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Praise for

Summer of Fire and Blood

‘An extraordinary and brilliant book. In Roper’s evocatively beautiful, crystal-clear prose, the complex landscapes of early sixteenth-century Germany— physical, psychological, spiritual, social, and political— unfold before our eyes. She shows us the dreams and deeds that shaped the Peasants’ War, the greatest popular revolt in western Europe before the French Revolution, and the ways in which that war shaped the future that followed. This is a profound account of an attempt to change the world, a sensational narrative that is both human and humane, illuminating, resonant, and unsettling’

Helen Castor, author of She-Wolves

‘Beautifully and sensitively written, Summer of Fire and Blood tells the forgotten trauma of the sixteenth century— when thousands of ordinary people risked all they had in the hope of ushering in a new world. It takes the stories of our unlettered, peasant ancestors from the sidelines of history and, recentering them, restores their full humanity. And it warns us that the questions they posed are the very urgent questions that confront us again now’

Suzannah Lipscomb, author of Journey Through Tudor England

‘Roper is a breathtaking storyteller. Her explosive reassessment of the Peasants’ War is a theological, ecological, and social epic. She shows why the chaotic violence, symbolic arsenal of brotherhood, and maze of dreams and visions should matter to us in the twentyfirst century’

Joanna Bourke, author of Fear

‘A riveting account of a seismic event in German history that conveys a real sense of why so many ordinary people thought they could change the world. Lyndal Roper writes beautifully and displays a compassionate understanding for the protagonists on both sides of this complex and bloody struggle’

Peter H. Wilson, author of The Thirty Years War

‘Summer of Fire and Blood brings the drama, violence, and contingency of the German Peasants’ War to vivid life thanks to the unparalleled scholarly and writing skills of historian Roper. There is simply no more compelling or insightful account of this tumultuous mass uprising’

Joel F. Harrington, author of The Faithful Executioner
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For Christ redeemed and bought us all with his precious blood, the lowliest shepherd as well as the greatest lord, with no exceptions. Thus the Bible proves that we are free and want to be free.

—The Twelve Articles
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Introduction

The German Peasants’ War was the greatest popular uprising in western Europe before the French Revolution. Like a vast contagion it spread from southwest Germany through Württemberg, Swabia, the Allgäu, Franconia, Thuringia, and Saxony to Alsace in what is now France, Austria, and Switzerland. Peasants massed in armed bands in one region, then another, and rebellion would break out even in areas far away. At its height it involved well over a hundred thousand people, perhaps many more, who joined with the rebels to bring about a new world of Christian brotherhood. And for several months, they won. Authority and rulership collapsed, and the familiar structures of the Holy Roman Empire were overturned, exposing the fragility of the existing social and religious hierarchies. People even began to dream of a new order.

But this moment did not last. In spring 1525, the ‘Aufruhr’, or ‘turbulence’, as contemporaries called it, had reached its height, rolling all before it. By May the tide had turned. The forces of the lords put down the revolt by slaying somewhere between seventy thousand and a hundred thousand peasants. That summer of blood, maybe 1 per cent of the population of the area of the war was killed, an enormous loss of life in just over two months.1


Despite its enormity, the Peasants’ War and its bloody defeat have been forgotten in recent years. People remember the era for Martin Luther and his Reformation, which split Western Christendom forever between Catholics and those who would eventually be known as Protestants. The Peasants’ War has come to be seen as a diversion, an interlude important mainly for what it tells us about Luther, for this was the moment when Luther came out in support of the princes and against the ‘mad dogs’, the rebelling peasants. From then on, the Reformation in Germany would be conservative. Mainstream reformers would go on to ally with rulers to advance the goals of the Reformation, and when the new church was set up after the war, it would have the backing of those in power.

The Reformation’s possibilities, as well as its limits, cannot be grasped without an understanding of the Peasants’ War as the giant trauma at its centre. Equally, the ideas, dreams, and hopes unleashed by the Reformation shaped the Peasants’ War. And the war, in turn, cannot be understood if it has been severed from the heady atmosphere of religious excitement in which it took place.

To understand why such a massive movement mushroomed from such small, apparently isolated beginnings in a distant corner of the empire, we need to listen to what drove the peasants. It is no accident that just three years after Luther defied the emperor and the estates of the empire, the peasants of first one or two lords and abbots decided to down tools and gather in bands. In 1520 Luther himself had written a short but powerful tract, one of the three great Reformation writings from that year setting out his theology, titled The Freedom of a Christian. The cover of the German edition was emblazoned with the incendiary word ‘freedom’. It was all very well for Luther’s supporters to argue later that he had meant spiritual freedom, but the fact was that many peasants in the southwest, particularly those ruled by the Catholic monasteries, convents, and abbots Luther was attacking, were serfs, owned by their masters. For them, freedom meant ending serfdom too. Despite Luther’s later condemnation, the Peasants’ War is unthinkable without the ideas he unleashed.2

By standing up to the emperor, Charles V, at Worms in 1521, Luther had provided an unforgettable example of resistance. A lone monk in a borrowed cassock before an audience of dignitaries arrayed in all their finery, he had confronted the mightiest power in the land and had said his piece, refusing to recant unless convinced by ‘Holy Scripture’. Small wonder that the peasants drew on his ideas for their cause. Small wonder they assumed he would support them.3

But he did not. By late March of 1525, the peasant revolt had become a mass movement whose demands found shape in the Twelve Articles. These were probably composed by Sebastian Lotzer, a townsman and furrier, on the basis of hundreds of complaints that different groups of peasants had been formulating for weeks beforehand. Influenced by Martin Luther; the preacher Christoph Schappeler, himself a follower of the Swiss reformer Huldrych Zwingli; and a strain of radical evangelicalism, Lotzer helped transform a set of specific, apparently random grievances against particular lords into a ­wide-ranging theological vision that chimed with radical Reformation ideas. Local spats could now feed into a mass movement that spread far beyond individual disputes between a peasant and a particularly nasty abbot or lord. Yet Lotzer did not invent this theology, nor was he the first to apply it to agricultural ­relations—that had already been done by the peasants themselves as they formulated their complaints. The Twelve Articles then became a document that the movement everywhere acknowledged, even when the rebels did not know exactly what the articles contained, and even though many areas revised them to suit local circumstances. Soon they were printed using the new technology made possible by the invention of movable type, and they spread all over Germany. You could pick them up and hold them in your hand, point to each demand and the biblical passages that proved their godliness.4


