
which I had daily to suffer a thousand deaths’, he complained to Farel.
But he went, and that strange relationship with Geneva, which de la Tour
has likened to a marriage of convenience, persisted to his death. The
magistrates were eager to please. They allotted him a house, the famous
No. 11 Rue des Chanoines, and a sufficient stipend. Characteristically, he
went immediately to the council on arrival with a plan of reform and
demanded that a commission be set up forthwith to deal with it.

The Ordonnances Ecclésiastiques (20 November 1541) show that Calvin,
unlike many of his followers, was no doctrinaire but a statesman willing to
accept concessions and limitations. The scriptural doctrine of the church
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and ministry is expounded in the fourfold frame of pastors, teachers,
elders and deacons. The bone of contention was still discipline and the
right of excommunication. The lay elders were nominated by the magis-
trates. The consistory was a church court, but the preachers and elders
met under the presidency of one of the four syndics of the city. The elders
could exercise a general moral oversight, but had no power to impose
sanctions or to excommunicate, apart from the consent and co-operation
of the magistrates. Not until 1555 did Calvin get his way. By this time
there had developed an important controversy among the Swiss churches
and two ideologies struggled for mastery in the Pays de Vaud: Calvin’s
with the clear distinction between civil and ecclesiastical discipline, and
that of Zurich, whose doctrine of the godly magistrate was expounded at
Bern by Wolfgang Musculus, the precursor of Erastus.

Calvin had to accept other modifications: a eucharist quarterly rather
than monthly, the imposition of hands in ordination to be discontinued,
the meeting of preachers for ‘fraternal admonition’ (to be held weekly in
Calvin’s intention) to be quarterly. The council kept firm hold on its
prerogatives in regard to the appointment of teachers, marriage regulation
and civil crime. Calvin published his Forme des prieres et chants ecclésias-
tiques, a revision of his earlier services in Strassburg. He issued a revised
catechism in French and Latin in 1542. He was a great preacher, and the
regular biblical preaching of the reformers in Geneva became here as
elsewhere a prime agency of reform. But he cared much for education, and
invited the best teachers he could get, Mathurin Cordier and then
Sebastian Castellio. Deeply impressed by the academy of Strassburg
under John Sturm, he did not rest until in 1559 Geneva had erected its
own fine academy under the rectorship of Théodore Beza. One by one, in
successive edicts, Calvin attempted to win the great, profligate multitude
to habits of right virtue by a network of measures which touched every
part of life and whose sanctions spared neither high nor low. Naturally he
had many enemies, and the old pressure groups used religious devices for
political ends. The affair with Caroli left him sensitive to the charge of
unorthodoxy. The expulsion of Castellio in 1544 came after a sharp
theological quarrel, of which the question of the authorship of the Song of
Songs was the occasion rather than the cause. More serious was the
burning of Servetus. Michael Servetus (1511—53) was a Spanish scholar of
versatile gifts. The bent for novelty which enabled him to make at least
one important medical discovery was dangerously turned to the critical
investigation of the doctrine of the Trinity and his On the Errors of the
Trinity (1531) horrified most contemporaries and brought him in danger
from the Inquisition. Denial of the divine Name was not only heresy but
often blasphemy and had been inscribed as such in the law of the Christian
empire for a thousand years. He had also written a vitriolic attack on
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Calvin’s Institutes and Calvin had given fair warning that if he ever
showed up in Geneva he would get short shrift. This was in fact meted out
to him when he had the folly and effrontery to appear in a Genevan
congregation in 1553. He was arrested and condemned. That Calvin
attempted to get the sentence commuted from burning to execution is a
concession which only a Gilbertian casuistry could make impressive, and
the death of Servetus, though endorsed by most public opinion of the age,
has seemed to posterity the gravest blemish on the record of Calvin’s
Geneva.

In the last years of his life Calvin dominated the city, an honoured and
respected leader, one whose shy nature hid an attractive friendliness which
the multitude never saw. Geneva had become the great city of refuge and a
centre of evangelical instruction and propaganda. If it seemed to be to
some, as to John Knox, ‘the most perfect school of Christ’, its catechume-
nate, like that of Origen, never forgot the horizon of martyrdom. From
Geneva there went out a ministry, trained, disciplined, committed, the
nearest Protestant counterpart to the Society of Jesus. Within a few years
161 pastors went into the Reformed Church in France, already a ‘church
under the cross’.

Calvin’s Institutes have been called the Protestant Summa Theologica.
But it was much more than a theological compendium for the learned.
This exposition of the economy of redemption was also a prospectus of
the church militant on earth, a handbook for Christian warriors. In 1543
the new Latin edition had grown to twenty-one chapters. In 1550 the work
was divided into sections and paragraphs, now of thirty-three chapters.
Finally, in 1559 came the great definitive edition, enlarged by more than a
fourth, in eighty chapters. Some of it is ephemeral, and the controversies
with Osiander, Westphal and Servetus spoil the shape. But here, at last
fully deployed, are all Calvin’s majestic intellectual resources, the full
stretch of biblical and patristic knowledge (there are 341 quotations from
Augustine).

Calvin was one of the greatest patristic scholars of the age, and the
greatest biblical theologian of his generation. The Bible was the important
thing. We who strain with all our historical imagination, who swoop on
every precious gleam among the evidence, to come close to these men and
women of four hundred years ago must never forget that they did precisely
this, with even greater intensity, and with much more at stake, to
comprehend the holy prophets and apostles, to hear the Word of the
Lord. Calvin lectured twice a week for many years on the Bible, and
published commentaries on all the books of the New Testament save
Revelation, and on many books of the Old Testament, including a great
commentary on the psalms. Into his writings he took up all that was
profitable in the reformers before him. He has imbibed Luther much as St
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Thomas is saturated in Augustine, even though he differs from him about
the relation of gospel and law and the doctrine of the eucharist. He learned
much, too, from Bucer and from his friend Melanchthon.

The older view that his dominating conception is the sovereignty of
God, even when this is interpreted in terms of sovereign grace, has been
modified by theotogical research which in recent years has brought to the
fore its Christocentric reference. He joins together what twenty years of
Protestant controversy had begun to part asunder, the doctrines of Word
and Spirit: the great watchwords, ‘Sola fide: sola gratia’; ‘Sola Scriptura’;
‘Soli Deo Gloria’. The doctrine of predestination has to be seen in the
context of the late medieval exposition of the subject, and Calvin can
hardly be blamed for all that later Protestants have made of it. And if we
think his doctrine perverse as well as wrong, we must remember that for
Calvin what is inscrutable in the divine will is but the darkness of excessive
light. Calvin treats with impressive reverence of the ineffable goodness, the
infinite condescension of God in passages which achieve a solemn and
moving beauty, even though he lacks something of Luther’s tenderness
and joy. His austerity, real as it is, lacks something of the hardness of the
Zwinglian Hartseeligkeit.

In the sacramental controversy he was fortunate in coming at a time
when the initial bitterness was past, and when Bucer had kept alive the
hope of mediation. He insisted on a true, spiritual presence in which the
faithful, ascending by faith into the heavenly places, receive the strength
and virtue of the body and of the blood of Christ. He shared in the
conferences with the Catholic theologians in 1539—41 and never ceased to
hold the brave hope of a free, Christian council which might join all the
divided churches. His great correspondence with reformers in many lands
shows remarkable freedom from insularity, a rare gift for imaginative
understanding of conditions and temperaments very different from his
own.

Calvin, as has been often said, is the reformer of the second generation,
the giant among the epigoni. Protestantism had been slowing down, its
initial impetus spent, divided, tired, disheartened. After Calvin it is once
more on the move, singing on the march, ready to strike new blows for
liberty. He restored the exhilaration of Christian comradeship. He
renewed the brave vision of the Word going forth conquering and to
conquer.
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CHAPTER V

THE ANABAPTISTS AND THE SECTS

tion between the ‘Reformed Churches’ led by the likes of Zwingli,

Bucer or Oecolampadius and the Anabaptists is broadly correct.
Switzerland, south Germany and the Netherlands were the home territor-
ies of both Reformed and Anabaptists, while Anabaptists and other
nonconformists were less prominent in Lutheran lands. Lutheran
churches tended to be organised by secular rulers, while in Zurich,
Strassburg and Basel long-established structures of guild government
legitimised the popular pressure that accompanied the Reformation. It
was easier to establish nonconformist conventicles where the commoner’s
initiative in the church could not be totally denied than in places where he
was expected to be an obedient subject in this as in all other matters. The
communal elements in the ‘Zwinglian’ version of the Reformation made it
generate ‘sects’ in a way that authoritarian Lutheranism did not. To this
extent the old debate about whether Anabaptism began in Saxony in 1521
or in Zurich in 1525 was correctly settled in favour of Zurich.

Religious radicalism, however, was endemic in all regions of the early
Reformation, in the years between the Diet of Worms (1521) and the
Peasants” War (1525). During this time the princes who later organised
Lutheran territorial churches still evaded responsibility for the Reforma-
tion. To fill the vacuum created by the interacting conservatism of Luther
and the princes, radical figures like Andreas Carlstadt and Thomas
Miintzer took the lead in implementing changes in religious practice and
articulating a non-Lutheran theology. They made it a matter of principle
that there should be no ‘tarrying for the magistrate’ in the reform of the
church. Carlstadt held that the Reformation could be carried out wher-
ever there was evangelical faith, even in small communities or individual
households. While Luther was in exile at the Wartburg, Carlstadt admi-
nistered the Lord’s Supper in both kinds in Wittenberg on Christmas Day
1521, abandoning the traditional practice that restricted the wine to the
clergy alone. Later he put aside clerical garb and academic titles and
declared himself a ‘new layman’. His was the first voice raised to challenge
the belief in the real presence of the body and blood of Christ in the bread
and wine of the communion elements. Thomas Miintzer, too, challenged
the authority of the clergy, not only that of the old papal prelates but also
of the new ‘scribes’ who were especially learned in scriptural exegesis. He

T HE traditional idea according to which there is an intrinsic connec-
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wanted to worship not the dead letters of the Bible but a God who spoke
in the abyss of believers’ souls. In his parish in Allstedt in Saxony, he was
the first to implement a German service of worship. When neighbouring
Catholic rulers persecuted their subjects for flocking to Miintzer’s services,
he told the Saxon princes that they must either decide to use their sword to
protect the gospel or see it taken from them and handed over to the
commoners. Both Miintzer and Carlstadt attacked infant baptism. In his
Protestation of 1523 Mintzer pointed to its institution in the first
Christian centuries as the key to the decline of the church. Carlstadt wrote
a dialogue against infant baptism, attacking Luther, that failed to get past
the censorship in Basel in 1524 but was published anonymously in
Augsburg in 1527. These initiatives of the Saxon radicals were marked by
an extreme anticlericalism. In Luther’s eyes both Carlstadt and Miintzer
betrayed theological incompetence by failing to distinguish between the
Law and the gospel. He warned his rulers that both were possessed by a
spirit of violence, even though Carlstadt, unlike Miintzer, persisted in
using the language of non-violence. The Saxon princes co-operated in
thwarting Carlstadt and Miintzer with expulsions and dismissals wherever
they attained temporary influence. The two Saxon radicals stand at the
beginning of nonconformism in the German Reformation. In different
degrees their ideas and examples were absorbed by the main groups of
Anabaptists and by other nonconformists, for example, Melchior Hoff-
man, the furrier missionary to Livonia, and Caspar von Schwenckfeld, the
lay noble reformer of Liegnitz in Silesia.

Just as it is no accident that the Reformed Reformation and Anabap-
tism were centred in the same territories, so it is not coincidental that
Switzerland and south-west Germany, the earliest scenes of Reformed and
Anabaptist activity, were the regions of the German Peasants’ War of
1525. In the beginning all three phenomena were intertwined and shared a
common debt to political and religious communalism. The threat of the
Peasants’ War led the Reformed cities to dilute their communalism and to
establish magisterial Reformations. The defeat of the Peasants’ War led
the Anabaptists to retreat from communalism into a separatism more like
Ernst Troeltsch’s ‘sect type’ than the form in which they had first emerged
in 1525. Even so, the continuing Anabaptist movement of the late 1520s
appeared to the various magistrates as a threatening continuation of the
common people’s resistance of 1525. The prosecution of Anabaptism in
the late 1520s was justified as a continuation of the suppression of the
Peasants” War. It was sufficiently successful to transfer the geographical
centres of Anabaptism in the 1530s and later to a refugee community in
Moravia and to a new mutation of the movement in Westphalia and the
Netherlands.

The earliest form of Anabaptism arose in close connection with the
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Zwinglian Reformation and rural resistance movements in north-eastern
Switzerland - that is, in Zurich and its dependencies and the lands of
Schaffhausen and St Gallen. The Swiss had, since their military victories
of the fourteenth century, expelled feudal overlords, but Swiss cities,
particularly Zurich and Bern, continued to hold restless peasant popula-
tions in uneasy subjection. The Reformation and Anabaptism provided
yet another setting for these recurring urban—rural conflicts.

Zwingli’s position that the tithe, a very substantial tax on the peasantry,
was not based on divine law (gdttliche Gerechtigkeit) was directed against
the higher clergy who extorted tithe payment under pain of canon law
penalties including excommunication. Some of Zwingli’s radical adher-
ents, the rural priests Simon Stumpf, Wilhelm Reublin and Johannes
Brotli, turned resistance to tithe into an attack on the established system
of clerical finances and appointments, centred in Zurich. These priests
wished their villages to expropriate the tithe for local purposes, more
particularly as a basis for self-directed reformations in the manner
advocated in Carlstadt’s writings. When this issue came to a head in July
1523 Zwingli supported continuation of centrally controlled tithe collec-
tion (under human law and human justice, of course), while the group that
later became Anabaptists sided with the villages. This group was led by
Conrad Grebel, a humanistically educated son of a Zurich patrician
family. In his eyes Zwingli had shown himself to be just another ‘scribe’ in
supporting the ‘Turkish-tyrannical’ policies of the Zurich government.
The tithe issue later became one of the main rallying points for resisting
rural subjects of Zurich, particularly in the territory of Griiningen, in the
riots and assemblies of the spring and summer of 1525. The leader of the
rural resistance, Hans Girenbader, himself became a prominent Anabap-
tist. Grebel, preaching believers’ baptism in Griiningen in the wake of the
1524 uprising, told his hearers of Zwingli’s alleged encouragement of the
Zurich government to suppress the rebels with a cannonade. The idea of
independent village churches choosing and dismissing their own pastors,
and controlling their own tithes, was one on which early Anabaptists and
rebellious peasants could join. In the eyes of Zurich’s main deputy in
Griiningen, the governor Jorg Berger, Anabaptism was but a continuing
phase of the villagers’ resistance to the religious and political authority of
Zurich.

