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‘I simply taught, preached, and wrote God’s Word; otherwise I did nothing. And while I slept, or drank Wittenberg beer with my friends … the Word so greatly weakened the papacy that never a prince or emperor did such damage to it. I did nothing. The Word did it all.’

Martin Luther

‘The Reformer is always right about what’s wrong. However, he’s often wrong about what is right.’

G.K. Chesterton
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Introduction: The fastest-selling Playmobil® figure ever

‘That change I have here in this Story unfolded is such that no man who does clearly understand it can think of it without the utmost degree of Admiration and Wonder. Its beginning was small and almost contemptible; and one man alone, a while, bore the hatred and violence of the whole World.’

So begins the first ‘official’ history of the Reformation. It was written by a man called Johannes Sleidanus or Sleidan.1 Sleidan had studied at various universities and became a fully paid-up subscriber to the reformist cause. Not that he was ever really fully paid up himself. Although he had been appointed a kind of ‘Official Historian of the Reformation’ by Philip of Hesse – one of the leading reformed princes – his work brought him nothing but poverty and hardship and even abuse.2 His great history was finally published in 1555. He died the next year in poverty and, according to one biographical sketch, ‘plunged into a deep melancholy, with such a total loss of memory, as that he did not know his own children’.

In his history he’d made every effort to be fair to the various sides.

So, naturally, everybody hated it.

Remind me again, why am I doing this?
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That’s the thing about histories of the Reformation. It is hard to remain impartial. Like it or not, we have all been affected by it. Anyone who has grown up in a church – or outside, come to that – has grown up in a culture deeply shaped by the language, ideas, traditions, rituals, expectations and attitudes which originated in that turbulent period.

The Reformation affects the way we define ourselves: Protestant, evangelical, Lutheran, Calvinist, Arminian, reformed, Baptist. Even Roman Catholic. It affects our ideas about heaven, hell, death, life. But it also affects the way we view our society. It defined so much that today we take for granted – ideas of sovereignty and individuality, of the nation state, of democratic rights. It reshaped the map of Europe and energised empires and nations. It gave us the ‘Protestant work ethic’ (which today is often neither Protestant nor ethical). It created our modern print media, and invented advertising and PR.

And, for Sleidan at least, it all began with one man: ‘There lived at that time, in Wittenberg upon the Elbe, a City of Saxony, one Martin Luther, a Doctor of Divinity, and an Augustine Fryer; who … began to advise Men to be Wise … And this happened in the Year of our Lord one thousand five hundred and seventeen.’

On the desk in front of me is a Playmobil® figure of Martin Luther. I’ll be honest, I don’t think it’s an exact replica. I mean, apart from anything else, he hasn’t got a nose.3 The figure was released to mark ‘500 years of Reformation’ and here’s a bit from the little brochure accompanying it:

‘In the beginning was the Word’, we are told in the Gospel of St John. If this is the case, then the beginning of the Reformation was a thesis. Indeed, the ninety-five theses which Martin Luther nailed to the door of the castle church in Wittenberg on 31 October protesting against the sale of indulgences …

Frankly, it’s a bit of a dodgy connection between the opening of John’s Gospel and Martin Luther’s Ninety-five Theses. But it’s significant that the toymakers thought Luther important enough to make a figure of him in the first place. Clearly what Luther did five hundred years ago in Wittenberg has elevated him to the Playmobil® Hall of Fame. As far as I can find out, the only other historical characters they have ever done are Cleopatra, Caesar and the Butterfly Fairy.4 And amazingly, the Luther figurine became Playmobil®’s fastest-selling figure, ever, with some 34,000 of the tiny plastic toys selling out within seventy-two hours.

Not bad for a five-hundred-year-old theologian.

The event celebrated by the Playmobil® figure has been called ‘the hammer blow that launched the Reformation’.

Here’s the story as it’s commonly recounted. Catholic salesmen are making a killing selling indulgences – basically vouchers for time off in purgatory. Luther, outraged, writes down his Ninety-five Theses. Then, on 31 October – All Saints’ Eve – 1517, he strides to the door of the Wittenberg church and nails his Theses to the door. A crowd gathers. ‘Guten Tag!’; ‘Achtung Spitfire!’; ‘Vorsprung Durch Technik,’ they exclaim. ‘Es ist der Reformation!’

The scales fall from their eyes. There are cheers and tears and everyone goes home to be Protestant and be righteously happy ever after.

Suffice to say it didn’t happen like that – indeed, it probably didn’t happen at all. It’s just one of those myths which cluster around Luther. (Of which more later.) Certainly, Luther was the crucial, pivotal figure of the Reformation. But the Reformation didn’t begin with him and it didn’t begin that October day in 1517. He wasn’t the first person to call for a Reformation of the Church, or to object to the sale of indulgences, or to deny the Catholic theory of transubstantiation. His wasn’t the first translation of the Bible into German. And he wasn’t even the first person to invent the idea of justification by faith …
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One day in the early sixteenth century, one man came to understand that the righteousness of Christ could be ‘given and imputed unto us, as being graft into Christ, and having put on Christ’. He went on to develop this idea, declaring that Christians had to rely ‘upon the justice of Christ given and imputed to us, and not upon the holiness and grace that is inherent in us’. This insight brought him a great relief: ‘I was changed from great fear and suffering to happiness,’ he wrote.

His name was …

Actually, his name was Gasparo Contarini, Cardinal Gasparo Contarini, and this was Easter Saturday 1511. Around seven years before Luther came up with the same idea.

Contarini was a Venetian from a noble family, and was the same age as Luther. Just a bit quicker off the mark. What Contarini didn’t do, though, was to stretch this idea and use it to knock away at the established practices of the Catholic Church. He was a cardinal after all. And he spent the rest of his life trying to reconcile Catholic teaching with this idea of justification, rather than rebelling. We’ll hear more of Contarini later.