The key thing about the Peasants’ War was that it was a mass movement. For too long, histories of the war have emphasised its leaders, men like Thomas Müntzer in Thuringia, adopted by Friedrich Engels and then by the East German regime as a revolutionary hero to rival the reactionary colossus Luther. There are indeed a series of outsize characters who populated the war: Götz von Berlichingen, the knight with the iron fist, who became a peasant leader after his mother-in-law failed to hand him his liege-lord’s summons to fight against them, or so he later claimed in his mendacious autobiography, written in his nineties. Or Florian Geyer, a noble who also led peasant armies and was finally knifed by an assassin. Or the Black Hofmännin, a peasant woman who claimed she urged on the peasant troops and rubbed the fat of the slaughtered nobles onto her shoes. Or the ‘Bauernjörg’, Truchsess Georg von Waldburg, who led the lords’ army of the Swabian League and mercilessly torched rebel villages.5

But this was a movement, not a drama of Great Men. The peasants’ side of the story has been forgotten because they did not write it down, either because they were illiterate or because they were slain or executed in the war. The winners—the lords and mainstream theologians who were the peasants’ enemies—instead wrote the history.

The passions and dreams that drove the movement can seem inchoate, naïve, and contradictory. Though historians have tried to distil the movement’s ideology from the programmatic writings of some of its leaders, this was not a revolt driven by the literate few. It was a mass struggle by individuals who risked and lost their lives to try to bring about a new world. To reconstruct what they did, what they said, and what they wanted to achieve, this book ranges widely to follow the turbulent flows of vast numbers of people.

The vision that drove them was about humans’ relationship to creation. They were angry that lords claimed ownership of natural resources—the water, the common land, the woods and forests—when these were God’s creation, given to all. They were enraged that the lords had stolen their freedom and claimed to own them when, as Luther showed, Christ had bought us all with his precious blood, ‘thus the Bible proves that we are free and want to be free’. They were incensed by the growing inequality they saw around them, as individuals like the Fuggers, the richest merchants in the world, amassed wealth on scales never seen before. They wanted men to live as brothers, in mutual obligation, and not as lords and serfs. Theirs was an unabashedly male ideal, nourished by bonding amongst the peasant fighters, though this does not mean that women did not support it too. They wanted decisions to be made collectively and to manage natural resources in a way that would respect the environment, which God had created.6

To understand their revolt, we need to recall a world where animals such as oxen, horses, cows, pigs, sheep, and poultry lived closely with people, and where the vagaries of the weather mattered in a way that modern generations have often forgotten. The relationship between labour, harvest, and food was obvious, rather than mediated by powerful firms and complex industrial processes. The energy to drive machines came from water, from wood, and from charcoal, and it was clear who owned these resources and evident when they restricted access to them.

Despite the forces ranged against them, for most of the war the peasants were nonviolent; they humiliated but did not kill their lords. They questioned the established order at just the moment when capitalism was expanding and when Europeans were encountering new worlds, but they did not necessarily want to destroy authority of all kinds. Yet the authorities destroyed them, obliterated their movement, and built the structures of the current world on its ashes.

The peasants’ story matters. It can help us see new answers to questions that confront us today. It also discloses a radical Reformation, whose theological, social, and political vision could have taken history in a very different direction. This is the Reformation we have lost sight of, and this is why we need to understand what drove the peasants. For what mattered to them also matters to us.







Part One

Autumn
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Hans Wertinger, September (Landshut, 1525–1526). Germanisches Nationalmuseum Nuremberg.










Chapter 1

Stirrings
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Hans Behem, with his pipe and drum, tending sheep as the Virgin appears to him. The woodcut image is surprisingly positive, as if advertising a pilgrimage. ART Collection/Alamy Stock Photo.


The Peasants’ War did not come out of nowhere. From the later fifteenth century on, there had been revolts and traditions of formulating grievances and bringing lords to court, though none of them approached the Peasants’ War in size, scale, or vision. The most dramatic of these was a religious movement that culminated in a mass revolt outside the huge castle of the bishop at Würzburg.

It began in 1476 with a vision. In the small Franconian hamlet of Niklashausen, a shepherd named Hans Behem claimed to have received orders from the Virgin Mary. She commanded him, ‘Say to all the people that my son wishes and orders that all tolls, levies, forced labour, exactions, payments and aids required of the prelates, princes and nobles be abolished completely and at once. They shall oppress the poor no more’. Besides being a shepherd, Behem was a drummer, but Mary demanded he give up his ‘vanities’, burn his pipe and drum, and preach. He called on audiences to repent and destroy their own vanities as well: their shoes, fine clothes, and jewellery. Shortly after Walpurgisnacht, 30 April, in the Tauber Valley, crowds of people with candles and offerings began to gather around Niklashausen to see the visionary. A great pilgrimage movement had begun with the Drummer of Niklashausen at its centre.1




[image: A woodcut of the town Wurzburg packed with buildings and churches, fortified with a wall and city gate in the front and the Marienberg Fortress in the background. Hilly terrain and a river surround the town.]




This woodcut from Hartmann Schedel’s famous Chronicle of the World illustrates how the Marienberg dominates the town of Würzburg below. Würzburg, Schedelsche Weltchronik, 1493.






Alarmed, the local bishop soon alerted the Archbishop of Mainz. Behem’s visions were beginning to criticise the church. They contained revolutionary calls for a world without taxes, dues, and tithes. The Virgin told him that fields and woods must be held in common. In early July, after crowds of pilgrims entered the town of Eichstätt with Behem, the bishop of Würzburg acted. On 13 July, while pilgrims thronged in Niklashausen, Bishop Rudolph had the drummer arrested and taken to his castle above Würzburg. The appalled pilgrims now formed a mass pilgrimage to the Marienberg to rescue the drummer, led by Conrad von Thunfeld, a local knight. Perhaps sixteen thousand people marched through the night. They reached the bridge over the Main in the early morning and shouted, ‘Return the Youth to us, return the holy and innocent man, or else we will destroy the fortress and the city’.2

The crowd must have believed that Mary herself would appear and restore the drummer to them. But after a long standoff, Mary did not materialise. Once part of the crowd surrendered, the castle doors opened and the bishop’s men shot their weapons into the masses who had refused to move. The bottleneck at the bridge made them easy targets. Many were killed and hundreds more taken prisoner. Peasant blood stained the path that led to the fortress, where the bishop quietly burnt the Drummer of Niklashausen as a heretic. It would be the very place where the Peasants’ War would stall almost fifty years later.3