Grebel and his supporters insisted that the laity should take the Bible
into their own hands and no longer be misled by ‘scribes’ like Zwingli who
claimed superior knowledge of the Scriptures. They pressed from 1523
onward for immediate abolition of the mass and the removal of the images
of Catholic worship, which they regarded as ‘idols’. Here they followed in
the footsteps of the Wittenberg movement, which Carlstadt had led in
15212 before it was suppressed and Carlstadt himself silenced by the joint
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action of Luther and the Electoral Saxon court. In 1524 the opposition of
the Grebel group to Zwingli and the Zurich magistrates crystallised into
an impassioned attack on infant baptism. The first actual refusals of infant
baptism occurred again in the Zurich villages of Witikon and Zollikon,
the spheres of Reublin and Brotli. Infant baptism had frequently been
questioned in the early years of the Reformation: in a tentative way by
Zwingli and the Strassburg reformers, and trenchantly by Miintzer and
Carlstadt. A conventicle of laymen in Zurich led by the bookseller
Andreas Castelberger took up the issue in the winter of 1523—4. By the fall
of 1524 the radical leaders in Zurich and its dependent territories were
alert to the positions of Mintzer and Carlstadt and sought a common
front with them on baptism. They had tracts by Carlstadt printed in Basel
and distributed among their supporters. By the intervention of the Basel
pastor Oecolampadius, Carlstadt’s statement on baptism was not pub-
lished then, but the Zurichers did get to read his absolute rejection of the
right of any ruler or pastor to slow the progress of church reformation.
Conrad Grebel began to compile a collection of scriptural proof texts
against infant baptism. In December the group demanded talks with
Zwinghi and the pastors on the matter of baptism. When these talks led to
no conclusion Grebel’s associate, Felix Mantz, made a Protestation to the
Zurich councils. The government decreed a formal disputation to settle
the matter on 17 January 1525. Grebel, Mantz and Reublin represented
the dissidents against Zwingli and the pastors. In this debate we learn for
the first time of the radical party’s view that, since infant baptisms were
invalid, new adult baptisms were necessary for all Christian believers.
After the disputation the Zurich government decreed the immediate
baptism of all unbaptised children. It forbade the continuation of lay
meetings to discuss baptism and exiled all non-citizens among the
prominent dissidents — specifically, the rural pastors Reublin and Brétli
and the bookseller Castelberger. The banishments were decreed on 21
January. On that same night, apparently, the group responded by
baptising each other in Felix Mantz’s mother’s house in Zurich. The
account of the event preserved by the Hutterites assigns a prominent role
in these baptisms to Conrad Grebel and to a relative newcomer (not well
known enough to be included in the banishment decree), Jorg Blaurock, a
priest from Graubiinden.

The Zurich baptisms are viewed in hindsight as the founding of the
Baptist-Mennonite confessions, but the participants were no more con-
sciously founding a church than Martin Luther, when he did whatever he
did do on 31 October 1517. The ‘sect type’ of Christianity (as defined by
Max Weber and Ernst Troeltsch) would hardly have appealed to them,
because, in early 1525, they lacked its quietism and social withdrawal. It
was Zwingli who developed the polemical notion that baptism was an
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unimportant external matter for the Grebel group, that they were really
out to create a ‘separate church’. To him this meant that they intended to
divide both the political community and the supporters of the Reforma-
tion in the city and territories of Zurich. They had no such dastardly
intentions. But their lay baptisms and lay communions, which continued
and spread in the next weeks and months, did mark a new stage in the
popular Reformation. Now popular religious initiatives were directed not
merely at influencing governmental policy towards supporting the Refor-
mation, as had happened frequently in the years since 1521; nor was
religious Reformation carried on in sovereign indifference to secular
authority, as Carlstadt recommended. Now a form of nonconformist
Christianity was created in conscious opposition to the more-or-less
established clergy of the Reformation, and in contempt of the rulers who
supported them. Similar things had happened a century before in Hussi-
tism and the same thing was to occur on a much larger scale a century later
in England, but for the German Reformation this was something new.
Thomas Miintzer, it has been convincingly suggested, extended his
anticlerical anger from the Catholic clergy to the Lutheran ‘scribes’, to the
‘Big Jacks’, the rulers. The Zurich Anabaptists extended the self-assertion
of commoners and laity from an attack on the old clergy to a questioning
of the integrity of their rulers, to a rejection of their humanistically
educated Reformed pastorate. When they ‘took the Bible into their own
hands’ they had no idea where God and history would lead them.

The Peasants’ War broke out in Upper Swabia and reignited itself on
the Upper Rhine in the same days that the Zurich baptisms took place.
Anabaptism began to spread then in regions where the traditional
authority of secular rulers was tottering before a massive refusal of
obedience by the common people. They expected from the Reformation a
‘divine justice’ that would truly transform their conditions of everyday
life. The historical moment was made to order for the expansion of
nonconformist religion. The earliest Anabaptists responded to their
surroundings; not only did they want to restore baptism as they read
about it in the Acts of the Apostles, they wanted to follow the prescrip-
tions of Acts 2 and 4 about Christian community of goods.

Two of the exiles, Reublin and Brétli, went directly from villages
outside Zurich to Hallau in the Klettgau, the place that led the rural
subjects of Schaffhausen in resistance against tithe, serfdom and compul-
sory labour services. Within days they had transplanted themselves from
one Swiss rural-urban conflict to another. They took over the church of
Hallau from an unpopular pastor and baptised most of the population.
Reublin, joined by Conrad Grebel, became very active for the new
baptism in the Schaffhausen-Waldshut-St Gallen area at the same time
that its authority structure was destabilised by systematic disobedience
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from unprivileged commoners both in the countryside and in the towns.
By Easter 1525 Reublin had won a very important adherent to Anabap-
tism in Balthasar Hubmaier, the university-educated pastor of Waldshut.
Waldshut, in Austrian territory neighbouring the Swiss Confederation,
had been resisting Habsburg suppression of its Reformation since 1523
and was now allied with armed bands of peasants. Hubmaier is the
probable author of one peasant programme, the Artikelbrief, and the
editor of another, the Verfassungsentwurf. In later months Anabaptist
Waldshut gave Anabaptist Hallau armed support in one of its quarrels
with the government of Schaffhausen. In Schaffhausen itself the leading
pastor, Sebastian Hofmeister, turned against infant baptism, as he moved
a very reluctant council towards religious innovations under pressure
from armed peasants outside the walls and the aggressive vinegrowers’
guild in the city. Gaining courage from the defeats of the rebels in the
empire, the Schaffhausen government in August conducted a military
action against the vinegrowers and expelled Hofmeister. The Anabaptists
also gained a mass following in St Gallen in 1525, and here, too, they were
most successful outside the city walls. There the former school master,
Hans Kriisi, preached against tithes and conducted adult baptisms. The
energetic preaching of Grebel, Mantz and Blaurock in the territory of
Griiningen after its peasant uprising was suppressed has to be viewed in
much the same light. In Griiningen many of the pastors had at first
supported the villagers in their grievances but then quickly made their
submissions to the Zurich church and government. The Anabaptist
preachers filled the vacuum in moral authority left by the Griiningen
pastors. Jorg Berger, the Zurich governor, repeatedly complained of the
sympathy that Grebel, Mantz and Blaurock enjoyed in Griiningen. Kriisi
was promised protection by the villagers of rural St Galien but was taken
by surprise by a Catholic bailiff and hurried off to Luzern for execution.
Reublin and Brotli were actually defended by the villagers of Hallau
against Schaffhausen’s attempts to arrest them. Only the final destruction
of peasant resistance in this area in November in the battle of Griessen put
Hubmaier, Brétli and Reublin to flight. This early version of Swiss
Anabaptism which spread behind the shield of peasant militance can
hardly be regarded as nonresistant, even though few Anabaptist leaders
explicitly justified military resistance in the manner of Hubmaier. The
peasantry, armed to parley rather than to fight, preferred to sack the
provisions of monasteries (as in Griiningen) rather than to attack persons,
and was weakened in its resolve by pastors like Christoph Schappeler of
Memmingen who insisted that it was far better for Christian people to
suffer injustice than to take up the sword. Given this confusion among the
resisting people themselves, it is hardly surprising to find it among the
Anabaptist preachers who mingled with them.
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Anabaptism itself, not to mention the unrest of rural subjects and
unprivileged townsmen with which it became associated in 1525, was
definitely subversive of the authority of the Swiss governments. A
repression was bound to come, even though in the states that were then
adopting the Reformation this involved a painful action against former
friends and allies of the Reformers. When the Zurich government decided
to imprison the dissenters and to put them on short rations until they
yielded, two jailbreaks ensued, first by the Griiningen Anabaptist leader-
ship in December 1525, and then by Grebel, Mantz and Blaurock
themselves in March 1526. At that point the Zurich government invoked
the death penalty. The baptisers were to be drowned. Grebel had died of
natural causes in 1526, but Mantz, captured in Griiningen following his
jailbreak, was drowned in the Limmat River in Zurich on 5 January 1527.
Further, the Zurich government demanded the execution of Jakob Falk
and Heini Reimann, two leaders of the Griiningen Anabaptists. The
Griiningen court, claiming final jurisdiction and regarding the hounding
of Anabaptists as part of a Zurich campaign against Griiningen auton-
omy, refused. Bern eventually arbitrated the dispute between Zurich and
Griiningen; the death sentences were upheld. There are records of about
seventy executions of Anabaptists in Switzerland, forty of them in the
territories of Bern.

After 1525 the centre of Swiss Anabaptism was displaced from the
territories of Zurich. During the years from 1526 to 1529, while the
conflict between Catholics and Reformed was not yet settled in Basel, that
city was a major refuge for Anabaptists. After 1530 the greatest concent-
ration of Anabaptists was found in the territories of Bern including the
Aargau, but the north-east regions of Schaffhausen, St Gallen and
Appenzell remained an important secondary centre. Swiss Anabaptism
was the most important source of the Anabaptist conventicles in the
neighbouring parts of the empire, Swabia and the Upper Rhine region,
and Jorg Blaurock contributed to the beginning of Anabaptism in the
Tyrol, where he was burned at the stake in 1529. To the middle of the
century the ‘Swiss Brethren’ outside of Switzerland were about twice as
numerous as the Swiss Anabaptists themselves.

The tone for the later course of Swiss Anabaptism was set by the
‘Brotherly Understanding of Some Children of God about Seven Arti-
cles’, a document drafted under the leadership of Michael Sattler in
February 1527 in Schleitheim, one of the rural villages belonging to
Schaffhausen. Zwingli remarked upon its wide circulation when it was
first drafted. It was used by Hutterites, Marpeck brothers and Mennonites
and, because its themes became so important for the Anabaptist groups
that survived the sixteenth century, its influence has been more assumed
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than proven. A careful textual study of the actual circulation and use of
the Schleitheim Articles is very necessary.

Sattler was the prior of a Benedictine monastery in the Black Forest. He
left it and made contact with the first Zurich Anabaptists sometime in
1525. His association with Reublin was especially important. Reublin was
probably with him at Schleitheim, directed him to mission work for
Anabaptism at Horb in Wiirttemberg and helped to memorialise Sattler’s
martyrdom at Rottenburg am Neckar on 20 May 1527. The Schleitheim
Articles circulated together with the accounts of Sattler’s trial and
execution, and they may have gained authority because of this association
with one of the important early pieces of Anabaptist martyr literature.

The Seven Articles treated the topics of baptism, the Lord’s Supper,
leaders of Anabaptist congregations, the ban, separation from the world,
the sword and the oath. The ban, based on Matthew 18, made expulsion,
shunning or avoidance the ultimate instrument of discipline in the
Anabaptist congregations. The ban replaced the sword of the magistrate
which was deemed necessary to maintain order among worldly people but
had no place among Christians. Rulers were not acceptable members of
the nonconformist congregations; to have included them would have
produced ‘division in the body of Christ’. Oaths, the cement of sixteenth-
century society, were forbidden in the New Testament, so Christians
should refuse to swear them. In the keystone position was Article 4 on
separation:

Truly all creatures are in but two classes, good and bad, believing and unbelieving,
darkness and light, the world and those who have come out of the world, God’s
temple and idols, Christ and Belial; and none can have part with the other ...
From all this we should learn that everything which is not united with our God
and Christ cannot be other than an abomination which we should shun and flee
from. By this are meant all popish and antipopish works and church services,
meetings and church attendance, drinking houses, civic affairs, etc.