You see, it wasn’t necessarily that Luther got there first. In fact Christianity throughout its history has been a religion of renewal and reform. ‘Reformation’ – which comes from the Latin reformatio – is the lifeblood of the Church. It’s there in the pages of the Bible. In the Old Testament the faith of the Patriarchs is renewed by the Law of Moses. King Josiah rediscovered the Torah and reformed the worship of his day. Ezra came back from exile with a plan of reform. The prophets called for continual reformation. Paul changed the relationship of Christianity and Judaism.

And beyond that, the history of Christianity up until Luther’s day saw a constant churning of renewal and reform movements from the desert fathers to medieval mystics like Meister Eckhart, to reforming monks like Francis of Assisi. Luther himself wouldn’t have said he was preaching new ideas. To Luther it was the medieval Western church, with its hierarchies and elaborate ritual, its superstition and its venality, that was a departure from the norm. Luther was a radical, in the true sense of the word: he wanted to get back to the roots.

But if he wasn’t the first, then how come it’s him who gets a Playmobil® figure?

Simple: he was the right man, in the right place, at the right time.

The right time, because there was technology available to make it happen. As we shall see, the story of Luther and the Reformation is largely bound up in the exciting new medium of the printed book. Luther wrote unmissable, unforgettable and often unedifying prose. Other people had similar ideas to him in previous years, but Luther had the printing press. And he was a one-man publishing industry.

The right place, because he was in an empire which, as the century went on, was unable to impose its political will as it once had. Luther lived in Wittenberg in Electoral Saxony, and the leaders of that place protected him. Had he been in Rome, or England, or France, it’s doubtful he would have lived long enough to write all those books.

Most of all, perhaps, he was the right man. Unlike Contarini, for example, Luther took these ideas and ran with them. He refused to be cowed or silenced. George Bernard Shaw wrote that ‘all progress depends on the unreasonable man’. And, believe me, in the whole history of human civilisation, you have to go a long way to find a more unreasonable man than Martin Luther.

Of course, there are many more reasons why the European Reformation stuck, and there are many more people who played a significant part in its success.

But none of them are as important as Martin Luther.

And that’s why (a) they don’t get their own Playmobil® figure and (b) why he, more than anyone else, is the ‘star’ of the tale you are about to read.

First, though, some terms and conditions …
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It’s a problem, when talking of the reformers and their ideas, to work out what to call them.

A term like ‘protestant’, for example, did not denote a religious grouping at the time; it was a political grouping of rebel states and cities. Of which, more later. Martin Luther preferred ‘evangelical’ (German, evangelisch) but when I use that term in this book please don’t think that they were like modern, twentieth- and twenty-first-century evangelicals. He also tended to use the word ‘Christian’ – much to the annoyance of his opponents, all of whom considered themselves equally, if not more, Christian than Luther. Meanwhile, followers of Calvin and Zwingli preferred the word ‘reformed’ (réformé in French). Other terms changed their meaning over the course of the Reformation. Puritan, for example, started out as a term of abuse, but came to be a badge of honour.

Talking of abuse, there are sections in this book which are not for those of a nervous disposition. Some bits, I’m sorry to say, are quite rude and sweary.5 In my defence, it’s not me doing the swearing, for once, but people like Luther and … well, just Luther actually. During the past five centuries a great many myths grew up around people such as Luther, Calvin and others, not least the idea that they were nice. We like our heroes heroic, and our villains villainous. Particularly in Victorian times, but still, a little, today, biographies of Luther portray the principled man who stood alone against hatred and villainy, while rather ignoring the potty-mouthed, anti-Semitic, abusive man, with his bowel problems and his uncanny ability to fall out with virtually anyone. They praise the austere, philosophical, disciplined Calvin, the writer of beautiful prose, rather than the man who engineered his opponents’ exile and even death, who could not bear to be contradicted and who was so unpopular in his own city that its inhabitants tried to empty their chamber pots onto him. We get the humanist Zwingli, who systematically preached the New Testament and radically transformed the nature of Christian worship, rather than the man who drowned his enemies in the river.

Some of their deeds were glorious. Some of their deeds were appalling. There is more than enough moral ambiguity in this tale to go around.

They were human beings, and, like the rest of us, they were, for the most part, just muddling along. As with all major historical shifts, nobody at the time realised that they were starting the Reformation.

But they were. And this is how it happened.
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1 The medieval mindscape

Joen the painter

In 1516, a year before Luther published his Ninety-five Theses, a Dutch painter died during an outbreak of the plague. His name was Jheronimus van Aken, his neighbours knew him simply as ‘Joen the painter’, but he signed his works Jheronimus Bosch.

Bosch spent most of his life in the strangely named town of ’s-Hertogenbosch (hence his assumed surname) where he lived in a house on the north side of the market square.1 Bosch’s life and paintings offer a unique, powerful and, some would say, borderline-insane glimpse into the medieval mind. His paintings contain some of the most mind-bogglingly bizarre creatures ever imagined. He painted heaven and hell and everything in between. (Actually, now I come to think of it, a lot of heaven and most of the in-between bits still look slightly hellish. Even his ‘realistic’ people are often grotesque, but then perhaps there’s nothing more nightmarish than real people.)

When one looks at Bosch, one is tempted to think that he spent his life smoking a lot of the same stuff that his modern compatriots do. But Bosch’s imagination – though unique – was inhaling nothing more mind-altering than medievalism. He was painting, in fact, the landscape and the mindscape of the world in which Luther grew up.

Which probably explains a lot.

One of his paintings, The Wayfarer, depicts a peddler of some sort, a man just trying to scrape a living. He is getting old. He is gaunt, grey-haired, stubble on his chin. His back is bowed under the weight of his wicker pack. In his left hand he carries a hat to ward off the rain or the harsh sun. The other hand wields a walking stick, with a bulbous, cudgel-like end with which he is trying to ward off a dog. One of his legs is bandaged, suggesting that he has already been bitten. There is a hole in the knee of his trousers. He has lost one of his shoes and is having to wear a slipper instead. Today he would probably feature in a number of hipster magazines, but, in his world, he is not having a good day.
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Behind the man, in the distance, there is a house. Underwear is hanging from the window, a woman and a soldier are kissing in the doorway. Another woman can be seen upstairs. A sign hangs on the house – an image of a swan: it’s an inn, and a brothel.2 Round the corner, a man is relieving himself against the wall of the house.