But though the drummer was defeated, he was not forgotten, and his revolt would not be the only one. In the Black Forest and Württemberg, peasants were accustomed to challenging authority. They took their lords to court, performed rent strikes, and refused labour. They resisted giving the small symbols of fealty—the Lenten hen, for example—that cost little but symbolised servitude. In 1493, near Schlettstadt in Alsace, revolt broke out calling for the Jews to be expelled (they were blamed for charging usurious rates of interest), for priests’ incomes to be limited, and for justice to be reformed. The peasants formed secret leagues held together by oaths, which met at landmarks such as the hill of Ungersberg. Reputedly they would swear with three fingers and draw a circle in the ground with a spade; those who would enter the circle had joined the league.4

Boots were the symbol of these revolts, which came to be called the Bundschuh rebellions. A play on words, the name referred to a ‘Bund’, a union of people ‘tied’ together, as well as a ‘Bundschuh’, a boot made from cheap leather that peasants typically wore, tied to the legs by long leather strings. The footwear of disorderly, rough folk, they were the most basic sort; they did not require the cordwainer’s skill and had nothing to do with the fabulous leather objects worn by nobles. A woodcut illustrator had only to present the peasant boot on a flag to warn his audience that dangerous people were on the march.

The uprisings continued through the turn of the century. They broke out in 1491 in the Kempten area and in several places ruled by monastic institutions, and in 1493 around Schlettstadt in Alsace. In 1502, in the region of Speyer, there was a far more significant uprising, led by the redoubtable peasant revolutionary Joss Fritz. This revolt had a religious dimension, too, for those who joined had to kneel and recite five paternosters and five Ave Marias. Its password was ‘God greet you, fellow. How fares the world?’ The answer: ‘We cannot rid ourselves of the plague of priests’. Religious devotion went hand in hand with deep-seated anticlericalism.5

A decade later, the same Joss Fritz was involved in a major revolt that centred on the Breisgau region near Freiburg, planned for autumn 1513. Its participants flew a blue and white flag adorned with Christ on the cross, Mary, and John the Baptist, the papal and imperial insignia, and a kneeling peasant; on the other side was the Bundschuh. The rebels called for the woods, forests, water, birds, fishing, and hunting to be free to rich and poor alike, for the incomes of convents and monasteries to be restricted, for interest payments on loans to be limited, for the imperial court at Rottweil and the church courts to be removed from jurisdiction over them, and to have no lords but pope and emperor. The plans were betrayed, and the revolt never materialised, but Fritz continued to forge a network of insurgency linking villages and small towns across the region.6

That same year, peasants in neighbouring Württemberg organised against their ruler Duke Ulrich, who, in a year of bad harvest, had tried to increase taxes and then adopted the expedient of reducing weights while prices remained fixed. They held a ‘trial’ of the new weight by throwing it in the river, and when it sank, they concluded it was illegitimate. The rebels called themselves the ‘Poor Conrads’, the condescending term used towards poor folk by the nobility, which they repurposed as a badge of honour. The Marbach doctor Alexander Seitz supported them but was condemned to death in 1514, although he managed to survive by fleeing to Switzerland. Authorities suppressed the revolt by taking as many as seventeen hundred peasants prisoner, forcing them to swelter for many hours in the heat at the very place where they had first assembled illegally before their show trial. Once the princes arrived, the peasants, on their knees, begged for mercy and received their freedom on condition they surrender their weapons, though four ‘leaders’ were beheaded on the spot. In the days that followed, several more rebels were executed in towns including Schorndorf, where one man’s head was stuck on the city tower, and Stuttgart, where the beheadings were carried out in the marketplace. And yet the rebellion was successful in some respects: Duke Ulrich had to withdraw his weights. Just five years later he would be deposed by the troops of the Swabian League, the military and political organisation of princes, towns, and bishops in the southwest.7

The tireless Joss Fritz apparently tried to revolt yet again in 1517, but the uprising was once more foiled before it could begin. Unable to round up all the conspirators, authorities apparently believed the rebels continued to command support in the Black Forest, Württemberg, and Alsace, though this may have been more a reflection of the authorities’ edginess than a material threat. The rebels continued their clandestine work and reputedly had a secret sign, with the thumb in the right fist and the code words ‘That is good’—­‘Das ist gut’—a cheery and apparently innocuous-seeming phrase. Though the revolts that followed the burning of the Drummer of Niklashausen never got very far, they may have given the rebels practice establishing networks of organisation, information, and support that would prove important later on.8

To critics, the Drummer of Niklashausen revolt of 1476 came to stand as a symbol of all that was wrong with the uprisings. As early as 1494, Sebastian Brant, who was by this time living in Würzburg, published his humanist classic The Ship of Fools, which included a section on ‘fools of scripture’. It derided none other than the ‘Piper’ of Niklashausen, with his own ‘chapels and hermitages’, who according to Brant was the kind of fool who ignored scripture, thought you could ask the dead for news of the afterlife, and set himself up as an authority on Hell and Heaven. Brant thus linked ‘fools’, misusers of scripture, and rural revolt not only to Niklashausen but also to the agrarian revolts of his own time.9

It was a potent connection. In 1506 and again in 1514 the Würzburg abbot and historian Johannes Trithemius wrote a history of the Niklashausen movement, demoting Behem the shepherd drummer to a mere keeper of swine. He, too, called Behem’s followers ‘fools’ and mocked them for seeking the tufts of the drummer’s cap to use as cures like holy relics. The dates of these writings were not accidental, as 1506 had witnessed revolt in the Black Forest, while in 1513–1514, the Poor Conrad revolt had shaken Württemberg.
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In 1514, a rhyming pamphlet on the Ship of Bundschuh Fools featured a woodcut of a fantastical ship that sported two pairs of boots, heading in opposite directions. Johannes Adelphus, Narrenschiff vom buntschuch (Augsburg), 1514, title page, Staatsbibliothek München.




Patterns that would emerge twelve years later were already evident in these revolts and in the responses to them. Though ostensibly geared towards the plight of the peasant, the revolts managed to create a coalition between townsfolk and countryfolk and made use of leagues to grow membership. Religious ideas about fairness were important, but so was antisemitism. The banners were often religious, featuring Mary in particular, but also Christ, John the Baptist, and St George. The Black Forest, Württemberg, and Alsace had harboured such rebellious sentiments. The rebels of 1525 would flourish there as well.