Extended treatises on separation, primarily concerned to defend the
Swiss Anabaptists’ refusal to attend Reformed Church services, appeared
in the 1530s and 1540s. From 1531 to 1538 a number of disputations
between Reformed pastors and Anabaptists were organised by the
government of Bern, as an alternative to prison and execution for ending
Anabaptist nonconformity. The themes of these disputations stayed very
close to the Schleitheim Articles. Another topic in the Bern disputations
was the Swiss Anabaptist viewpoint on community of goods and usury.
An Anabaptist congregational ordinance now preserved in the Bern
archives, written in the same hand as the earliest version of the Schleitheim
Articles, had established a norm from Acts 2 and 4: “‘Of all the brothers
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and sisters of this congregation none shall have anything of his own, but
rather, as the Christians in the time of the apostles held all in common,
and especially stored up a common fund, from which aid can be given to
the poor, according as each will have need, and as in the apostles’ time
permit no brother to be in need.” The first rural Anabaptist congregation
after the baptisms of January 1525, that of Zollikon, practised community
of goods in this sense. All members of the congregation continued to live
and work in separate households (as implied in the account in Acts), but
needy households were helped from a common fund consisting of the
contributions of wealthy members. Moreover, everyone was expected to
work; it was unacceptable to disturb the unity of the group by having
some of its members living as rentiers on income from usury. One Bernese
Anabaptist, Heinrich Seiler from Aarau, in a statement of 1529 pointed to
the connection between the exclusion of rulers and that of rentiers: ‘No
Christian can be a ruler, because rulers collect tithes and get income from
investments, and people who do that cannot enter the kingdom of God.’

So the Swiss Anabaptists moved from the experience of 1525, in which
they interpreted the Reformation as a broad commoners’ movement to
erect divine justice for everyone, to a separation in which they tried to
remain pure from the ongoing wickedness of the everyday world. They
avoided Reformed Church services, declined civic oaths and excluded men
of political and economic affairs, lest they produce a ‘division of the body
of Christ’. Swiss Anabaptism was such a pure expression of the laymen’s,
commoners’ anti-authoritarian impulse in the Reformation that censor-
ious congregations tended to destroy the authority of their own leaders.
Pilgram Marpeck would later criticise them, remarking that in a properly
ordered church it was rather the business of the shepherds to pasture the
sheep than of the sheep to discipline the shepherds. The tradition in
Anabaptism that stemmed from Grebel and Sattler was first of all singled
out and given a name by other Anabaptist groups that wanted to maintain
an identity distinct from them. In the 1540s the Marpeck brotherhood and
the Hutterites began to call this group ‘Swiss Brethren’, although they
might appear in Swabia, Alsace or even Moravia as well as in Switzerland.
Particularly in the territories of Bern, and then by seventeenth- and
eighteenth-century immigration via the Palatinate to Pennsylvania, this
group did maintain itself despite sporadic persecution. For the immediate
sixteenth-century future, however, Anabaptism enjoyed its main flourish-
ing elsewhere in lands of relative tolerance, first Moravia, and then the
Netherlands.

In May 1526, on the Day of Pentecost, Hans Denck performed
believers’ baptism on Hans Hut in Augsburg. Denck had been a humanist
schoolmaster in Nuremberg until January 1525, when he was expelled
because his mystical religious beliefs failed to meet the pastors’ and
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magistrates’ test of Lutheran orthodoxy. We are informed by Oecolampa-
dius that Denck then was invited to Miihlhausen, to be schoolmaster there
while Miintzer and Pfeiffer were its leading pastors and while it was allied
with the peasant armies of Thuringia. Apparently fleeing Miihlhausen
before it was captured by the princes’ armies, in the fall of 1525, Denck
associated with Swiss Anabaptists in St Gallen; and then, after baptising
Hut, at the end of 1526 and the beginning of 1527, we find him travelling
about in the Rhineland with Melchior Rinck. Hans Hut and Melchior
Rinck were both in the peasant army at Frankenhausen on 15 May 1525,
the day of Miintzer’s fatal defeat. We do not know who initiated Denck
into Anabaptism, but it hardly matters. Although Denck, Rinck and Hut
were all independent figures with their own approaches to Anabaptism, all
three belonged to the group of Reformation radicals on whom Thomas
Miintzer exerted a decisive influence. They were the three most authorita-
tive leaders of Anabaptism in south and central Germany and Austria,
even though neither Hut nor Denck survived 1527 and Rinck was
permanently imprisoned from 1531 onward. In the areas where they set
the tone for Anabaptism it became a movement marked by the same
mystical and apocalyptic themes that dominated Miintzer’s writings.
There is no good ground for the notion that when these figures underwent
believers’ baptism this amounted to some sort of conversion experience
that obliterated Miintzer’s influence. In fact, one of them, Hans Hut,
explicitly criticised the ‘ordinance’ of the Swiss Anabaptists (Schleitheim
Article 6) that forbade the carrying of weapons. As far as one can measure
such things, the Miintzer-inspired Anabaptism of south and central
Germany and Austria was as distinct from that of Switzerland, where
Miintzer was but a peripheral figure, as, say, the official Reformations of
Strassburg or Basel were distinct from that of Electoral Saxony.

Again, as in Switzerland and neighbouring Waldshut, early Anabap-
tism in south and central Germany and Austria had a decisive relation
with the Peasants’ War. But there was a fundamental difference. In
Switzerland Anabaptism spread hand in hand with rural unrest. In the
southern territories of the empire Anabaptism followed the Peasants’
War; it frequently appealed to persons like Denck, Hut and Rinck who
had been involved on the side of the commoners. Its bitterness also was a
reaction to the only real military activity in the Peasants’ War, the princes’
brutal suppression of the bands of commoners which is estimated to have
cost 100,000 lives. Of course, it must be remembered that in south German
Imperial cities such as Augsburg, Strassburg and Esslingen, where there
were many Anabaptists, few would have been involved in the 1525
uprising.

When Hans Hut, the most influential leader in the southern regions of
the empire, learned in 1526 that common laypeople were conducting
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believers’ baptisms, this was for him the sign of God’s new covenant with
his elect. As Hut rethought the defeats of 1525, Mintzer and Pfeiffer were
the two slain but unburied witnesses of the apocalypse prophesied in
Revelation 11. Three and a half years after the end of the Peasants’ War
God’s judgment would descend on the wicked, the same clerics and rulers
condemned by Miintzer. This judgment would take the form first of a
Turkish invasion, after which the little band of Anabaptist covenanters
would complete the work of vengeance. This placed the end of the world,
when God’s people would draw their sword from its sheath, sometime in
1528. In the meantime Hut travelled frenetically through Franconia,
Swabia, Austria and as far as Moravia, bestowing the ‘sign’ of baptism (a
cross of water on the forehead), and thinking of his task as the assembling
of the 144,000 elect of Revelation 7 — the people who would be spared in
the coming judgment. It is hard to guess whether or not Hut’s followers
would have actually resorted to insurrection had he not been apprehended
and died in prison in Augsburg before the end of 1527. Especially in
Franconia Hut and his lieutenants were Peasants” War veterans appealing
to the desire for revenge of other Peasants’ War veterans. A closely related
group of Anabaptists under Hans R6mer, another survivor of the battle of
Frankenhausen, planned as an act of vengeance for Miintzer’s death to set
fire to parts of Erfurt on New Year’s Day, 1528. Throughout Thuringia
and Hesse, the territories in which Melchior Rinck was most influential,
although the apocalyptic message was more muted, again Anabaptist
leaders were frequently survivors of the Peasants’ War. One of them,
Heinz Kraut, persisted in addressing his learned theological interrogators
with the familiar ‘du’, and on the scaffold facing execution in 1535 he
repeated the old slogan of peasant resistance, ‘When Adam delved and
Eve span, who was then the gentleman?’

Hut’s message of apocalyptic vengeance for the Peasants’ War became
problematic for many of his followers even before the failure of his
predictions in 1528. In a major meeting of Anabaptist leaders in Augsburg
in the summer of 1527 Hut agreed to make his ideas about the end of the
world an esoteric teaching, not to be shared with the less-advanced rank
and file. A counter influence to this may have come from Denck, best
known for his writings, one of which defended free will, and his scholar-
ship, for example his joint translation with Ludwig Haetzer of the
prophetic books of the Old Testament. In Hut’s group another tack was
taken by Leonhard Schiemer, who has an even better claim than Jorg
Blaurock to be called the founder of Tyrolean Anabaptism. He kept the
precise prediction of the end of the world but abandoned the connection
with the Peasants’ War, calculating the last three and a half years of
tribulation from the Swiss authorities’ first killing of Anabaptists. Perva-
sive among the nonconformist groups created by Hut and his co-workers
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was a distinctive teaching called the ‘gospel of all creatures’, in what might
seem to be a misreading of the Great Commission of Mark 16:15: ‘Go into
all the world, preaching the gospel fo all creatures.” (In fact, the distinction
between dative and genitive forms is ambiguous, too, in the New
Testament Greek). The gospel of all creatures taught the God-man
relationship to the illiterate, short-circuiting the Bible and the ‘scribes’.
God, it said, used his chosen ones just as people used all creatures. The
creature was there to serve man, the grape to be crushed, the grain to be
ground, the chicken to be killed and plucked. In the same way God
subjected those whom he loved to tribulation and suffering, not only the
dark nights of the soul that Miintzer wrote about, but also the martyr’s
deaths that befell Hut, Schiemer and so many of their group. This
punishment of God’s beloved was paternal, it brought salvation. The
baptised believer should await it with Gelassenheit, a ‘holding still’, a
‘yieldedness’ to the divine will that was a familiar part of the conceptual
world of late-medieval German mysticism.

Gelassenheit played a great role, too, in the Hut group’s approach to
community of goods, where it meant the detachment from preoccupation
with material things that Thomas Miintzer had written about in his
polemics against Luther and the princes in 1524. According to Miintzer
the great of this world immerse themselves in material luxury and they
force a kind of materialism on the poor as well, by compelling them to
devote their every thought to earning a bare livelihood. Thus they were
like the Pharisees, whom Jesus denounced for neither entering the
kingdom of heaven themselves nor letting others go in. Hut expected the
institution of community of goods to come together with the slaying of the
wicked at the end of the three and a half years of tribulation. Some of his
followers sold their property in compliance with Jesus’s command to the
rich young man (Matthew 19:21), confident that they would be amply
rewarded at the looming apocalyptic moment. Even after the disappoint-
ment of 1528 Augsburg Anabaptists excluded property-holders from the
Lord’s Supper. Some of Hut’s Austrian followers prescribed that in
Anabaptist households family members and servants should share
equally. For the Swiss Anabaptists, characteristically, community of
goods was the outcome of a congregational ordinance that tried to imitate
the church of the apostles. For the followers of Hut, it was, in the tradition
of Thomas Miintzer, an overcoming of the sinful flesh which expressed
itself in the cleaving to creatures.

The late 1520s were a time of rapid growth and equally rapid collapse
for the south German Anabaptists. Claus-Peter Clasen identified records
of c. 4,400 Anabaptist converts in the first five years in south and central
Germany, Switzerland and Austria, roughly the same as the total for the
entire two succeeding decades. He found records of 352 executions in 1528
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and 1529, more than 40 per cent of the recorded Anabaptist executions
between 1525 and the Thirty Years War. In fact, 80 per cent of the
recorded Anabaptist executions in south and central Germany, Switzer-
land and Austria took place before the beginning of 1534. The ruthless
policy towards the Anabaptists came from Catholic authorities, especially
the Habsburgs, their instrument the Swabian League, and the dukes of
Bavaria. At least 85 per cent of the Anabaptist executions in the regions
mentioned were carried out by Catholic rulers.! The late 1520s were the
period when the Hut-influenced type of Anabaptism spread in Austria, the
Tyrol, Bavaria and the sphere of influence of the Swabian League. The
emperor issued a mandate decreeing the death penalty for Anabaptists in
January 1528; in March a similar mandate was promulgated by the
Swabian League, which sent out punitive expeditions conducting sum-
mary executions without trial of Anabaptists and supposed Anabaptists,
who often turned out to be ordinary supporters of the Reformation. One
of the leaders of the Augsburg congregation, the patrician Eitelhans
Langenmantel, met his death at the hands of an execution squad of the
Swabian League. Only Catholic governments applied the cruel death by
burning; only Catholic governments executed recanters (by some more
‘merciful’ mode than burning, to be sure). However, in the Second Diet of
Speyer in 1529, best known for the evangelical Estates’ Protestation on
behalf of the Gospel, the Protestants co-operated in approving a mandate
that gave the death penalty for Anabaptism the status of Imperial law.
Generally they did not, in fact, execute rank-and-file Anabaptists.
Undoubtedly in the eyes of many rulers, given the content of Hut’s bloody
apocalyptic vision, the imprisoning or killing of Anabaptists was a
suppression of rebellious embers from the Peasants’ War and/or a
preventative measure against a renewed Peasants’ War. The Swabian
League’s anti-Anabaptist mandate of 1528 was explicit about this: some-
thing had to be done, because ‘Anabaptism is breaking in and increasing
more and more” and ‘Anabaptism leads to new revolutions and uprisings.’
Not even the news from Miinster was enough to stoke the ebbing fires of
persecution in 1534; but by then it was evident that the Peasants” War
would not be renewed, and besides south German Anabaptism had been
pretty much broken.

Simultaneously with the intense persecution of 1528 and 1529 came the
disappointment of the apocalyptic hopes that Hut and Rémer and their
followers had fixed upon 1528. Numbers of prominent leaders reacted by

I Claus-Peter Clasen, The Anabaptists in South and Central Germany, Switzerland and
Austria. Their Names, Occupations, Places of Residence and Dates of Conversion: 1525
1618 (1978), pp. 5-11; Claus-Peter Clasen, Anabaptism. A Social History, 1525-1618.
Switzerland, Austria, Moravia and South and Central Germany (1972), pp. 370—4.
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an inner emigration, a rejection of external religious observances, which
Reformation scholarship has called ‘spiritualism’. Before his death from
natural causes in Basel in 1527, Hans Denck expressed regret that he had
involved himself in baptism and the building of nonconformist convent-
icles. Strassburg, a provisionally tolerant city until the establishment of
the Reformed Church Ordinance of 1533, was a meeting place for
Anabaptists moving towards spiritualism in the early 1530s: Jakob Kautz,
Hans (Biinderlin) Vischer and Christian Entfelder. This was probably the
background of Sebastian Franck, too, before he published his Chronika,
Zeitbuch und Geschichtsbibel in Strassburg in 1531. This world chronicle, a
major publishing success, insinuated that all historical orthodoxies, Cath-
olic, Lutheran and Reformed, bore the mark of the devil. The truth of
God had been maintained by history’s hunted heretics. The Anabaptists,
thought Franck, sensed something of this truth, but they obscured it by
setting up orthodoxies and externalities of their own.