This is a fairly basic world. It is cold and muddy and hard. It is a place of danger and disease and temptation. What could make it better for this poor man? Only one thing. In the distance, through a gate which currently bars his way, there is a hill.

And on that hill is a tall, spindly cross.

Another world

Christian belief, its rites and rituals, completely shaped life in medieval Europe. The year was organised around the Christian calendar: Advent and Lent and Easter and Christmas. The weeks had a common pattern, with fasting on Friday and Sabbath on Sunday. There were feast days and holy days which celebrated local saints or commemorated events – real or imagined – in the life of Jesus and Mary. Such holy days provided a bright spot in lives which were, for the most part, sheer, unremitting hard grind.

Life was tough. It was whatever the opposite of a bowl of cherries is. (I’m not sure what that is, but I’m pretty sure Bosch painted it somewhere.) This was a world of uncertainty and anxiety. Sickness could snuff out your life at a moment’s notice, and no one had a clue why. The Black Death had ravaged Western Europe in the mid-fourteenth century to such an extent that by 1450 the population had declined from its 1350 levels by between 60 and 75 per cent.3 Faced with such incomprehensible events, people needed reassurance that there was a better life available somewhere, somehow. And the Church gave them that. The Church held out the hope of salvation, rest, paradise – of a future life which was a great deal less muddy, cold and generally dung-coloured than the one around them.

Churches themselves were designed to make all this clear. Today we are used to rather austere churches (a consequence of Reformation ideas) unless you go to a cathedral, or one of those with the smoke machine and the lights and the worship leader with the rockstar complex. Mostly everything is plain and dull-coloured, not least the vicar. But in Bosch’s day, entering a church was to enter somewhere covered in colour and dripping with decoration, its doorways filled with painted sculptures, its walls painted with stories from the Bible, or the lives of popular saints. The stained-glass windows glowed with light. Candles flickered. The air was thick with incense.

As well as the setting, the whole service was designed to give you a tantalising glimpse of another world. The sounds of the choirs, the priests in their colourful and often sumptuous robes, all gave the impression of otherworldly beauty and mystery. And ‘mystery’ was the word: for one thing, the liturgy was in Latin, a language which few people understood (sometimes not even those reciting the words). And there was a screen across the middle of the church which closed off some of the more sacred moments to ordinary lay people.4 One day, of course, you would be able to participate fully in the mysteries. In heaven. But here on earth, you could look, but you could not touch.

And, actually, even the promise of heaven was heavily guarded. I mean, you couldn’t just let anyone in. No, even then, there were procedures, border patrols, immigration. There was a gate through which you had to pass, and that was guarded by the Church. The Church which controlled who would, and who wouldn’t, be saved. And it administered this salvation through the sacraments.

Seven sacraments and other hocus pocus

A sacrament is a special, sacred act of the Church. Seven sacraments had been defined: baptism, confirmation, the Mass or Eucharist, penance, marriage, ordination and extreme unction (anointing with oil on your deathbed).5 Five of these – baptism, confirmation, Eucharist, confession and extreme unction – were for everyone, priests and laity. One – marriage – was specifically for the laity.6 And the final one – taking holy orders – was obviously only for the clergy.

All Christians were baptised soon after birth. Everyone in Europe was born into the Church. Later on you underwent the sacrament of confirmation, meaning that your membership of Christendom was rubber-stamped.

Then there was confession. This was a kind of spiritual MOT. At least once a year Christians would confess their sins and be prescribed a course of penance leading to absolution. Christians had to confess their sin ‘on pain of damnation’ (which seems a bit pointless, since if you didn’t confess your sins you were damned anyway).7 Mandatory private confession was only officially introduced in the Fourth Lateran Council in 1215, which declared it to be good for the soul. Not that it always was, actually. Sometimes it was more confusing than anything else. For those who took it really seriously, there was always the issue of whether you had confessed everything. Was there anything you had forgotten? In the fifteenth century, Margery Kempe, a woman in Norfolk, recorded how she left her confession so disturbed that she imagined devils around her, pawing and clawing at her as she walked home.

Then there was the Eucharist or Mass.8 This was the centrepiece of Christian worship. From the moment you entered the church, your eye was drawn to the altar, on which Christ’s body would be sacrificed to God. The Mass was the preserve of priests: the people would generally only get to partake once a year, and even then they would not get any wine. As to what happened during Mass, that was a matter of hotly contested debate.

According to the Bible, when Jesus had handed out the bread and the wine he said, ‘this is my body’ and ‘this is my blood’. But what, exactly, did he mean? Jesus wouldn’t lie. Obvs. So he must have meant that the bread and the wine were, in some way, really his body and blood. But how? Because it didn’t look or taste any different. Medieval Catholic theologians found the answer with the help of a very ancient Greek. Aristotle had suggested that everything has an outward appearance and an inner, or deeper reality. The inner reality was termed the ‘substance’; the outer appearance was known as the ‘accidents’.

A theologian called Thomas Aquinas applied this idea to the bread: its ‘substance’, its fundamental nature, was the very breadiness of bread, while the ‘accidents’ meant the qualities of an individual piece, e.g. shape, size, density, number of poppy seeds, etc. What happened during the Mass, then, was that the accidents – the outer appearance – remained the same, but the substance of the bread – its inner reality – was altered. So it still looked like bread on the outside, but inside it was solid Jesus. Its breadiness had become Jesusness. The ‘substance’ was now the body of Christ. Hence the term, transubstantiation. It was Jesus, only shaped like a bun. That change occurred when the priest raised the bread and spoke the Latin phrase, Hoc est corpus meum (‘This is my body’). Church bells would ring and the bread would be transformed. And if it seemed like a magic trick, well maybe that’s why later generations changed the words Hoc est corpus meum into the more fairy-tale hocus pocus.

