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This study presents a picture of Martin Luther as

a pioneer in mass communications. The text is divided

into four sections and the conclusion; Martin luther:

man and his world, Luther and the German printing
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INTRODUCTION

On October 31, 1517, Martin Luther posted ninety-five

formal theses for debate on the church door in Wittenberg,

Germany, and set in motion events that historians have come

to call the Protestant Reformation of the Sixteenth Century.

This was no theological neophyte challenging established

dogmas of the Roman Catholic Church; rather, this upstart

monk was a seasoned and skillful scholar who had profited

by some of the best religious and classical education the

Church had to offer in Germany at the time.

Before entering the Augustinian cloister at Erfurt in

1505 and becoming a monk, Luther had earned a bachelor's

degree and then a master's degree, and was reading to be

a lawyer. After entering the monastery, he was instructed

to specialize in theology, and in 1512 he received his doc-

torate in that field.

Luther occupied the chair of Bible at the University of

Wittenberg in his theologically formative years of 1512 to

1517, and on until his death in 1546. In the years leading

up to the indulgences controversy in 1517, he lectured on

the Psalms of David and Paul's epistles to the Romans and

Galatians. He wrote learned commentaries on these works,

and was drawn into correspondence with some of the leading

thinkers of Western Europe during this time.

1
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Luther, then, was not leaping unaware or unprepared

into the arena when he, in effect, "went public" with his

challenge at Wittenberg. He had thought through the issues

and was prepared to stake out a position and defend it.

Once his position was clear, events moved quickly for

Luther. How they developed, and when, were influenced in

no small degree by Luther's efforts to communicate his def-

inite views. This Luther, the communicator, is the major

concern of this thesis.

The thesis will look at Germany and Western Europe at

the time Luther carried his message, and will set the social

and cultural background for his activities. It will dis-

cuss the development of humanism in Germany, especially,

and will determine where Luther stood as a Sixteenth Century

person.

The thesis also will focus on the development of print-

ing in Germany in Luther's day, some seventy years after Johann

Gutenberg and the Mainz printers perfected the use of movable

metal type. Luther's access to the printing press will be

considered, along with his activity as a propagandist, and

his role in the development of the German language.

Four and one-half centuries attest to the fact that Martin

Luther did, in fact, get across his message. He used the ser-

mon, the broadside pamphlet, the book, the cartoon, and the

hymn to his good advantage. He was a prolific writer, unmatched

in his day, and an effective communicator. In approximately
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three months in 1520, Luther wrote and published three docu-

ments that gave irreversible impetus to the Reformation; An

Appeal to the Ruling Class, The Freedom of a Christian, and

The Pagan Servitude of the Church reveal Luther at the peak

of his powers as a communicator and propagandist. These and

other provocative articles were circulated widely and quickly

in Germany and elsewhere. An indication of the rapidity and

extent of Luther's circulation is that in May of 1521, the

English clergy put his writings, already branded as heretical,

in the bonfire at St. Paul's in London. Two years later,

King Henry VIII, at that time still in the Vatican's good

graces, published his own attack on Luther and sent copies

of the book as presents to the princes of Europe.

Information on the social and religious context of

Luther's communication activity, and on the development of

printing and publishing, will be extracted from existing

works. Secondary works, many of them in translation, also

will be used in discussing Luther and propaganda, and his

contributions to the German language. Translations of some

of Luther's original works will be primary sources for dis-

cussions of his communications techniques and of his propa-

gandistic efforts.

Martin Luther indeed was an important force in Sixteenth-

Century Europe, and because his ideas were circulated quickly

and widely, he was a powerful influence not only on his age,

but on the history that followed him. This thesis will con-

sider how he worked as a communicator to wield that influence.



CHAPTER I

MARTIN LUTHER: THE MAN AND HIS WORLD

Martin Luther, to use the words of Walter Tillmans,

". . . was a child of his time."1 Working from this clue,

one can bring Luther into sharp focus both as a man and as

a communicator, and there is a practical reason for seeing

that he is placed aptly in his world. The career of this

reformer and adept communicator was intimately and fortui-

tously tied in with a European society reeling in an unpre-

cedented state of flux, and with a German empire more uneasy

than even its unsettled neighbors. Expanding trade routes

and accelerating populations were creating a new world for

Luther and his contemporaries; social and political discon-

tent was slowly finding a voice; Germans were discovering

a spirit of nationalism. In many respects, key unifying ele-

ments of medieval Christianity were beginning to crack and

crumble. It was in this world that Luther gained a premier

education, emerging as a complex mixture of scholasticism,

humanism, and his own peasant mysticism. And, fortunately

for the reformer and the conflicts that awaited him, there

was one other major development peculiar to his time. The

lWalter G. Tillmans, The World and Men Around Luther
(Minneapolis, Minn., 1959), p. 3.

4
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relatively new method of printing with movable, metal type

was maturing rapidly throughout his lifetime, 1483-1546.2

Luther was born in the middle Germany village of Eisle-

ben3 and, Hajo Holborn finds, was a product first of that

peasant orientation ". . . in his firm belief in the reality

of God and the actual presence of the transcendental in this

world. God was present everywhere, in every creature and

plant, in every event, even in the mischievous operations of

the devil."4 Luther's own words bear witness to his belief

that other-world spirits gamboled in his back yard:

Many regions are inhabited by devils. Prussia is full
of them, and Lapland of witches. In my native country
on the top of a high mountain called the Pubelsberg is
a lake into which if a stone be thrown a tempest will
arise over the whole region because the waters are the
abode of captive demons.5

Such a peasant cast of mind never left him; according to

H. G. Koenigsberger and George L. Mosse, ". . . even a few

days before his death Luther saw the devil sitting outside

his window." 6

2A. G. Dickens, Reformation and Society in Sixteenth-
Century Europe (London, 1966), pp- 50-51.

3H. G. Koenigsberger, editor, Luther: A Profile (New
York, 1973), pp. xix-xxi.

4Hajo Holborn, A History of Modern Germany, The Refor-
mation, Vol. I of A History of Modern Germany, 2 vols.7(New
York, 1959), p. 127.

5Martin Luther, cited in Roland H. Bainton, Here I Stand,
A Life of Martin Luther (Nashville, Tenn., 1950), p. 27.

6H. G. Koenigsberger and George L. Mosse, Europe in the
Sixteenth Century (London, 1968), p. 113.
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There was more -to the medieval mind-frame, though,

than a mere belief in worlds peopled by demons, as Koenigs-

berger and Mosse explain:

The men of the Middle Ages had regarded the cos-
mos as a vast hierarchy stretching from God down to the
smallest blade of grass. Angels, rulers, nobles and
peasants all had their fixed place within this chain,
determined forever by the law of God. The toad could
never be the lion and the peasant could never become
a lord. The root of all harmony, we are told as the
century opens, is for every man to do his duty in the
place on earth which God had reserved for him.7

Elements of this concept appear in many of Luther's writings,

a prime example being his discussion of the functions of var-

ious ranks of society in An Appeal to the Ruling Class.8

This notion of a God-governed, carefully structured

society may have held the world together for the medieval

man, but the Catholic scholar Joseph Lortz has seen fit,

nonetheless, to describe the entire era as ". . . an age of

profound disquiet, "9 and to fear for what would happen, and

did. A. G. Dickens sums up the changing scene of Luther's

day in cryptic terms: "By historians of religion, the six-

teenth century is regarded as an age of instability, of divi-

sion and dissolution, the age when Europe saw the end of a

71bid., p. 1.

8Martin Luther, An Appeal to the Ruling Class, translated
by Bertram Lee Woolf, cited in John Dillenberger, editor, Mar-
tin Luther, Selections From His Writings (New York, 1961),
pp. 410-411.

9 Joseph Lortz, The Reformation: A Problem for Today,
translated by John C. Dwyer Westminster, Md., 1964)T, p. 55.
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united Christendom."10 Lortz sees similar disintegration,

but places its genesis a few years earlier:

In the intellectual sphere, the fifteenth century
was characterized in Germany as an age of contrasts, an
age of collapse, and an age profoundly concerned with
renewing its spirit. . . . Precisely as an age of con-
trasts, the fifteenth century was an impressive example
of the extent to which medieval unity was a thing of
the past and an indication of the dangers impl49it in
the uncertainty which pervaded the age itself.-

Thus, one historian, Lortz, finds the medieval hierarchy in

a shambles while others, Koenigsberger and Mosse, see the

leitmotif of the age as holding to the old order. Place

Martin Luther against this backdrop, consider his life and

views, and one comes up with a continuing disagreement: Was

he a medieval man, or modern? Tillmans concedes that, "Lu-

ther was born in the Middle Ages and died in modern times,"1 2

but goes far beyond that to the judgment that ". . . he shook

off the shackles of the Middle Ages and its limitations and

was a modern man, perhaps the greatest of them all." 13 Per-

haps for the purposes of analyzing Luther as a communicator,

the middle ground taken by Roland Bainton is most productive.

He views Luther as ". . . a medieval figure ushering in the

modern age."l4

1 Dickens, p. 9.

llLortz, p. 54.

1 2Tillmans, p. 3.
13Ibid., p. 28.

14 Roland H. Bainton, The Reformation of the Sixteenth
Century (London, 1963), p. 23.
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The physical dimensions of this empire in which basic

social, political, and religious values were being tested

are spelled out by Henry S. Lucas:

The kingdom of Germany, situated in the heart of
west central Europe and extending from the borders of
France to those of Poland, was drained by the Rhine,
Weser, Elbe, and Oder. South of these regions, the
River Danube flowed east and drained the southern part
of the realm. Germany comprised a great variety of
states of divergent characteristics and was the largest
political entity in Europe west of Russia.15

G. R. Elton adds, ". . . the complex of principalities and

territories known as Germany was at a height of prosperity

and population. In particular, there had been a growth of

towns, of trades and crafts."16  Koenigsberger and Mosse, in

less specific terms, support the notion that it was an age

of growth:

We have no censuses, and few reasonably reliable
estimates, of the population of a whole European country
before the eighteenth century. But there is an enormous
mass of information about the population of individual
towns, districts and even whole provinces. . . . The gen-
eral trend of population growth, in our period, seems to
be beyond doubt.17

"The story of the smaller cities was similar," they add.

"Few declined while the majority expanded. . . .,18 Along

1 5Henry S. Lucas, The Renaissance and the Reformation,
2nd ed. (New York, 19 60)7p. 18.

16G. R. Elton, Reformation Europe: 1517-1559 (Cleve-
land, 1964), p. 23.

17Koenigsberger and Mosse, p. 28.
18Ibid., p. 29.
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with this expanding population, Elton finds concomitant social

developments:

. . . a rise in prices with a relative lag in wages and
rents; increased trade, involving also a greater diver-
sity both of markets and commodities; and some consequent
increase in industrial production. In other words, this
was an age of expansion, an age favourable to enter-
prise.19

Growth also occurred in other areas that have special

meaning in any consideration of Luther as a communicator.

Dickens points out that ". . . the half-century or more pre-

ceding Luther's revolt was marked by two particular develop-

ments which exerted great influence upon religious history:

a spate of university foundations, and the rapid rise of

book-production."2 0  "Between 1450 and 1517," he writes,

"no less than nine new universities came to birth in Germany

alone, the last but one and the most modest being that of

Wittenberg (1502)."2l

Despite this apparent growth trend in cities and villages,

however, and the expansion of universities and printing, Ger-

many and the rest of Europe were not becoming urbanized so-

cieties. "In 1500 the vast majority of Europeans still lived

in the country, in single homesteads, hamlets, villages or

small country towns," write Koenigsberger and Mosse, "just as

19Elton, pp. 318-319.

2 0Dickens, p. 49.

2 1 Ibid.
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they had done throughout most of the Middle Ages." 22 In

fact, they conclude that ". . . the population growth orig-

inated in the countryside. . . "123

Whether city folk or country, the people engineering

this changing society, as seen by Will Durant, ". . . were

probably at this time the healthiest, strongest, most vital

and exuberant people in Europe. . . . They were coarse but

jolly, and tempered their piety with sensuality."I24 He adds

this further qualifying judgment, though: "Their robust

spirits made for bibulous humor rather than dry wit, dulled

their sense of logic and beauty, and denied them the grace

and subtlety of the French or Italian mind." 25 Bainton sug-

gests, also, that these were rude, earthy people:

Certain elements even of old German paganism were
blended with Christian mythology in the beliefs of those
untutored folk. For them the woods and winds and water
were peopled by elves, gnomes, fairies, mermen and mer-
maids, sprites and witches. Sinister spirits would
release storms, floods and pestilence, and would seduce
mankind to sin and melancholia.26

Holborn, perhaps, best synthesizes and pulls into focus these

diverse elements making up Martin Luther's world. He writes:

22Koenigsberger and Mosse, p. 28.

23Ibid., p. 30.

24Will Durant, The Reformation, A Histor of European
Civilization from Wyclif to Calvin: ~300-l56 ThNew York,
1957), p. 302.

2 51bid.

26Bainton, Here I Stand, pp. 26-27.

I, , 1. -11 , , I.. : . , I , _- I - d"W09
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If one surveys the German religious and cultural
scene at the beginning of the sixteenth century, one
is struck by the vast variety of disparate phenomena.
The Germans of all classes were profoundly concerned
with religion. No one openly asserted the rightful-
ness of an unreformed pagan life, but such living was
quite general. Sensuality was certainly as widespread
as in any other country; gluttony and drunkenness were,
according to native and foreign testimony, much worse
than elsewhere. A certain virtue was made of the
coarseness and rudeness of some German customs. "Gro-
bianism" became a cultivated literary style as an
expression of forthrightness and realism. In general,
however, the Germans looked for divine forgiveness of
their sins and followed the recommendations of the
Church to gain assurance of such forgiveness.2 7

The unity and continuity of the diverse elements of

this Germany--Luther's Germany--supposedly were assured in a

coalition of secular and religious authority called the Holy

Roman Empire. This amounted, in theory, to a subjugation of

state to Catholic Church as arranged first in A.D. 800 by

Pope Leo III and Emperor Charlemagne.28 "The elected king

of Germany became the Emperor of the Holy Roman Empire in a

ceremony in which the pope had the traditional right to bestow

the imperial diadem," Lucas explains.29 This church-state

exercise supposedly had special meaning to all concerned:

This dignity of the imperial title represented two
remarkable ideas. The first was the continuity of
the ancient empire of Rome. The second, and more
important idea, was that while the Church, being uni-
versal, held sway spiritually and morally, the Emperor

27H. Holborn, History, I, 116.

2 8Durant, p. 148.

2 9Lucas, p. 20.
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was to unite under his temporal rule all men, to enable
them to live in charity rendering justice to all.30

Reality, by Luther's time, amounted to considerably less than

what the symbolism promised. Elton explains:

Above all, Germany was not a political unit; it
would not be excessive to call it a political mess.
Nominally identical with the Holy Roman Empire, it
really lacked all central authority. Not only had
outlying parts of the Empire (the Swiss Confederacy,
most of the Netherlands, Bohemia, Milan) severed all
significant connection with it; in Germany itself the
authority of the emperor had nearly ceased to have
meaning.31

"Germany on the eve of Luther was a scene of social and po-

litical disorder," Durant adds.32 Harold J. Grimm sums up

what this meant in practical terms: "While the emperors

clung to the idea of universal sovereignty . . . the country

remained divided into more than three hundred virtually auton-

omous political units." 33 Durant sketches a telling portrait

of what all of this meant in actual practice:

The secular and ecclesiastical princes who pre-
sided over the chaos contributed to it by their venality,
their diverse coinages and customs dues, their confused
competition for wealth and place, their distortion of
Roman Law to give themselves almost absolute authority
at the expense of the people, the knights, the emperor.34

30Ibid.

31Elton, p. 24.

3 2Durant, p. 300.

3 3Harold J. Grimm, The Reformation Era, 1500-1650 (New
York, 1965), p. 28.

34 Durant, p. 300.



13

Among those jostling for political advantage, says Grimm,

were archbishops, bishops, and abbots.35

Whereas the rest of Europe was consolidating as strong

national states,36 Germany was drifting into a more confused

governmental system. Roy Pascal explains:

These times see . . . a new grouping among the sec-
ular powers. Through aggrandisement and internal organ-
isation the interests of the territorial princes become
clearer; nationalism . . . is in Germany replaced by
particularism--though enthusiasm for the Empire is widely
retained as a sentiment used chiefly for polemical pur-
poses.3 7

This shift to particularism was a terminal blow to feudalism

in Germany as it gave impetus to the growing local central-

ization of power.38  Grimm sees the shift as ". . . a general

transfer of allegiance in which the territorial state, whether

a kingdom, a principality, or a city-state, profited at the

expense of the feudal lords, towns, guilds, and clergy." 39

This consolidation of power in a territorial ruler mustered

strong support within certain powerful ranks. Grimm writes:

His [the territorial ruler'sJ middle-class advisers,
administrators, and lawyers developed the divine-right

35Grimm, p. 28.

3 6Elton, p. 298.

37Roy Pascal, The Social Basis of the German Reforma-
tion: Martin Luther and His Times (New York, 1971),7P.5.

38Grimm, p. 28.

391bid., p. 19.
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theory of government, insisting that for reasons of
security the ruler should have complete authority in
his territory and that he obtained this authority
directly from God.40

It will be seen that the development of a strong territorial

government along with a decline of the influence of the Vat-

ican in the secular administrations of Germany have special

meaning for the career of Luther the communicator, once he is

made outcast by both Empire and Church.