Biinderlin and Entfelder had been in Moravia. The alternative to the
inner emigration of spiritualism was an outer emigration to the one
country where Anabaptists could practise their form of Christianity. In
the late 1520s and early 1530s such influential figures as Pilgram Marpeck
and Leopold Scharnschlager saw their activities in Strassburg and the
Rhineland as under the direction of ‘the church in the land of Moravia’.
From the years of persecution, 15289, Moravia became the magnet for
fleeing Anabaptists in the southern parts of the empire — from the Tyrol,
from Swabia, from Hesse and Thuringia. They were drawn to its religious
freedom, returning to their homelands only in periods when Moravia, too,
was swept by persecution. Aside from the new, Melchiorite, Anabaptism
of the north, from the 1530s onward the story of Moravian Anabaptism
was, very largely, the Anabaptist story.

Formally included in the Holy Roman Empire but not a part of its day-
to-day politics, the united realms of Bohemia and Moravia had a legally
secured tradition of tolerating a variety of Christian churches — the
outcome of the bloody, inconclusive Hussite Wars a century earlier.
Particularly in Moravia Catholicism was very weak among the nobility in
the early sixteenth century. When Ferdinand of Austria inherited these
lands in 1526, he was not able to apply the policies of suppressing heresy
that were characteristic of the other Habsburg lands.

Balthasar Hubmaier led the Anabaptist flight to Moravia, arriving at
Nikolsburg (now Mikulov) in the late spring or summer of 1526. He won
both the resident bishop and the temporal lord of the town to Anabaptism
and began to set up an Anabaptist version of the socially conservative
magisterial Reformation that followed the princes’ victory in the Peasants’
War. Hubmaier’s approach was antithetical to that of Hans Hut, whose
apocalyptic expectations were saturated with the social resentment of the
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defeated rebels. Hut’s visit to Nikolsburg in the spring of 1527 led to a
personal rupture between the two leaders. Hubmaier declared that the
baptism he taught and the one Hut taught were as different as heaven and
hell, Orient and Occident, Christ and Belial. Hubmaier had the greater
appeal to the settled Moravian population, but Hut’s social radicalism
was more popular among the refugees from South Germany. Driven out
of Moravia, Hut was arrested in the fall of 1527 in Augsburg, while
Hubmaier was extradited from Moravia to be burned at the stake in
Vienna in 1528; but the divisions among their followers continued.

In March 1528 a group of two hundred refugees under Jacob Wiede-
mann split from the Nikolsburg congregation in order to practise the
nonresistance and community of goods that they found lacking there.
They moved to nearby Austerlitz to establish their own settlement. The
years 1528 and 1529 marked a peak of Anabaptist persecution in the
empire. In 1528 refugee groups from Silesia under Gabriel Ascherham and
from Swabia under Philip Plener also settled in southern Moravia and
adopted a community of goods similar to that practised in Austerlitz. In
the next year Jakob Hutter, the major Anabaptist leader from the Tyrol,
visited Moravia, seeking a safe place for his followers. The Tyrol was
especially important for the Anabaptist immigration to Moravia. It had
experienced a particularly strong and long-drawn-out version of the
Peasants” War under Michael Gaismair in 1525 and 1526. The Catholic
church and Habsburg rule were regarded by the Tyrolean peasantry as
exploitative foreign impositions, yet the ferocity of Habsburg Catholic
persecution assured that nonconformist Anabaptism would be the only
version of the Reformation to surface in the Tyrol. Thus the legacy of the
Peasants’ War was strong popular sympathy for Anabaptism in the Tyrol.
Jakob Hutter himself is first described as a man with a gun, and a number
of personal associations connect Hutter’s followers with those of Gais-
mair. It was a situation like the one described for Griiningen, where
Anabaptism flourished in the bitterness following a suppressed rural
rebellion; but in the Tyrol the scale of the nonconformist movement was
larger, and the anticlerical and antigovernmental hatreds were more
intense.

The years from 1528 to 1533 were marked by a series of struggles over
leadership in the refugee settlements in Moravia. Accusations of lack of
rigour in the practice of community of goods were used against one
another by virtually all competing contenders for leadership. The schism
of 1533, in effect caused by Hutter’s claims to personal authority, left the
groups hopelessly split for the immediate future. Most of the leaders,
including Hutter, perished in a fierce persecution in 1535 and 1536, when
King Ferdinand used the Miinster kingdom to frighten the Moravian
Estates into banishing the Anabaptists. In the longer run the Moravian
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nobles allowed the Anabaptists to re-establish their settlements, and the
Hutterites survived and absorbed the competing groups, except for a
minority called Swiss Brethren or Marpeck brothers who continued to live
in single family households.

The transcending of the single family household as the basic economic
and social unit, and the fundamental weakening of the authority of the
family, was the key to the creation of tightly integrated Hutterite
settlements of about 500 persons. Undoubtedly the result of the influx of
thousands of homeless Anabaptists from various regions of the empire,
these living arrangements provided the basis for a total community of life.
Children were taken from their parents after weaning, educated for crafts
or agriculture, and then married under the supervision of the elders. The
superior craftsmanship of the Hutterites enabled them to buy surplus
grain and to live at a very satisfactory standard for the time. During the
depression in the vinegrowing regions of Swabia in the 1570s the Hutterite
missions were particularly effective there. Leasing their lands from Mora-
vian nobles, the Hutterites maintained some of the apocalyptic tension of
Hut’s version of Anabaptism, considering themselves sojourners in a
strange land ‘in these last, dangerous times’, awaiting the return of the
Lord. Their missions can be seen, too, as a continuation of Hut’s ‘sealing’
of the apocalyptic elect, although they served the practical purpose of
recruitment in years when the Peasants’ War and the intense persecution
of Anabaptists had faded into the past. By the end of the century about
seventy Hutterite settlements with a total population ranging from 20,000
to 40,000 flourished in Moravia and the neighbouring part of Hungary.
Governed by a tight oligarchy of servants of the Word and servants of
temporal needs, they had achieved the essential goal of Michael Gais-
mair’s radical manifesto, the Tyrolean Landesordnung of 1526, that is, to
create a realm of commoners without professional priests, rulers or
merchants. It was a disarmed realm, of course, which was easily smashed
by the Habsburg Counter-Reformation at the beginning of the Thirty
Years War. The Hutterite world, which embodied both the Swiss Anabap-
tists’ preoccupation with rules and Thomas Miintzer’s Gelassenheit, the
breaking of attachment to material things, was the mature fruit of both
the Anabaptism of 1525-6 and the Peasants’ War of 1525-6.

The most significant theologian of south German Anabaptism, Pilgram
Marpeck, stands rather apart from the social currents that played such an
important part in the movement. A councilman, burgomaster and mining
magistrate at Rattenberg in the Tyrol, he lent money to Archduke
Ferdinand at the time it was needed to suppress the Peasants’ War. But as
a man of evangelical sympathies he balked at the task of hunting down
Anabaptists and fled his home in 1527. His engineering skills made him
valuable to Strassburg until 15312, when Bucer refused to tolerate his
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nonconformity and had him exiled. The same professional skills led the
government of Augsburg to turn a blind eye to his muted nonconformity
in the last twelve years of his life up to his death in 1556. He entered into
quarrels with various spiritualists, with Schwenckfeld, with the Hutterites
and with the Swiss Brethren, not to mention the official Reformations of
the places where he tried to establish residence. His group’s large body of
writings (in which he had the leading part) involved selective borrowing
from Luther’s anti-spiritualist tracts, from Schwenckfeld, and from the
Miinster Anabaptist Bernhard Rothmann in one of his earlier, less offen-
sive, writings. So Marpeck emerges as a gifted, eclectic, lay theologian
with followers in Alsace, Graubiinden, various south German cities and in
Moravia. Since his writings, which draw upon the Theologia Deutsch and
Hut’s gospel of all creatures and stress the humanity of Christ and the
distinction between Old and New Testaments, are generally regarded as of
more theological substance than those of Menno Simons, he has received
particular attention in the twentieth-century revival of Anabaptist studies.

The Anabaptism of the northern part of the empire and the adjacent
Habsburg-Burgundian Netherlands did not begin until 1530. It dis-
tinguishes itself from Swiss—south German Anabaptism as an Anabaptism
without the background of the Peasants’ War. In the 1520s in the
Netherlands pro-Reformation sentiment took the form of a general
questioning of the miracle of the sacrament — the real presence of the body
and blood of Christ in the communion. The conventicles of Sacramentar-
ians — as the doubters were called — included many prominent future
Anabaptists, David Joris of Delft and Jan Matthijs of Haarlem among
them. The Habsburg government’s response was strong enough to sup-
press the educated leadership of the Sacramentarians, but it was not a
widespread bloody persecution. City and territorial governments in the
northern Netherlands tended to protect religious dissidents, partly
because they saw the campaign against heresy as a pretext for strengthen-
ing central authority at Brussels and the Hague.

Many persons from the now leaderless Sacramentarian movement were
mobilised in the 1530s by a charismatic apocalyptic preacher, the Swabian
furrier Melchior Hoffman. Gifted apparently with a talent for mastering
the dialects of far-flung Germanic lands, Hoffman at first became promi-
nent as a messenger of the Wittenberg radicalism inspired by Carlstadt in
the cities of Livonia. Active there from 1522 to 1526, he was involved in
iconoclastic outbreaks and eventually turned into an embarrassment to
the university-educated Lutheran clergy in its efforts to consolidate the
Reformation. Hoffman was a tireless publicist, at one point owning his
own printing press. From 1526 his tracts declared that the end of the
world was to be expected in 1533. Eventually, in 1529, he was banned
from Lutheran territories for taking the position on the Lord’s Supper
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that was more or less shared by Carlstadt, Zwingli and the Dutch
Sacramentarians.

Strassburg proved a very fateful city in Hoffman’s development and in
the future course of Anabaptism. When Hoffman arrived there in 1529 it
tolerated the presence of several varieties of Anabaptist as well as
spiritualist individualists like Franck and Schwenckfeld. When the usual
difficuities developed between Hoffman and the educated pastorate of the
magisterial Reformation, he searched in the colourful, heterogeneous
world of Strassburg nonconformity for his own sectarian distinctives. If
what marked the character of Swiss Anabaptism was a set of rules of
practice — not swearing oaths, not carrying weapons, not serving in the
magistracy, Hoffman and Strassburg bequeathed to the Anabaptist—-
Mennonite groups of the north a series of characteristic ideas. Northern
Anabaptism, too, lacked a school theology; still, several of Hoffman’s
ideas followed it from the sixteenth well into the seventeenth century. This
was especially the case with his idiosyncratic Christology, worked out in
interaction with Schwenckfeld and the Strassburg lay preacher, Clemens
Ziegler. It placed a heavy stress on the divinity of Christ and minimised
Mary’s role in the Incarnation; otherwise, Hoffman’s reasoning went,
Jesus would have been tarnished by original sin and could not have been
the guarantor of human salvation. Hoffman’s ethical perfectionism bor-
rowed from earlier Strassburg Anabaptists an affirmation of human free
will, strengthened by the notion that conscious sins committed after
illumination could not be forgiven. In 1530 he wrote the Ordinance of God,
which affirmed the baptism of adult believers as the sign of the covenant
between God and man. What created a chasm between him and other
Strassburg Anabaptists, however, was his claim of personal charisma for
himself as the messenger of the apocalypse, and his appointment of
Strassburg as the heavenly Jerusalem of the last days. Although he hoped
for a revolution from above, carried out by the council in Strassburg,
which the Anabaptists would assist only with prayer, his notions of a
theocratic kingdom were regarded as dangerous. This apocalyptic pro-
gramme led the Strassburg government to pursue Hoffman as early as
1530 and finally to keep him imprisoned in the ten years following 1533. In
the early 1530s he was active further north, particularly in Emden and
East Frisia, from whence his followers spread into the Netherlands. When
some of his Amsterdam followers were executed in 1531, Hoffman
suspended adult baptisms for two years, until the date when he expected
the end of the world. In the early thirties the Melchiorites were a
significant nonconformist group in Strassburg, the Netherlands and
adjacent parts of north Germany. They were far from being a mass
movement and would probably never have become one, had it not been
for their astonishing success in Miinster in Westphalia. The ‘baptist’ tenet
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was not so strongly held among Melchiorites as among Anabaptists in the
south. Various later Melchiorite groups would follow Hoffman’s practice
in 1531 and suspend or abandon adult baptism.

On 14 February 1533 a treaty between the prince-bishop of Miinster
and the self-governing city of Miinster recognised the establishment of the
Reformation in that city. The city had a long-established communal
tradition. In times of crisis the political notable families that dominated
the council could find their decisions vetoed by ‘new people’ of equivalent
wealth but lesser status who ran the United Guild, and who were expected
to be more responsive to the community at large. The change in religion
led to a virtual replacement of the ‘old notables’ by ‘new notables’ in the
council elections of 1533, so that now the new people ran both the council
and the United Guild. The reformer of the city was Bernhard Rothmann.
His theological preferences were eclectic but he borrowed heavily from
Swiss and south German sources. To judge from its communal ethos and
the theology of its reformer, Miinster should have had a popular,
Reformed Reformation. This, however, was absolutely impossible.
Zwingli and Oecolampadius were dead and the Strassburg reformers,
seeking a concord with Wittenberg, had disavowed their earlier Sacramen-
tarianism. The Reformation in Miinster had only been possible because of
the favour of Philip of Hesse, the leader of the Schmalkaldic League,
which since 1531 had been extending protection to the adherents of the
Augsburg Confession. The Lutheran theologians of Marburg and Witten-
berg rejected the church ordinance of the Miinster Reformation that
Rothmann had drawn up and tried to whip him back into Lutheran
orthodoxy. Rothmann reacted to this pressure by inviting Melchiorite
preachers from Jiilich to join him in Minster. This group of radical
preachers led by Heinrich Roll not only confirmed Rothmann in his
Sacramentarianism but convinced him that baptism should be extended
only to adult believers. By August 1533 Rothmann was very successfully
defending adult baptism in public debates. In November he and the
preachers from liilich published the Confession of the Two Sacraments, a
classic peaceful Anabaptist statement which Pilgram Marpeck later
adapted to the purposes of his brotherhood. Although the precise
sequence of events is unclear, Jan Matthijs’s decision to ignore Hoffman’s
suspension of baptism and to reinstitute adult baptisms among Melchior-
ites in the Netherlands in late 1533 was connected with Roll’s arriving in
Amsterdam with Rothmann’s Confession that same December. Rather
than to say, as has been traditionally done, that Dutch prophets brought
Anabaptism to Miinster, it is more precise to say that the radical turn of
the Minster Reformation ignited Anabaptism in the Netherlands.