What distinguished the earlier revolts from those of 1524 and 1525 was the scale of their ambition. The earlier rebels targeted specific abuses and taxes rather than the system itself. Many of the revolts were easily snuffed out before they even began—there were turncoats aplenty who betrayed their plans to the authorities, and it is unclear how widespread their support truly was. Indeed, the fear of revolt may have been more powerful than the revolts themselves. Though religion was important, the revolts were not primarily anticlerical; in Württemberg, the Poor Conrad revolt was directed against Duke Ulrich, not the church or even the nobility more broadly, and did not have an overall theological rationale. The early revolts were much more limited in scope geographically. In the comparatively peaceful decade that followed, an observer might have thought that the rebels were exhausted and their campaigns finished, as peasants once again took rulers to court rather than risking revolt. But they would have been wrong.

The Peasants’ War of 1524–1525 was both far more serious and more widespread than the earlier Bundschuh revolts because of the influence of Martin Luther, the beginning of the Reformation, and the religious fervour that followed. From the outset, Luther’s ideas were incendiary. His Ninety-Five Theses, which sparked the Reformation in 1517, were printed on a single piece of paper about twelve by sixteen and a half inches and could be stuck up on walls as well as on the door of the Castle Church in Wittenberg. A call to repentance, they attacked a church and a papacy that sold salvation and fleeced the poor. The Theses spread everywhere within a few weeks, and, translated from Latin into German, they were soon on the streets in Nuremberg, where those who had no Latin could read them. Luther’s was an unsettling as well as an emancipatory message. He insisted that Christ had come to bring not peace, but a sword, as Matthew’s gospel put it. ‘Away then with all those prophets who say to the people of Christ, “Peace, peace”, and there is no peace!’ ( Jer. 6:14), he wrote, praising those who preached the cross.10

The Ninety-Five Theses were just the beginning. In 1520 Luther wrote To the Christian Nobility, a powerful polemic in which he spelt out what his ideas would mean for secular society and what layfolk should now do. In a bonfire of regulations and long-held verities, he made short work of pilgrimages, saints’ cults, and monasticism, even suggesting that clergy should be able to marry. On the Babylonian Captivity, published in Latin in the same year, was perhaps even more earth-shattering, for it attacked the pope directly as the Antichrist and condemned the papal court of ‘courtesans’. Luther announced that Christ himself insisted layfolk should have communion in both kinds—wafer and wine. The wine of the mass should not be reserved to the clergy alone. As if conversing with the reader, he explained, ‘But what carries most weight with me, however, and is quite decisive for me is that Christ says: “This is my blood, which is poured out for you and for many for the forgiveness of sins”. Here you see very clearly that the blood is given to all those for whose sins it was poured out. But who will dare to say that it was not poured out for the laity? And do you not see whom he addresses when he gives the cup? Does he not give it to all?’11

Luther adopted and developed ideas of social and political criticism that had been articulated at the Imperial Diets, the so-called Gravamina or complaints of the German nation, and made sure he addressed ordinary people in German. Another 1520 pamphlet, The Freedom of a Christian, circulated widely in German and was deliberately intended, as Luther put it, for ‘the unlearned—for only them do I serve’. It starts with the paradox that ‘a Christian is a free lord of all [things], subject to no-one. A Christian is a perfectly dutiful servant of all [things], subject to everyone’. The terms in which he posed this contradiction were themselves striking—a Christian is not only free, but a Herr, a lord of all things, using the word for feudal overlord, and yet a Christian also has the duty of service to everyone, a formulation that undercut the pomp of the church. But the most incendiary word was ‘Freiheit’, or freedom. Luther wrote, ‘One thing, and only one thing, is necessary for Christian life, righteousness, and freedom. That one thing is the most holy Word of God, the gospel of Christ, as Christ says’. Luther of course meant ‘freedom’ in the religious sense, but even this claim was inflammatory, and rebels took the emphasis on freedom to heart. When the peasants drew up their programme, the Twelve Articles, it would be known as the ‘Articles of Christian Freedom’, and ‘gospel, gospel, gospel’ became their mantra.12

Even more powerful was Luther’s notion that the church was withholding something precious from the people. Christ had bought us with his precious blood, and yet it was the wine of the mass that had been kept from the laity and reserved to the clergy alone. Evangelical preachers were just then beginning to be appointed in parishes and communities all over Germany, and layfolk were receiving communion wine for the first time. This unexpected and novel experience must have cemented their feeling of having been cheated of the very thing which had bought their freedom. Once the religious foundations that had been funded with indulgence monies or used to found masses were dissolved, new money was suddenly made available. Here was wealth that could be used to support the poor or to build schools. Social and religious reform therefore went hand in hand.

In 1521 one pamphleteer even compared Luther’s journey to defend his works before the emperor and the assembled estates of the empire at the Diet of Worms to that of Christ himself. Another pamphlet, describing the ‘Passion’ of Martin, was illustrated with a woodcut of a doughty friar on the cover. Luther became a hero, and on another pamphlet cover he was shown taking on pope, cardinals, and emperor. Like the evangelical peasant, he was depicted as a fighter. News of these events spread to taverns, council chambers, and bathhouses, reaching the literate and illiterate alike. So when Luther wrote of freedom, the peasants could hardly be accused of having wilfully misunderstood him. At this early date, it seemed as if the world could be made anew in accord with evangelical principles. The pamphlets that featured the evangelical peasant sold alongside Luther’s works, intended for the same market. Freedom was a secular as well as a religious issue.13


By the early 1520s, as the implications of Luther’s ideas were beginning to be worked out in a host of towns and villages across the empire, the peasant, so recently regarded as threatening, came to be seen as virtuous, as a spirited fighter for the gospel. In a text advocating for the scripture’s primacy over the bulls of the pope or the councils of the bishops, reformer Andreas Karlstadt insisted, ‘I say . . . that biblical scripture is superior to a General Council, and if a peasant at the plough could show a verse of scripture to the Council . . . the Council should give way to the peasant, and give him honour, for the sake of biblical scripture’. Luther’s followers encouraged ordinary folk to read the Bible in German with the implication that they were as wise as, if not wiser than, university-trained theologians with their hair-splitting irrelevancies. Karlstadt himself dropped his academic titles and started to dress like a peasant. Layfolk began to publish pamphlets calling for religious change, and ‘dialogues’ in which the peasant outwitted monks, priests, or academics became popular. The Waldshut preacher Balthasar Hubmaier asserted, ‘Whoever does not seek his bread by the sweat of his brow is to be banned, unworthy of the food he eats’. In 1521 Luther himself even discovered his rural roots, stopping at the village of Möhra on his way to the Wartburg after the Diet of Worms to meet his country relations. Everyone, it seemed, wanted to be a peasant.14
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Title page, Diepold Peringer, Ain Sermon geprediget vom Pawren zu Werdt, 1524. Bayerische Staatsbibliothek Munich.