As Germany stumbled along politically in comparison to

other European nations,41 the overall chaos forced pressures

on a changing society. Pascal explains a key development:

The commercial and colonial enterprise of the
later Middle Ages had given rise to a strongly organised
moneyed class; and with the development of the papacy
as a financial power with vast reserves there grew up a
class of bankers which created a new and mighty body of
interest in Europe.+ 2

"By 1500,1" he adds, "the Italian banking houses were rivalled,

if not eclipsed, by financial businesses in Germany . . 43

Durant agrees:

The financiers were now a major political power. The
Jewish money-lenders of Germany were displaced by the
Christian family-firms of the Welsers, the Hochstetters,
and the Fuggers--all of Augsburg, which, at the end of
the fifteenth century, was the financial capital of
Christendom.44

40Ibid., p. 20.

4lTillmans, p. 26.

42Pascal, pp. 11-12.

43Ibid., p. 12.

44Durant, p. 295.
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Durant sees a grim side to this new source of power in that

Sthe new age of the Fuggers added such economic dis-

parities as Europe had not known since the millionaires and

slaves of Imperial Rome.",45 Koenigsberger and Mosse note a

practical development of the new-money power: "By the end

of the fifteenth century, the towns were almost everywhere

governed by an oligarchy, a patriciate of rich merchants and

property owners."46

A sinister view of what was developing in the cities is

found in the interpretation of the communist, Frederich En-

gels. "In the cities," he writes, "the growth of commerce

and handicraft produced three distinct groups out of the

original citizenry of medieval times."47 He explains:

The city population was headed by the patrician families,
the so-called "honourables." Those were the richest
families. They alone sat in the council and held all
the city offices. They not only administered all the
revenues of the city, but they also consumed them.48

Opposed to these patricians were the middle-class opposition,

made up of ". . . the richer middle-class, the middle-class

of moderate means, and a more or less appreciable section of

the poorer elements, according to local conditions."4 9 A

45Ibid., p. 297.

46Koenigsberger and Mosse, p. 55.

47Frederich Engels, The Peasant War in Germany (London,
1927), p. 42.

4I8 bid.

49Ibid.
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plebeian opposition developed, Engels writes, consisting of

" . ruined members of the middle-class and that mass of

the city population which possessed no citizenship rights:

the journeymen, the day labourers, and the numerous begin-

nings of the lumpenproletariat . . . ."50 He adds, "At the

bottom of all classes, save the last one, was the huge

exploited mass of the nation, the peasants."51 Elton says

the peasants were ". . . beginning to feel the pinch . a ."52

because ". . . the economic and political situation, which

had on the whole favored them in the fifteenth century, was

turning against them in the sixteenth."53 James Mackinnon

notes " . . . the tendency to rackrent the peasant in the

form of increased dues or services,"54 then goes to the core

of the matter:

Especially obnoxious was the widespread attempt to
override the old customary law and restrict or ignore
the right of the tenants to the common meadows, fish-
ings, woodlands in virtue of the application of the
Roman law, on the plea, adduced by the lawyers, that
the lord is the absolute proprietor of his lands and
is entitled to break old agreements as he pleases.55

501bid., pp. -44-45.

5lIbid . ,p . 47 .

52Elton, p. 26.

531bid.

54James Mackinnon, The Origins of the Reformation (New
York, 1939), p. 304.

55Ibid.
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Another group coming onto hard times was the ranks of

haughty old feudal knights. Elton describes their plight:

These men, claiming to be tenants-in-chief of the
imperial crown, had been the most notable victims of
the fourteenth-century agrarian crisis, nor had they
ever recovered. Ruling tiny possessions dominated by
their ancestral . . . castles, and burdened with a
great deal of ancestral pride, they could make ends
meet only by surrendering their independence and taking
service with the princes, or by preying on the country-
side.56

Grimm also pinpoints the decline of the knights, while noting

one of the major reasons for the fading feudalism:

Territorial mercenary armies had also supplanted the
feudal levies by 1500. The development of gunpowder,
guns, and cannon had increased the importance of the
infantry and artillery at the expense of the feudal
cavalry. As the territorial ruler gained control of
the new methods of warfare, the feudal lords were com-
pelled to enter his services, often as captains who
raised, trained, fed, and led the mercenaries under the
general supervision of the rulers or their clerks.5 7

While the knights were biting the ancestral bullet and

hiring out as gunslingers for the princes, or turning out-

right to banditry, the peasants occasionally were trying to

do something about their lot as well. "The fifty years before

1520 were full of sporadic risings around Lake Constance in

the Black Forest, in Wurttemberg, in Styria and Carinthia,"

writes Elton.58 Mackinnon agrees: "The peasant, it was

evident, must help himself, and to this end must unite in a

56Elton, p. 25.

5 7 Grimm, Reformation Era, p. 20.

58Elton, p. 27.
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great 'Bund' or union, and achieve by his own brawny arm the

reformation which emperor, prelate, prince, and lord refused

to concede." 59 He adds:

In the second half of the fifteenth century a
revolutionary movement was developing in Germany com-
parable to that which had culminated in the rising of
the English peasants in the second half of the four-
teenth. In the fifty years preceding the advent of
Luther a large part of South and West Germany was
seething with the revolutionary spirit.60

It would be easy in this context to couch the entire

scene in terms of class warfare, as does Mackinnon in arguing

that the insurgencies were not purely rural: "As in the

country, so in the town, there were frequently conspiracy and

revolt against the dominant class of incorporated burghers.

The large proletariat . . . was nursing the revolutionary

spirit equally with the peasants beyond the walls . . .*"61

He adds, "This attempt becomes widespread and simultaneous as

the revolutionary spirit is intensified, and in the years

1512-14 a veritable tidal wave of revolt swept over town as

well as country from Constance to Aachen.",62 The socialist

Pascal also sees the times in terms of class struggle:

Society was then in rapid movement. It was com-
posite of a number of groups, of classes with definite

59Mackinnon, p. 305.

60Ibid., p. 301.
6lIbid., p. 307.
62Ibid., p. 306.

Ok
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interests and definite moral and metaphysical codes,
warring against each other for the hegemony of society.
This war was carried on in every sphere, in metaphysics
as in practical life.63

"It is fundamental to the understanding of Luther," he adds,

"to see him as belonging to one of these groups, leading and

guiding its struggle ."64 Believing this, Pascal puts Luther

in the ranks of the petty bourgeoisie.65

That there was discontent in the ranks appears obvious;

the question, it seems, is whether the lower ranks were after

upward social mobility, were trying simply to improve their

lot while holding in place, or were trying to destroy the

higher classes. About this point, Hajo Holborn sounds a per-

tinent warning on the dangers of applying twentieth-century

concepts to this sixteenth-century problem. While he admits

that the old landed feudalism was "in decay,",66 he argues:

The terms upper, middle, and lower classes are taken
from the stratification of an acquisitive society, a
type of human society in which property and income
confer a definite social rank upon its members.

Medieval society, however, was built on different
principles. The order of feudal ranks was in theory
constructed not on the pat ern of income and property
but according to function. 7

63Pascal, p. vii.

64 Ibid.

651bid., p. 194.

66Hajo Holborn, History and the Humanities (Garden City,
N.Y., 1972), p. 171.

67Ibid., pp. 170-171.

amigumb'i" a,. -. , am
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There is, keeping Holborn's warning in mind, ample support

for the idea that the "classes" were likely holding in place

while seeking a better lot. Dickens admits that "the guilds

grappled with the oligarchs for influence upon town councils.

The mass of poor, unprivileged journeymen moved restively in

the grip of masters, guilds and city councils,"68 but he

clearly advises not to read too much into that strife:

Of this age . . . we use the modern terminology of
class-warfare at great peril to truth. With singularly
few exceptions, the sixteenth-century mind accepted
social stratification as ordained and necessary. One
class did not desire or attempt to liquidate another.
Even so, bitterness, resentment and intrigue were at
least as endemic in town society as in the countryside.69

Grimm adds the admonition that '1. . . the word 'class' should

not be used in the modern sense of the word when speaking of

the social groups of the Reformation era." 70 "In sober

truth," Elton adds, "any description of the century, or the

Reformation, which lays the stress on the 'rise' of bourgeois

or middle class is quite simply wrong. Sixteenth century

society was hierarchic, believing in ordered ranks from kings

downward."71  He sums up the situation:

Where, indeed, is that rising and politically dom-
inant bourgeoisie in deference to whom kings enforce
the bourgeois Reformation? No one wants to argue that

6 8Dickens, p. 79.

69Ibid.

7 0 Harold J. Grimm, "Social Forces in the German Refor-
mation," Church History, LXXXI (1962), p. 6.

71Elton, p. 306.
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towns and merchants disappeared, or even that in gen-
eral trade and mercantile wealth did not increase . . . .
But there were no social or political consequences of
the kind postulated. Instead, monarchies strengthen
their hand, in alliance with a nobility a great part of
which they have created; the courts of princes rise to
a new eminence as centres of social life. The bourgeois
seek influence through attainment of a higher status.72

Tillmans explains what the situation meant for Luther:

Luther's world did not change entirely during his
life-time. The social structure remained largely the
same. The fate of the lower classes, especially the
peasants, had become worse rather than better. Serfdom
was firmly established not only in Germany, but in many
other places. The light which the age of the Renais-
sance had brought to many countries was slowly being ex-
tinguished in Italy and spain under the impacts of twin
forces of Jesuitism and Inquisition. The superstitions
of the Middle Ages were still strong. . . .7

A final factor in the early sixteenth century that would

affect Luther's work as a communicator was the growth of an

uneven, but real, German nationalism. Although the Holy

Roman Empire remained a muddle of largely autonomous terri-

torial princedoms, national spirit did exist, Pascal finds,

generally expressed in anticlericalism. He explains:

This discontent with the domination of the Church
found expression in the philosophy of the times. The
sentiment of nationalism developed . . . . Many writers
devoted learned tomes to proving the superiority of the
German nation over the French; but the great mass of
nationalistic work was written against the Church as
the foreign exploiter of the people of Germany. There
was a particular hatred of Churchmen, particularly pre-
lates, because of their Italian ways; and there grew up
the fiction of the "good old times," of the noble, un-
spoiled Teuton, which gained credence even among humanists
who were devoted to classical culture.74

72Ibid., p. 308.

73Tillmans, p. 15.

?4 Pascal, p. 6.
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Mackinnon sees the same sentiment growing in academic context

and as a reaction to what scholars saw as Italian snobbery:

Some of these early German humanists were keenly
national-conscious. They valued Italian culture, but
they resented the Italian assumption of superiority
over the "barbarous" Germans, and in rebutting this
assumption and accentuating German national feeling in
opposition to it, they contributed to prepare the way
for the German Reformation.75

Mackinnon adds this view from a man of that age; "'The an-

cient hatred between us,' growled Celtes, 'can never be dis-

solved. But for the Alps we should be eternally at war.'76

Bainton agrees that this pubescent nationalism was a factor

in Luther's Germany, but he hedges a bit. "The movement was

inchoate in Luther's day," he writes, "because Germany was

retarded in national unification compared with Spain, France,

and England."?? He, too, sees the spirit growing from

negative seeds:

No government, and no class, was able to weld Germany
into one. Dismembered and retarded, she was derided
by the Italians and treated by the papacy as a private
cow. Resentment against Rome was more intense than in
countries where national governments curbed papal
exploitation.78

It is clear, then, that the late fifteenth and early

sixteenth centuries were times of peculiar unrest and sharp

75Mackinnon, p. 363.

761bid.

77Bainton, Here I Stand, p. 130.

78Ibid., p. 131.
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uncertainty for most Germans. It was a time of confusing

economic conditions, wars, pestilence, and political reor-

ganization. All of these disturbances involved the ever-

present Roman Catholic Church. Koenigsberger and Mosse set

the scene:

Times were bad, beyond anything which man could
recall. Several factors built up a momentum which took
on catastrophic proportions. The last decades of the
fifteenth century were years of price fluctuations caused
by bad harvests; the year 1500 saw a total crop failure
in all of Germany. The peasants reacted with violence.
In Alsace they founded a conspiratorial organization to
overthrow the existing order (the Bundschuh) but every-
where in the Empire looting and pillaging took on such
proportions that by 1501 a paid police force became a
necessity for the first time.79

"Rising prices and bad harvests were accompanied by the rav-

ages of war. . . . Whole villages were depopulated . s .1,"80

they add. Lortz concurs in this discouraging report and sug-

gests what it did to the minds of the Germans:

On the sheer physical level life and health were
threatened: syphilis and the plague swept through Eu-
rope from 1486 to 1530; in one year thirty thousand
people died in the city of London. The same uncertainty
affected economic and political life; thus men were
wracked with anxiety over the possibility of eternal
damnation. . . . This spirit led to many otherwise inex-
plicable outbreaks of a veritable "salvation mania" on
the part of large masses of people.81

Tillmans supports this solemn outlook: "Germany, as usual,

suffered more during the fifteenth century from the ferment

79Koenigsberger and Mosse, p. 86.

80 Ibid.

81Lortz, p. 56.
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of the times than any other country. It suffered invasions

and bloodshed, because its emperor had forsaken the Bohemian

Reformer [John Hus] ."82

Koenigsberger and Mosse give a thorough overview of what

the Germans were trying to cope with. "The plague, and a new

disease, syphilis," they observe, "seemed to herald a coming

change in the order of things, that great catastrophe which

precedes the 'total reformation' of man and society which

medieval prophecy had spoken of so eloquently."83  The impact

of the two diseases on this still largely peasant and super-

stitious people merits special attention. Koenigsberger and

Mosse explain:

Few epidemics have been more upsetting to the life
of western man than the plague. It was an epidemic which
struck with deadly force, and would subside only to re-
turn again. Thus it seemed to be a wilful and arbitrary
chastisement. . . . The fourteenth century had seen at
least four major outbreaks of the Black Death and now,
at the end of the fifteenth century, the plague struck
once more. Between 1499 and 1502 the populations of
many regions of Europe were decimated, and it has been
estimated that in the Rhineland and Swabia half the pop-
ulation died.8 4

The new disease, syphilis, brought with it a special dread.

Koenigsberger and Mosse say that at the beginning of the new

century, ". . . it was regarded as a catastrophe for which the

only explanation could be the wrath of God. From 1500 on it

82Tillmans, p. 26.

83Koenigsberger and Mosse, p. 86.

84 Ibid.
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became usual for preachers to call for penance and special

pilgrimages in order to stem the inroads of syphilis." 85

They conclude, "Such is the background to the heightened

religious sensibility at the turn of the century which gripped

all the diverse classes of the population."86 Turning to God

and religion for understanding, the German people developed

what Koenigsberger and Mosse call popular piety:

"Popular piety" is the phrase best suited to describe
those forms and modes of expression which were shared
by a majority of the population at a time when men's
consciousness of themselves and their world moved
within a Christian context. Popular piety represents
the hopes and aspirations of the multitude whose relig-
ious awareness tends to be immediate and naive. More-
over, inasmuch as men and women expressed their entire
attitude towards life within such a framework, the
religious fantasies of popular piety functioned as
dynamic social myths.87

This popular piety, Koenigsberger and Mosse add, was filled

with ". . . the ideas of prophecy and hope which had been

part of the medieval search for the millenium . . . . Pes-

simism led to a belief that the end of the world was in

sight . . . ."88 Coexisting with this apocalyptic outlook

was, says Bainton, a revival among the mystics of ". . . the

early Christian expectation of the speedy return of Christ."89

851bid., p. 87.

86Ibid.

8 7 Ibid.

88 Ibid.

89Bainton, Reformation, p. 19.
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The Catholic Church that had to deal with these roiling

developments theoretically was superbly fit to meet the test.

Holborn explains what was the ideal for the Church in Luther's

day:

Catholicity had had a meaning not only in space but
also in time; it had meant the continuous tradition of
all generations. But the word was still used to describe
other dimensions. The militant church on earth was
united with triumphant church in heaven. And closely
related to this metaphysical aspect was its general phil-
osophical application. The Church was believed to pre-
serve the divine truth, able to absorb everything good
and beautiful, and to give it a harmonious and wise order.
The universalism of the Roman Church was grounded in the
divine nature of creation and in God's revelation mani-
festing itself in the totality of life.90

Such was to be the pristine Church at work in the world; the

real Church, though, was something less. Elton finds:

Notoriously, the whole Western Church, from the pope on
down, stood involved in a crisis of confidence. Both as
a means of salvation and as a temporal institution, the
Church was suspect; from the fourteenth century onwards,
the lay people at all levels had been freeing themselves
from the need of it, while the clergy and especially the
religious orders, had become steadily more worldly and
uninspiring.91

Holborn cautions that ". . . the Church had not ceased to be

to its millions of followers a deep and heartfelt religious

concern,"92 but gives an additional warning:

The dangers arising from the combination of political
and ecclesiastical authority were tremendous. The
Church became deeply involved in secular commitments and

90H. Holborn, History, I, 87.

91Elton, p. 27.
92H. Holborn, History, I, 87.
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struggles. Its bishops and clerics, serving as polit-
ical leaders and advisers, tended to minister more to
the secular rulers than to the Christian Church. No
doubt, the high clergy was permeated by people who were
politicians and warriors rather than priests. If they
assumed in addition to their episcopal duties the
functions of actual secular princes, as happened in Ger-
many, the whole structure of the ecclesiastical hierarchy
was threatened.93

The Catholic Lortz hits directly at the problem. "The general

situation," he writes, "was such that the Church seemed to be

the property of the clergy, designed to help them lead the

good life, to provide money and pleasure."94 With this, at

the lowest people-level of its operations, the Church created

for itself another problem: ". . . the lower clergy became

a spiritual proletariat in the worst sense of the word."95

One major result is given by Durant, who finds a volatile

mixture of elements among the common people:

Among the people anticlericalism went hand in hand
with piety. "A revolutionary spirit of hatred for the
Church and the clergy," writes the honest Pastor, "had
taken hold of the masses in various parts of Germany.
. . . The cry of 'Death to the priests!' which had long
been whispered in secret, was now the watchword of the
day."96

Dickens agrees: "Everywhere in Europe angry voices were

raised against clerical ignorance and against the super-

fluous ordination of candidates ill-qualified by learning."9 7

93Ibid., pp. 89-90.