The importance of Miinster was even greater in February 1534. From
November 1533 to February 1534 an internal struggle went on in the city

Cambridge Histories Online © Cambridge University Press, 2008



The Anabaptists and the sects 137

that more or less evenly divided the new notables who had initiated the
Reformation the year before. Some, centred in the council, deplored the
irresponsibility with which Rothmann and his following had violated the
Imperial mandate of 1529 outlawing Anabaptism. They favoured a
Lutheran order in Minster for obvious reasons; but it is hard to escape
the impression that Lutheranism had very shallow roots in Miinster. The
other notables, centred on the aldermen of the United Guild, concluded
that expulsion of the Anabaptists would mortally endanger the city’s
Reformation and probably cause it to lose its independence to the prince-
bishop. This struggle within the leadership climaxed in a dramatic
confrontation in the centre of the town for three days, ¢ to 11 February, in
which the armed Anabaptist townsmen faced their opponents. The
Anabaptists wavered between being sheep for the slaughter in the New
Testament manner and warding off the ungodly with Old Testament
militance. They saw three suns in the sky, an entirely explainable
meteorological phenomenon, observed by Martin Luther at another time
and place. It was decided on 11 February that the Anabaptists should not
be expelled. The council’s authority collapsed, a lot of non-Anabaptists
fled the city and a predominantly Anabaptist council was elected later in
the month. The Anabaptists’ coming to power in Miinster was regarded as
literally miraculous in Minster and the Netherlands. It gave the second
‘messenger of the apocalypse’, Jan Matthijs of Haarlem, impressive
credibility when he declared that Miinster, not Strassburg, was the
appointed refuge for God’s people, and that they had better hurry to get
there, because this world would end at Easter (5 April 1534).

In March 1534 there were attempts at mass immigration to Miinster
from Westphalia and the Netherlands. Social excitability was at a high
level in the Netherlands, because the thirties were a period of war,
pestilence and unemployment. These miseries could be viewed as the signs
of the last times that the apocalyptic sections of the Bible foretold. The
Miinster Anabaptists promised that all the immigrants’ needs would be
provided for; but they did, too, ask their followers to bring money. It is
probably incorrect to view the trek to Miinster as a poor people’s crusade.
Barend Dirks, a contemporary artist, depicted the Anabaptists setting out
for Miinster in a painting in the Amsterdam City Hall; his caption read:
‘They sold jewels and clothes, land and property, in every nook and
corner; hurrying on board ship with great desire, prophesying the quest
for a new God.’

Most of the thousands who set out for Miinster did not get there, but
submitted passively to disbandment with confiscation of their money and
arms. The authorities could not contemplate the mass slaughter of these
people, rather swept along by apocalyptic excitement than by revolution-
ary militance. So they released most of the trekkers, who formed the
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membership pool of the Anabaptists, the persons who were mobilised in
the spring of 1535 for actions in support of Miinster like the seizure of
Oldeklooster and the attack on the Amsterdam City Hall. At this time
there was no opposition in Melchiorite circles against the summons to
Miinster. Even figures like Jan Matthijs of Middelberg and Jacob van
Campen, who would later show independence of instructions from
Miinster, probably participated in the trek.

From the beginning of the siege of Miinster until Easter Jan Matthijs,
the Haarlem baker, enjoyed absolute authority in the city, overawing the
elected council and the political notables who had brought the Anabap-
tists to power. During this time all money and jewels were confiscated and
a serious beginning was made at community of goods. When the prophe-
sied supernatural deliverance did not come, Jan sallied out against the
bishop’s army and in effect committed suicide on Easter Day (5 April
1534), thus abruptly removing himself from the situation he had done so
much to create.

Although he assumed the trappings of a Davidic kingship and pro-
claimed that he would rule the whole world, Jan Matthijs’s successor, Jan
of Leyden, never regained his predecessor’s legitimacy and authority
either in Miinster or the Netherlands. But he did organise a successful
defence of Miinster for more than fourteen months after Jan Matthijs’s
death, including the defeat of two assaults on the walls in May and late
August 1534. The bishop was able to continue the costly siege, in which
Lutheran and Catholic princes co-operated, only with extensive financial
aid from the empire, justified by the threat that the Anabaptists allegedly
posed to the public peace. Imperial legislation put in place after the
Peasants’ War was used to suppress the Anabaptist theocracy. Internally
King Jan organised a series of careful power-sharing arrangements
between the immigrants and the local notables who had co-operated in the
Anabaptists’ taking power. Community of goods extended only so far as
to meet the practical needs of a besieged city. The family household
remained the basic unit of life and work, unlike in Moravia, and the local
residents vetoed a plan for a general exchange of houses and non-movable
properties. After September 1534 the lavish royal court reinforced privi-
lege and inequality. The notorious institution of polygamy in the summer
of 1534 was clearly to the personal liking of Jan of Leyden, but it also had
a basis in the widespread interest among Reformation radicals in a
regenerate sexuality, in which holy offspring would be produced without
lust or passion. In a situation where the women significantly outnumbered
the men (c. 5,000 to 2,000) and where the women’s labour was essential to
the defence, polygamy had the convenience of assigning the women to
male-officered households. Although women were eventually permitted
divorce as a corrective to the worst abuses of the system, the entire

Cambridge Histories Online © Cambridge University Press, 2008



The Anabaptists and the sects 139

rationale of polygamy in Miinster was traditional and misogynist, aimed
at restoring the natural lordship of men that had been lost with the
degeneracy of the world. It is bizarre to consider it a chapter in the
liberation of women. Indeed the rallying of a traditional élite to Anabap-
tism in Miinster led it to maintain, or even accentuate, the privileges of the
rich and of men.

Karl-Heinz Kirchhoff’s prosopographical study of Anabaptist prop-
erty-holders native to Miinster, based on records of Anabaptist property
confiscated following the bishop’s conquest of the city, shows an astonish-
ing normality in distribution of wealth among Miinster Anabaptists. The
social structure of the Anabaptist property-holders turned out to be very
similar both to that of post-Anabaptist Miinster and to the comparable
city of Hildesheim. Kirchhoff arrived at a similar result by contrasting the
Anabaptist ruling ¢lite with the Anabaptist rank and file. Despite official
community of goods, persons who had been rich property-owners in the
old order were represented in disproportionate numbers among the
political leaders of the new régime.! Despite the expected end of the
world, the universal kingship, community of goods and polygamy, in
Miinster many of the basic patterns of life continued unchanged from the
old order to the new. A far more genuine social revolution occurred in
Anabaptist Moravia than in Anabaptist Miinster.

After Easter 1534 Miinster’s authority in the Netherlands eroded.
Directives from Miinster were questioned by the leaders of Amsterdam
Anabaptists. Some voices, Obbe Philips and perhaps David Joris, began
to criticise Miinster’s turn from the peaceful path of Melchior Hoffman.
Militant Anabaptists, too, questioned the prophetic credentials of Jan of
Leyden, and set up their own prophet in Jan van Batenburg. In these
circumstances the attempts of Miinster emissaries to stir up a revolt
among the Dutch Anabaptists in the spring of 1535 had very meagre
results. Deprived of all hope of outside help, weakened by hunger, and
betrayed by deserters who helped the besiegers to organise a surprise
attack, Miinster was conquered on 25 June 1535. King Jan and two of his
close associates were interrogated, then submitted to a barbaric public
execution, after which the three cages hanging in the church tower to
display their physical remains became a landmark of Counter-Reforma-
tion Miinster.

With the fall of Miinster the Melchiorites split into a number of
antagonistic groups. The characteristic principles of Miinster, the physical
kingdom and polygamous marriage, came under strong attack. A meeting
of several kinds of Melchiorites and Miinsterites at Bocholt in Westphalia
in August 1536 gave prominence to the next important leader, David Joris

1 Karl-Heinz Kirchhoff, Die Tdufer in Miinster 1534/35 (1973), PP- 3544, 77.
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of Delft. David’s aim was to try to unite the quarrelling factions with
ambiguous formulas, to isolate the most militant element, the crop-
burning, church-robbing gang of Jan van Batenburg, and generally to
pacify the recently revolutionary Anabaptists, without making them
entirely abandon their hopes for taking their revenge at the last judgment.
On various levels his was a programme of spiritualisation. Although
David at first continued adult baptism and Melchior Hoffman’s distinc-
tive Christology, he sanctioned his followers’ outward conformity to
Catholic religious practices. Soon after Bocholt, in December 1536, David
experienced a visionary state, lasting more than a week, which confirmed
him as the hoped-for Promised David of Old Testament messianic
prophecy. This David, however, was deemed to be a much lesser figure
than his Old and New Testament prototypes, King David and Jesus
Christ. He was but a servant of Christ, yet possessed by the higher wisdom
of the last days, and assigned the task of gathering the apocalyptic elect.
The belief in the final restitution of all things by a new David came straight
out of Bernhard Rothmann’s propaganda tracts for the Miinster king-
dom, but, following Sebastian Franck’s world chronicle, David Joris
eschewed external, worldly majesty or vengeance. He spiritualised Miin-
sterite apocalyptics.

Jan van Batenburg’s execution in 1538 greatly enhanced David’s
authority, even though sporadic recurrences of violent, half-criminal
Anabaptism continued for forty-five years after the fall of Miinster,
finished finally only with the execution of Jan Willems of Roermond in
1580. In 1538 David journeyed to Oldenburg to receive the allegiance of
Miinster refugees who settled there, and then to Strassburg, where
Melchior Hoffman’s closest followers declined to accept his authority. His
following seems to have been concentrated in the cities of the Netherlands,
especially Holland. The majority of the Davidites were artisans, a
significant minority being of high birth or education. After several years as
a fugitive with a price on his head he took refuge in Antwerp from 1539 to
1544; and then for the last twelve years of his life, until 1556, he lived
under an assumed name in Basel. In the Antwerp period he abandoned
adult baptism, further muted his apocalypticism and devoted his time
especially to publication and correspondence. The two editions of the
Wonder Book in 1543 and 1551 were the centre of a corpus of more than
200 separate titles. His formless writings constituted the most ambitious
Anabaptist publishing venture. David tried to create something akin to
Sebastian Franck’s spiritual church hidden among all nations and creeds.
In his last years he joined his Basel friend, Sebastian Castellio, in arguing
for religious tolerance and condemning the execution of Michael Servetus.
At least until he left Antwerp, David was the most prominent Melchiorite
sect leader. Only afterward was he eclipsed by Menno Simons.
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Menno Simons was a Frisian, a Catholic priest, some of whose writings
betray a good humanist education. He was influenced by Sacramentarian
ideas and was a keen, sympathetic observer of the early Melchiorite
current. It is very likely that Menno’s brother was the Peter Simons, a
figure of authority in Miinster, who lost his life in the uprising at
Oldeklooster near Menno’s parish in April 1535. Early in 1536 Menno left
the priesthood to join the followers of Obbe Philips, people who had
received baptism from Jan Matthijs and his apostles but who quickly
distanced themselves from the militance of the Miinster kingdom. About
1540 Obbe left the movement, taking the spiritualist position that he and
his associates lacked a proper divine calling to baptise and to organise
congregations. Obbe’s brother, Dirk Philips, Leonard Bowens and Menno
became the most prominent elders in the nonconformist fellowship after
he left. Unlike David Joris, their work centred outside the Habsburg
Netherlands in relatively more secure areas. They were active in North Sea
and Baltic Sea cities such as Emden, Liibeck and Danzig, as well as
Schleswig-Holstein and lower Rhineland territories around Cologne. A
series of writings starting in 1539 with the influential Foundation Book
established Menno’s position as the leader of the fellowship.

From the late 1540s the great majority of the Anabaptists executed in
the Netherlands were untouched by Miinsterite influence and affiliated
with Menno Simons. Since the Habsburgs executed a minimum of 1,500
Anabaptists for heresy in the northern and southern Netherlands in the
period between the late 1540s and the early 1570s, about twice the number
that Claus-Peter Clasen has been able to document for Switzerland, south
and central Germany and Austria between 1525 and the Thirty Years
War, we are dealing with a movement of substantial dimensions. Leonard
Bowens’s diary contains records of over 10,000 baptisms that he per-
formed personally, and the historian Karel Vos, decidedly not a Menno-
nite apologist, estimates a Mennonite fellowship of 100,000 members in
hundreds of congregations after William of Orange extended toleration to
the Netherlands Mennonites in the 1570s.! In sheer size the Mennonites
outstripped the Hutterites in the late sixteenth century, but in influence on
their society they were overshadowed by the Calvinists who led the Dutch
war of independence against Spain.