The final sacrament in the life of the ordinary believer – and I do mean final – was extreme unction. Extreme unction was not some kind of medieval extreme sport. It refers to the end-of-life anointing and confession, a full-service valet cleaning before your soul departed for heaven.9 It’s ‘extreme’ because there is a real danger of dying, and ‘unctuous’ because the priest anointed the sick person with oil. Like extreme sports, though, timing was crucial. Timing your departure from life is rarely straightforward, but it’s especially difficult in a society where you could be struck down by the plague, or warfare, or just a mug of some particularly dodgy mead.

All these sacraments were methods of sin management. And that was the most important task facing a Christian. Because as everyone was constantly reminded, sinners went to hell.

Hell, purgatory and the Devil

Bosch is perhaps best known for his visionary, nightmarish, surreal pictures of hell. But medieval people did not think hell was surreal: they thought it was only too real. Bosch inhabited a world where demons were real and dangerous, where kings wrote treatises on witchcraft and where Martin Luther could calmly record that it was the Devil who caused ‘all the maladies which afflict mankind’ and who drove people to suicide: ‘It is very certain that, as to all persons who have hanged themselves, or killed themselves in any other way, it is the devil who has put the cord round their necks, or the knife to their throats.’

The Devil, you see, had one aim: to get you into hell.

The Christian wanted to go to heaven. But that was tricky. Certain people – martyrs and saints – obviously got into heaven straight away. But what about the rest of us? What about if we died without confessing everything? Obviously, if you died with unconfessed mortal sins – murder for example – then that meant hell for all eternity. But what about lesser sins?

Well, for the rest of us, there was a safety net in place. It was called purgatory.

Purgatory was a place of cleansing, a place where you could be purged of the smaller sins. Generally it was imagined as a crowded place, where you had to spend a long time enduring a series of trials or punishments. A bit like going to IKEA.

Depictions of purgatory found in literature such as Dante’s Divine Comedy, or Catherine of Genoa’s Treatise on Purgatory, show it as a place where souls are being punished, but in a good way. They are happy to accept the punishments being meted out because they know that a visit to purgatory will, in the end, bring rewards. Like IKEA.

But purgatory wasn’t heaven. And most people looked to spend as little time there as possible … Like IKEA.

And so a whole purgatory-avoidance industry grew up. One of the chief purgatory-avoidance schemes was the saying of a Mass for the souls of the dead. People would leave money in their wills to pay for Masses to be said for them, and the reward was that you would get some time taken off your stay in purgatory. But that was expensive, and only really an option for the wealthy. So another scheme was created in which ordinary people could buy a voucher which would give them – or one of their relatives – time off from purgatory. These promo codes shortening your stay in purgatory were backed by the authority of none other than the Pope. And they were called indulgences.

The way they worked was that the Pope had a kind of bank of unused merit. You remember all those saints and martyrs who were fast tracked into heaven? Well, clearly they hadn’t needed all the spiritual merit they’d accumulated on earth. So all their unused, spare merit, went into the Church’s treasury, where it could be dished out by the Pope to any soul he deemed worthy. And, for a small fee, you could actually buy some of this merit in the form of an indulgence. Indulgences had originated as a special bonus gift for anyone who signed up to the First Crusade, but such was the popularity that they were soon made available to cash customers. And it was not just your own stay in purgatory that could be shortened: the papal bull Salvator Noster (1476) extended this insurance to cover not just the living but also the dead. It acted retroactively.10 

A lot of people questioned the sale of indulgences; Luther was by no means the first, or the only person to object to this trade. Earlier in 1517, for example, magistrates in the German city of Rostock strenuously opposed a three-month indulgence sale that had just been launched. What particularly miffed them was that they were already supporting 204 monks and nuns in their city and 182 working altars.

But the Pope needed money. Building new cathedrals and financing crusades did not come cheap. For both sinners seeking heaven, and for popes seeking finance, every little helped.

Modern devotion

Most people happily accepted all of this, and enthusiastically went along with everything that was on offer. But at the same time a lot of them weren’t content just to let the professionals get on with it; increasingly, they were finding ways to experience a bit of that beauty and glory for themselves.

One of the main ways in which people did this was to go on pilgrimage. Travelling to famous shrines like Santiago de Compostela, Rome, Jerusalem or Canterbury would not only show you the world; it would also get you time off in purgatory when you prayed to the saint and venerated his or her relics.11 

Some people sought their own personal experiences. Mystics like Julian of Norwich, and the unknown author of the treatise called The Cloud of Unknowing, wrote hugely influential works that were all about a personal, unmediated revelation. Mysticism, by its nature, bypasses the ordinary routes, skips round all the sacraments and goes straight to the heart of the individual, which is why the official church was always a bit ambivalent about it. They applauded the sentiment but rather regretted that the divine revelation hadn’t been revealed through more official channels. But this kind of writing was widely read. In fact, Luther’s first published work was an edition of the Theologia Germanica, a mystical treatise by an unknown priest living in Frankfurt. (Luther gave it the rather less mystical and more culinary-sounding name: Der Franckforter – the Frankfurter.)12 

Another way in which ordinary people claimed their own stake in the spiritual life was by joining lay ‘brotherhoods’. These offered a kind of monasticism for ordinary believers. The most significant of these was a movement called the New Devotion – Devotio Moderna – which emerged in the Netherlands and spread into Germany. Devotees of Devotio formed small groups known as ‘the Brethren of the Common Life’ who met together in ‘congregations’. The groups included married couples and families, and their ‘houses’ were controlled by the local town corporations, not by abbots or bishops. The idea was that everyone could be an apprentice of Jesus, an imitator, as it was called in the movement’s most famous work, The Imitation of Christ, traditionally ascribed to a certain Thomas à Kempis.13 In particular they focused on nurturing a rich, inner devotional life, nourished by reading and imaginative meditation. They ran schools as well, teaching Latin, grammar and rhetoric. In 1497 the young Martin Luther spent a year at one of their schools in Magdeburg.