94Lortz, p. 80.

951bid.

96 Durant, p. 332.

9 7 Dickens, p. 40.
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One of the points at which the venality and crassness

of even the lowest-level clergy came to bear on German life

was in the sale of papal indulgences. Preserved Smith tells

how it worked:

One of the richest sources of ecclesiastical revenue
was the sale of indulgences, or the remission by the
pope of the temporal penalties of sin, both penance in
this life and pains of purgatory. The practice of
giving these pardons first arose as a means of assuring
heaven to those warriors who fell fighting the infidel.98

The original idea did not include coverage of the after-life

precisely as indicated by Smith. Dickens explains when this

innovation came about:

In 1476 Sixtus IV had extended the scope of an Indul-
gence even to souls in purgatory, thus exploiting for
cash the natural anxieties of simple people for their
departed relatives. Luther's initial revolt was pro-
voked by the spectacle of a salvation assurance company
with branches in heaven, earth and purgatory.99

In addition to these questionable activities, the Church had

become a major land-holder in Europe, and, in turn, taxed the

local clergy extensively.100 This created a special burden

on the Germans, for the Church lands often were exempt from

taxation. As a result, though the taxes were filtered through

the clergy in various forms, they really were drawn directly

from German wealth.10 1 Lortz capsules the problems facing

98Preserved Smith, The Age of the Reformation (New York,
1955), p. 23.

9 9Dickens, p. 35.

1 0 0Mackinnon, p. 410.

1 0 1 Ibid.
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the Church as ". . . arbitrariness, the multiplication of

ways of conferring spiritual favors, simony, wealth, and

hedonistic existence, whether manifested in crude or refined

forms."102

These abuses were real enough and a major problem for

the Catholic Church. The spiritual disquietude of the age,

however, lay not so much in the secular chicanery of the

Church, but in the genuine metaphysical concerns of the

average German. Where the Church ultimately missed the mark

and left itself open to the assault called the Reformation is

suggested in plain words by Elton:

The Church's ultimate failure did not lie in its
wealth, its frequent worldliness, its somewhat exag-
gerated immorality, its obedience to a foreign pope who
was no more than an Italian princeline: it lay in its
total inability to bring peace and solace to troubled
generations in an era of dissolving certainties. Plague,
war, economic decline, all marked the later middle ages
with an unmistakable spiritual malaise. Medieval so-
ciety, and with it the medieval Church, had suffered a
really bad shock in the disasters of the fourteenth cen-
tury, and the fifteenth bore all the signs of the after-
math.103

"The consolations of the Church," Elton concludes, "failed

to satisfy."104

It was against this background that Martin Luther was

born amid rude peasant surroundings in 1483,105 and in less

1 0 2 Lortz, p. 78.

1 0 3Elton, pp. 28-29.

lo4Ibid., p. 29.

1 0 5Richard Friedenthal, Luther: His Life and Times,
translated by John Nowell (New York, 1970), p. 8.



30

than thirty years progressed through the formal education

available in his day until he held a doctorate in theology.106

In order to understand Luther as a communicator, one must

consider the academic training he had, the intellectual

trends of the day, and his relationship to them.

Luther first attended classes in the Latin school of

Mansfeld, then likely in the cathedral school of Magdeburg,

when he was fourteen. This was followed by further prepar-

atory work in Eisenach in 1498, in an environment of tradi-

tional Catholic piety.10 7 After three years at Eisenach, he

enrolled in the University of Erfurt, where he took his bach-

elor's degree in 1502 and his master's in 1505, when he then

began studying for a law career.108 This last program was

interrupted permanently in 1505 when he was frightened in a

summer thunderstorm and vowed to become a monk. A few days

later, he entered the Augustinian monastery at Erfurt.109

He took his vows and became a priest in 1507, started teaching

at the University of Wittenberg, moved briefly to the Univer-

sity of Erfurt, then settled again in 1511 as a Bible pro-

fessor at Wittenberg, a post he kept until his death.110

10 6Bainton, Here I Stand, p. 17.

1 0 7 Grimm, Reformation Era, pp. 90-92.
108Ibid., p. 94.

1 0 9 Ibid., p. 95.

110Smith, The Age, p. 64.
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The next year, 1512, he earned his doctorate in theology at

Wittenberg.111

The first consideration in reviewing Luther's higher

education is timing, for it is vital in placing him aptly

in relation to the major influence on education in his day,

humanism. Grimm points out, significantly, that

. . . humanism did not take firm hold in Erfurt until
after Luther left the university and since, as he
himself later stated, his heavy schedule did not allow
him much time to hear the occasional special lectures
on "the poets," one cannot assume that he became a
devotee 1f the New Learning or was greatly influenced
by it.1 12

It all depends of what one calls influence. It seems that

at this point Luther was trained in the modified scholas-

ticism of William of Occam, a nominalist.11 3 Mackinnon

tells what this basically non-humanist training meant:

What is characteristic of the scholastic theology is
the application of reason to the elaboration of theo-
logical doctrines, under the influence of Greek phil-
osophy, especially the dialectic and metaphysic of
Aristotle, an within the limit of the authority of
the Church.L11

Then he cuts to the core of the matter:

Then came Occam, who applied this partial skepticism
to the whole scholastic theological system, as far as it
was based on the harmony of reason and faith. . . . he
was a nominalist in philosophy, maintaining that ideas

1 llBainton, Here I Stand, p. 17.

11 2Grimm, Reformation Era, p. 94.
113 Ibid., p. 96.

ll4mackinnon, p. 342.
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relative to the sensible world are purely subjective
conceptions of the mind (conceptualism), and that,
apart from revelation, it has no knowledge at all of
supersensible things and cannot demonstrate their
existence.115

"Luther himself was to pass from the neo-Pelagian school of

Occam to that of Augustine," Mackinnon writes, after Luther

had worn himself out ". . . in the vain attempt to find in

the Occamist way of self-acquired monastic merits 'a gracious

God.'"tll6

While Luther was studying at Erfurt and living in the

area, he likely did have some contact with the humanists

there,11 ? but did not necessarily come under their solid

influence, as explained by Lewis W. Spitz in analyzing Luther

and his special relationship to the humanists:

But all of these peripheral influences combined did
not serve to make Luther a humanist. His main course
of study had been the Aristotelian curriculum combined
with Occamist scholasticism. His struggle for religious
certainty which became the determinative influence on
his life had nothing fundamental to do with humanism.
His new insight, when it came, was that of a prophet and
not that of a scholar resolving a fine point in phi-
lology.118

What ultimately is at issue in the question of Luther and

the humanists is the view of God and man. Lortz quotes the

Italian Count Pico della Mirandola to sum up the humanistic

1 5 Ibid., p. 348.
11 61bid., pp. 350-351.

11 7Lewis W. Spitz, The Religious Renaissance of the Ger-
man Humanists (Cambridge, Mass., 1963), p. 240.

11 81bid. pp. 240-241.
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determination to elevate man to a commanding position in the

universe:

Man, you alone of all creatures are unlimited; you are
not of heaven, not of earth, not mortal, not immortal;
you are master of your fate; you are free to sink to
the lowest depths and free to rise to the heights of
divinity; it is man's greatest good fortune that he
may be whatever he desires to be.119

Bainton elaborates, "Every department of life should be

subject to the rational control of man * . . ."120

Two statements from Luther in the same general subject

area would seem to remove him from the humanist camp, even if

the words do not necessarily prove him hostile to the group

per se. In the first, Luther explains man's relationship

to God:

The principal end of man's creation, to which Scripture
points, is that, made in the likeness of God, he was to
live with God forever. And here on earth he should
praise God, thank Him, and obey his Word in patience . .
Of these things philosophers know nothing. This is why
the world is most foolish at the height of its wisdom,
lacking Holy Scripture or theology. For without the
Word men know nothing either of their beginning or of
their end.121

The second comment explains Luther's attitude toward formal

learning:

It is not the most learned, who read much and many books,
who are the best Christians. For all of their books and
all of their knowledge is "letter" and death for the
soul. No, they are the best Christians who really with

119Lortz, p. 60.

1 2 0 Bainton, Reformation, p. 16.
121Martin Luther, cited in Ewald Plass, editor, What

Luther Says: An Anthology, 3 vols. (St. Louis, 1959)-, II,
877 .
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complete free will translate into action what the others
read in books and teach to others. But they cannot act
in that complete freedom, if they do not through the
Holy Spirit possess love. Therefore, one must fear for
our times when thanks to the multiplicity of books men
become very learned to be sure, but completely unlearned
for Christ.1 22

In one of his more temperate statements on the topic, Luther

also gives his opinion on the rational approach to life and

on the use of reason:

In temporal things and human relations man is rational
enough; there he needs no other light than reason. . .
in divine things . . . our nature is so stark- and
stone-blind, so utterly blind, as to be unable to recog-
nize them at all.123

Yet, if such views appear hard opposed to the goals of

the humanists, one still is not out of the woods in trying to

place Luther properly in relationship to these learned men.

This is emphasized by Spitz, who insists that the Reformation

was "1. . . in large part the work of the third generation of

humanists in the north."l24 This statement suggests an out-

look on the development of humanism that sheds some light on

the relationship of it to Luther. Spitz elaborates:

In the case of each of the major countries of the
north it is possible to distinguish three generations
of humanists: a pioneering generation, exhausting muchof its energy in acquisition of new classical learning
and confronting some of the normative issues raised bythe classical world view; a second generation marking

1 2 2Martin Luther, Commentary on Romans, cited in SpitzReligious Renaissance, p. 241.

123Luther, cited in Plass, III, 1158.
124 Lewis W. Spitz, "The Third Generation of German Ren-aissance Humanists," Aspects of the Renaissance: A Symposium,edited by Archibald R. Lewis ~Austin, 1967)7,P. 105.



35

the highest achievement of renowned humanists; and a
third and younger generation setting out upon a course
of action to change that society which their elders
merely criticized.125

Spitz puts the important historical footnote on this devel-

opment, isolating that fermenting third generation:

During the decade of 1510 to 1520 a change is dis-
cernible in the atmosphere of the humanist microcosm.
No longer satisfied with enjoying intellectually the
stimulation of the classics, the humanists seek ways of
applying their philosophy to life. The sharp criticism
of abuse with its long ancestry back into the late medi-
eval period is coupled now with a determined effort to
effect the changes necessary to realize their ethical
ideals.126

Luther's rebellion indeed may have been the work of a

third generation of activist humanists, as Spitz suggests.

Regardless, it is clear that the tools and attitudes of

humanism were freely appropriated in varying degrees by the

reformers. Mackinnon explains that humanism gave an impetus

to the assertion of ". . . the right of private judgment, of

the individual reason and conscience against corporate eccle-

siastical authority . . . .127 Noting, too, that it helped

train many of the men who were to lead the Reformation, he

elaborates on the scholarly impact of humanism:

It prepared the way for the application of the critical,
historical method to the study of ecclesiastical dogmas
and institutions, of the Scriptures in the original
languages, and of the early history of Christianity. It

1 2 5 1bid., p. 106.

126 Ibid., p. 108.

127Mackinnon, p. 353.
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gave a new force to the appeal "Back to the Sources"
as a test of creed and ecclesiastical constitutional28

Even if Luther did manage to avoid the humanists at

Erfurt while in college there, Mackinnon insists that

in the process of his theological studies and as a

lecturer in theology at Wittenberg, he availed himself of

the critical results of the new learning . . . ."129 Mac-

kinnon then adds, "He made use of Erasmus' Greek New Test-

ament in his lectures on the Scriptures, and set himself to

master Greek and Hebrew for the purpose of translating them

into the vernacular."]-30 Spitz points out another aggressive

application of humanistic values by the future rebel:

Luther himself took the initiative in effecting
the humanistic reform of the university curriculum at
Wittenberg. UnderC Philip]Melancthon's influence,
Luther's interest in humanistic studies and his com-
petence in them grew, especially during his later less
pressured years. 131

It seems clear, too, that Luther was not the only reformer

to appropriate humanistic methods; the entire Reformation

intelligentsia developed a positive if somewhat parasitic

relationship to them. "lMelancthon was the commanding figure

in a sizeable army of literati who advanced the cause of

1281bid.

1291bid.

130Ibid.

'31Lewis W. Spitz, "Humanism in the Reformation," Ren-
aissance Studies in Honor of Hans Baron, edited by Anthony
Molho and John A. Tedeschi7(DeKalb, Ill., 1971), p. 647.

MAW
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humanistic learning in the Reformation movement," according

to Spitz.132 He lists several ways in which the reformers

took advantage of humanistic training and impulses:

The reformers went beyond the humanist elitist
conception, urging universal compulsory education,
promoting secondary school education in the classical
gymnasium, and declaring the vocation of the teacher
to be divine like that of the preacher.133

He also finds:

The humanists reemphasized the classical definition
of man as a living being having the power of speech.
The reformers saw regenerate man as having the power
of the Living Word. Their emphasis on the written
and the spoken word of the Gospel . . . coincided
neatly with the humanists' stress upon the verbal arts,
upon grammar, rhetoric, and poetry. 34

"The reformers were driven by their polemical situation into

the study of ecclesiastical history," Spitz adds. "They

also adopted the humanist pragmatic interpretation and

exploitation of secular history." 135 Spitz says that the

reformers generally approved of the humanists' approach to

law, and that many of the reformers moved from the bar to

the pulpit, while retaining a healthy respect for the law

as a profession.136

A less lofty view than Spitz' of humanism's impact on

the Reformation is that of the Catholic Lortz. "In a very

1321bid., p. 648.

1331bid., p. 651.

134 Ibid., p. 652.

135Ibid., p. 654-.

136Ibid., p. 655.
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immediate sense," he laments, "humanism was a cause of the

Reformation."13 7 The intensity of his negative feelings

brings Lortz to an even harder assessment.

Far from the spirit of the sacramental Roman Church,
Erfurt humanists were inspired to a great extent by a
deep hatred of the Church and her priests; their crit-
icism of monasticism was little more than a criticism
of the religious ideal itself and these spokesmen lived
practically like pagans.138

Of additional interest for the study of Luther as a

communicator is the significance of humanistic influence in

the area of language arts. Dickens finds that humanism could

boast some positive religious concomitants, the most

important of which lay in the extension of its historical and

philological techniques to the Greek and Hebrew texts of the

Bible."13 9 Then he explicitly states that ". . . the unifying

feature of this great phase of humanism cannot be missed: it

lies in a historical approach to the 'prescribed texts' of

the Christian religion. These men . . . were attempting to

answer the question: what exactly did Christ and St Paul

teach?"9,140 Place beside this view the following from Luther

and one can see a strong affinity for at least this one

element of humanistic training: "I would not have a theo-

logian give himself to allegorizing until he has perfected

1 3 7Lortz, p. 59.
1381bid., pp. 63-64.

139Dickens, p. 30.

140Ibid., p. 32.
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himself in the grammatical and literal interpretation of the

Scriptures; otherwise his theology will bring him into danger,

as Origen discovered,"141

One can see here what Pascal calls "a certain social

antagonism"l42 between Luther and the humanists, but there was,

nevertheless, some common ground. "Specifically," Spitz says,

"the humanists approved of Luther's uncompromising assault

on scholasticism and his return to the pristine sources of

Christianity, the Scriptures."143 Also, "however far apart

Erasmus and Luther really were . . . it is true for all Europe

as it is for Germany that Erasmian humanists felt an initial

sympathy for the Reformation."Il 4  Spitz also sees Luther

commiserating to a degree, "Luther gave enthusiastic support

to humanist culture in its sphere, but sharply rebuffed its

encroachment in the domain of theology * . . ."145 He sums

up the indebtedness of Luther to the humanists, and gives

another clue into the man's mental processes in these words:

Luther owed much to the humanists, both to their
progressive criticisms of the abuses in the church and
to their cultural reform program. When he first entered
the arena they hailed him as Hercules and the German
Cicero. Luther reciprocated in little ways which showed

l4lMartin Luther, Works of Martin Luther, 6 vols. (Phil-
adelphia, 1915), II, 276. ~

14 2Pascal, p. 196.

14 3Spitz, "Third Generation," p. 109.

144ibid., p. 101p

145spitz, Religious Renaissance, p. 238.
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that he was affected also by the identification of his
cause with theirs. From November 1517 on he often
signed his name as Eleutherius, the liberator.14 6

It could not endure, though--this mutual admiration society--

for, as Lortz points out, "The proper distinctive element in

humanism was its orientation not toward God but toward man

and this world."147 Mackinnon finds that as early as 1517

Luther was disagreeing with Erasmus' notes on the Epistle to

the Romans,148 and a major problem developed in that humanism

stood, as Pascal writes, ". . . essentially for the secular-

isation of morals . . . ."149 Lortz gives Luther this much

credit:

Luther was precisely the one who recognized and rejected
the danger from the quarter of the humanists. With all
the violence of his characteristically one-sided approach,
Luther turned from the cultural morality he found in the
humanists to the religion of faith as he found it in St.
Paul.150

While calling the Reformation basically a young man's

movement and the work of third-generation humanists,15 1 Spitz

also jumps at the point of Luther's polemical style to explain

the ultimate split with the older generation. He writes,

But from 1520 on, the Reformation derailed humanism.
The humanists had been attracted more by Luther's

1461bid.

147Lortz, p. 58.

14 8Mackinnon, p. 363.

149Pascal, p. 8.

150Lortz, p. 74.