The Mennonite fellowship continued to show definite marks of its
Melchiorite and Minsterite antecedents. Melchior Hoffman’s peculiar
Christology was an important doctrine for Menno. For him the pristine
heavenly flesh of Christ was a guarantor of the pure body of Christ, the
historical fellowship of baptised believers. A high Christology became
linked with the belief in the congregation ‘without spot and wrinkle’,

1 Karel Vos, ‘Revolutionnaire Hervorming’, De Gids, 84, 4 (1920), 450.
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composed of individuals who were regenerated brothers and sisters of
Christ. Menno felt himself called to recover the strayed flock of Anabap-
tists who had followed the false prophets of Miinster and the corrupt sect
leaders like Jan van Batenburg and David Joris who succeeded them.
There was no other foundation of the church than Jesus Christ, who was
the only David who was promised. No personal revelations should be
preferred to the Bible. But the charismatic authority of Melchior Hoffman
and his successors was at least partly continued in the strong authority of
Mennonite elders. They, rather than the congregations, pronounced the
ban, calling for total shunning of the lapsed, including one’s own spouse,
children or parents. The outcome was predictable: the elders excommuni-
cated each other, producing continual splinterings, first the Waterlander
schism in Menno’s lifetime and then, shortly after Menno’s death in 1561,
the major schism between the Frisian congregations and the refugee
Mennonites from Flanders. A shadow has been cast over Menno’s
historical reputation on account of his weak leadership that failed
adequately to resist Dirk Philips’s and Leonard Bowens’s rigorist ap-
proach to the ban, with all its potential for schism.

Menno died in the midst of the persecution of his followers in the
Netherlands in a refuge provided by a wealthy supporter in Schleswig-
Holstein. As part of his distance from Miinster he renounced community
of goods as a passing phase in the history of the early church. The
Mennonites adjusted well to the commercial capitalist prosperity of the
newly independent Netherlands, dominating whale and herring fishing
with their unarmed boats. They did not take the sword in the Dutch wars
of independence against Spain, but their nonresistance did not mean
neutrality. They supported the anti-papist cause with their prayers, and
their money. In the seventeenth century they influenced their government
to intervene with its Swiss co-religionists to tone down the persecution of
Swiss Anabaptists. They turned their considerable wealth to works of
international philanthropy, first assisting fellow Mennonites in the Baltic
area, but soon extending their generosity to the remnants of the Hutter-
ites, to Swiss Brethren, Schwenckfelders and even to Huguenots after the
revocation of the Edict of Nantes. Former gestures of hostility to the
broader society, like not carrying arms and not swearing oaths, became
the harmless sectarian distinctives of tolerated nonconformists. Conserva-
tives who saw and understood the accommodation of the Mennonites to
the surrounding Dutch culture tried to recall their congregations to vigor
by memorialising the sufferings of the martyrs. After its publication in
1660, the Martyrs Mirror enjoyed an authority among Mennonites second
only to the Bible.

Clasen’s analysis of the Anabaptists in Switzerland, south and central
Germany and Austria shows us a group of commoners; only 2 per cent
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were persons of noble birth or intellectual distinction. Peasants outnum-
bered craftsmen, although the typical Anabaptist leader was a craftsman,
like Hans Hut or Jakob Hutter. In the 15208 40 per cent of the
Anabaptists in the south whose residence is known came from cities, the
rest from small towns, villages and farms. Afterwards the proportion of
urban Anabaptists fell steadily, so that in the second half of the century it
was only one in twelve. There was no specific attraction of distinct
occupational groups to the Anabaptists.! In the lands affected by the
Peasants’ War they came from the same undifferentiated ranks of com-
mon people from village and town who had supported the uprising. After
the persecution of the late twenties in the south the small group of leaders
of wealth and distinction was largely eliminated: Conrad Grebel, Michael
Sattler, Hans Denck and Balthasar Hubmaier were dead; only Pilgram
Marpeck remained. The Hutterite leaders were mostly craftsmen, but
peasants were not totally excluded from their directing group. Statistical
work like Clasen’s has not yet been done for the Melchiorite Anabaptism
of the north, but the preliminary impression is that towndwellers and
craftsmen were numerically more prominent there than in the south.

What, then, is the meaning of the Anabaptist experience? In lands
where fierce persecution made it impossible for the Reformation to come
in an official mode, supported by persons of birth, wealth and intellectual
distinction — in the Tyrol and, until the 1550s, in the Netherlands — the
underground Anabaptist conventicles were the sole vehicle of the Refor-
mation. Better than any Protestant group the Anabaptists maintained the
laicism and anticlericalism of the early Reformation. They underwent the
most severe religious repression of the sixteenth-century German Refor-
mation — a reasonable estimate is that about 4,000 were burned, drowned
or put to the sword. They justified their nonconformity and the sufferings
it entailed by the judgment that the official Protestant churches ‘produced
no fruits’, no ‘improvement of life’. They scorned the wars that the
Protestant churches soon became involved in, drawing on anticlerical
traditions of contempt for the wars of the papacy. Some of the contempo-
rary reformers, Heinrich Bullinger for instance, commented on the
sobriety and probity of life of individual Anabaptists; but, given their
theological outlook, they dismissed this as hypocrisy and selfrighteous-
ness. Like the Quakers after them, the sectartan Anabaptists represent the
ethical rigorism that can grow up on the soil of a suppressed revolution.
Reading their Protestant Bibles with the eyes of the oppressed, the
Anabaptists not only deluded themselves that they were a reincarnation of
the primitive church, but they made an important contribution to the
Christian critique of war and property.

I Clasen, Anabaptism. A Social History, pp. 305-34.
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DENMARK

quickly spread over a wide area. As in Germany, the ground had been

prepared beforehand. There were many signs in the later middle ages
of an increasing need for religion among the people, as well as numerous
complaints that the church was on the decline and willing to abuse its
power. With few exceptions the bishops were inadequate for their tasks -
noble landowners without any real sense of the religious needs of the age.
Bishoprics and greater benefices were reserved for the aristocracy, which
meant that the higher clerics were closely bound to the nobility and the
gap between them and the parish priests was wide. Humanism was
widespread among the clergy, many of whom had studied at foreign
universities.

One of the most important representatives of this biblically based
humanism and of the movement for Catholic reform was the Carmelite
friar Paulus Helie who in 1520 became the head of the order’s new founda-
tion in Copenhagen, while at the same time lecturing on the Bible at the
university. His ideas rested on the Bible which he interpreted according to
the Fathers of the church. He violently attacked the worldliness of the
clergy and the customs and superstitions fostered by the church, but
although he had originally hailed Luther as a welcome ally, he completely
rejected him when he realised that the Lutheran movement was leading to
a break with the church, for ‘abuse does not abolish use’. Though con-
sistent, Helie’s standpoint was untenable. His biblical humanism was, how-
ever, of considerable historical importance because it eased the transition
from the religious life of the later middle ages to evangelical Christianity.
The accomplishment of the Reformation in 1536 did not mean any violent
break; practically speaking all the clergy remained in office.

Apart from Helie, Christian Pedersen must be mentioned as a leading
representative of biblical humanism. He was a canon in Lund and had
studied for several years in Paris where he had published a number of
devotional, liturgical and historical works. Later he gave his support to
the Reformation and published in Antwerp Danish translations of the
New Testament (1529), the Psalms of David and a number of Lutheran
pamphiets. After this he lived as a printer in Malmé for a number of years.

IN THE early 1520s the Reformation took root in Denmark and
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The idea of Catholic reform was also supported by the king, Christian 11
(r513-23), and is apparent from his laws and church reforms. Christian IT
wished to advance the interests of the Crown, the burghers and the
peasants at the expense of the nobility and clergy. The church keenly felt
the effects of his wilfulness: he appointed and dismissed bishops as he
thought fit, and the recklessness of his rule actually caused a rebellion in
1523 which forced him to flee the country. Until 1531 he lived in the
Netherlands, engaged in plans for reconquering his kingdom. After a visit
to Wittenberg in 1524 he was converted to Lutheranism and had the New
Testament translated into Danish. This, the first Danish translation of the
New Testament, was sent to Denmark and had much to do with the quick
spread of the Reformation.

After Christian II’s flight from Denmark, the council elected his uncle,
Duke Frederick of Schleswig-Holstein, to the throne. In his coronation
charter Frederick I promised to uphold the rights and privileges of the
church and to persecute those who preached Lutheranism. Soon, how-
ever, he adopted another attitude: as far as possible, he would uphold the
remaining rights of the church, but at the same time, and until a general
council should arrive at a final settlement, he would allow any doctrine
which was in agreement with the Bible.

At the same time a popular evangelical movement was gaining ground.
Its first known centre was the market town of Husum in Schleswig, where
Herman Tast preached Lutheranism perhaps as early as 1522. Schleswig
became an important point of entry for the Reformation. Here, where
Frederick was not bound by the Danish charter, a Lutheran party was
formed by some of the nobility who also became the king’s leading
advisers in the kingdom proper. At the Diets of Rendsburg (1525) and
Kiel (1526) the clergy failed to persuade Frederick I to suppress heresy.
His eldest son, Christian duke of North Schleswig, eagerly supported the
Reformation: he had been present at the Diet of Worms where Luther had
made a lasting impression on him. In 1528 Haderslev and Torning
provinces were reformed in accordance with a Lutheran church ordi-
nance, the Haderslev Ordinance, which affected some sixty parishes.
Celibacy was abolished; if a priest did not wish to marry, he had to
provide the duke with a reason. Liturgically the ordinance was conserva-
tive. Priests were ordered diligently to teach their congregations the Word
of God and the catechism, to inculcate obedience to authority (among
other things, in connection with the payment of taxes), and also to
persecute the Anabaptists who were gaining some influence in the duchies.

In Jutland the evangelical movement came into the open at Viborg in
1526. It was here that Hans Tausen, the most important of the Danish
reformers, was active. He was a monk of the Order of St John from the
monastery of Antvorskov in Zealand who in the course of several years’
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university studies had acquired a solid humanist education. In 1519 he
took his master’s degree at Rostock and thereafter studied in Copenhagen
under Paulus Helie, at Louvain, whence his uncommon command of
Hebrew presumably derived, and from May 1523 for about eighteen
months at Wittenberg. After his return to Denmark in 1525 he was moved
to the monastery in Viborg where the prior allowed him to teach and to
preach in public. After he had preached for several months amidst great
acclamation from the burghers his support for the Reformation became so
pronounced that he was expelled from the order in the spring of 1526. In
October of the same year the citizens of Viborg obtained a royal letter of
protection which appointed him chaplain to the king and so withdrew him
from the bishop’s jurisdiction. A strong evangelical movement developed.
A printing-press was established from which a number of pamphlets in
support of the Reformation were distributed. Before long Tausen found a
helper in Jergen Jensen Sadolin, who (also in 1526) was granted per-
mission by the king to found an ecclesiastical college in the town. By
ordaining Sadolin and marrying his sister, Tausen plainly indicated his
break with the Catholic church. Soon the Reformation had carried the
day in Viborg. Tausen and Sadolin became parish priests at the churches
in the two mendicant monasteries, while twelve superfluous churches and
monasteries were pulled down. At the same time evangelical preachers
were sent to several of the towns of eastern Jutland, and Lutheranism also
spread far and wide in the country districts. In Funen we hear of Lutheran
influence at Assens where Peder Laurentsen, a former follower of Helie,
worked zealously for the Reformation.

In eastern Denmark the important trading centre of Malmo became the
heart of the evangelical movement. Its connections with the great North
German towns were of great importance, as ships bringing merchandise
also carried evangelical preachers and pamphlets to Denmark. The
movement began in 1527 under the leadership of the priest Claus
Mortensen Tondebinder and the monk Hans Olufsen Spandemager. In
1529 an evangelical seminary was founded which counted among its
teachers men like Peder Laurentsen and the Carmelite Frans Vormordsen,
a learned humanist. The reformers in Malmé also had a printing press at
their disposal, and a number of their polemical, devotional and liturgical
works survive, The first Danish hymn-book, containing translations of
Luther’s hymns, was published in 1528 and was followed by new and
enlarged editions. In the same year a new Danish order of service, the
Malmd mass, was published, based on Dober’s Niirnbergmesse and
Luther’s Deutsche Messe. In 1529 the council decided to carry out an
evangelical reform. In Copenhagen the evangelical movement came into
the open in 1529 with the appointment of Tausen to St Nicholas’s Church,
and by the following year there were four Lutheran preachers in the city.
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The Diets held at Odense in 1526 and 1527 and at Copenhagen in 1530
were responsible for decisive ecclesiastical legislation.

In 1526 the Odense Diet decreed that in future bishops should apply to
the archbishop and not to the pope for consecration and that the fee
should be paid into the treasury. As members of the royal council, the
bishops had some measure of responsibility for this decision which broke
the link between the Danish church and Rome, but they succeeded none
the less in persuading the king to take steps against the evangelical
movement. They promised changes along the lines of Catholic reform, but
demanded that letters of protection, which encroached on their sphere of
jurisdiction, should be withdrawn, and that in future no one should be
allowed to preach without a bishop’s licence. The king merely replied that
his letters protected no injustice and that he had not commanded anyone
to preach anything but the Word of God. The decisions on future church
policy made at the Odense Diet were to a great extent influenced by social
conditions at home and political developments abroad. Christian II,
popular among the burghers and peasantry, constituted a considerable
threat; it was expected that his brother-in-law, the Emperor Charles V,
who had just been victorious against France, would give him military
assistance against Denmark. At the same time there were peasant rebel-
lions in Jutland and Scania, the rebels refusing to pay tithes and other dues
on the ground that the churches were neglected and the Word of God was
not being preached.

At the 1527 Diet the bishops demanded that the peasant leaders should
be punished, the ancient privileges of the church upheld, the letters of
protection revoked, and also that priests should be forbidden to marry
and monks to leave their monasteries. The king certainly promised the
prelates that he would uphold the privileges of the church, as he also
confirmed the duty of the common people to pay tithes, but he would not
support the legal authority of the bishops. He replied in famous words:

The Christian faith is free. None of you desires to be forced to renounce his
faith, but you must also understand that those who are devoted to the Holy
Scriptures, or to the Lutheran doctrine as it is called, will no more be forced to
renounce their faith. Both parties believe that they are in the right, but as yet there
is none to judge. His majesty is king and judge and has power over life and
property in this kingdom, but not over souls ... Therefore shall every man
conduct himself in a way which he can justify before Almighty God on the Day of
Judgement, until a final decision is made for all Christendom.