The fact is that the pre-Luther days were not dry, arid, hopeless times of spiritual desolation. On the contrary, people were already nourishing their faith outside the official channels. And it’s important to note that these were reform movements. Because, while everyone accepted that the Church was crucial to salvation, most people also realised that it was also awash with scandal and corruption. And they blamed the man at the top.

Hopeless popes

Sometime between 1490 and 1500, Bosch painted The Haywain. Its theme is drawn from a Flemish proverb: ‘The world is a haystack and everyone snatches what he can from it.’ The left-hand panel shows three scenes from the first chapters of Genesis: Adam and Eve in the Garden of Eden, tempted by a half-man, half-serpent and then expelled. The huge middle panel shows an enormous wagon of hay – the haywain of the title. On the hay, and surrounding the wagon, are a throng of people doing all the things of ordinary life. People are being tricked out of their goods, others are fighting, dancing, drinking. A couple snog in a tree. The wagon is being pulled, typically for Bosch, by bizarre creatures: fish with legs, or people with ape-like heads, or long, dagger-like beaks. These are demons, pulling the world and all those in love with it away from Eden and towards the panel on the right, where a scarlet-flamed hell is waiting, peopled – if that’s the right word – with even-more-grotesque and surreal devils. All those on and around the haywain seem cheerfully oblivious to their fate. And among those enthusiastically following the cart are two significant figures: the Emperor and the Pope.

Yep, the Pope is heading in the wrong direction.

The idea that the reformers were the first who dared criticise the Pope is not true at all. Criticising the Pope was commonplace. And this was mainly due to the fact that the popes had a long history of appalling behaviour. One key factor was the so-called Great Schism of the fourteenth century. From 1378 there were two Popes, ‘elected’ by rival factions and backed by different European rulers. One of them was French and lived in Avignon; the other was Italian and lived in Rome. And for thirty years Avignon and Rome each elected their own popes. They tried to sort the problem out through a council at Pisa in 1409, which both the Popes refused to attend. So the council elected another Pope. Now there were three Popes. The situation wasn’t resolved until 1419. But it severely damaged the idea that the Pope was in any way a responsible adult, let alone Christ’s representative on earth.14 

Everyone knew that fish rotted from the head down. And it is a fact that calls for reform feature in every major church summit between 1378 and 1514, though nothing ever happened. The real problem was that for those in power it was always the other part of the Church that needed reforming, not their bit. The cardinals were never going to give up any of their power. And the popes were having way too much fun.

In fact, the list of popes in the fifty years before Luther came to prominence contains some of the worst examples of papal misbehaviour in church history. I wouldn’t dream of sullying this noble work with their behaviour.

Oh all right then. Here’s a quick list:

Paul II (Pope from 1464 to 1471)

He considered himself so good looking that he originally tried to call himself Pope Formosus (the Handsome) until he was talked out of it by his cardinals. I’ll be honest, his portraits don’t really support his own estimation of his beauty. He wore rouge in public, organised carnivals and horse racing, and had a weakness for good-looking young men and for melons (probably not at the same time, but you never know). To be fair to him, he did repair a lot of Rome’s ancient monuments, and he allowed two Germans to set up the first Roman printing press.

Sixtus IV (Pope from 1471 to 1484)

As a Franciscan monk, he was wedded to a life of poverty. As Pope he and poverty got a quickie divorce and he married extravagance instead. His coronation tiara alone cost more than a third of the papacy’s annual income. To raise money, he sold indulgences and church jobs: he gave the archbishopric of Milan to an eleven-year-old and the archbishopric of Lisbon to a boy of eight. He also appointed many of his nephews cardinals.15 He did build some churches and hospitals as well, not to mention the chapel named after him – the Sistine Chapel – which he had decorated by famous artists like Botticelli, Ghirlandaio and Perugino. (Michelangelo did his bit of painting and decorating much later. He was only six at the time. Although I suppose he could have been made Archbishop of Florence or something like that.) In 1478, Sixtus issued a bull ordering an inquiry into the role of Jews in the Spanish court. Although nobody was expecting it, this was the beginning of the notorious Spanish Inquisition.

Innocent VIII (Pope from 1484 to 1492)

He was a hopeless nonentity, totally dominated by others who used him as their puppet. (Not literally, although I wouldn’t have put it past them.) He did make several relatives cardinals, not his nephews this time, but his children by a Neapolitan mistress. By the end, Innocent was waking up only to gorge himself on gargantuan meals. He grew so fat and so ill that the only nourishment he could take was ‘no more than a few drops of milk from the breast of a young woman’. Well that was his excuse, anyway. Towards the end of his life, three young men died in an attempt to give him a blood transfusion.

Alexander VI (Pope from 1492 to 1503)

This was the Pope in charge when Bosch painted The Haywain. And you can see why Bosch has him heading in the other direction. Alexander was one of the notorious Borgia family. Though aged sixty-one, he had a nineteen-year-old mistress whose brother, Alessandro Farnese, the Pope made a cardinal. He commissioned work from both artists and assassins.16 He staged sex shows in the Vatican and for the last few years of his life had to go out wearing a mask because his face was disfigured by syphilis.17 Alexander VI, then, was that rare thing, a pope with an STI. It was alleged that he died when an attempt to poison one of his cardinals went wrong.

Given this list (and there are more to come), it’s not surprising that people resented Rome for its extravagance, expense and general not-very-Christ-like behaviour. This was especially keenly felt in northern Europe, in Germany and the Netherlands, and other places where people lived far away from all that loose-living, olive-oil growing, melon-eating lifestyle. As well as the popes, there was widespread criticism of priests and monks. It has been estimated that anything from between 30 to 70 per cent of the Catholic clergy – depending on the region – did not occupy their offices; instead they just took the money and employed a locum – a temporary vicar – to stand in for them. (One of those who benefited from this system was the young John Calvin.) Many priests lived with concubines and had children of their own, and the Church would levy a ‘cradle tax’ on each child. In Bamberg the bishop charged five gulden for every child, which one year brought him 1,500 gulden. In the much larger diocese of Constance a tax of four to five gulden brought in 7,500 gulden. (Which means that there were at least 1,500 clerical ‘bastards’ in the diocese.) This was a handy revenue stream, which is why the clerical authorities were reluctant to crack down on it. Sometimes the townsfolk got really annoyed at such behaviour. In Osnabrück, in Saxony, for example, the city council got so fed up they forced priests’ ‘wives’ to wear plain clothes and a striped coat as a mark of shame. To be fair, many priests were ashamed as well. In a pamphlet by a reformer called Eberlin von Günzburg we find a priest eaten up with self-loathing about his own hypocrisy. He complains that the laity tolerate clerical concubines ‘the way stable boys become accustomed to dung’:

on the one hand I cannot live without a wife, on the other I am not permitted to have a wife. So I am forced to live a publicly shameful life to the detriment of my soul and my honour … How shall I preach about chastity and promiscuity, adultery and knavish behaviour when my whore goes to church and is seen on the streets and my bastards sit before my eyes? How shall I read the Mass in such circumstances?