1 5 1 Spitz,"Third Generation," p. 112



constructive educational and devotional writings than
by his polemical treatises. His "On the Babylonian
Captivity of the Church" seems to have opened the eyes
of many of the humanists to the real thrust of his
reform. Precisely this treatise which offended some
of the older humanists inspired many of the younger to
join Luther's movement.152

Elton sees the same effect, but places the schism at 1525.153

A third element blended with Occamism and humanism to

have significant influence on the development of Martin Luther.

This was the late medieval mysticism that sprang up, specif-

ically that issuing from the devotio moderna, or the "new

devotion." "The devotio moderna," Koenigsberger and Mosse

explain, "taught that the essence of Christianity is a spiritual

communion with God through Christ."I154 They add:

Such a communion would transform the lives of men; the
example of Christ experienced in immediate, personal,
terms could then be carried into practical daily living.
Christian life was more important than Christian doc-
trine . . . Scripture reading and an inner spirituality
were essential.135

Two sources of this thinking seem to have had some influence

on Luther's thinking. One source was the Friends of God.

Mackinnon explains in these words:

By two of these mystic Friends of God, Luther was power-
fully influenced in working his way towards what he called
"the new theology." In his progress toward it he con-
fessed his indebtedness to the author of the "German
Theology," as he termed it, and to Tauler's sermons. The

15 2 1bid., p. 109.

153 Elton, p. 62.

1 54 Koenigsberger and Mosse, p. 102.

1551bid.
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nameless author of the "German Theology" was a priest
and warden of the house of the Teutonic order at Frank-
furt, according to the preface to the manuscript of
1497. . . . Next to the Bible and St Augustine, he had
never come across any book in which he le rned more
about God, Christ, man, and all things.156

Additional influence came from the Brethren of the Common

Life, or at least the possibility of influence was there, as

Mackinnon barely admits in this account:

During the year he spent at Magdeburg (1497) Luther
appears to have been taught by some members of the
fraternity, who served on the staff of the Cathedral
School. That his specific religious development was
influenced by them, as some contend, is hardly more
than a guess.157

Tauler's "German Theology," which Grimm agrees was an influence

on Luther, '". . . taught complete abandonment of one's self to

the will of God until the soul became one with God through

Christ."158 The devotio moderna was the mysticism that grew

up in the Low Countries, Grimm says, and was a "semi-monastic

order of laymen who took no irrevocable vows but sought to

live lives of piety according to the ethics of the Sermon on

the Mount."1 59

Mackinnon may have doubts about its school days impact

on Luther, but he nevertheless concludes that the future

reformer was greatly influenced by late medieval mysticism

15 6 Mackinnon, p. 329.

1 5 7 1bid., p. 337.

158Grimm, Reformation Era, p. 58.

1591bid., pp. 58-59.



43

in his early search for a gracious God.Yl60 There is

the possibility, too, that the influence was not all positive.

Dickens finds in the mysticism ". . . a resolute anti-intel-

lectualism."161

This was the world, then, in which Martin Luther set

about to communicate his message. The Roman Catholic Church

was enduring severe tensions, the Holy Roman Empire was fading

into geographic particularism, the social order was in flux,

wars and dreaded diseases decimated a cowering countryside and

stirred a mystical popular piety with apocalyptic overtones,

the humanists were heralding a grand new age by reaching back

into antiquity, and--most important for Luther the communi-

cator--the printing presses were rolling as never before.

Only one thing remains to keep the man in perspective while

studying his communications efforts in a changing world, and

Roland Bainton says it best in these words: "Martin Luther

was above all else a man of religion. This is the place at

which to start if one would understand either Luther of the

Reformation.",162

160Mackinnon, p. 338.

l6lDickens, p. 44.

162Bainton, Reformation, p. 24.
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CHAPTER II

LUTHER AND THE GERMAN PRINTING PRESS

Martin Luther was an ambivalent man in many respects,

a sixteenth-century Janus with one face looking to the past

and the other to a modern future. It is the forward-looking

Luther who took the printing press, a relatively new device

at the time, and dealt a jugular blow to the medieval Roman

Catholic Church. This modern Luther leaves no doubt as to

his estimation of the value of the new art. He once said,

"Printing is the last and also the greatest gift of God. By

it He wanted to have the cause of the true religion become

known and spread in all languages at the end of the world in

all the countries of the earth." 1 It that was what God had

in mind, Luther was more than willing to provide. The first

press had been set up in his home base of Wittenberg in 1503

by Nikolaus Marschalk,2 when Luther was well along in his

baccalaureate studies, but it was through other printers

that Luther was to demonstrate the social, political, and

religious power of the press.

1Martin Luther, cited in Ewald Plass, editor, What
Luther Says: An Anthology, 3 vols. (St. Louis, 1959), II,
109.

2Colin Clair, A Chronology of Printing (New York, 1969),
P. 36.
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Luther and his associates in the Reformation enjoyed a

fortuitous relationship to the development of printing, and

they were quick to capitalize on its potential. How solidly

they did this is explained by Louise Holborn. She comments,

"The Reformation was the first religious movement which had

the aid of the printing press. It was the first intellectual

movement in which the printing press had a popular effect."3

Preserved Smith echoes that sentiment and gives all of the

credit to Luther. He writes, "It is safe to say that Martin

Luther was the first man to make full use of the press as an

agent for appealing to public opinion. By means of it he won

the support of a majority of his countrymen as well as many

foreigners who could read Latin."A' Eugene F. Rice concurs,

asserting that ". . . it was the spread of Lutheranism that

first made frighteningly and triumphantly clear the revolu-

tionary significance of printing for the communication of

ideas." 5 Perhaps Will Durant best sums up the total impact

of the new presses in a comment spiced by a droll observation

not conceded by many sober observers of printing history:

Printing published--i.e., made available to the
public--cheap manuals of instruction, literature, his-
tory, and science; it became the greatest and cheapest
of universities, open to all . . . . It made the Bible

3Louise Holborn, "Printing and the Growth of a Protestant
Movement in Germany From 1517 to 1524," Church History, XI
(1942), p. 123.

4Preserved Smith, The Life and Letters of Martin Luther
(London, 1911), p. 76.

-Eugene F. Rice, Jr., The Foundations of Early Modern
Europe: 1460-1559, 1st. ed.TNew York, 1970), p. 9.
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a common possession, and prepared the people for Lu-
ther's appeal from the popes to the Gospels. . . . It
ended the clerical monopoly of learning, the priestly
control of education. It encouraged the vernacular
literatures, for the large audience it required could
not be reached through Latin. . . . And, after speech,
it provided a readier instrument for the dissemination
of nonsense than the world has ever known until our
time.b

In this summation, Durant alludes to a development that

was critical to Luther's domination of the press in Germany--

the dwindling power of the clergy. Rudolph Hirsch gives this

assessment of the situation:

Monasteries actively engaged in printing reflect . . .
efforts to recover lost ground. Yet, the financial
strength of monasteries had decreased as had their
influence upon the people. Few monasteries had the
connections to market the products of a press success-
fully. It is therefore easy to understand why their
number was small and their output not significant when
contrasted with the entire production of the period.7

For the span of 1470 to 1500, when presses were being set up

throughout Germany and the rest of Europe, Hirsch is able to

locate only eight monastic presses in Germany.8

If things were to go badly for the Catholic presses,

they were to go better than good for Luther. And though he

was capitalizing on a relatively new process, Luther was not

dealing with a mechanical infant. Printing was by this time

6Will Durant, The Reformation; a Histor of European
Civilization from Wyclif to Calvin: 1300-1564 TNew York,
1957), p. 160.

7Rudolph Hirsch, Printing, Selling and Reading: 1450-1550
(Wiesbaden, Germany, 1967), p. 5T.

8 Ibid.



47

a sophisticated, diversified, profitable enterprise that was

expanding rapidly throughout Europe.

The opinions are mixed on the precise origins of printing

with movable metal type, ranging from George Parker Winship's

outright claim that "John Gutenberg invented printing before

the middle of the fifteenth century, "9 to a more tentative

judgment by Rice that

Printing with movable metal type was perfected in
Mainz about 1450. Three names recur in the sources,
those of Johann Gutenberg (c. 1395-1468), Johann Fust
(c. 1400-1465), and Peter Schoffer (c. 1425-1502),
Fust's son-in-law. These sources are scanty, often
unclear, and sometimes of doubtful authenticity. So
it is impossible to determine accurately the contri-
bution of a particular individual to the development of
typography and its commercial exploitation.10

Regardless of one's resolution of the conflicting claims, the

first dated printed matter has peculiar, if minor, significance

in relationship to Luther, for it was a papal indulgence.

Douglas McMurtrie explains,

The first dated piece of printing preserved to us
appeared in 14542F77 . . In that year four different
issues of a papal indulgence appeared in printed form.
The occasion was historic. Constantinople had fallen
to the Turks the year before. At the solicitation of
the king of Cyprus, Pope Nicholas V granted indulgences
to those of the faithful who should aid with gifts of
money the campaign against the Turks.ll

Luther and the indulgences controversy were still several

9 George Parker Winship, Gutenberg to Plantin: An Outline
of the Early History of Printing (Cambridge, Mass., 1926)7,P.3.

10Rice, p. 1.

llDouglas C. McMurtrie, The Book: The Story of Prin& Bookmaking (New York, 1967),pP. 147, 9 ntin
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years away, but his proximity to the development of printing

is seen in the production of the first definitely dated book,

the Mainz Psalter of 145 7.12 This was only twenty-six years

before Luther's birth in 1483.

These pioneers in the use of movable metal type were not

plunging blindly into unknown territory. They grew out of a

solid tradition of manuscript books eked out in the scrip-

toria of medieval monasteries,13 and, from the early part of

the fourteenth century, illustrated block books largely of

simplified religious content.14 Most of the books, however,

were printed in the early fifteenth century, and their purpose

laid some cultural groundwork for the popular impact that

Luther was to have. McMurtrie explains, quoting a Dr. Guppy:

They "took the Bible stories and clothed them in a
medieval setting, so that they might the better be
understood by the illiterate. For example, we find
Gideon arrayed in plate-armour, with medieval helmet
and visor, and a Turkish scimitar in his hand. . . .
The translation of Elijah takes place in a four-wheeled
vehicle resembling a farmer's wagon, or an early type
of motor-car . . . .115

A corollary development of special importance to Luther's

later uses of the press was the popular dissemination of broad-

sides, one-sheet newsletters designed to reach the general

12Pierce Butler, The Origin of Printing in Europe
(Chicago, 1966), p. 65.

13william Dana Orcutt, Master Makers of the Book (Garden
City, N.Y., 1928), pp. 12-13.

14McMurtrie, p. 114.

151bid. ,p. 115.



population with a message.16 It is significant, too, that

the most popular of these simple books, which were printed

by direct impression of inked block against paper,17 was

the Biblia Pauperum, or Poor Man's Bible. "It was presumably

in demand as a help for unlearned preachers who found its

pictures of the life of Christ with parallel Old Testament

episodes, with appropriate texts, useful," writes Winship.18

Printing thus was being used at an early date to reach the

masses, even if indirectly; movable type merely accelerated

and expanded the effort.

The use of woodcut illustrations in block books soon

led to another sophistication, the first illustrated book

printed from movable type. The honor goes to one Albrecht

Pfister of Bamberg, who published Edelstein in 1461.19

Another modern element, the title page, was a common device

after 1490, often featuring intricate, fine artwork.20  Still

another modern element was becoming commonplace by the time

Luther began publishing. A. F. Johnson explains it this way:

In Germany . . . sixteenth-century books were in
general of a smaller size than before 1500. The small

16Butler, p. 85.

17Winship, pp. 45-46.

18Ibid., p. 46.

19Warren Chappell, A Short History of the Printed Word
(New York, 1970), p. 64.

20A. F. Johnson, Selected Essays on Books and Printing,
Percy H. Muir, editor (New York, 1970), p. 291.

49



50

Aldine classics had their direct influence in Germany,
but the popular size was the small quarto. The short
pamphlets of a controversial character, called forth
in enormous numbers by the crisis of the Reformation,
almost invariably appeared in this format, the small
quarto.2 1

Reading habits were being created with the increased

publishing output of the late-fifteenth century, building

somewhat on medieval patterns, but responding to the big

religious awakening sweeping Germany and the rest of Europe.22

"Even among the laity," writes McMurtrie, "especially in the

northern countries, the religious awakening created a demand

for devotional works."2 3 The Bible was the favorite book

of the fifteenth century, he adds, with 133 editions of the

Latin Vulgate being printed, along with 15 editions of the

Bible in various German dialects.24

All of these later developments grew out of the initial

efforts in the remote Rhine Valley town of Mainz, but so

explosive was printing as a social instrument that it spread

to other areas quite rapidly. Winship finds particular sig-

nificance in the nurturing of the art in the Rhine Valley.

He explains,

There was no let-up in the spreading prosperity, and
the printers met the demands upon them by developing
their business into specialities--wholesale manufac-
ture and supplies, book-selling and publishing. The

21Ibid., p. 52.

22McMurtrie, pp. 311-312.
23Ibid., p. 313.

24Ibid.
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intellectual activity of which these were the signs in
the German-speaking countries flowered and went to seed
in the Protestant Reformation.25

An incubator of prosperity may have been critical to the

initial commercial success of printing in Mainz, but another

human element, war, provided the real impetus for the rapid

spread of printing from the Rhine Valley. In 1461, two men

claimed archiepiscopal power in the region of Mainz; they

launched a war of broadsides that progressed in 1462 to the

sacking of Mainz by the triumphant troops.26  Winship notes

the significance of these events as he writes,

The troubles which culminated in the sacking of Mainz
by the victorious soldiery in 1462 added to the pros-
perity of the local printers, as in all later wars.
It is, however, also probable that during the confusion
some of Gutenberg's workmen left him, to try their
fortunes elsewhere. The general spread of printing to
other towns is ordinarily dated from this year.27

Rice disagrees slightly with Winship's chronology, while

giving this account of the spread through Germany and then

Europe:

Printing spread from Mainz to Strasbourg (1458), Cologne
(1465), Augsburg (1468), Nuremberg (1470), Leipzig (1481),
and Vienna (1482). German printers or their pupils, in-
troduced the "divine art" to Italy in 1467, Switzerland
and Bohemia in 1468, France and the Netherlands in 1470,
Spain, England, Hungary, and Poland between 1474 and
1476, Denmark and Sweden in 1482-1483.28

2 5 Winship, p. 23.

26Ibid., p. 15.

27Ibid., pp. 15-16.

28Rice, pp. 6, 8.
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McMurtrie offers still different dates, but his figures show

an equally rapid advance, adding the German city of Bamberg

in 1461 and showing a further saturation with the addition

of the Balearic Islands in 1480, Portugal in 1489, Montenegro

in 1494, and Turkey in the same year.29

The increase in the number of presses led logically to

increased book production. Preserved Smith gives one telling

estimate of the situation. He writes,

By the year 1500 the names of more than one thousand
printers are known, and the titles of about 30,000
printed works. Assuming that the editions were small,
averaging 300 copies, there would have been in Europe
by 1500 about 9,000,000 books, as against the few
score thousand manuscripts that lately had held all
the precious lore of time. 3 0

Rice finds that by 1500 more than 6,000,000 books in approx-

imately 40,000 editions had been published, ". . . more books,

probably, than had been produced in western Europe since the

fall of Rome.''31 Butler figures that in the first fifty years

of the press, ". . . over eight million books were printed;

probably far more than all Europe had produced throughout the

whole medieval period."32 Hirsch, who estimates the figures

at 40,000 titles and total production of 10,000,000,33 gives

29McMurtrie, pp. 182-195.

30Preserved Smith, The Age of the Reformation (New York,
1955), p. 9.

31Rice, p. 8.

32Butler, p. 21.

3 3 Hirsch, p. 15.
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additional vital statistics that further underscore the huge

strides being made by the printing industry. He finds,

Printing had been established in over 200 towns by
the year 1500, and the number of presses was a multiple
of this figure. Persons trained in the art of printing
must be counted by the thousands. It had become rela-
tively simple to hire typesetters and pressmen to take
care of the technical operation of the shop, making it
easy for enterprising men from the professions or a
variety of occupations to conduct a printing or pub-
lishing firm.34

Perhaps Warren Chappell offers the best perspective when he

writes, "Vespasiano, with fifty-five writers working for him,

needed almost two years to finish two hundred books. Froben

was able to print 24,000 copies of Erasmus' Colloquies in a

few months. "35

This is the tradition, then, that Luther inherited when

he first started making use of the printing press in the

second decade of the sixteenth century. If the production

figures seem impressive when compared to manuscript efforts,

they pale considerably themselves when measured against the

production of this one rebellious monk far removed from the

initial centers of publishing. Durant moves in on Luther's

situation and shows how the rest of Germany, if not Wittenberg,

was prepared to give winged feet to his writings. He says,

It was a lusty Germany in letters as well as in
life and art. Literacy was spreading. Books were
pouring forth from sixteen publishers in Basel, twenty
in Augsburg, twenty-one in Cologne, twenty-four in Nu-
remberg; there Anton Koberger alone employed twenty-four

34Ibid., p. 20.