The king promised to grant no more letters of protection, but at the same
time he took everyone under his protection who preached a doctrine
which could be defended by the Bible. Frederick I thus adopted the
attitude familiar from the German Diets of that day, the latest of which
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had been that of Speyer in 1526: until a general council had decided in the
struggle between the conflicting faiths, toleration must prevail. The Word
of God in the Bible is the church’s sole foundation; but its interpretation,
whether Catholic or evangelical, is a matter of personal choice. On the
basis of this decision the king felt obliged to refuse the demand that he
should oppose the evangelical preachers and communities; priests were
allowed to marry and monks to leave their monasteries ‘on their own
responsibility’.

A legal basis for a tolerant organisation of the church was thus created.
The church in Denmark was now divided into the official Catholic church
and an independent evangelical church. But this legal arrangement could
not be maintained in practice. Many parishes received Lutheran priests
from the patronage of the king and of sections of the nobility with
Lutheran leanings, and when, in 1529, after paying the king 3,000 guilders
for his election, Joachim Rennow was acknowledged as bishop of
Roskilde, he had to promise not to prevent anyone from preaching the
gospel. Both sides were eager to reach a final decision, asserting that the
rival party was heretical, unbiblical and therefore illegal. In addition the
prelates-referred to the king’s promise in his coronation charter that he
would persecute the Lutherans.

In July 1530 the Diet met at Copenhagen. A new feature was that
evangelical preachers, twenty-one in all, were summoned to answer for
their teachings. The prelates had the assistance of the most important
Danish theologians, including Paulus Helie, together with a number they
had summoned from Germany. It may have been the king’s intention to
hold a disputation between the parties in the German manner to solve the
religious problem, but he is unlikely to have desired a final accomplish-
ment of the Reformation, as the Lutherans believed. He had to assure
himself of the support of the bishops and of the church for the large
military expenditure which the political situation demanded. The danger
from Christian I, who had once more gone over to Catholicism, was now
imminent. In Denmark it was considered that with the support of the
emperor he was now in a position to gather an invasion fleet. In view of
this the Danish bishops had to make great concessions to the king’s
financial demands, but in return they asked that he for his part should also
oppose the Lutheran movement. While these negotiations were taking
place the evangelicals prepared a confession of faith, the Copenhagen
Confession, as a basis for the expected disputation and preached on its
articles to great crowds bitterly opposed to the prelates and their
supporters. The disputation, however, never took place. A number of
theses were exchanged by the two parties, but they could not agree who
should judge the outcome. The Catholics demanded a learned theologian
as judge, while the Lutherans thought the diet sufficiently competent to
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decide whether their simple faith was in agreement with the Bible.
Similarly there was disagreement over language: the Reformers would
only argue in Danish, whereas the prelates demanded the Latin tongue
which would have kept the matter from the people. Finally the negotia-
tions broke down, which presumably suited the king best. In its ecclesiasti-
cal section the Diet’s decree merely confirmed the status quo, and both
parties left in disappointment.

The Copenhagen Confession (Confessio Hafniensis), which was prob-
ably composed by Peder Laurentsen, was, then, of no historical import-
ance, but it is of great interest as an expression of the Reformation in
Denmark as distinct from elsewhere. It differs from the Augsburg
Confession — of which it is entirely independent — by its pronouncedly
polemical, popuiar and untheological form. The Danish reformers had
sprung from biblical humanism and had not experienced Luther’s strug-
gles in the cloister. Their humanism and insistence on biblical truth was
related to an earlier, humanistic Lutheranism of the sort that existed in the
early 1520s in the large cities of southern and northern Germany which
provided the inspiration for the movement in Denmark. The Lutheran
doctrine of justification had a less fundamental importance among the
Danish reformers than for the theologians of Wittenberg. The central
feature is a simple, undifferentiated, biblical Christianity which especially
stressed demands for reform and was partly based on a non-Lutheran
interpretation of the Bible: in the medieval manner it thought of the
Scriptures as a book of laws, ‘the law of God’. The Confession is
reminiscent of the writings of the Malmé Reformation, which on the
whole were more radical than those of Tausen and Sadolin.

The years until the death of Frederick T (1533) witnessed a progressive
dissolution in the Catholic church. The mendicant friars suffered particu-
larly; they were driven from the towns, often by violence. Before long the
secularisation of church lands was in full swing. In 1530 all landowning
monasteries in Zealand were granted away in fief. In Funen, which so far
had been more or less untouched by the Reformation, Bishop Gyldenst-
Jjerne, who favoured reforms, took Sadolin as his assistant. In 1532, when
Gyldenstjerne was sent to Norway to oppose Christian 11 who had at last
landed there, Sadolin planned a visitation of the diocese by means of
which the clergy were to be reformed according to Luther’s Shorter
Catechism and the Augsburg Confession, which he now translated into
Danish. In 1537 Sadolin became the first evangelical bishop of Funen.

After the death of Frederick I the prelates sought to regain their lost
command. At the Diet of Copenhagen in 1533 they opposed the choice of
Duke Christian and tried instead to elect a brother of his, as yet a minor,
whom they hoped to bring up in the Catholic faith. The interregnum
brought great misfortunes to the country, and civil war followed. The
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archbishop’s excommunication of the Scanian preachers caused a riot in
Malms in 1534. Copenhagen and Malmé made an alliance with Liibeck
which sent an army to Zealand under the leadership of Count Christopher
of Oldenburg. A peasant rising broke out in north Jutland. Then, in the
summer of 1534, the nobility of Jutland elected Christian III as king, and
thanks to a well-equipped mercenary force he soon succeeded in recon-
quering the kingdom, entering starving Copenhagen in August 1536.
Victory left the king with an enormous debt. In vain he asked the church
for help. Encouraged by his German advisers, he therefore decided on a
coup d’état which led to the dismissal of the bishops and the secularisation
of church property. In future the kingdom was to be governed by the
temporal authorities alone; bishoprics would be purely spiritual posts.
The bishops were made responsible for the misfortunes of the war because
they had delayed the election of a king. Their lands and tithes were seized
by the Crown which thus trebled its income. In return the king was to pay
the new evangelical bishops (at first called superintendents) and to support
schools and hospitals. In October 1536 the Estates accepted the new order.
The bishops, too, with the exception of Rgnnow, soon resigned them-
selves to the situation and continued their lives as nobles and landowners.

The king immediately took the initiative in drafting a new evangelical
church order. Even before the Estates met he had tried without success to
persuade Bugenhagen and later Melanchthon to come to Denmark. In
January 1537 a commission consisting of Lutheran preachers and mem-
bers of the chapters was set up to frame a new ecclesiastical constitution.
By April the final draft was ready to be sent to Wittenberg for Luther’s
approval. After a final revision by Bugenhagen, who went to Copenhagen
in the summer of 1537, and by some of the king’s advisers, Christian III
proclaimed the new (Latin) Church Ordinance on 2 September 1537, the
day on which Bugenhagen ordained the seven evangelical bishops in
Copenhagen cathedral. The difficulty of carrying out the decrees of the
ordinance, however, made it desirable that it should be proclaimed as a
general law by king and council, and in 1539 a diet in Odense accepted a
Danish translation with certain amendments and additions as the ‘true’
ordinance. The Church Ordinance of 1539 (printed in 1542) remained the
constitution of the Danish church until Christian V’s Danish Law (1683)
and Church Ritual (1685), and it was partly incorporated into these.
Although it was actually intended to be valid for the entire kingdom —
Denmark, Norway and Schleswig-Holstein — it finally applied only to
Denmark (with Norway) as conditions in the duchies necessitated a
special Low German ordinance which was adopted by the Diet of
Rendsburg in 1542.

The ordinance is founded on the conception of the Christian state.
Supreme authority in church matters belongs to the king as the Christian
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leader, but ecclesiastical affairs are to be in the hands of the church’s own
representatives. A sharp distinction is made between Jesus Christ’s
unchangeable ordinance (the preaching of the Word, the administration
of the sacraments, the Christian upbringing of children, support for the
servants of the church and the schools, and care of the poor), and the
king’s decree which is to serve that of Christ and in which alterations can,
if necessary, be made. Divine service is dealt with at great length, as are
sermons and ritual, schools, status of bishops and priests, and so on.
Subject to royal confirmation, bishops are to be chosen by the clergy in the
towns of the diocese. In the towns the clergy are to be chosen by the mayor
and council, and in the rural districts by respected men of the parish
together with the dean. The aristocracy’s right of patronage is preserved.
The type of Christianity contained in the ordinance is Lutheranism, as
formulated by Melanchthon. Once the Reformation was established, the
direct influence from Wittenberg also became much more powerful. The
preachers’ simple belief in the Bible gradually gave way to a Christianity
dictated by Luther’s catechism. The evangelical awakening of the years of
strife before 1536 lost heart; the congregations became passive, and
growing emphasis was laid on the church as an institution and on the
dignity of the clergy.

Of the seven new bishops who on 2 September 1537 were consecrated by
Bugenhagen — without the apostolic succession, as Bugenhagen was only a
priest — the most important was Peder Palladius who became bishop of
Zealand. He had not taken part in the Reformation struggle in Denmark,
but had studied for six years at Wittenberg where he became a doctor of
theology in June 1537. Highly recommended by Bugenhagen, Luther and
Melanchthon, Palladius did not disappoint the confidence which Chris-
tian I11 showed in appointing a man of only thirty-four as the premier
bishop in the land. His famous Visitation Book, which shows his rare
ability as an ecclesiastical administrator and popular speaker, is a cultural
document of supreme importance, typically Danish in its combination of
seriousness and warm humour. By 1543 Palladius had managed to visit
the 390 parishes in his diocese, but his influence stretched far beyond. He
was the king’s adviser in all ecclesiastical affairs; he counselled his
colleagues and presided over the meetings of the bishops. He also
occupied himself with church matters in Norway and Iceland. As a
professor at the university, which had been re-founded after a period of
decline, Palladius gave frequent lectures and was an influence on the
students. His theological writings were read throughout the Protestant
world. Most famous was his introduction to the biblical writings, Isagoge,
of which sixteen Latin editions were published as well as translations into
German, English, Polish and Danish. In addition he published a large
number of treatises in Danish. From a theological point of view Palladius
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was a disciple of Melanchthon, but he did not follow Melanchthon’s
subsequent deviations from the teachings of Luther.

Hans Tausen, ‘the Danish Luther’, was not one of the new bishops in
1537. He became a lecturer in Hebrew at the university and in 1538 also
began to give lectures in theology and to act as a priest in Roskilde
cathedral, where Catholicism was still strong. Only in 1541 was he made
bishop of Ribe. As such he laboured to found schools and hospitals and
sought to improve the training and financial position of the clergy. He had
many difficulties to combat: the ignorance and superstition which were
widespread among the laity, Anabaptism, recalcitrant members of the
nobility, and so on. Of Tausen’s important works mention should be
made of his translation of the Pentateuch (1533), a Book of Sermons
(1539), an important guide for the clergy, and a hymnal of which several
editions are known.

The first evangelical bishops wore themselves out in their work for the
establishment of the Reformation and died about 1560. This marks the
end of the first generation of the Reformation. Christian III also died in
1559 after leading the Reformation both as king and by his personal
example. The time was full of difficulties, poverty, ignorance, the survival
of Catholic custom, and numerous complaints of a decline in the people’s
moral standards such as always follows in the wake of great spiritual
upheavals. None the less there was a spirit of optimism about this
generation. They knew that they had left the darkness of popery for ‘the
bright day of the gospels’ (Palladius). The most important and permanent
heritage which the Reformation left for posterity was the simple Danish
service and the uncomplicated Christianity of the catechism on which the
coming generations were raised. For its most significant monument we
have the great Christian III's Bible of 1550, the first Danish translation of
the Bible in its entirety.

NORWAY

After Christian III’s victory in Denmark, the Reformation and the
Church Ordinance were also introduced into Norway. Politically, cultur-
ally and religiously, the land was at this time passing through a de-
pression. Even though there were here and there faint traces of Catholic
reform and biblical humanism, the Reformation came to Norway on the
whole without preparation, and it never produced a popular movement as
in Denmark.

The first Lutheran preacher in Norway was a German monk, Antonius,
who was active among the Germans in Bergen in 1526. His teaching
caused considerable unrest in the town and made the Germans more
defiant in their attitude towards the church and the local population. In
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1529 Frederick I issued letters of protection to two evangelical preachers
in Bergen, one of whom, Jens Viborg, was later to become parish priest
there. In Stavanger, too, and also in Finmark faint Lutheran influences
are discernible. Some of the nobility were at the same time beginning to
break fasts and to adopt evangelical customs, but they were especially
eager to take possession of the church’s property. In 1528 a number of
monasteries were seized, and soon the secularisation of church property
was in full swing.

The most important defender of the Catholic church and of Norwegian
independence was Archbishop Olav Engelbrektsson, an able and learned
man, but politically unstable. During his journey to Rome in 1523 to
obtain the papal bulls of confirmation he had sworn fidelity to the exiled
Christian II. After his return home in 1524 he took part in the royal
council’s denunciation of Christian II and the election of Frederick I as
king of Norway. However, Frederick I was obliged to sign a strict charter,
which, like the Danish one, contained a clause on the persecution of
Luther’s disciples. Meanwhile there was soon a distinct cooling off in
relations with the king, among other things because Frederick supported
the preachers in Bergen. When in 1531 Christian II landed near Oslo in an
effort to win back his lost kingdom by way of Norway, the archbishop and
the highest-ranking clergy supported him. After his imprisonment
Trondhjem was visited by a Danish fleet, and Olav was obliged to
humiliate himself and come to terms with Frederick 1. After the death of
the king in 1533 the archbishop endeavoured with the help of the emperor
to get Christian II’s son-in-law, a German count, installed as king, but
with Christian III’s victory in Denmark in 1536 Norwegian independence
and the rule there of the Church of Rome were soon at an end. Before a
Danish fleet reached Trondhjem in 1537 Olav Engelbrektsson had fled to
the Netherlands where he died the following year.