Not exactly PC language, but you get the point. And the fact is that, once the reformers suggested that clerical marriage was OK, many monks, nuns, priests, prelates and even the occasional ex-cardinal rushed to join in. Even one of Luther’s most dedicated opponents, Duke George of Saxony, described the Church as not so much the Bride of Christ, more ‘a stinking decayed corpse’. Critics of the Church called for reformatio in capite et membris – reform in head and members.

For all this, it was the Pope who was chiefly blamed. ‘If the head is sick, the limbs also feel the pain. If reform is to be accomplished, it must begin with the pope and the Roman curia. It is the pope and the cardinals who daily commit the most fearful transgression and abuses …’ said a German priest in 1451 to the papal representative Nicholas of Cusa.

But for all that, people didn’t want to get rid of the Pope or the local priest – they wanted better popes and better priests. They wanted a clean-up, not a clear-out. They wanted to prune the tree, not chop it down. And this was not just talk: in the century before Luther there were some who had really wielded the secateurs with a vengeance.

Pre-Reformation reformers

At the Fifth Lateran Council in 1512, Gianfrancesco Pico della Mirandola, rather optimistically, given who was Pope at the time, urged the Pope to act: ‘These diseases and wounds must be healed by you Holy Father,’ he said, and then added, rather ominously: ‘otherwise I fear that God himself, whose place on earth you take, will not apply a gentle cure, but with fire and sword will cut off those diseased members and destroy them, and I believe that he has already clearly given signs of his future remedy.’

What signs was he thinking of? Perhaps he was recalling what happened in Florence ten years earlier when a Dominican friar called Girolamo Savonarola had come to power. He was a fiery preacher who claimed direct communion with God and who hated the wealthy aristocracy that ruled the Italian states at the time, especially the Medici in Florence, the Duke of Milan and, most of all, Pope Alexander VI. Here’s a taste of his rhetoric:

Popes and prelates speak against worldly pride and ambition and are plunged in it up to their ears. They preach chastity and keep mistresses … They think only of the world and worldly things; for souls they care nothing … They have made of the Church a house of ill fame … a prostitute who sits upon the throne of Solomon and signals to the passers-by … O prostituted Church, you have unveiled your abuse before the eyes of the whole world, and your poisoned breath rises to the heavens.

Savonarola established a ‘Christian and religious republic’ in Florence. It was, in fact, the first truly modern republic, as in ‘ruled by the whole people’. The new constitution granted every citizen in good standing the right to a vote in a new parliament: the Great Council. At the same time Savonarola enforced a strong moral code, banning same-sex relationships, adultery and public drunkenness, while self-appointed bands of young men acted as religious police, patrolling the streets and telling people off for their immodest dress. Savonarola also introduced regular ‘bonfires of the vanities’ during which citizens would come and chuck their mirrors, make-up, fancy clothing and paintings on the fires, along with worldly books, musical instruments and even games such as chess. (Sadly, the paintings burned included several by Michelangelo and Botticelli.)

It could not last, of course. The powers that be eventually got their act together and Savonarola was executed. But he established a model. Burning books, destroying art, policing morality, were all to become features of the Reformation. (Not to mention all-powerful city councils dominated by charismatic, and slightly unhinged, religious leaders.)

Savonarola was a reformer before the Reformation. But he was not alone. The most famous of the pre-Reformation reformers was the man called ‘the morning star of the Reformation’, John Wycliffe.18 Wycliffe – an academic and professional grumpy old man – was Doctor of Divinity at Oxford University. During the time of the two Popes, he began to put forward some radical ideas. He attacked many of the Church’s most revered institutions including the papacy, church hierarchy, monastic orders and worship of saints.

Wycliffe grounded his ideas in the Bible, which he regarded as the ultimate authority – above the Church and its traditions, above the teaching of the Church Fathers, above the rulings of the Pope. Wycliffe thought that the idea of transubstantiation was ridiculous, a distortion of the original biblical story. He saw Communion as a moral and spiritual gift, not a conjuring trick played with substances and accidents and all that Aristotelian wiffle.

He claimed that, insofar as Christ intended to leave a ‘church’, it must have been a spiritual body with no earthly possessions. This was not an argument which was likely to convince churchmen, who quite liked their possessions. And if it was a spiritual institution, then the Church should have nothing to do with secular power and legal systems. The Pope was not some kind of secular ruler, he was the Bishop of Rome, no more, no less. The authority of the Pope – or of any church leader for that matter – did not rest with their political or military power, but came from their moral authority. Which, given how immoral many of them were, was something of a problem.

Ordinarily Wycliffe would have been swiftly encouraged to shut up, using a large axe. But he was protected (a) by his own reputation, (b) by the geographical distance between Oxford and Rome and (c) by the political situation in England where the ruling class saw some advantage to themselves in weakening the power of the Church.
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He wasn’t executed, therefore, but was condemned at a synod in 1382, sacked by the university and sent into oblivion. Or Leicestershire as it’s known. He retired to the small town of Lutterworth, from where he continued to chunter his denunciations of the Church, until he died of clinical grumpiness two years later. (But that in itself was a message: Wycliffe died in his bed – the Pope was powerless, if the state did not want to do something.)