35Chappell, p. 60.
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presses and a hundred men. The trade in books was a
major line in the busy commerce of the fairs at Frank-
furt, Salzburg, Noordlingen, and Ulm.36

A comparison of pre-Luther printing by movable type in

Germany, going back to 1480, and the output of Luther in his

five or six most prolific years clearly shows the overwhelming

dominance of the Wittenberg reformer. Theodore Kleinhans

finds that the publication lists for Germany, 1480-1517, show

a yearly average of forty titles, give or take ten.3 7 In

1517, Luther posted his ninety-five debate theses and fired

up the indulgences controversy; he also began to use the

printing press extensively. Kleinhans sums up his impact in

these words:

In 1518 the number of titles jumped to seventy-one, and
of these, twenty were Luther's. In 1519 it leaped to
111, and fifty were Luther's; in 1520, 208 and 133; in
1521, 498 and 183. Numerous of his titles were twenty-
or thirty-page pamphlets, but, even so, one wonders how
he found time to sleep, so steady was the river of ink
that flowed from his pen.38

Abram Lipsky, who gives Luther credit for making the printing

of Bibles and religious tracts a major German industry,39

replicates Kleinhans' figures, adding that in 1523 the com-

parison was that Luther wrote 180 of the 498 titles published.

3 6 Durant, p. 320.

37Theodore J. Kleinhans, Martin Luther: Saint and Sinner
(St. Louis, 1956), p. 64.

38Ibid.

39Abram Lipsky, Martin Luther: Germany's n Man
(New York, 1933), p. 136.
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"There were six times as many German printed books in 1523

as there had been in 1518,1" he adds. "Nine-tenths of them

contained controversial matter opposed to the Roman Church."40

Lewis Spitz adds that Beatus Rhenanus wrote to Ulrich Zwingli

in Switzerland that ". . . Luther's books were not so much

sold as snatched from the hands of the booksellers."41 Elton

has estimated that Luther was so busy that he published at

the rate of a piece every two weeks.42

Year-by-year comparisons, while revealing, do not show

the whole picture. Louise Holborn has calculated that in the

hectic years of 1517-1520 Luther produced about thirty ". . .

popular writings of a devotional and instructive character

for the common man." 43 She adds this multiplier to the total

output:

The average number of editions of the popular works
published up to 1520 was twelve, some having fewer but
others as many as twenty-four. Of the thirty writings
which Luther published between March, 1517, and the
summer of 1520, about 370 editions had already been
printed by the latter year.44

Using the then-standard figure of 1,000 copies per edition,

she estimates that ". . . one-third of a million copies of

40Ibid.

4lLewis W. Spitz, The Renaissance and Reformation
Movements (Chicago, 1971)7 p. 306.

42Elton, p. 18.

43L. Holborn, p. 129.

44 Ibid.
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his works were spread throughout Germany between 1517 and

1520,",45and this was before his famous Reformation tracts

of late 1520. Another common practice ballooned the output

even more, that of reprinting. Louise Holborn reports,

As soon as Luther published a writing in Wittenberg,
which became the dominant printing center during the
Reformation period, other places like Leipzig, Nurem-
berg, Augsburg, Strassburg, and Basle printed and
reprinted it, usually at two three, or four printing
presses in the city at once.46

Luther added his three major Reformation works, An Appeal to

the Ruling Class, The Freedom of a Christian, and The Pagan

Servitude of the Church, between August and November, 1520 .47

Louise Holborn reports that, counting plagiarisms and pirated

editions, An Appeal to the Ruling Class went through fifteen

editions.48 She elaborates with this story:

In a letter of August 18, 1520, Luther was asked by his
friend Johann Lang to hold back this "wild pamphlet."
His answer was that the publication could not be with-
drawn since the whole edition had already been distrib-
uted in all directions and the printer and publisher
would suffer great loss if asked to withdraw the copies.
Within a week of the publication ofthe first edition,
Luther was preparing a second one. 9

"The tract on Christian Freedom went through eighteen editions

and gave the basis for dozens of other pamphlets written by

different authors," she concludes.50

451bid., pp. 129-130.

46Ibid., p. 129.

k7Bainton, Here I Stand, p. 18.

48L. Holborn, p. 130.

4 9Ibid. 501bid.
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Using her figure of 1,000 copies per edition, this gives

Luther a minimum circulation on An Appeal to the Ruling Class

of 15,000; by the same standard, the pamphlet he called The

Freedom of a Christian would have run to 18,000. However,

the printer Melchior Lotther published 4,000 copies of An

Appeal to the Ruling Class, and it was this document that

Luther was polishing for a second edition within days of its

initial release.51 There is no way to know if all fifteen

known editions reached that figure; had they, the total pri-

mary circulation would have been 60,000.

As might be expected, Luther had a positive impact on

the printing industry in his own Wittenberg. Hirsch explains,

. * . we can safely state that Wittenberg printers showed
the least reluctance to promote the cause of the Refor-
mation openly; the first and obvious explanation is the
Protestant character of the town which could be called
the birthplace of Lutheranism; a second important, though
less apparent, reason is that Wittenberg had not been an
important center of printing before the Reformation and
that, therefore, the attitude of far-removed readers was
of little concern to the printers there.52

From the one press in 1503 to another in 1508, operated by

John Grunenberg,53 Wittenberg was supporting six presses by

the summer of 1521. Luther comments on this growth in a

51Jaroslav Pelikan and Helmut Lehmann, editors, Luther's
Works, 55 vols. (St. Louis, 1955-57; Philadelphia, 1957-),
XLVIII, 172, n. 3. Hereafter cited as Luther's Works.

52Hirsch, p. 99.

53E. G. Schwiebert, Luther and His Times: The Reforma-
tion From a New Perspective (St. Louis, 1950), p. 272.
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typically sharp-worded letter to his colleague, Philip Melanc-

thon. He writes,

(Spalatin) is also complaining to me about the slowness
with which you people proceed to publish. Therefore I
reprove and censure you whether I am right or wrong.
Now look, what else should I do? You have six presses,
I hear. As I figure it, I alone keep four presses busy,
and your Loci and Karlstadt keep the other two busy.54

Still another indication of his impact is that his works were

distributed in more than fifty cities in Germany, and of all

the works printed between 1518 and 1523, at least 600 appeared

in Wittenberg.55 How closely printing success was tied to

Luther is revealed in Louise Holborn's observation that

after 1524 the output of the presses began to ebb, a

clear indication of the break between the religious reformers

and the common man.1"56

If the printers were happy with the hum of busy presses,

the Roman Catholic writers (or anyone who wanted to publish

a non-Reformation work) were fuming. Louise Holborn quotes

Erasmus in a complaining letter to Henry VIII of England in

1523: "Here in Basle who would dare to let even one little

word be printed against Luther, while one is allowed to

write against the Pope what one likes." 5 7 The next year,

54Luther's Works, XLVIII, 288.

5 5 Philip Schaff, Modern Christianity: The German Refor-
mation, vol. 6 of History of the Christian Church, 2nd rev.
ed., 7 vols. (New York, 1916), p._561.

56L. Holborn, p. 133.

571bid.
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Erasmus was concerned that ". . . among the Germans it is

hardly possible to sell anything except Luther's writings and

those of his adversaries."58 To this Holborn adds, "Catholic

polemics and authors had a difficult time finding printers

and publishers for their manuscripts. Hieronymus Emser, an

early Catholic foe of Luther, noted in 1521 that he had to

print his writings against Luther at his own cost." 59 A

Catholic convert from Lutheranism, Georg Witzel of Mainz,

moaning that a printer had held his manuscript for a year,

added plaintively, "If I would write as a Lutheran, there

would be no difficulty, but as a Catholic I am writing in

vain." 60 The intensity of the pro-Luther and anti-Rome spirit

is captured by Schwiebert, who comments on popular feeling in

Worms just before Luther appeared there before the German

Diet in 1521. He writes, "As they passed the papal nuncio

[Jerome AleanderJ in the streets, various people gestured as

though reaching for their swords and gnashed their teeth. In

contrast, all the bookstores displayed Luther's writings and

pictures for sale.',61

A harbinger of this iron grip on printing and publishing

can be detected in the rapid and popular dissemination of

58Ibid.

59Ibid.
6oIbid.

6lSchwiebert, p. 495.
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Luther's ninety-five theses against papal indulgences, pub-

lished within days of their being posted in 1517. Within

two weeks, Luther was to estimate later, they had been sent

the width and breadth of Germany.62 For his part, Luther

professed, in 1518, to have been taken by surprise by the

rabid response to his challenge to debate. He wrote,

It is a miracle to me by what fate it has come
about that this single Disputation of mine should,
more than any other, of mine or of any of the teachers,
have gone out into very nearly the whole land. It was
made public at our University and for our University
only, and it was made public in such wise that I cannot
believe it has become known to all men. For it is a
set of theses, not doctrines or dogmas, and they are
put, according to custom, in an obscure and enigmatic
way. Otherwise, if I had been able to foresee what
was coming, I should have taken care, for my part, that
they would be easier to understand. 63

Luther then complains,

Now what shall I do? I cannot recant them; and
yet I see that marvelous enmity is inflamed against me
because of their dissemination. It is unwillingly that
I incur the public and perilous and various judgment of
men . . . . But necessity compels me to be the goose
that squawks among the swans.64

Bainton explains that what happened was that ". . . others

surreptitiously translated the theses into German and gave

them to the press. In short order they became the talk of

Germany." 65 If Luther was innocent of popular intent, as he

62Hirsch, pp. 67-68.

63Martin Luther, "Letter to Pope Leo X," in Works of
Martin Luther, Philadelphia edition, 6 vols. (Philadelphia,

94T) YI 6-47 .

64Ibid., p. 47.

65Bainton, Here I Stand, p. 83.
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claimed, his timing for posting the theses hardly lent itself

to a mere pedantic exercise. Hajo Holborn explains,

He was quite unconcerned that it was the eve of All
Soul's day, when the people would flock to the church
to receive the benefits that flowed from veneration of
the huge collection of holy relics assembled by the
faith of Elector Frederick, the benefactor and patron
of the recently formed university.66

Whether or not he intended it, the people would see the theses,

and shortly would have them in their own language rather than

in the Latin in which he wrote them.

Filching theses and circulating vernacular editions of

them was just one way in which Luther's writings were sped

throughout the German-speaking world. The most obvious way,

assuming there was commercial value in his efforts, was via

the established bookshop. Such shops existed wherever the

printing press moved, and they were commonplace by Luther's

time. Hirsch writes,

Bookshops had existed, especially in connection with
writing centers, but their number was small. . . . In
the late XVth century, when the volume of business had
grown to the point where it supported a separate trade,
the bookshop as we know it today was born, first as.
branch of the printing shop or the publishing house. 0

Even before Luther's birth, widespread book-marketing schemes

were in effect. Hirsch says a branch office of the Mainz

press existed in Paris in 1466-1477, and by about 1475 the

printer Koberger in Nuremberg had representatives as far away

6 6 H. Holborn, History, I, 124.

67Hirsch, p. 11.
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as Budapest, Venice, Antwerp and Paris.68 Peter Drach in

Speyer had book depositories in Strassburg, Frankfurt,

Cologne, Leipzig, Nuremberg, Augsburg, Prague, Brno, and

Olmutz.6 9

If these and subsequent outlets were not sufficient,

Luther also had working for him the intense loyalty of his

followers in defying the papacy. Lipsky explains how these

devotees got the word out:

Luther's enthusiastic supporters read and explained
his works to the people in the squares and market-places
and the torrent of eloquence falling upon receptive ears
proved far more effective than the warning sermons of
those priests who were still faithful to the Roman Church.
Fortified by Luther's publications, the Germans found
much entertainment in imperial edicts and papal bulls
directed against him and them.70

Hirsch further explains,

An Emperor's secretary, Valdes, reported: "I see that
the Germans are generally exasperated against the Roman
See, and they do not seem to attach great importance to
the Emperor's edicts, for since their publication Lutheran
books are sold with impunity at every step and corner of
the streets and in the market-place ."71

Ex-monks, Lipsky writes, ". . . peddled his writings far and

wide."72 Hajo Holborn agrees,

In the propagation of Luther's teachings members of
the clergy were active above all others. . . . The aca-
demically trained clerics carried Luther's ideas to

68 Ibid., p. 63.

69Ibid.

70Lipsky, p. 157.
71Ibid.

72Ibid.
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every corner of society and gave the Lutheran cause a
prestige in the eyes of the common people which it might
not easily have gained otherwise. At no other time in
their history did the German universities exercise such
an intensive influence on all classes of German society.73

Coincidentally, "Luther's sermons were often published shortly

after their delivery, especially if they had to do with some

question of the day," Smith writes.74

As the furor increased, Luther became an international

theological and publishing personality. As early as 1519,

the printer John Froben of Basel could write to him with some

encouraging words:

Blasius Salmonius, a printer of Leipzig, gave some
of your books which he had bought at the last Frankfurt
Fair, which, as they were approved by all the learned,
I immediately reprinted. We have sent six hundred copies
to France and Spain; they are sold at Paris, and are even
read and approved by the doctors of the Sorbonne, as
certain of our friends have assured us; for some of the
most learned say that they have hitherto missed among
those who treat Scripture the same freedom you show.

Francis Calvus, also a bookseller of Pavia . ..
has taken a good part of your books to Italy to dis-
tribute them among all the cities. Nor does he do it so
much for gain as to aid piety . .

We have sold out all your books except ten copies,
and never remember to have sold any more quickly.75

Froben refers here to the initial, unauthorized, collection

of Luther's works which he published the first time in October,

1518, then reprinted in rapid succession in February, 1519,

73H. Holborn, History, I, 137-138.

74Smith, The Life, p. 78.

75Hans J. Hillerbrand, The Reformation: A Narrative
History Related by Contemporary Observers and Participants
(New York, 1964), p. 76
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August, 1519, and March, 1520.76 "English records show,"

writes Schwiebert, "that Cardinal Wolsey's officials found

copies enclosed in bales of cotton as early as 1519. From

the Netherlands, France, and Italy there were similar re-

ports." 77

"Already in 1519 the name of Luther was a byword through-

out the world," Kleinhans writes.78 He adds that Luther's

theological appeal had crossed the English Channel in the

same year. "In Britain he was known intimately," he writes.

"Study clubs at Oxford and especially Cambridge waited impa-

tiently for every new publication from Luther. They included

men whose names are famous in the English Reformation--Cranmer,

Latimer, Ridley, and Barnes."?9 Again in 1519, Luther's fame

in Germany is noted in these words: "A scholar at Nurnberg

wrote that the faculty there and at other colleges discussed

nothing but the monk of Wittenberg. 'Nearly all the conver-

sation at table concerns a certain Martin. Him they celebrate,

worship, and champion."'80 In 1520, Zwingli received word

from a friend in Paris that no books were sold quicker than

were Luther's, and that at the last Frankfurt book fair 1,400

76Schwiebert, p. 427.

77Ibid.

78Kleinhans, p. 65.

79Ibid.

8 0 Ibid.



copies of his works had been sold.81 "This was before Luther

had written any of his greatest works," Smith notes.82

As would be expected of such a prolific writer, Luther

had frequent, close contacts with several printers working

in Germany. Tillmans figures that he was associated with at

least eleven printers directly: "Gruenenberg, Lotther, Lufft,

Froben, Rhau, Amerbach, Anselm of Hagenau, Doreing, Martens,

Setzer, and Nesen . . .. 83 Most of these men rate as no

more than casual business relationships, but some of them

were intimately involved with the cause of the Reformation.

The first was Magister Johann Decker von Gruenenberg,

who had set up shop in Wittenberg in 1508 and quickly dropped

behind in printing textbooks for the revised curriculum at

the University of Wittenberg.84 Gruenenberg, Schwiebert

says, was more than a printer; he was a fellow monk.85 As

a printer, so far as Luther was concerned, he left a great

deal to be desired.86 In fact, Gruenenberg's sloppy efforts

called forth one of Luther's longer tirades against printers

in general; in a letter written from his self-exile at the

8 1Smith, The Life, p. 77.
82Ibid.

83Walter G. Tillmans, The World and Men Around Luther
(Minneapolis, Minn., 1959), p.

81 Schwiebert, p. 272.

85Ibid.

8 6Luther's Works, XLVIII, 19, n. 8.
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Wartburg castle to George Spalatin, August 15, 1521, he says:

I cannot say how unhappy and disgusted I am with
the printing. I wish I had sent nothing in German? It
is printed so poorly, so carelessly and confusedly, to
say nothing of the bad type faces and paper. John the
printer is the same old John and does not improve. For
goodness' sake, under no circumstances let him print any
of the German Postils! What I have sent of them should
be stored away, or rather returned to me so that I may
send it somewhere else. What good does it do to work hard
if such sloppiness and confusion causes the printers (who
may reprint from this first edition) to make more mis-
takes that are worse? I do not want the Gospels and
Epistles to be sinned against in this way; it is better
to hide them than to bring them out in such a form.
Therefore I am sending you nothing now, although I have
finished almost ten large manuscript sheets of the (Pos-
til). I shall send nothing more until I have seen that
those sordid money-grubbers, in printing books, care
less for their profits than for the benefit of the reader.
For what does such a printer seem to think except, "It is
enough that I get my money; let the readers worry about
what and how they will read it?"87

Apparently, it helped to get it off his chest, for by the

end of the letter Luther had cooled down enough to add this

postscript, even if it includes one last gibe:

I have changed my mind and am sending the rest of
the Postil. I think that since the printing of my pre-
vious shipments may have been started already, the work
cannot be postponed or stopped. But I do want it to be
printed on folio paper with Lotther's type faces, since
it will be a large book. I would divide it into four
parts of the year, from quarter to quarter, so that it
will not be too heavy and expensive. But I know my
wish doesn't count, since what will be done is what the
press wants and not what I want.88

This concern with type faces is interesting in light of views

Luther expressed on the subject in 1516. In a letter to

87Ibid., pp. 292-293.