In 1522 an illiterate peasant from the village of Wöhrd named Diepold Peringer began to preach the gospel, drawing huge crowds. His sermons were printed, and he became something of a sensation, only to be unmasked as a renegade cleric who could certainly read and write. His story reveals a great deal about the febrile climate of the early 1520s, for the times required a miraculous preaching peasant. Peringer’s pamphlets were usually illustrated with a picture of a man in a strong standing pose wearing a peasant hat and boots. But these were not Bundschuh, tied to the leg. Rather, they were boots of better quality and hence less threatening, and even the dagger he carried at his side was not menacing. He looked straight at the reader, as if to engage as one Christian to another. The ‘evangelical peasant’ was so widespread that his presence even rivalled that of Luther himself, whose face was depicted on the cover of many of his works in those early years. The figure of ‘Hans the Hoe’ (‘Karsthans’ the preaching peasant), who could take on bishops and popes, began to appear in Reformation woodcuts. Soon he had a real-life counterpart when in 1523, in Alsace, an itinerant preacher known as Karsthans was said to be preaching ‘Lutheran opinion’. For this brief period, then, peasants were fashionable, individuals with points of view, not a faceless, animalistic mob. In woodcuts propagandising for the Reformation, they were shown as true defenders of the gospel, holding books and arguing with monks and priests.15




[image: Illustrated page with text in German displayed above an illustration of a peasant standing between two columns on a platform, his hands raised and addressing an audience.]




Diepold Peringer, Des Christlichen Pawern getrewer Rath, Nuremberg, 1524. Bayerische Staatsbibliothek Munich.





One of Luther’s ideas in particular influenced the course of the Peasants’ War: his understanding of the priesthood. He insisted that priests were not a separate caste of people, consecrated by the sacrament of ordination and set apart from layfolk. He argued instead that every believer was a priest and that the community—the word for ‘political community’ and ‘congregation’ is the same in German—was to appoint its preacher. Such ideas were explosive because the German church in the 1520s was run through a complex system of property rights. A local priest might be appointed by a distant authority who happened to own the benefice rights and revenues and might never even have seen the place.




[image: A sketch of multiple figures set against ruined buildings. Justicia sits on a throne in the left, blindfolded, holding a sword; nearby, three nude female figures, Spes, Charit and Fides, stand in a group; Christus holds a staff and stands under an arched door; Lutherus stands in the middle with Conscienca, Plebes, and infant Iuventus; to the right, several figures run away or lie crushed under a broken statue.]




Peter Vischer, Allegory of the Reformation, 1524. Luther is shown as a naked Hercules leading the heroic peasant; other female figures represent the virtues and key Lutheran ideas. The Roman church lies as a shattered colossus. The sketch, from the collection of Johann Wolfgang von Goethe, is displayed in his house in Weimar. By kind permission of the Goethe-Nationalmuseum Weimar.





This became critical in the autumn of 1524, when the people wanted to hear the gospel preached. Priests who did not support the new ideas were reviled, and congregations looked for ‘godly’ preachers to replace them. Luther had originally called for communities to have the right to call their own pastors, but he soon argued that they could enjoy this privilege only if they provided the funds to support the pastor. Tithes could not simply be claimed and diverted for this purpose since the property rights of the owners had to be respected. In making this suggestion, Luther knew he was being unrealistic. Rural communities lacked the money to pay double for a preacher, so they had to put up with what they had. Indeed, if towns and rural communities had followed Luther’s advice, it would have effectively stopped the Reformation in its tracks unless the ruler himself expropriated the revenues and created a territorial church. At that moment, such a solution was not on the agenda—not even Luther’s own ruler had declared for the Reformation. When a monastery owned the local pastorship, it had no intention of allowing an evangelical preacher, and so conflict with a congregation inspired by the new ideas was unavoidable. In the meantime, local communities who wanted to hear the Word and have the gospel preached had no solution.

In October 1524, just after the first revolts of the Peasants’ War, a pamphlet appeared purporting to be the contract for the new pastor of Wendelstein near Schwabach. It was written in the informal ‘you’, a disrespectful form of address, and told him roundly, ‘So we will not recognise you as a master, but only as a servant of the community, so that you do not command us, but we command you’. Printed at Nuremberg, it provided a template for a new kind of contract between pastor and parish. The pamphlet claimed to reproduce the conditions of employment for the new pastor that the village commune and headman had presented to the officials at Schwabach. In defiance of the rules of ownership of benefices, or indeed of any political authority, the commune itself had drawn up a contract. The pamphlet was almost certainly the work of a local Reformation pamphleteer, locked in bitter conflict with his brother, a Catholic priest. But it showed what was possible if a community decided to act on its own account. As the commune of Seewen near Solothurn would later put it, ‘We want our people’s priest to have an appropriate, honourable income for two, not have him begging off us like before’. They wanted him to have enough money to support a wife, not live with a concubine, and they were willing to pay for it.16

Another of Luther’s ideas, his insistence that ‘monkery’ was not a good work, proved to be potent for the rebels as well. He made no distinction between friars and monks but rather liked to poke fun at the sheer variety of different orders. Praying and meditation, saying the hours, were no longer valued as services that monks performed for the whole of society. Monastic vocations collapsed, and over the next years many former monks, nuns, and friars simply left their monasteries. In Wittenberg, when Luther returned from the Wartburg, he found a monastery empty except for himself and one other monk, and though he remained a monk for a time, many others did not. All over the empire, monasteries were being deserted.17

The collapse in monasteries’ standing had huge social and economic consequences, both in towns and in the country, where monasteries controlled vast tracts of land. Many monasteries were rich and powerful landowners. They had impressive buildings, stores of grain, cellars of wine, ponds stocked with the fish needed for Lent and Fridays, libraries of books, and stores of documents. They lent money, increased their landholdings, and owned property in towns, often in central locations.18 Some monasteries acted as local landlords, and they had their own system of ecclesiastical courts. Many ruled tiny local territories and were incorporated into the political systems of the empire as independent entities. Some, like the Teutonic Knights, were military orders which had both priestly and knightly members. Founded during the crusades, they continued to act as colonising powers, subduing ‘heathen’ local populations. And all had their own structures of authority that went from local to regional, superregional, and beyond the borders of countries.