To Wycliffe, scripture was key. He wanted everyone to read it in their own language, so some of his followers made the first translation of the Bible into English. The so-called ‘Wycliffe’ Bible was probably the work of two men: Nicholas of Hereford who did a rather wooden version of the Old Testament, and John Purvey, who revised the Old Testament and completed the work. The translation was condemned as heretical but it proved amazingly popular. It was particularly associated with a group of Wycliffite followers who became known as the Lollards – a word which was supposed to imitate the muttering, mumbling sound of a group of lay people stumbling their way through the Bible.

The English nobility were all in favour of power moving from the Pope towards them, but they didn’t want it going any further than that, thanks very much. And when the peasants revolted in 1381, they blamed the Wycliffe Bible for filling the peasant heads with a load of revolutionary ideas. In 1407, Thomas Arundel, Archbishop of Canterbury, banned the making and reading of Wycliffite Bibles, without the approval of the Church, and in England translating the Bible was to remain illegal for another one hundred and fifty years.

Lollardy was driven underground, but it survived, mainly among traders and merchants and the emerging professional middle classes. Small groups of Lollards continued to meet in secret. Each group appointed their own leaders, they allowed lay people to preach and to officiate at the Eucharist, and they read from their Bibles. We will see similar radical, underground splinter groups emerge at the fringes of the Reformation.

Wycliffe’s ideas were taken up by a load of Bohemians. Although part of the Holy Roman Empire, Bohemia (roughly the western part of what today we call the Czech Republic) had a strong independent streak, and that was embodied in Jan Hus, Dean of the Philosophical Faculty in Prague’s newly established university. Radically, Hus offered communicants both the bread and the wine, something which had not been done for centuries. He denied the power of popes to issue indulgences and expressed doubts about the existence of purgatory. Like Wycliffe, he relied on the Bible for his inspiration. In 1414 Hus was eventually ordered to present his radical ideas before a council – the same council that had been called to sort out the embarrassing multi-Pope situation. He was given a promise of safe conduct by the Holy Roman Emperor, Sigismund, but the council decided that promises didn’t count if they were given to a heretic, so they had Hus arrested. After six months in prison he was hauled before a show court, sentenced to death and then burned at the stake.

This duplicitous stupidity turned Hus into a martyr. His betrayal and death sparked off an armed revolt in Bohemia, a revolt which the troops of the Holy Roman Empire were unable to suppress. The result was that Bohemia was allowed to establish an independent Hussite church, free from papal control, in the middle of Catholic Europe. The Hussites continued to receive both bread and wine in Communion. And in the future, Bohemia was to prove a staunch ally of the Reformation cause.

In 1415, shortly before he died, Hus was reported to have made a punning prophecy. ‘You may roast this goose,’ he said – and here, it helps to know that ‘Hus’ means ‘goose’ in Czech – ‘but a hundred years from now a swan will arise whose singing you will not be able to silence.’ Swans, of course, don’t sing, but leaving Hus’s lamentable ornithological knowledge aside, it was almost exactly a hundred years later that Martin Luther launched his Theses on the world. Whether or not Hus ever said anything of the sort, Luther certainly believed that he was the swan. And after his death, Lutheran churches used the symbol, putting swan-shaped weather vanes on their churches while their paintings and engravings often portrayed Luther with a swan.19 
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This, then, was the medieval world. It was a world of hierarchy and authority, where the Church controlled access to heaven, but also where individuals were beginning to make their own claims on holiness and spirituality. It was a world where a great many people recognised the need for reform, but where too much radicalism was clamped down upon. It was not that people didn’t have radical ideas, or see the need for reform, but their ability to spread those ideas was extremely limited.

But some forty years after the death of Hus, everything changed.


2 The escape of knowledge

Mr Gooseflesh and his marvellous machine

In 1454 a man called Mr Gooseflesh changed the world.

His full name – his very full name – is: Johannes Gensfleisch zur Laden zum Gutenberg. We know him better as Johannes Gutenberg. And he invented a device called a printing press.

The usual production method for a book in the Middle Ages was a monk. Books were copied by hand, which, even for simple, straightforward designs, made book production a laborious and eye-wateringly expensive affair.1 

Monks were unreliable. Richard of Bury complained that the monks cared ‘more about drinking beer than writing books’, but then again, don’t we all. But, sober or not, human error inevitably led to mistakes creeping in. Because they were handwritten they were slow to produce. Because they were slow to produce they were scarce. And because they were scarce they were expensive. So people simply didn’t encounter books in any great quantities. In 1424 the library at the University of Cambridge had just 122 books in it. The Vatican Library – at that time the largest library in the world – had about 1,100 books in it.

What Gutenberg did was to replace the old printing technology (i.e. a grumpy monk with a pen) with three crucial elements which were to survive pretty much unchanged for the next six centuries: metal type, an oil-based ink (which was needed to ensure the ink adhered to the metal type) and a top-down press based on the olive and wine-press.2 When a whole page of type had been ‘set’, it was inked up and a piece of paper put on top. The paper would then be pressed down onto the type and a printed page would emerge. Repeat the process and you have a number of identical pages. And when the whole thing was done, you could then simply redistribute the type and reuse it to make another page of another book. It was a radical new way of working, and it was to change everything.3 

Gutenberg’s revolution changed the world. For the first time, books could be mass-produced in huge quantities. They became cheaper and more widely available. But like many inventors, Gutenberg never actually grasped the true potential of his invention. His first book – an edition of the Bible – used the same design as a handwritten manuscript and was printed on parchment.4 The production process took him two years, only produced 150 copies and virtually bankrupted him. In fact, the only full-sized books Gutenberg ever printed were two editions of the Bible. Instead, he used his invention to print smaller items: some calendars, a very short Latin grammar and, ironically, given the impact of printing on the Reformation, papal indulgences. What he was trying to do was to show that printing could produce the same high-quality work as before. But he failed to realise that the world didn’t want that kind of work. They wanted cheap. They wanted available. They wanted to read.