88Ibid., p. 296.
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Spalatin dealing with academic matters, especially Luther's

First Lectures on the Psalms, he wrote,

(Were they printed here) this would please me too--if
they must be published at all--primarily because they
would then be printed in rougher type face. I am not
impressed with publications printed in elegant type by
famous printers. Usually they are trifles, worthy only
of an eraser.89

The printer who would have received the commission, by order

of the Wittenberg liberal arts faculty, was Gruenenberg.90

Printing possibilities began to look better to Luther

by the end of 1519, when he remarked in a letter to John Lang

that "(Melchior) Lotther from Leipzig is establishing a pub-

lishing house here, with type faces for printing in the three

languages [German, Latin, GreekJ ."91 There was more to the

situation, though, than Luther reveals here. Tillmans finds,

He invited the Lotthers to come to Wittenberg to take
over the printing business in the place of the inef-
fective printer Gruenenberg, but when the Lotthers got
the "big head" Luther gave almost all of his work to a
young printer, Hans Lufft, who afterwards became the
Printer of the Reformation par excellence. The Lotthers
were forced to move away from Wittenberg.92

Melchior Lotther, the father, had a printing business going

in Leipzig and had done work earlier for Luther; he had pro-

vided lodging for Luther's party when the Reformer arrived

89 Ibid., p. 19.

90 Ibid.

91Ibid., p. 138.

92Tillmans, pp. 84-85.
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in Leipzig for the heated debate with John Eck in 1519.93

Tillmans sheds some light on the hectic pace before Luther

split with the Lotthers and indicates something of the way

Luther worked. He writes,

In those exciting days before Worms Luther had the
habit of having his writings published as soon as he had
written a few pages. This accounts sometimes for the
difference between the beginning of a work and its end.
. . . There was a reason for this "page snatching," as
it has been called, because therp was no copyright and
typesetting was a slow process.9

The Lotthers made some important contributions before Luther

parted with them; most important, they printed the earliest

editions of Luther's translation of the New Testament, then

followed with his translation of the Pentateuch.95

A printer who came to Wittenberg late in Luther's more

prolific polemical years, but who remained to play an indis-

pensable role in printing Luther's translation of the whole

Bible into German, was Hans Lufft. "In 1523," Tillmans finds,

"he came to Wittenberg, already married, and with a great

deal of ambition. Within two or three years he was the chief

printer of the Reformation."96 By 1530, Lufft was printing

all of Luther's German writings,97 and by the time of his

93Schwiebert, p. 392.

94Tillmans, pp. 161-162.

95Schwiebert, pp. 529-531, 644.

96Tillmans, p. 162.

97Ibid., p. 163.



69

death some forty years after Luther died, he had printed more

than 100,000 complete German Bibles.98

Important to Luther in yet another way was George Rhau,

printer and also cantor for St. Thomas Church in Leipzig.99

"His greatest contribution to the Reformation," Tillmans

writes, "was his critical work. He helped Luther and CJohnJ

Walther to make the Lutheran Church a singing church."100 In

1523, Rhau printed the first Lutheran hymnbook, Some Christian

Hymns, on wood blocks.101

These men had a special part in Luther's development as

the Reformation leader, but though they obviously owed him a

great deal for whatever financial success they gained, the

debt was never really paid. The reason, Hirsch explains, is

that royalties to authors were virtually unknown during the

early years of printing, though some authors received lump

sums for their manuscripts and it was customary for printers

to give them copies of the finished product.102 Without

naming the printers who made the offer, Smith reports that

Luther was offered four hundred gulden per annum for his

manuscripts, "but desiring to have his works as cheap as

98Ibid., p. 162.

99Ibid., p. 164.
1 0 0Ibid.

101W. T. Berry and H. E. Poole, Annals of Printing
(Toronto, 1966), p. 82.

1 0 2Hirsch, p. 30.
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possible, he refused to take it, though as a matter of fact

the benefit accrued to the publishers rather than to the

public ."103 Luther, however, did not work unrewarded. As

Smith points out, ". . . he died almost a rich man, so many

honoraria did he collect from noble admirers."104 Kleinhans

sees deliberately missed opportunity in Luther's publishing

dealings over the years. He speculates,

Considering the sale and popularity of his works, he
might easily have made a fortune from them had he had
a sense of business. He seemed unaware of the fantastic
profits his printers were reaping, and thought of the
whole venture merely as an idealistic one to plant his
ideas in all corners of the world.105

However, it appears that Kleinhans and others did not take a

close enough look at Luther's own words before ascribing to

him ignorance of money-making in the printing business. In

1532, Luther was recorded in this brief polemic:

God blesses a moderate and just profit, but a wicked
and intolerable profit is cursed. It was so with
Melchior Lotther, who got a very large return from
his books; every penny earned a penny. At first the
profits were so very large that Hans Gruenberg had con-
scientious scruples and said, "Dear Doctor, the yield
is too great; I don't like to have such books." He was
a godly man and was blessed. But Lotther is now cursed
for a second time on account of his unspeakable profit.106

In the preface to a portion of his Postil in 1525, Luther has

several tough swipes at printers as he speaks to the issue.

103Smith, The Life, p. 367.

104Smith, The Age, p. 471.

105Kleinhans, p. 67.

106 Luther's Works, LIV, 141.



71

He writes,

What is this, my dear printers, that one so pub-
licly robs and steals what belongs to another, and you
destroy one another? Have you, too, turned highwaymen
and thieves? Or do you imagine that God will bless and
support you by such bad turns and tricks? . . . Now the
injury could still be borne if they did not so falsely
rush into print with them that when my writings return
to me, I do not recognize my own books. Here something
has been omitted, there transposed, there falsified,
there not corrected. They have also learned the art of
printing "Wittenberg" on the title p ae of some books
that were never made at Wittenberg. 07

Another indication that Luther was privy to the facts of

publishing economics is found in a letter he wrote to his

wife in 1530. He discusses his manuscript for Sermon on

Keeping Children in School, then gives these instructions:

I have written to you to take the sermon away from
[Nickel] Schirlenz (if he has not begun to work on it),
and to give it to George Rhau. Yet I can well imagine
that Schirlenz may hardly have the money to spend for
the necessary paper to print this long manuscript.1 08

Finally, he supplies more insight into his author-printers

relationship in this letter to Wenceslas Link in 1527:

Give Nicholas Endrisch many greetings (from me); tell
him he should feel free to ask me for copies of any of
my books (which he may want). For we, too, are very
poor as far as money goes, but I make use of a certain
modest claim on the printers. Since I take nothing
from them for my various works, I occasionally take a
copy of a book if I want to. I think (the printers) owe
this to me, since other authors, and even translators,
receive a gulden for a fascicle Einstallment). There-
fore I have ordered my Wolfgang Seberger to get at once
whichever of my books poor Endrisch may ask for; he can
count on this.109

10 7Plass, I, 114-115.

108Luther's Works, IL, 403.

109Ibid., p. 167.
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These are hardly the observations of an author being

gulled by shrewd printer-publishers. Luther obviously knew

the business realities of printing and publishing, but his

interests lay elsewhere. He had things to say, and he

wanted people to read them. With that in mind, he was con-

cerned only that the printing industry be a useful agent of

Christian reform. The record clearly shows that Luther saw,

better than any of his contemporaries, this value of the

press. It also shows that he dominated the German press

unlike any man before or after him.



CHAPTER III

PROPAGANDA DEVICES IN LUTHER'S PRIMARY REFORMATION

TREATISES OF 1520

Martin Luther was a man with a purpose, and that drive

is reflected in his literary activity. He had views that

he wanted known publicly. This fact is shown most clearly

in a letter he wrote to George Spalatin in early December,

1521. Luther had been hidden away in ancient Wartburg castle

since May, having been "kidnapped"1 while returning from the

Diet of Worms at which Charles V added the ban of the empire

to the excommunication the Roman Catholic Church had levied

on him.2 Now, after some six months of intense literary

activity while watching from afar as his colleagues pressed

on with local reforms, Luther slipped into Wittenberg to see

firsthand how things were going. He was disguised as a

medieval knight (he called himself Junker George) and was

long of beard and hair. So changed was his appearance, says

Bainton, that his own mother would have been deceived.3 He

interrupted the visit long enough to write to Spalatin that

he was pleased with what he observed except for one thing.

1lBainton, Here I Stand, p. 193.
2Ibid., p. 190.

3Ibid., p. 205.
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In typically blunt words, Luther explained the shortcoming:

I have sent you, along with letters, the (manu-
scripts of the) little books on vows, on the masses,
and against the tyrant of Mainz. I had hoped that they
all were given to the proper people. Now, since I find
everything different, I have to draw my own conclusions.
I fear, namely, that the material might have been inter-
cepted on the way or may have been lost in some other
way by the messenger. There is nothing that would dis-
turb me more at this moment than to know that (these
manuscripts) had reached you and that you were holding
them back, since I have dealt in these little books
with themes that require the greatest possible haste.
Therefore, If you have them, for goodness' sake curb
that moderation and prudence of which I suspect you,
for you accomplish nothing by rowing against the
stream. What I have written I want published, if not
in Wittenberg then certainly somewhere else. If the
manuscripts have been lost or if you have kept them,
I will be so embittered that I will write more vehem-
ently than ever on these points. Whoever destroys
lifeless paper will not also quench the spirit. I came
to Wittenberg and amid all the delight of being with my
friends again I found this drop of bitterness, namely,
none of them has ever heard of or seen my little books
and letters. Judge for yourself whether I should not
consider my disappointment justified.4

One can couple this singleness of purpose ("What I have

written I want published . . .") with an analysis of the

literary and rhetorical devices Luther used in his popular

writings and place him in a singular relationship to the early

development of propaganda in the Western world. Such an anal-

ysis of Luther's three most revolutionary treatises of 1520

yields ample evidence that, knowingly or unknowingly, Luther

was a proto-propagandist. Bainton lists five treatises as

Luther's major works of 1520, but says that three of them--

An Appeal to the Ruling Class, The Freedom of a Christian,

4 Luther's Works, XLVIII, 350-351.
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with its accompanying Ope Letter to Pope Leo X (considered

here as one work), and The Pagan Servitude of the Church--

relate more closely to the controversies raging at the time.5

Luther was writing to rally support for clearly stated

points in each of these treatises. Analysis of the devices

he used places his works easily within the realm of what

Leonard W. Doob calls intentional propaganda.6 Doob labels

such propaganda ". . . a systematic attempt by an interested

individual (or individuals) to control the attitudes of

groups of individuals through the use of suggestion and,

consequently, to control their actions."? Luther, in his

Pagan Servitude of the Church, reveals an awareness of at

least the linguistic possibilities of such an approach. He

warns, "Ungodly men are very facile in the use of language,

employing their own inventions to deck out man-made views and

works, and to draw the unthinking masses on." 8 Both of these

descriptions suggest manipulation, thus putting a pejorative

hue on the practice of propaganda.

Regardless of whether one makes a similar judgment on

Luther's writings, he has before him numerous samples of

propaganda devices put to good work. Some of the devices

5Bainton, Here I Stand, pp. 136-137.

6Leonard W. Doob, Propaganda: Its Psychology and Tech-
nique (New York, 1935), p. 89.

71bid.

8Martin Luther, The Pagan Servitude of the Church, in
John Dillenberger, editor, Martin Luther: Selections From
His Works (Garden City, N.Y., 1951), p. 309.
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that appear most frequently in the treatises under consider-

ation are described by Alfred Lee and Elizabeth Lee:

Name Calling--giving an idea a bad label--is used
to make us reject and condemn the idea without exam-
ining the evidence.

Transfer carries the authority, sanction, and
prestige of something respected and revered over to
something else in order to make the latter acceptable;
or it carries authority, sanction, and disapproval to
cause us to reject and disapprove something the propa-
gandist would have us reject and disapprove.

Testimonial consists in having some respected or
hated person say that a given idea or program or product
or person is good or bad.

Plain Folks is the method by which a speaker at-
tempts to convince his audience that he and his ideas
are good because they are "of the people," the "plain
folks."

Card Stacking involves the selection and use of
facts or falsehoods, illustrations or distractions, and
logical or illogical statements in order to give the
best or the worst possible case for an idea, program,
person, or product.

Band Wagon has as its theme, "Everybody--at least
all of us--is doing it"; with it, the propagandist at-
tempts to convince us that all members of a group to
which we belong are accepting his program and that we
must therefore follow our crowd and "jump on the band
wagon."9

To these, one can add a device suggested by Charles W. Smith,

Jr.: repetition. "The continued repetition of words or

phrases may be used to hammer home an idea . . . ," he says.10

Frederick E. Lumley adds a device used most effectively by

Luther: minimization. Lumley explains, "It is all too

common for interested parties to 'make light of' what careful

9Alfred McClung Lee and Elizabeth Briant Lee, The Fine
Art of Propaganda: A Study of Father Coughlin's Speeches
(New York, 1939), pp. 23-24.

10Charles W. Smith, Jr., Public Opinion in a Democracy
(New York, 1939), p. 60.
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students regard as very serious matters.""l William Hummel

and Keith Huntress mention additional techniques that Luther

frequently appropriated. These include the bald appeal,

". . . through some quirk of the human brain, any statement,

if it is repeated often enough, takes on all the force of

fact"12 ; argumentum ad hominem, ". . . confusion of an issue

with the man or men who are involved"13 ; argumentum ad popu-

lum, ". . . argument that the people want to hear"14 ; begging

the question, ". . . assumes as proved the very point he is

trying to prove"1 5 ; and affective language, ". . . certain

words, perhaps most words, carry a greater or lesser degree

of emotional suggestion."l6 Finally, Luther employed quite

often one device considered by Jacques Ellul to be indispen-

sable in propaganda: grouping. "All propaganda," Ellul

writes, "has to set off its group from all other groups."l?

He elaborates on this in-group versus out-group mentality in

these words: "The stereotype arises from feelings one has

llFrederick E. Lumley, The Propaganda Menace (New York,
1933), p. 126.

12William Hummel and Keith Huntress, The Analysis of
Propaganda (New York, 1949), p. 52.

13Ibid., p. 57.

14Ibid., p. 58.

15Ibid., p. 61.

16Ibid.,p. 62.

17Jacques Ellul, Propaganda: The Formation of Men's
Attitudes, translated by Konrad Kellen and Jean Lerner (New
York, 1965), p. 212.
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for one's own group, or against the 'out-group.' Man attaches

himself passionately to the values represented by his group

and rejects the cliches of the out-group." 18

Not all of these devices appear in each of the three

treatises, but each is used enough to be considered a major

literary-propaganda device of Luther. Also, though for pur-

poses of analysis individual devices are isolated, the texts

show that Luther often has clustered several devices to work

in concert for maximum effect. He does this most frequently

with the bald appeal and repetition; for that reason, these

devices are discussed here largely in terms of the bald

appeal only.

Luther published the first of the three treatises, in

full title, An Appeal to the Ruling Class of German Nation-

ality as to the Amelioration of the State of Christendom, in

August, 1520.19 In introducing the work, John Dillenberger

writes, "It should be noted that this document antedates

the establishment of Reformation churches and is essentially

a call to reform."20

Luther wastes little ink before subtly introducing one

device. He wants these Germans to know he is one of them,

one of the plain folks, and that his arguments are their

18Ibid., p. 163, n. 3.

1 9Bainton, Here I Stand, p. 18.

2 0Martin Luther, An Appeal to the Ruling Class, in John

Dillenberger, editor, Martin Luther: Selections From His

Writings (Garden City, N.Y., 1961), p.4705.
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arguments. He writes, ". . I, a lone and simple man, have

taken it upon myself to address your worships. All classes

in Christendom, particularly in Germany, are now oppressed

by distress and affliction, and this has stirred not only me

but everyman to cry out anxiously for help." 21 Some forty

pages later, Luther sees fit again to strengthen the plain-

folks ties. He argues, "There is far more need for concern

in what the multitudes of ordinary folk need for their sal-

vation." 22 Later, in clear sympathy with his countrymen, he

laments that the Roman Catholic bishops ". . . lead humble

folk about by the nose," 23 and finally sews up the identi-

fication in these words: "If no other course is open, remember

that the choice and consent of the common people is as good

as any confirmation a tyrant can give.",24

Another device, probably Luther's most common one, is

the fine art of name-calling. In each of the three treatises,

he labels the pope and his court as Romanists; one does not

have to see it in context more than a few score times to know

that Luther has created an epithet. A typical example occurs

early in the treatise. First, "the Romanists have overawed

kings and princes till the latter believe it would be impious

2lIbid., p. 405.

22Ibid., p. 445.

23Ibid., p. 457.

24Ibid., p. 468.
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not to obey them . . . ,"25 and still later, he reports that

"the Romanists bleat."26 Through repetition, Luther makes

Romanists a dirty work; through a nimble mind, he conjures

other more vivid names for his adversaries. The papal court

is "a crawling mass of reptiles,"2 7 the pope is "our good

friend Avarice." 28 Together, they become, sarcastically,

"the dear pope and the saintly see." 29 Later, the pope is

"his iniquitous Arrogance," 30 and his court, "lickspittles."31

Nor is Rome the only target. While discussing possible uni-

versity reforms, Luther writes of Aristotle: "It pains me to

the heart that this damnable, arrogant, pagan rascal has

seduced and fooled so many of the best Christians with his

misleading writings.1"32

Melding with the name-calling is a similar device,

affective language. Luther used it effectively. Warning

that Catholic cardinals are bad news for Germans, Luther sees

them operating with "unction and adroitness," to "wrest" an

251bid., p. 407.

26Ibid., p. 418.

27Ibid., p. 420.

28Ibid., p. 424.

29Ibid., p. 425.

30Ibid., p. 439.
31Ibid., p. 442.