Norway was now subjected to Denmark; its council ceased to exist, and
Norwegian independence was greatly reduced. By order of Christian III
the Reformation was to be carried out in Norway as in Denmark. In 1539
the Diets in Oslo and Bergen accepted the Danish Church Ordinance. The
bishops’ possessions were seized by the Crown. A large part of the
church’s treasures was taken to Denmark to be melted down. On the other
hand, the Danes proceeded cautiously in introducing liturgical and
doctrinal reforms so as not to provoke unnecessary opposition. It was also
some time before new bishops were installed. The bishops of Stavanger,
Hamar and Oslo were imprisoned. The last of these was reinstated in
1541, and the dioceses of Hamar and Oslo were combined. The diocese of
Trondhjem remained without a bishop until 1546. Only Bergen received a
new bishop immediately. In 1536 the chapter there had chosen its
archdeacon, Geble Pedersson, as bishop. He was a Catholic and a
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humanist with a master’s degree from Louvain, but he soon joined
Christian III, so that he not only avoided the fate of the other bishops but
was even taken up by the king as an evangelical bishop and ordained by
Bugenhagen in 1537 together with the Danish bishops. He retained part of
the see’s former income which among other things was used in the work of
reconstruction carried out by the church. Geble Pederssen was the friend
of Bishop Palladius whose Latin Interpretation of the Catechism for
Norwegian Parish Priests (1541) was published in several editions.

The introduction of the Reformation into Norway did, however, meet
with considerable difficulties. In general the priests were untouched by
Lutheranism, and consequently many parishes were for a period without
an incumbent. The population clung to its traditions, and Catholic
customs continued to be observed for a very long time. Many complaints
were heard of widespread poverty and low moral standards among both
priests and laymen. A special difficulty was created by the fact that Danish
was the official language. The Bible, the catechism and the hymnal were
not translated into Norwegian. The Reformation was thus preached in a
partly incomprehensible language and in every way used to further Danish
culture in Norway. It never became a popular movement, and it took
decades to educate the people in the Lutheran faith. The most important
of the bishops of the Reformation was Jergen Erikssen of Stavanger
(1571-1604), a powerful figure filled with the spirit of the Reformation
who brought order into church affairs. As a guide to priests he published a
collection of sermons which are considered to be the most important
literary monument from the Norwegian Reformation. A Norwegian
Church Ordinance was proclaimed in 1607.

ICELAND

Iceland, too, was completely unprepared for the Reformation. Its last two
Catholic bishops, Ugmundur Pallson of Skalholt and Jon Arason of
Holar, were both men of note who ruled their sees with a firm hand. Their
theological training was presumably slight, but Jon Arason was a poet of
some importance. As was usual among the clergy in Iceland, he was
married and had several children. At one time there was a threat of open
conflict between the two bishops. However, at the althing of 1526, where
both arrived accompanied by large armed contingents, they came to
terms, and after this, fear of their common enemy, advancing Luthera-
nism, bound them closer together.

Nothing is known of the beginnings of Lutheran influence in Iceland.
Regular trading communications with Germany, and especially with
Hamburg, must have introduced Reformation pamphlets into the
country. In 1533 the althing adopted a resolution that ‘all shall continue in
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the Holy Faith and the Law of God, which God has given to us, and which
the Holy Fathers have confirmed’. At the same time, Oddur Gottskalks-
son, who had adopted the evangelical doctrine after a stay abroad lasting
several years, returned to Iceland where he became secretary to the bishop
of Skalholt. Here he translated the New Testament into Icelandic, but did
not otherwise publicly appear as a champion of Lutheranism. He was not
ordained, but lived as a farmer on his own farm.

The first real representative of the Reformation in Iceland was Gissur
Einarsson, who during a period of study in Germany had become
acquainted with Lutheranism and became assistant to the bishop of
Skalholt in 1536. For the time being, however, he did not express his
Lutheran sympathies.

After the victory of the Reformation in Denmark Christian III
attempted to introduce it into Iceland. In 1538 the Church Ordinance was
put before the two bishops at the althing and promptly rejected. The
Danes proceeded in a high-handed fashion, among other things dissolving
the monasteries. The aged Bishop Ggmundur, who was almost blind, now
resigned his position and recommended Gissur Einarsson as his successor.
The latter was sent to Copenhagen to be examined by the theologians
there, and in March 1540 the king appointed him superintendent of
Skalholt.

It proved, however, difficult for this bishop of twenty-five to maintain
his position. Both the old bishop and the clergy turned against him. In
1541 a royal emissary went to Iceland to promote the acceptance of the
ordinance. Bishop Ogmundur was arrested in a revolting manner and died
on the difficult journey to Denmark. The envoy succeeded in getting the
ordinance accepted by the diocese of Skalholt, while it was still rejected in
Holar, largely because of the influence of Jon Arason. Bishop Gissur, who
was ordained by Palladius, made energetic attempts to organise the
church in his large diocese according to Lutheran principles, despite
unfavourable circumstances. In the course of frequent visitations he
opposed Catholic ceremonies and superstition, exhorted the clergy to
marry, and improved their financial situation. He persuaded Oddur
Gottskalksson to translate a German collection of evangelical sermons
and commanded the priests to obtain this together with the translation of
the New Testament which was published in 1540. He himself translated
parts of the Old Testament together with the Church Ordinance.

Gissur Einarsson died as early as 1548, and despite opposition from the
clergy Jon Arason now also took possession of Skalholt diocese. He took
Gissur’s successor prisoner, upon which he was outlawed by the king.
Soon after this he and two of his sons were arrested and handed over to
the Danes. As the Danes dared not keep them in Iceland throughout the
winter and could not get them transported to Denmark, the prisoners
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were executed in November 1550. In 1552 Holar diocese also submitted to
Christian III and accepted the Church Ordinance. With this the external
opposition to the Reformation was broken. Church property was secular-
ised and the systematic plundering of churches and monasteries began.

The new bishops now had the difficult task of promoting the observance
of Lutheran principles and community life, but they did not make much
progress. In both dioceses church manuals and small hymn-books with
Danish hymns in bad translations were published. In the cathedral towns
schools were established to train the clergy. Bishop Palladius showed a
special interest in Icelandic conditions and acted as a sort of chief
inspector for the church in Iceland. Only several decades later was the
Reformation so firmly established that a growing religious life can be
observed. Of special importance was the able and energetic Gudbrandur
Thorlaksson, bishop of Hélar from 1571 to 1627, who devoted his
energies to the Christian education of the communities and an improved
training for the clergy, and also published some ninety pamphlets. In 1584
the first Icelandic translation of the Bible in its entirety was published.
However, Bishop Gudbrandur, who was one of Iceland’s greatest bishops,
belongs properly to the period following the Reformation.

SWEDEN

In Sweden the Reformation, introduced under Gustavus Vasa (1523-60),
took a course very different from that in Denmark. Episcopal traditions
and the independence of the church were far stronger, and the period of
transition lasted for a greater number of years, approximating to an
organic development rather than a sudden break. Outside Stockholm the
Reformation depended little on a popular awakening. The attitude of the
king was of first importance.

Gustavus Vasa became the leader of the national uprising against
Christian II of Denmark in 1521 and was elected king in 1523. His
objective was a strong Crown in an independent nation. The position of
the church as a state within a state had therefore to be destroyed and its
superfluous properties confiscated by the Crown. The king’s most import-
ant adviser on church affairs was Laurentius Andre®, the chancellor and
archdeacon of Striangnis, a man of great political ability who after
studying abroad was well acquainted with the ecclesiastical problems of
the later middle ages and favoured Catholic reform. Accordingly he
formulated a programme for a national church. He argued that, since the
church was the community of the faithful, the Christian people, its
property belonged to the people whose king administered it. The Bible
and not the pope’s decree was the supreme authority, and Luther’s
writings must therefore be read and tested in the light of God’s Word.
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The archbishopric was vacant during the first tempestuous years, as
Gustav Tralle, who had remained faithful to Christian II, had fled to
Denmark. As the pope still supported him another archbishop could not
be elected for the time being. Little by little the king filled vacant
bishoprics with reliable men who favoured Catholic reform. In 1524 direct
contact with the pope ceased when the king sought in vain to be allowed to
retain the annates. The most important of the Swedish bishops and the
most energetic opponent of Lutheranism was old Hans Brask of Link&p-
ing, who as early as 1522 threatened to excommunicate those who bought
and read Luther’s writings. Through the numerous German merchants in
Stockholm Lutheranism began to gain a footing.

Sweden’s great reformer was Olavus Petri. He was born at Orebro in
1493, the son of a blacksmith. From 1516 to 1518 he studied at the
university of Wittenberg, the centre of humanism, where he took his
master’s degree in 1518. There he gained his broad humanistic education
and his knowledge of Greek and Hebrew. Presumably he watched Luther
developing into a reformer during those years. In the autumn of 1518
Olavus became secretary to the bishop of Stringnis, and in 1520 he was
ordained deacon and became a teacher at the cathedral school. His move
over to the Reformation was a harmonious development; only gradually
did he grow aware of the extent of Luther’s thought. Though he always
felt himself to be the disciple of Luther, his authority was the Bible.
Nevertheless, from 1523 his message was quite clearly Lutheran. At the
Diet of Stringnis in that year, Gustavus Vasa’s attention was drawn to
Olavus, probably by Laurentius Andre® who, like the king, soon realised
the importance of the new religious ideas in the field of ecclesiastical
policy.

In 1524 Olavus Petri became clerk to the city and began to preach in
Stockholm, gaining a considerable influence. The city was half German,
and a German Lutheran, Nicolaus Stecker, became parish priest. In 1525
Olavus married. Bishop Brask now delivered violent attacks against him
and the Lutheranism he was preaching. In a letter to the king he described
Olavus’s marriage as a mark of shame not only for the Swedish church,
but for the whole of Christendom. Gustavus Vasa replied that with his
limited knowledge he found it strange that the clergy should be excommu-
nicated for marrying, which was not forbidden by God, but not for
fornication, which was. This sort of marriage was accepted abroad, and he
therefore suggested that they should await the decision of a general
council.

Positive attempts were also made to uphold the ancient faith. The
printing press of Uppsala Cathedral published a number of important
devotional works. Upon the king’s instigation, however, the press was
removed to Stockholm, where as a counter-measure Olavus Petri pub-
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lished an evangelical devotional book, Useful Instruction (1526), the first
publication of the Swedish Reformation. The treatise, which began
Olavus’s comprehensive and momentous production, is based on Luther’s
Betbiichlein, but is otherwise more marked by south German humanistic
evangelicalism than by Wittenberg. Reformation pamphlets from Nurem-
berg and Franconia had reached Sweden by way of Kdnigsberg and were
studied by Olavus. The first Swedish translation of the New Testament,
which appeared in 1526, was probably his work, done in co-operation
with Laurentius Andre®. In the main it follows Luther’s German version,
but it is based on the Strassburg edition of 1523, the first literary proof of
Olavus’s connection with south-western Germany. He also made use of
Erasmus’s Greek edition and Latin translation. The Swedish New Testa-
ment was of great significance, both from a religious and a cultural point
of view.

Developments in Sweden were accelerated by the progress of the
Reformation in Germany, the Baltic and Denmark in 1525—7. Of special
importance was the connection with Duke Albrecht of Prussia who
concluded a treaty with Gustavus Vasa in 1526 and had Reformation
pamphlets sent to Sweden. Prussian envoys stayed with the king while he
was making preparations for the Diet of Visteras in 1527. In 1526
Gustavus Vasa attempted to arrange a religious disputation between the
learned Thomist, Peder Galle of Uppsala, and Olavus Petri. In Switzer-
land, southern Germany and northern Germany disputations had been
adopted to decide the ecclesiastical struggle. However, Peder Galle would
give only a written answer to the questions put by the king. Olavus
composed a detailed reply to this, Answers to Twelve Questions, which he
published in 1527 together with Galle’s statements. This pamphlet, in
which Olavus, using the Bible as his basis, gave a clear and simple
presentation of the evangelical doctrine, stressing the preaching of the
Word of God as the church’s sole duty, was of decisive importance in
ecclesiastical politics and a direct preparation for the Diet of Visteras.

In the summer of 1527 the king summoned this momentous Diet. There
he reviewed the miserable political and economic situation in the realm:
revolt in Dalecarlia, Liibeck’s demand for repayment of the war debt, and
so on. In such conditions he said he could not reign, but he made no
proposals himself, asked the Diet to find a way out of the difficulties, and
put the blame on the rich prelates. He denied the rumours that he was to
introduce a new religion and offered to have a disputation take place
before the assembly. It was quickly decided to support the king in his
struggle against the peasant revolt in Dalecarlia which could also have
repercussions for the nobility and clergy. In order to reach a decision in
the ecclesiastical struggle, the reformers now sought to arrange the
disputation. On behalf of the bishops, however, Brask rejected the idea as
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unnecessary: the church had already decided what the true faith was, and
he would not argue with heretics. He certainly promised the king financial
help, but demanded that the church’s privileges should be maintained and
that the pope’s sanction should be obtained for all ecclesiastical changes.
In this the nobility supported him. In a fury the king renounced the throne
and withdrew. By dint of separate negotiations with the various estates,
the reformers, who had been in mortal danger, succeeded during the
stormy days that followed in obtaining a hearing for the king’s demands.
One of the Catholic reform bishops offered to give way on political and
economic matters, but held fast to the Catholic doctrine and liturgy. This
put an end to the solidarity of the bishops. The king’s abdication was in
fact a clever pol