It was others who really grasped the revolutionary power of print and made money from it. They published smaller, cheaper, more-readable books, and instead of expensive parchment they used paper. Printing presses spread quickly: by 1500 around one thousand presses were operating in 250 European towns and cities. Writing in 1470, an Italian bishop observed that three men working at a single press for three months could produce three hundred copies of a book. It would take three scribes a lifetime to achieve the same number. Assuming they didn’t die of severe writer’s cramp.

The figures are staggering. It has been estimated that in the fifty years following Gutenberg, some twenty-seven thousand titles appeared from presses across Europe. By the mid-sixteenth century, a reader would have been able to choose from some eight million books, more, probably, than had been produced in all of history before then. A lot of these were Bibles. In 1466, Mentelin in Strasbourg printed a one-volume German Bible, which was much smaller and cheaper than Gutenberg’s version. In the years leading up to the Reformation, over 70,000 Bibles were printed in Central Europe, not to mention some 100,000 New Testaments. As well as the Latin Vulgate version there were translations galore. Bibles appeared in High German, Low German, and every German in between, Dutch, Catalan, Portuguese, Polish, Czech, French, Italian, Russian and even Ethiopian. (But not, of course, English. That was still banned.)

But there were other kinds of books as well. The most widely circulated printed works were pamphlets, small booklets of anything up to thirty-two pages which were cheap to buy and easy and quick to consume. The Germans called them Flugschrift, from which we get our word flysheet or flier. The name implies the speed with which these little booklets would fly about to a wide audience. They were quick to produce; where a book might take weeks or months to typeset, a pamphlet could be printed in a few days.
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Democratising knowledge

What the printing press did was to democratise knowledge. Information and ideas spread further and faster than ever before. The early fifteenth century saw the foundation of many schools and universities (so along with the invention of printing we also got the invention of the student. It’s not all good news, you see). With printing, scholars could now pursue their ideas in larger libraries, without the need to travel to consult a book chained somewhere else. Printing also cut out the middleman. A bright, well-read student might reach beyond their teacher’s knowledge. It was no longer necessary to sit at the feet of the master and wait for the pearls of wisdom to drop from his lips. ‘Why should old men be preferred to their juniors now that it is possible for the young by diligent study to acquire the same knowledge?’ asked an author with the lovely name of Giacomo Fillipo Foresti di Bergamo in 1483.5 

Previously, books had been a conspicuous sign of wealth, but now they were a sign of a different kind of wealth: an intellectual richness. There was a new class of person in the world: an intellectual aristocrat, someone who understood things better than anyone else. Or, perhaps, people who thought they understood things better than anyone else.

All this means that learning and scholarship were decentralised. Indeed, publishing houses themselves became centres of ideas and learning. For example, in Venice, Aldus Manutius set up a major publishing house which produced some of the most important, not to mention well-designed books in history. He produced editions of the classics: Sophocles, Plato, Aristotle, Thucydides, Virgil, Horace, Ovid, Dan Brown. But his printing house was a kind of mini-university, a place of discussion and scholarly debate which attracted scholars who would discuss what titles he should print next, and what reliable manuscript sources were best to use for the edition.

Aldus used a new typeface – ‘Italic’ – invented by the Bolognese punchcutter Francesco Griffo.6 Griffo also cut a new kind of roman type, which led to a better-balanced line and was easier to read. The result was that the books were plainer than those previously produced. They were elegant, readable. They were tools, designed to be read, to be used.

Printers were liberal scholars, their fingers on the pulse of the latest trends. They often mastered several languages – including classical languages – so that they could proofread texts. They worked with the leading thinkers and intellectuals and scholars of their day. They met aliens and émigrés who had seen the world. They supplied books to Italian communities in England, and English communities in Switzerland.

Printing was the first World Wide Web, spreading large quantities of information beyond national boundaries. It was the first Google, where people could look things up for themselves. Printing didn’t only produce new works and new information – it produced new kinds of readers.

The Bible and other gateway drugs

Knowledge was escaping. This proved a mixed blessing. The Catholic Church had initially been keen on printing. It embraced it as a gift from God. It called on printers to print works supporting the crusade against the Turks – the first real religious movement to make use of print. But what some within the Church soon began to realise was that it was much harder to control the spread of ideas with which they disagreed.

The fact is that print shifted the balance of power. Previously, if the Church or the monarchy had wanted to keep dangerous ideas from spreading they adopted a three-fold approach:


	Kill the man who had the idea (or if he was already dead, dig him up again and burn the ashes. Just to be on the safe side).


	Find any copies of his books and burn them. Since they were all handwritten there can’t be too many of them.


	Kill all the people who had the copies found during the number 2 phase.




This approach had worked tolerably well – or intolerably well depending on your point of view. But cheap, mass-produced books and pamphlets changed the ground rules. Suddenly you couldn’t tell what people were reading. All new media creates a new kind of consumer. Books were sold to grocers and bakers and lowly merchants, as well as to lawyers and aldermen. The pamphlet was not only read by ordinary people, it was written by them as well: the major clerics and reformers produced thousands of the things, but they were also written by furriers, bakers, weavers, gunsmiths – even, heaven forbid, women.7 Even the illiterate were gaining access. Because, although literacy rates were low, when a new book or pamphlet arrived in a village or a house or a tavern, you didn’t need a lot of people who could read: you only needed one person who could read it to others.8 

This is, indeed, why the authorities were never very keen on the rise of literacy, or on putting the Bible into people’s hands. In the mid-1500s, there were riots in the west of England, inspired, it was said, by heretics known as ‘two-penny book men’. In Venice, in the late sixteenth century, a silk worker was denounced to the Inquisition on the grounds that ‘he reads all the time’. A swordsmith who ‘stays up all night reading’ was similarly arrested.

Women – delicate, frail creatures that they are – were thought to be especially vulnerable to shocking new ideas. In the Middle Ages, it was common to see pictures of the Virgin Mary reading, but they largely disappeared after 1520. Even the mother of Jesus should know her place and not get any ideas.

Particularly dangerous was the Bible. Once people began
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