32 Ibid., p. 470.
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annual tribute so they can live in "princely" style; they

"stole" German possessions, and now go on to "devastate" the

Church and "rob Christ's sheep" as "any thief might do." 33

In a passage that borders on literary scatology, Luther

later suggests,

If a legate should arrive from Rome, he should be
given stern orders to keep off, or jump in the Rhine
or the nearest stretch of water, and give the Romish
ban, complete with seals and epistles, a cold douche.
They would then take note in Rome that Germans are
not silly and besotted all the time . . .. 34

In a subsequent passage, Luther blends colorful, affective

language with a plain folks kind of appeal. He scolds the

bishops for standing by while Germany is spiritually and

financially bled. He writes,

But they regard it as something divine and holy, and do
not see that the devil is behind it to increase avarice,
to establish a hollow and fictitious faith, to weaken
parish churches, to multiply taverns and spread immor-
ality, to waste money and labour to no purpose, and
lead humble folk about by the nose.35

He accuses the papal supporters of "barefaced effrontery,"36

and in a poetic moment scorns "the purblind claim of the

papal dissembler. "37

33Ibid., p. 420.

34Ibid., p. 433.

35Ibid., p. 457.

36Ibid., p. 438.

37Ibid., p. 480.
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Abetting this linguistic assault was Luther's creation

of a clear-cut in-group versus out-group relationship, with

the Germans as the in-group and the papal supporters in the

out-group. Luther goes to the point early in the treatise

and writes, ". . . it came to pass in former times that good

princes, emperors Frederick I and II, and many other German

emperors, were shamelessly trodden under foot and oppressed

by the popes whom all the world feared." 38 Nor does Luther

restrict the dichotomy to the level of the throne room. He

asks rhetorically, "Why should your person, life, possessions,

and honour be exempt, whereas mine are not, although we are

equally Christian . . . ? If a priest is killed, a country is

placed under interdict; why not also if a farmer is killed?"39

In a comment that smacks of German chauvinism, Luther later

says, "I fear that Germany to-day is giving far more to the

pope in Rome than she used to give formerly to the emperors."40

He then adds, "0 my noble princes and lords, how long will

you let these ravening wolves range at will over your land

and people?" 41 He urges the ruling class ". . . to set their

faces against the pope as a common foe.1142 Then he clinches

38Ibid., p. 405.

39Ibid., p. 411.

40Ibid., p. 421.

4lIbid., p. 424.

42Ibid., p. 433.



83

the adversary nature of the relationship in plain terms,

While we supposed we were to become masters, we have
become serfs of the most cunning tyrant. We have come
into possession of the name, the titles, and the coat
of arms of empire; but the treasures, the powers, the
rights, and liberties of it remain the pope's. So the
pope eats the nut while we play with the empty shell.43

Luther used still another device, testimonial, in his

appeal to the noblemen. Keeping the pressure on the pontiff,

Luther quotes the Apostle Paul in the book of Romans to back

up his claim that secular authority reigns over religious

authority. Paul writes, and Luther comments parenthetically,

"Let every soul (I hold that includes the pope's) be subject

to the higher powers, for they bear not the sword in vain." 4

Luther adds as testimonial words in II Peter 2:3, explaining

that "Peter prophesied this kind of Romish regime when he

said, 'False teachers will come, and in covetousness shall

they, with feigned words, make merchandise of you to get their

profits."145 Finally, Luther uses the testimony of Paul again

in support of Christian freedom. He writes, "When we were

baptized, we were set free, subject only to God's Word. Why

should any man use human words to make us prisoner? As St.

Paul says: 'Ye are bought with a great price; become not

bond-servants of men' (I Cor. 6:20, Gal. 5:1)."46

43Ibid., p. 479.

44 Ibid., p. 411.

451bid., p. 427.

46 Ibid., p. 468.
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Luther also used the bald appeal quite often. At one

point, he denies that a special class exists for the clergy,

"for all Christians whatsoever really and truly belong to

the religious class . . . ."47 Later, he presses the claim

further, "Just because we are all priests of equal standing,

no one must push himself forward and . . . presume to do that

for which we all have equal authority."48 Still he hammers

away, ". . . there is . . . really no other difference be-

tween laymen, priests, princes, bishops, or . . . between

religious and secular, than that of office or occupation, and

not that of Christian status."1 9 Never does he let the reader

forget that "those now called 'the religious', i.e. priests,

bishops, and popes, possess no further or greater dignity

than other Christians . . . ."50 Thus Luther presses with

the jackhammer device of assert, assert, assert.

This rounds out Luther's primary devices in An Appeal to

the Ruling Class. There were other devices that he used to a

lesser degree: transfer, minimization, argumentum ad hominem,

argumentum ad populum, and card stacking.

One example shows Luther's shrewd use of transfer. He

uses the device to support his contention that none should

47Ibid., p. 407.

48Ibid., p. 409.

49Ibid.

5 0 Ibid.
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forbid ministers to marry. He transfers omnipotent authority

to his argument in these words: "For, if God has not for-

bidden them, no man should or may do so, not even an angel

of heaven, not to mention the pope." 51

As for minimization, Luther treats rather cavalierly a

bulwark of sacerdotal Catholicism by asserting, "When a bishop

consecrates, he simply acts on behalf of the entire congre-

gation, all of whom have the same authority." 52 Luther also

shows his contempt for the Renaissance papacy, cutting it

down with, "But the Romanists turn things inside out, take

from Christ the status of heavenly regent, and confer it on

the pope, while allowing the idea of servant to fall into

oblivion.,"53

If one accepts Roy Pascal's premise that most German

hostility toward the clergy ". . . was inspired by national

and local feeling against the drain of money from Germany to

Rome,"54 then the first twelve of Luther's twenty-seven

proposals for reform can be considered argumentum ad popu-

lum, telling the people what they want to hear. Luther sets

the tone in introducing the first reform. He writes, "Firstly,

I suggest that every prince, peer, and city should strictly

5Ibid., p. 449.

521bid., p. 408.

531bid., p. 439.

54Roy Pascal, The Social Basis of the German Reformation:
Martin Luther and His Times (New York, 1971),7p. 7.
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forbid their subjects to pay the annates to Rome, and should

do away with them entirely." 55 In the twelfth reform, he

still is sardonically criticizing a rapacious Rome, this time

for encouraging costly pilgrimages. "But it brings money in,

and fortifies a fictitious authority; therefore it must go on

no matter whether it be contrary to the will of God or the

salvation of souls," he writes.56

For an argumentum ad hominem, one can turn to Luther's

discussion of the pope's use of mental reservation. After

one has followed Luther through an argument in terms of the

man that concludes with, ". . . he can tell lies and play

tricks without incurring censure, and can deceive and fool

everybody publicly without a blush, "57 one tends to forget

the issue and remember the man, and to remember him in an

unfavorable light, as Luther obviously intended.

In one can resist the urge to call the whole treatise

card stacking (Rome's side never is told favorably), he can

turn to this concrete example, which puts the pope wholly in

a bad light:

Is it not his duty to do, without fee and for God's
sake, everything in his power for all Christian people,
even to the extent of shedding his blood for them? Why
is it that he gives or sells to one church, but not to
another? . . . Are the Romanists trying to blind us
while yet we have eyes to see, and fool us while our

55Luther, An Appeal, p. 432.

56Ibid., p. 444.

57Ibid., p. 428.
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reason is unspoiled, till we do obeisance to this greed;
and villany, and jugglery? A pastor only acts as pastor
if you have money, but not otherwise; and yet the popes
are not ashamed to forward these villanies with their
bulls here, there, and elsewhere.58

The second treatise under consideration, The Pagan Ser-

vitude of the Church, also reveals Luther as a writer clever

with words, and a propagandist. In it, Dillenberger writes,

"Luther addresses himself to the total sacramental under-

standing of the Roman Church and, in contrast, develops a

Biblical and Reformation conception of the sacraments and of

the Church."59 It is the second, chronologically, of the

three revolutionary treatises.60

Of the weapons at hand, name-calling is again the one

that Luther applies most readily. He quickly labels backers

of the pope as "toadies of Rome, ,61 then embellishes it with

"all ye fair-speaking toadies of the pope, "6 2 followed with

"you miserable toady." 63 Farther along, the pope himself

becomes "this dictator, "64 and together the pope and his men

58Ibid., p. 459.

59Martin Luther, The Pagan Servitude of the Church, in
John Dillenberger, editor, Martin Luther: Selections From
His Writings (Garden City, N.Y., 1961), p. 249.

60Bainton, Here I Stand, p. 18.

6lLuther, Pagan, p. 259.

62Ibid., p. 261.

63Ibid., p. 263.

64 Ibid., p. 305.
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are "impious despots." 65 Luther finally lowers the level of

discussion considerably when he calls the pope an "insatiable

horse-leech. "66

Affective language, again, also comes trippingly to

Luther's pen. So, he refers to Catholic John Eck's writings

as "drivel," 67 then says he will leave to his opponents "the

business of brawling and denigration."68 In other emotion-

laden language, Luther berates the pope's aides for helping

the pontiff enforce "impious and sinful despotism," 69 insti-

gated by a pope who "forcibly twists and deforms the word of

God." 70 Luther reaches deep for his peak invective when he

labels a Catholic book, Summa Angelica, "a jumbled collection,

a kind of bilge-water, of the offscourings of all that men

have handed down."71

Through all of this, Luther again creates an in-group

versus out-group relationship, with the poor Germans the

suffering in-group. Thus he writes, "You may be sure the

Romanists would let us feel their anger smartly if the word

'all' applied to the bread and not to the cup. They would

651bid., p. 320.

66 Ibid., p. 323.

671bid., p. 254.

68Ibid., p. 255.

69Ibid., p. 305.

7 0 Ibid.

71Ibid., p. 330.
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leave us no loophole . . . ."72 The dichotomy never is made

more clear than when Luther writes, speaking of the clergy,

"These are in fact 'the people of captivity,' who hold in

captivity the gifts given freely to us in baptism while the

few poor 'people of the land' appear contemptible in their

eyes. . . ."73 Here, Luther mixes a plain-folks appeal with

the more obvious in-out device.

The bald appeal, the affirmation through repetition,

also comes into service. Again, the pope is the target:

the pontiff's only concern is with oppressing us with

his decrees . . . and keeping us captive under his absolute

authority."74 Nowhere does Luther cite any overt activity or

statement by the pope to even suggest he had such an odious

intent. Nevertheless, a paragraph later, Luther goes on the

attack again. He writes, ". . . I declare that neither pope,

nor bishop, nor any one else, has the right to impose so much

as a single syllable of obligation upon a Christian man with-

out his consent."75 Two paragraphs farther on, Luther twists

the barb again: "But this dictator of ours takes and falsi-

fies everything with his lies and forcibly twists and deforms

the word of God."76 The cumulative effect of these repeated,

72Ibid., p. 258.

73Ibid., p. 312.

74Ibid., p. 304.

75 Ibid.

76Ibid., p. 305.
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but unsubstantiated, assertions was that a bitterly hostile

view of the pope developed. Such, obviously, was Luther's

intent.

However, Luther does not present all of his arguments

without support. He uses the testimonial freely. To back

up his claim that the true eating of the Lord's Supper has

to be spiritual, he quotes Augustine: "Why do you make your

teeth and stomach ready? Believe, and thou hast eaten."77

Luther turns next to Jesus to support his contention that

the body of Christ is in the unleavened bread, and that the

bread is, conversely, in the body of Christ. Luther writes,

"My warrant is in the words which say, 'He took bread and

gave thanks and broke it, and said, Take, eat this' (i.e.,

this bread which He had taken and broken) 'is my body.'78

To support his claim that faith is the sole prerequisite to

salvation, Luther calls forth the testimony of Jesus recorded

in Mark 16:16, "Every one who believes and has been baptized

will be saved; but he who does not believe, will be con-

demned.,"79

Another device that Luther uses at least thirteen times

in the treatise is transfer, carrying the prestige of a revered

and respected object over to another. One case shows Luther's

77Ibid., p. 257.

78Ibid., pp. 269-270.

791bid., p. 283.
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skill with the technique. Luther himself is the object that

needs sanction; he claims it by asserting that he is guided

divinely. He writes, "I feel that, for the general good, I

ought to give the counsel which I learnt under the guidance

of the Spirit." 80 To a Christian believer, this amounts to

transferring rather strong credentials.

Luther also frequently hoists the Roman Catholic clergy

by a petard not of their own making. The game is called card

stacking, and Luther plays it fiercely. For instance, in a

discussion of the existence or non-existence of "accidents"81

as elements of the actual Lord's Supper, Luther writes:

What will they reply? Christ is believed to have
been born from his mother's womb. Let them aver, here
also, that the flesh of the virgin was temporarily
deprived of being, or, as they would more aptly have it
put, "transubstantiated", in order that Christ, having
been enfolded in the accidents, might come forth through
the accidents. The same thing will have to be said of
the shut door of the upper room and the closed mouth of
the sepulchre, through which He went in and out without
doing them injury.82

Later, Luther puts the idea of "satisfaction" in penance in

the worst possible light with these words:

They Ethe clergy have abused it to an extraordinary
extent, to the ruin of Christians in body and soul. In

80Ibid., p. 311.

81Donald Attwater, A Catholic Dictionary, 3rd ed. (New
York, 1958), p. 5: "After the substance of the bread and the
substance of the wine have been converted into the Body and
Blood of Christ at the consecration at Mass the accidents of
bread and wine remain and are discernible to the senses."

82Luther, Pagan, p. 268.
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the first place, they have expounded it in such a man-
ner that the people in general have not the slightest
understanding of the true satisfaction, although it
means the renovation of life. Moreover, they are so
insistent on satisfaction, and construe it as necessary
in such a way, that they leave no room for faith in
Christ.83

Luther complemented this card stacking with another

device, minimization. Luther was masterful with the adroit

put-down of the soberly held doctrines which Rome expounded.

He lumps together several cherished beliefs in this squelch:

. . . they . . . teach and approve things which are
adverse to the worship of God, to the faith, and to the
chief commandments. One might specify such things as
running around on pilgrimages, the perverse worship of
saints, the mendacious legends of saints, various
beliefs in works and in the practice of ceremonies; by
all of which, faith in God is lessened while idolatry
is fostered, as is the case nowadays.84

Still another area of major concern for the Catholic Church,

as Luther explains, was its role in marriage and divorce. One

does not hear from Luther a sober presentation of the Roman

Catholic doctrines. Rather, the Church is pictured by Luther

as cynically trafficking in human lives, and that done in the

basest ways: "By their means the Romanists of today have

become market-stall holders. What is it they sell? It is

male and female pudenda, goods most worthy of these merchants

whose avarice and irreligion are worse than the most sordid

obscenity imaginable."85

8 3 Ibid., p. 322.

84Ibid., p. 320.

851bid., p. 331.
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The samples above illustrate the primary devices Luther

employed in The Pagan Servitude of the Church. However, he

did use other devices to a lesser degree. These include:

begging the question, band wagon, argumentum ad hominem, and

argumentum ad populum.

Luther most obviously begs the question in considering

infant baptism. Rather than discuss it in terms of specific

scripture, as he does on other major questions, Luther makes

a simple assertion that slides by any sticky theological or

philosophical considerations. He writes, "On this matter I

agree with everyone in saying that infants are helped by

vicarious faith: the faith of those who present them for

baptism." 86 A couple of paragraphs follow in the same vein,

then Luther abruptly considers the case closed and changes

the subject: "But there is one point I should like to add

that all vows whatsoever should be abolished . . .,.87

There is but one clear-cut example of a band-wagon type

of appeal, and it is applied in a negative way. Luther points

out a band wagon rolling to perdition, and suggests that the

reader should climb aboard a wagon moving the other way:

If you were able to refute Christ who taught that the
mass was a testament and a sacrament, I would admit
them to be in the right. Further, if you could show
that to receive the benefit of a will and testament . .
is to do a good work, then I would be ready and willing

86Ibid., p. 307.

87Ibid., p. 308.
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to condemn my own teachings. Since you can do neither,
why do you hesitate to treat with contempt the mob who
are going from bad to worse?88

An argumentum ad hominem is used only slightly more

often. The most obvious time is when Luther quotes the

early day writer Cyprian in support of Luther's argument

that both wine and bread were offered to the laity in the

Lord's Supper of the early Christian church. Then, rather

than offer further argument, Luther puts the whole issue in

terms of the man: "Would you find anything here, you miser-

able toady, at which to snarl? Would you declare that this

holy martyr, a teacher in the church, and filled with the

apostolic spirit, was a heretic . . . ?"89

Luther wrote this treatise to the laity of an empire

dominated by foreign, Catholic church. Knowing this, once

he had argued that the laity could partake of the heretofore

forbidden wine of the Lord's Supper, Luther put forth an

argument these lay Christians would want to hear, an argu-

mentum ad populum. He writes, ". . . the laity incur no

guilt, whether they have to do without one or both; meanwhile

they will be preserved from harm by their faith and by their

desire for the whole sacrament."90

88Ibid., p. 284.

89Ibid., p. 263.

90Ibid., p. 264.
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Luther continues to employ propaganda devices in the

third work under consideration, The Freedom of a Christian,

and its companion Open Letter to Pope Leo X. Dillenberger

writes that The Freedom of a Christian "was among Luther's

last attempts at conciliation with Rome. . . . It was pub-

lished in November, 1520, soon after An Appeal to the Ruling

Class . .. *."91

Luther picks up quickly with name-calling. In the third

sentence of his open letter, he brands the pope's supporters

as "godless flatterers."92  Luther next tags an old adversary,

John Eck, a "boastful braggart."93  In the treatise itself,

which deals less in invective than the two previously dis-

cussed, Luther dubs advocates of sacramental salvation as

"work-saints, "94 and later describes them as "stubborn, work-

righteous men. "95

Though he does write on a higher plane here, Luther still

uses the apt affective phrase to stir his readers. Thus, the

effects of evils condoned by the clergy are "gout,",96 Eck is

91Martin Luther, The Freedom of a Christian, in John Dil-
lenberger, editor, Martin Luther: Selections From His Writings
(Garden City, N.Y., 96l),7p. 42.