Monasteries’ collapse meant that the peasants, many of whom were serfs of bishops, abbots, monasteries, and convents, confronted an unprecedented situation where their old complaints about lordship might suddenly succeed. There was a power vacuum as straggling groups of monks who had remained despite the Reformation in buildings with empty cells lost much of their social status. If there was no point to a life of prayer and contemplation, if begging and vows of poverty were to be rejected, what social function did monks serve? The collapse unleashed a visceral hatred of the monks and nuns who lived in these rich institutions, dotted about the countryside and reliant on the labour of local peasants. They were visual reminders of the agglomerations of wealth and power that could be put to other purposes. They stood for inequality and exploitation, and now their devotions had been unmasked as religious fraud. Antimonasticism was further fuelled by the angry polemics of ex-monks and the occasional nuns who now rejected their former lives and former selves. When a monastery owned the patronage rights of a local church and refused to appoint an evangelical priest or introduce ‘preaching of the gospel’, hatred of monasteries fused with evangelical fervour. And in towns where there were active Reformation preachers, it was easy to whip up anger against Catholic monks who preached the old doctrine.

Religious and economic grievances grew indistinguishable. Monasteries occupied valuable land in towns, where their barns, often prominently situated, stored their tithes in grain while corn prices rose. They had churches and ‘town houses’, accumulations of wealth that were conspicuous in the crowded urban landscapes. They were exempt from taxes, were not citizens, and did not have to do guard duty—and their products, like beer, were often tax exempt too, giving them another economic advantage. In Zwickau, for instance, the Cistercian abbey of Grünhain brewed beer that was sold in competition with that of locals, and its massive town buildings became the focus of violent attacks. In Heilbronn the Teutonic Knights owned a huge property in town with additional outposts nearby, while in Mühlhausen they controlled the two largest parish churches and had a fine house in the centre of town and another in the lower town. In December 1523 furious Mühlhausen women armed with knives chased the hapless priest Johannes Textor of the Teutonic Knights into the church. Demands for evangelical preachers could thus easily turn into attacks on monks and monasteries, and their wealth, temptingly standing there, could be used to fund new projects that would benefit the community. A sense of possibility could lead to radical action, propelled by bitter anger against accumulated monastic riches.19

All these grievances and the feelings they aroused were coming to a head in 1524. There had long been predictions of impending disaster that year, when the planets would be in the sign of Pisces, the fish. The astrologer Johann Virdung of Hassfurt had foretold in pamphlets which went into multiple editions that there would be floods and poor harvests; the grapes would not grow; there would be battles, illnesses, and divisions amongst Christians; the clergy would ‘drink the cup of bitterness’; and political disasters would ensue.





[image: An illustrated title page with German text written on top. The image features a large fish floating over a group of people in medieval clothing, shooting a beam of light down the middle. Towards the left stand a crowd of peasants holding weapons and banners, to the right stand members of royalty or clergy. Symbols like the sun, moon, stars and a skeleton are drawn on the fish.]





Title page, Leonhard Reynmann, Practica vber die grossen vnd mannigfeltigen Coniunction der Planeten . . . 1524, Landshut, 1523. Saxon State and University Library, Dresden.




Such anxieties might soon circle around the possible resurgence of peasant unrest, especially in a time of religious flux. In 1520 the medical doctor Alexander Seitz, who had supported the Poor Conrad movement back in 1514, wrote a pamphlet about the feared conjunction of the planets. A graduate of the universities of Padua and Tübingen, a humanist who wrote popular medical tracts, he also had a strong line in antinoble rhetoric. Just as ‘the drum or pipe of man moves the mood, and incites anger to war or lust to dance according to its tune/type’, he wrote, so also the planets affect people’s emotional states. Recent signs like a cross in a wheel and a rainbow that had appeared in the sky above Vienna presaged disaster. Then, the ‘poor man’ will take the cross on himself, though he already carried the greatest burdens, for ‘what the lords lose the peasants have to endure’. Seitz’s pamphlet was a barely disguised attack on the existing rulers. And he was not the only one to link portents of disaster not just to the natural world but also to the social order. Something terrible was about to happen, the soothsayers agreed, but what? The mood of foreboding freighted events with greater significance.20

It took a year for Seitz’s prognostication about the cross in the wheel to be fulfilled, but as Lorenz Fries, the chronicler of the Peasants’ War, noted, the astronomers had got one thing wrong. It was not a flood of water, but ‘a flood of blood, for in German lands alone more than a hundred thousand people drowned in the space of ten weeks in this flood’. That autumn, the feared catastrophe took shape.21

Autumn is the season when the sun has turned away from the earth on its journey and the long summer days of labour grow shorter. As the agricultural year ends, it serves as a time for reckoning. The harvest is brought in, and for once there is enough to eat. Fields must be ploughed and winter crops sown. Produce is stored and preserved; hay stacked; the grain cut, winnowed, and put into barns; oil pressed from seeds; vegetables pickled or salted; fruits dried, salted, or put in sand or ashes; and nuts stored. Beer is brewed, and grapes must be trampled in barrels to make wine in October, ‘wine month’. In late autumn the animals who cannot be kept over winter for lack of food must be slaughtered, the meat sold or cured. Mushrooms and berries are collected from the forest, and the pigs are let loose on the acorn mast. Autumn requires a weather eye. Peasants must judge when the last rays of sun can warm the grapes before harvest, when to avoid the rain that could ruin a crop, when the snows are about to arrive and work has to stop.

Harvest also meant delivering the tithes and rents to the lords. As their barns filled, peasants’ stores dwindled. The tithe, a tenth of all grain, was theoretically devoted to supporting the priest, though in practice it sometimes went into the pockets of investors, who bought up tithes speculatively, or into the hands of ecclesiastical institutions out of whose incomes the priest’s stipend was paid. Another small tithe was levied on all other agricultural produce, including fruit, oil, cheese, wax, and small animals. Peasants almost universally objected to these demands because paying them did not have an obvious purpose. Nevertheless, they had to be paid in autumn, sometimes on St Michael’s, sometimes St Martin’s Day. There were labour services, help with harvest and sowing, cartage, and a host of minor obligations that were onerous at a time when all hands were needed. And in autumn, as in Lent, the hen that symbolised the serf’s bodily ownership by the lord had to be paid.22

Autumn was the season when peasants felt the extractions of the church and the lords most keenly, and when they were well fed and optimistic enough to challenge the authorities. Once harvest was in, they had the time to articulate their grievances and the money to pay for them to be written down.

It all began with snails, or so contemporaries agreed. In Stühlingen in southern Germany, near the border with the Swiss cantons, the Countess of Lupfen ordered her serfs to collect snail shells for the women of the court to wind their thread around. The sheer idiocy of the demand spoke volumes about the lords’ indifference to peasant life. On 23 June 1524, the peasants rose up at midsummer, when the sun changed direction (Sonnwende) and lighted straw wheels were rolled downhill in the old heathen custom to persuade the sun to stay. That May, the peasants of the nearby monastery of St Blasien had also revolted against their lords, and unrest continued through the autumn, when the rebels were soon joined by peasants of the Hegau in southern Baden down towards Lake Constance. By autumn they had stopped work, entered into legal dispute with their lord, formed a band, and made a flag. The Peasants’ War had begun.

The snails became part of the folklore of the Peasants’ War, emblematic of the collapse of reasonable relations between lords and peasants. But when the Stühlingen peasants later listed their grievances, snails did not feature, though we know about them from at least three separate sources. They had enough else: sixty-two complaints, covering just about every other detail of peasant life, from picking and crushing wild berries, to searching for morel mushrooms, to keeping hunting dogs for the lords, to sowing, binding, picking, and drying hemp for spinning. It was an indictment of an entire system.23

They chose Hans Müller of Bulgenbach, a subject of the Abbey of St Blasien, as their spokesperson. A brilliant orator and a shrewd tactician, Hans Müller had military experience, having fought as a mercenary in France. Probably aged about thirty-five during the Peasants’ War, he was articulate, willing to take risks, a man at the peak of his physical prowess, and young for a commander in a society that valued the experience of age. He could also be ruthless: later, when the army discovered a spy, he reputedly confiscated the spy’s money, beat him severely, and personally hanged the man from a branch and left him for dead. (An executioner’s work was dishonouring, and the story became well known since the man escaped to tell the tale.)24

The revolt began in the extreme southwest, a place that had long been riven by unrest and where tense relations between lord and peasant often resulted in legal challenge. In its earliest days it does not seem to have been directly religious. But it is difficult to tell how the rebels really felt because their complaints were written in language for a court case, not the inspirational religious rhetoric that would come later on. Soon enough, Hans Müller and others in his band would be invoking ‘Christian Love’ and calling others ‘to stand by godly justice and support the Holy Gospel’.

Anticlericalism and hatred of monks certainly propelled the revolt, especially at the neighbouring rich Benedictine Abbey of St Blasius near Waldshut, whose peasants refused to pay tithes and dues that autumn, demanding freedom. The abbey had large landholdings in different regions and extensive local power, and many of the peasants who became involved in 1524 were its subjects. They made connections with towns and with reformers, though not necessarily at first for religious reasons. The nearby Stühlingers, led by Hans Müller, formed a band, and by late July no fewer than six hundred of them arrived in the tiny town of Waldshut and stayed for three days. By October the Hegau peasants were also in revolt, and soon the nearby Klettgau area—which stood under the protection of Zurich, where the Reformation was in full swing—asked Zurich for help.25

Why Waldshut? In Waldshut, the preacher and intellectual Dr Balthasar Hubmaier was developing a congregation-centred Reformation, inspired by Andreas Karlstadt at Orlamünde, Luther’s former ally who had by then broken with him. Now religious complaints joined grievances about feudalism, an explosive combination in an area where many peasants lived on monastic land. Waldshut had a long history of conflict with the Abbey of St Blasien: the abbey claimed rights in the town, was an economic competitor, and kept a watchful eye on peasants tempted to move there. Hubmaier had been a student of none other than Luther’s Catholic opponent Johannes Eck, and likely with Eck’s patronage he had gained the important position of cathedral preacher at Regensburg. He had helped whip up antisemitism there, and in 1516 attacks began on the local Jewish community, based on accusations of usury. The synagogue was burnt to the ground, and on its site a chapel to ‘the beautiful Mary’ was built. Miracles were reported, and Hubmaier himself kept a record of them. Pilgrims thronged to Regensburg.26

And then for some reason the well-known preacher left town for Waldshut, ostensibly because of an outbreak of plague in late 1520. In place of a bustling, large, and wealthy imperial city where Hubmaier could move in elite circles, he was now in a small town, albeit one that lay on important routes between Basel, the Black Forest, and Zurich. At first he seems to have remained an orthodox Catholic and even to have returned to Regensburg to preach in the chapel to the ‘beautiful Mary’. But by April 1523 he came under the Swiss reformer Huldrych Zwingli’s influence, and soon he was preaching against ‘Satan’s clergy, the soul eaters’—that is, the Catholic priests who were leading the people to Hell by not preaching the gospel. Inspired by Hubmaier, people in Waldshut were smashing images, even hurling the crucifix from the pulpit, while the Bishop of Constance claimed that Hubmaier preached ‘that no-one should be compelled to give interest, tithes, rents or dues anymore, not to be obedient or subservient to his rulers’. Hubmaier consistently denied that he had ever preached against the tithe or had advocated disobedience, but he did condemn usury. By May 1523 the former Marian was preaching on the proper way of understanding the Annunciation, and he was no longer inside a church but preaching outdoors, as other radical evangelicals had done, on a mountain. Because the area was ruled by the Catholic Austrian Habsburgs, his preaching immediately pitted the power of the local council against that of the territorial ruler.27

By May 1524 the Catholic clergy had been forced to leave Waldshut. Hubmaier himself departed for a time when the town was threatened with Austrian military intervention. Even though the interests of townsfolk and peasants did not always align, and despite their mutual suspicion, the town now began to ally with the peasants in opposition to their Habsburg rulers and strengthened its defences. In late August or early September, eight hundred peasants entered town again. On 6 October they began a well-organised march through the area to gain support, and when Hubmaier returned to Waldshut he was received as if God himself had come down to them from heaven. He introduced the German mass and had images, altar lights, altar clothes, and flags removed from the Waldshut churches. The religious radical Thomas Müntzer—of whom more later—was also in the Klettgau area late that year for perhaps as long as eight weeks, including in Griessen, ruled by the abbot of St Blasien, and he may well have been in contact with Hubmaier.28

Women especially were drawn to Hubmaier, and even participated along with the community when decisions were taken, much to the horror of a later chronicler; they also reputedly appeared armed at the town hall when the Austrians ordered Hubmaier to leave. Hubmaier apparently respected women: though he conceded that women should be silent in assemblies and learn from their men at home, he added, ‘If men are shocked by fear and become women, then women should speak and be men, just like Debora, Olda, Anna the prophetess, the four daughters of Philip the evangelist and Argula in our own times’. (Argula von Grumbach was a Lutheran noblewoman who had roundly attacked the academics of Ingolstadt University for punishing Lutheran students, and whose pamphlets were extremely popular—the title pages showed her dressed as a respectable married woman, book in hand, castigating the fusty professoriate.) Hubmaier’s remarks were amongst the most positive statements about women’s roles in the early Reformation, and he was unusual in explicitly addressing sisters as well as brothers in his printed work.29

Talks continued as the authorities assembled troops to quell the peasants, but by early December the peasant leader Hans Müller of Bulgenbach mounted a march through the Black Forest. Wherever they went, the peasants ‘had their complaints read aloud and said they would not harm anyone and would pay for what they drank and ate, and they admonished all the peasants to help them get justice’. The marches through the difficult terrain of the Black Forest displayed grit and determination and allowed them to reach isolated villages and create alliances that would last until the following autumn. Three hundred years later, during the Revolution of 1848, the revolutionary hero Friedrich ‘Carl’ Hecker would mount a similar march through the Black Forest, probably inspired by Müller’s campaign. Even one hostile chronicler who knew Müller described him as clever, of good height, experienced in fighting in France, and a gifted speaker with no equal. He and his supporters succeeded in taking the town of Bräunlingen and widening the scale of the revolt; he would eventually help form the three peasant armies of the Allgäu, Lake Constance, and Baltringen bands.30


The Hauensteiners occupied the St Blasius monastery of their overlord, moving into the institution which had dominated and exploited them and making it their own. Then on 1 December the peasants plundered the Benedictine monastery of St Trudpert, ‘purifying’ it and creating a new religious space; one of the rebels exclaimed ‘he no longer wanted to have the perjured traitorous rascal the Abbot as his lord’, adding further insults for good measure. Meanwhile the Waldshuters melted down monstrances that were used to house and exhibit the host, and cut up the silk of the ecclesiastical vestments to use as trouser belts. They then instituted a mass in German, which ordinary folk could understand. Religion was not about the exhibition of magical objects or the performance of priestly power but about hearing the Word.31

The Stühlingers proceeded on two fronts, marching, refusing to pay dues, and mounting a legal case against their ruler, the count, which proceeded very slowly over the next months and was passed up to the Reichskammergericht, the imperial court of appeal at Esslingen. Meanwhile the Hegau peasants in the south of Baden, who had also risen against their lords, also tried to resolve their dispute through legal means but were granted only a ­non–legally binding agreement. In a departure from custom, only nobles were represented amongst the judges. Such experiences must have undermined the attractiveness of legal routes for the peasants while keeping grievances alive. Religious issues did not yet loom so large, and the second visit of the peasants to Waldshut happened when Hubmaier was not even in town. But the fact that the Stühlingers chose to march there shows how the confluence of peasant and town concerns, both in revolt against their Austrian rulers that autumn, may have worked to radicalise both sides while exposing the peasants yet further to ‘Lutheran’ ideas.32

Andreas Lettsch, a chronicler who was a monk and worked for the Abbey of St Blasius, had no doubt that Hubmaier was ‘a beginner and provoker of the entire peasant war’. Johann Fabri, writing in 1528 after Hubmaier’s death, blamed Hubmaier too and saw his preaching as following a familiar script. First he preached that the time had come for the sword to be taken away from secular authorities; then that the people should gather and vow to keep their word and elect leaders for the whole district; next, that the ban should be used to exclude the ungodly; and finally, that nobles and clergy should leave all castles, monasteries, and priests’ houses to live in ‘common’ houses. The man, Fabri insinuated, was a ­rabble-rouser with a ­programme—but this is to read later events back into a revolt that had not yet even formulated its demands. Nor is it clear how much support Hubmaier had amongst the peasants at this point; his published works include little that addressed their concerns. He did, however, inspire courageous loyalty amongst the Waldshuters, who recalled how their representatives had been bullied at a meeting with the Austrians, who threatened the Waldshuters: ‘By God’s wounds, we will beat your wives to death when we come in, we want to rip out the weeds by the roots, we want to box your ears with the gospel so that you will clap hands above your heads, and punish you so that you will be an example to all people who join the Lutheran sect’.33

By 13 October the lords were offering the Stühlingers and other peasant groups arbitration and mediation, though discontent continued to rumble. It was spreading, but it centred in an isolated corner of southwest Germany and regions near Switzerland and did not include Franconia or reach to the region around Würzburg where the Drummer of Niklashausen had started his pilgrimage in 1476. It still mainly focused on specific rural grievances, and the peasants used negotiation and pursued their claims through courts. Religion was important, but nascent; Waldshut was pursuing various defensive options and stood aloof from Müller’s marches through the Black Forest, while not all the peasant rebels saw their grievances in religious terms.34

As the weather cooled it seemed unlikely the peasants would want to fight. Matters did not seem to warrant an urgent response from the authorities, and the Swabian League, judging that the revolt could be easily suppressed as others had been before, had other priorities. Even so, in Swabia the Baltringen band formed on 24 December. By January, the Klettgau peasants, who had sought help against the rebels from Zurich, had been drawn into their evangelical orbit: as a price of their aid the Zurichers had demanded to know whether they would support ‘the right, true Word of God’. Zwingli himself, reformer of Zurich and the son of a well-off peasant, understood peasant complaints and so was not temperamentally inclined to
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