92Ibid., p. 43.

93Ibid., p. 48.

94Ibid., p. 72.

95Ibid., p. 77.

96Ibid., p. 46.
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pictured as "frothing and gnashing his teeth,"97 and later

is a "whinnying horse." 98 In the treatise, Christ's redemp-

tive act for man is described in a moving word contrast that

shows Luther's ability to use language for warm, positive

effect. He writes, "Here this rich and divine bridegroom

Christ marries this poor, wicked harlot, redeems her from

all evil, and adorns her with all his goodness."99 Finally,

the real culprit of the treatise--works as a means to gain

righteousness--becomes a "perverse leviathan, "100 and Luther

is back in form.

One example of another device, minimization, suffices to

show that Luther retained his skill with it. Luther is down-

rating the pope directly in his open letter, assigning to him

a station in life quite different than the pontiff was used

to hearing from his monks, even hostile German monks. Luther

writes,

Therefore, my Father Leo, do not listen to those
sirens who pretend that you are no mere man but a demi-
god so that you may command and require whatever you
wish. It will not be done in that manner and you will
not have such remarkable power. You are a servant of
servants, and more than all other men you are in a
most miserable and dangerous position.101

97Ibid., p. 48.
98Ibid., p. 49.

99Ibid., p. 61.
100Ibid., p. 71.

101Ibid., pp. 50-51.
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The transfer concept, however, is applied in a more

positive way as Luther shows that Christ imparts righteous-

ness to undeserving believers. Luther explains, "By the

wedding ring of faith he shares in the sins, death, and pains

of hell which are his bride's. As a matter of fact, he makes

them his own and acts as if they were his own and as if he

himself had sinned; he suffered, died, and descended into

hell that he might overcome them all." 102 The same device is

used earlier to identify the pope in a derogatory way: "Alas!

Through them Ethose who exalt the pope] Satan has already

made much progress under your predecessors."103

A kindred device, testimonial, is used again to support

Luther's contention that faith alone saves. The Apostle Paul

is quoted in Romans 10:9, "If you confess with your lips that

Jesus is Lord and believe in your heart that God raised him

from the dead, you will be saved."104  Paul, in fact, is the

testimonial bulward of Luther's entire freedom treatise. He

is called forth, for instance, three times in rapid succession

to testify to the battle raging between flesh and soul.105

Another Apostle, John, reinforces the primacy of faith so far

as Luther is concerned. Luther quotes John 6:29 in part to

1 0 21bid., p. 61.

1031bid., p. 51.

104Ibid., p. 55.

1051bid., pp. 67-68.
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bolster his position: "This is the work of God, that you

believe in him whom he has sent."106

Luther's continual argument for faith alone frequently

becomes another propaganda device, the bald appeal. "Is not

such a soul most obedient to God in all things by this faith?"

Luther asks.107 Two sentences later, he answers himself,

"This obedience, however, is not rendered by works, but by

faith alone. "108 In the next paragraph, Luther asserts that

"faith works truth and righteousness by giving God what be-

longs to him." 109 Four paragraphs later, the same theme is

trumpeted, ". . . much is ascribed to faith . . . it alone

can fulfil the law and justify without works."110

Perhaps unwittingly, Luther reserved for this treatise

the ultimate in in-group versus out-group rhetoric. He gets

the point across simply when he writes, "If short, they are

Christians who are not Romans."111 In a non-human context,

the same device makes a theological point. Luther writes,

"This faith cannot exist in connection with works."11 2 Later,

106 Ibid., p. 56.

107 Ibid., p. 59.
108 Ibid.

109Ibid., p. 60.

110Ibid., pp. 60-61.

llIbid., p. 47.

112 Ibid., p. 55.
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Luther again leaves no doubt that a clear dichotomy exists.

He writes, "Nor does his priesthood consist in the outer

splendor of robes and postures like those of the human

priesthood of Aaron and our present-day church; but it con-

sists of spiritual things . . ."113

Luther's entire exposition of the faith-alone doctrine

is an exercise in card stacking. Luther does not contend

that good works have no part in Christian lives, but he does

ignore any of the arguments for works that save put forth by

either the Bible writers or the Catholic scholars. The cumu-

lative effect is a wholly one-sided argument.llI

These are the main devices used in this predominantly

non-polemical document. There are single instances of other

devices being used. These are, plain folks, argumentum ad

hominem, and argumentum ad populum.

The instance of plain folks is one of Luther's lamer

efforts; it appears almost as an afterthought. Luther writes,

"To make the way smoother for the unlearned--for only them do

I serve--I shall set down the following . . . ."115 Another

single example shows the use of argumentum ad hominem. Luther

discusses his entire Leipzig encounter with John Eck, not in

terms of the issues raised, but in terms of Eck and the

ll3Ibid., pp. 62-63.

ll4bid., pp. 55-62.

1p51bid., P. 53.
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cantankerous motives Luther assigns to him. He writes,

Then that boastful braggart, frothing and gnashing his
teeth, declared that he would risk everything for the
glory of God and the honor of the Apostolic See. Puffed
up with the prospect of abusing your [Pope Leo X's J
authority, he looked forward with great confidence to a
victory over me. He was concerned not so much with
establishing the primacy of Peter as he was with demon-
strating his own leadership among the theologians of our
time.ll6

The argumentum ad populum is used to carry a special, sympa-

thetic appeal to the reader in these words:

This is done [Christ is preached when that Christian
liberty which he bestows is rightly taught and we are
told in what way we Christians are kings and priests
and therefore lords of all and may firmly believe that
whatever we have done is pleasing and acceptable in the
sight of God, as I have already said.

What man is there whose heart, upon hearing such
things, will not rejoice to its depth . . . ?lls

These three treatises, offered to the German people over

less than a third of a year, were in many ways Luther's most

purposeful writings. On analysis, without judging.his intent,

one sees here Luther as a man with primitive skills as a prop-

agandist. He used the language continually to sell his own

arguments and to downgrade those of his adversaries; he was

apparently trying to manipulate large groups of people to act

in specific ways. The name for such activity is--propaganda.11 8

1 6 Ibid., p. 48.

11 71bid., p. 66.

11 8This is not to suggest that Luther disregarded truth
while creating propaganda. As Jacques Ellul points out in
Propaganda: The Formation of Men's Attitudes, translated by
Konrad Kellen and Jean Lerner (New York, 1965), pp. 52-61,
truth often is an integral part of effective propaganda.



CHAPTER IV

PROPAGANDA AND MASS COMMUNICATIONS IN LUTHER'S

LITURGICAL REFORMS, RELIGIOUS BROADSIDES,

AND PREACHING

As the Reformation spread through northern Germany in

the 1520's, various egalitarian changes were being intro-

duced into the worship services, beginning in Wittenberg.1

Luther took note of the subsequent internecine controver-

sies and, as Eugene L. Brand points out, reluctantly stepped

in to suggest a revised German-language Mass that, he hoped,

would lead to Christian harmony. Brand explains, "Luther

was forced into the task, almost, it would seem, against his

will. He knew it had to be done; he thought others were doing

it badly; thus, he had little choice but to try his own hand

at it. . . . His motivations were two: theological and pas-

toral." 2 Indeed, Luther's concern is best understood as a

theological matter. Whereas he was uniformly unyielding on

the substance of religion, Luther was eager to have the form

of it kept in the flexible area of Christian liberty. This

1Bainton, Here I Stand, p. 201.

2Eugene L. Brand, "Luther's Liturgical Surgery: Twen-
tieth Century Diagnosis of the Patient," in Fred W. Meuser
and Stanley D. Schneider, editors, Interpretin Luther's
Legacy: Essays in Honor of Edward C. Fendt Minneapolis,
196_9), p. 108.

101



102

is his starting point, this sets the tone, for his pamphlet,

"The German Mass and Order of Service." He writes,

In the first place, I would kindly and for God's sake
request all those who see this order of service or
desire to follow it: Do not make it a rigid law to
bind or entangle anyone's conscience, but use it in
Christian liberty as long, when, where and how you
find it to be practical and useful. For this is being
published not as though we meant to lord it over anyone
else, or to legislate for him, but because of the wide-
spread demand for German masses and services and the
general dissatisfaction and offense that has been caused
by the great variety of new masses, for everyone makes
his own order of service. 3

Luther is uncharacteristically benign and adogmatic here, but

he does raise a key point, distress at multiple varieties of

worship services, that leads him to revisions which contain

strong elements of propaganda.

Despite Luther's concern that Christian liberty be prac-

ticed in non-essential areas, once he moved into the realm

of public worship, he again was a propagandist. People who

worshipped according to Luther's instructions were being

programmed as religious monotypes. Luther candidly admitted

such was his goal. In clear-cut admonitions to the believers

at Wittenberg, he wrote, "Let us feel and think the same,

even though we may act differently. And let us approve each

other's rites lest schisms and sects should result from this

diversity in rites . . . For external rites . . . do not com-

mend us to God." 4 Here, Luther makes clear the differing

3Luther's Works, LIII, 61.

41bid., p. 31.

t
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importance to him of form (rites) and substance (faith and

love) in living the Christian life.

In this context, though, one can see the germ of social

control Doob argues is a linchpin of propaganda.5 Within

generous bounds, Luther wants a strong unity among believers.

He writes, "We must arrive at a common standard to assess and

control the profusion of orders." 6 Bainton contends that the

practical effect of Luther's striving for a common standard

was that "the church thus became not only the house of prayer

and praise but also a classroom."7 Luther accomplishes this

largely through fundamental plain-folks appeals. His abiding

concern is that lay Christians both understand the worship

service and participate in it; their religious needs and con-

cerns become his religious needs and concerns. For instance,

in "An Order of Mass and Communion," Luther suggests that the

Lord's Prayer be paraphrased to prepare communicants for the

Lord's Supper. The element of control is strong in his words

of advice:

I would, however, like to ask that this paraphrase or
admonition follow a prescribed wording or be formulated
in a definite manner for the sake of the common people.
We cannot have one do it one way today, and another,
another way tomorrow . . . and confuse the people so that
they can neither learn nor retain anything. What chiefly
matters is the teaching and guiding of the people.8

5Leonard W. Doob, Propaganda: Its Psychology and Tech-
nique (New York, 1935), p. 89.

6Luther's Works, LIII, 61.

7Bainton, Here I Stand, p. 348.

8Luther's Works, LIII, 80.
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Luther expected that this teaching and guiding would prompt

right responses from the worshippers, and the first way he

would guarantee these responses would be through "a plain and

simple, fair and square catechism."9 He proposed a catechism

based on the Ten Commandments, the Apostle's Creed, and the

Our Father.10 By inculcating these, Luther would stimulate

Christian unity. He writes,

This instruction must be given . . . from the pulpit at
stated times or daily as may be needed, and repeated or
read aloud evenings and mornings in the homes for the
children and servants, in order to train them as Chris-
tians. Nor should they only learn to say the words by
rote. But they should be questioned point by point and
give answer what each part means and how they understand
it.ll

Luther then follows with specific questions, along with the

answers, about their faith that the catechumens should be

grilled and drilled on.12 Thus Luther envisioned Christian

training. The cumulative effect would show up, he felt, in

such vital areas as the Lord's Supper service. In "An Order

of Mass and Communion," he wrote, "They believerss. should

request in person to receive the Lord's Supper so that he

Ethe pastors may be able to know both their names and manner

of life." 13 Nor was a mere familiarity with the candidates'

9 Ibid., p. 64

1 0 Ibid.

llIbid., p. 65.

1 2 Ibid.

13 Ibid., p. 32.
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manner of living sufficient for Luther. He demanded under-

standing and responses that again call to mind Doob's idea

that the goal of propaganda is to control attitudes and,

subsequently, actions. Luther explains,

And let him not admit the applicants unless they can
give a reason for their faith and can answer questions
about what the Lord's supper is, what its benefits are,
and what they expect to derive from it. In other words,
they should be able to repeat the Words of Institution
from memory and to explain that they are coming because
they are troubled by the consciousness of their sin, the
fear of death, or some other evil . . . and now hunger
and thirst to receive the word and sign of grace and
salvation from the Lord . . . .14

Even with this, Luther was not satisfied or finished. He

adds, "When the bishop has convinced himself that they under-

stand all these things, he should also observe whether they

prove their faith and understanding in their life and con-

duct. For Satan, too, understands and can talk about all

these things. '15

What Luther here considered effective Christian educa-

tion might also be considered Lutheran indoctrination. Ellul

describes a person whose attitudes are crystallized through

such a program:

1 . . he now has a supply of ready-made judgments where
he had only some vague notions before the propaganda
set in; and these judgments permit him to face any situ-
ation. He will never again have reason to change judg-
ments that he will consider the one and only truth.16

14Ibid.

15Ibid., p. 33.

16Ellul, Propaganda, p. 163.
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Ellul considers such intellectual cloning a clever way to

breed neurotics.17 For his part, though, Luther believed he

was preparing ". . . a wealth of Christian people whose souls

would be . . . enriched in Scripture and in the knowledge of

God . . . ."18 Maximum application of his prescribed routine

of cluestions and answers shows up in Luther's Small Catechism,

an instruction booklet that would affect the parents as they

read it aloud to the children, and the children as they heard

it.19

A supplemental device employed by Luther to democratize

the worship service and contribute to Christian unity was the

gospel hymn. One observer comments on the didactic nature of

Luther's musical work, ". . . Luther's hymns were meant not

to create a mood, but to convey a message. They were a con-

fession of faith, not of personal feelings. . . . They were

written not to be read but to be sung by a whole congrega-

tion." 20 More than anything, if the congregation were singing

Luther's own songs, they were repeating (applying the bald-

appeal propaganda device) major tenets of Luther's doctrine,

especially the primacy of faith, the barrenness of meritorious

works, the glory of God's grace seen in His sacrificial Son.

17 Ibid., p. 167.

18Luther's Works, LIII, 67.

19Martin Luther, Dr. Martin Luther's Small Catechism With
Explanation (Rock Island, Ill., 1957),TPP. 9-22.

2 0Luther's Works, LIII, 197.
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For instance, in "Dear Christians, Let Us Now Rejoice" Luther

hammers at this old theme: "My good works they were worth-

less quite,/A mock was all my merit." 21 The solution was for

God to send Jesus to redeem sinful man. So, Luther would

have the believer sing:

The Son he heard obediently,
And by a maiden mother,
Pure, tender--down he came to me,
For he would be my brother.
Secret he bore his strength enorm,
He went about in my poor form,
For he would catch the devil.22

In "From Trouble Deep I Cry to Thee," Luther repeats another

of his enduring messages:

With thee counts nothing but thy grace
To cover all our failing.
The best life cannot win the race,
Good works are unavailing.23

Nor was Luther above some melodic in-group versus out-group

structuring. In "Ah God, From Heaven Look Down," he wrote,

They teach a cunning false and fine,
In their own wits they found it;
Their heart in one doth not combine,
Upon God's word well grounded.
One chooses this, the other that;
Endless division they are at,
And yet they keep smooth faces.24

There follows an appeal to God to protect His word "Where

21Ibid., p. 219.

2 2 Ibid., p. 220.

23 Ibid., p. 224.

24 Ibid., p. 227.
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these rude wanton ones are found/Against thy folk exalted." 25

Again, in an obvious slap at his Catholic adversaries, Luther

asks in "Although the Fools Say With Their Mouth,"

How long by lies will they be led,
who vain attempts redouble,
And eat my people up as bread
And live upon their trouble?2>

Luther readily acknowledged the popular impact of his

hymns; he also welcomed what he considered to be improvements

on them.27 But he also fretted over badly done pirated col-

lections which he considered "corrupted and adulterated by

blunderheads.",28 Luther conceded that "there must be mouse

dirt with the pepper," 29 but he took specific steps to mini-

mize it. In "Preface to the Weiss Hymnal," he wrote in 1528,

In order to prevent this as far as possible, I have
reviewed this booklet again and printed the hymns of
our group separately with the names of the authors,
something that I had heretofore avoided for fear of
vainglory, but that I am now forced to do, lest worth-
less hymns by others be sold under our name.30

Then Luther reveals his real concern about the hymns, and it

shows that he envisioned more than mere joy in song to be

25Ibid., p. 228.

26 Ibid., p. 230.

27Ibid., p. 317.

28Ibid., p. 318.

29 Ibid.

30 Ibid.
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derived from their congregational use. He gives this advice:

I beg and admonish all who love the pure Word no more
to "improve" or enlarge our booklet without our know-
ledge. But if it should be "improved" without our
knowledge let it be known that such is not the booklet
published by us in Wittenberg. . . . For we would like
to safeguard the value of our own currency . . . in
order that God's name alone be praised and not ours.31

Here one sees plainly that, to Luther, song was more than

singing; it was one more way to elevate the Word.

Another way that Luther managed to give primacy to the

Word was through his creative, often innovative, use of the

vernacular German language. Luther was not the first German

to use the vernacular to reach his fellow man, but he was the

first to have such singular success standardizing it. And

through his use of native dialects, Luther took great strides

toward being a pioneer mass communicator; he gave an increasing

number of Germans a common point of literary reference.

His most outstanding achievement in this area was his

translation of the Bible into German. The New Testament came

first, the result of eleven feverish weeks of translating in

1521-1522 while Luther was cloistered in the Wartburg.32 The

complete Bible followed a decade later, in 1534.33 Bainton

has much to say about the import of Luther's work and its sig-

nificance for the success of the Reformation movement. He also

3 1Ibid.

32Walter G. Tillmans, The World and Men Around Luther
(Minneapolis, 1959), p. 1627.

3 3 Bainton, Here I Stand, p. 327.
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finds, in these admiring words, that Luther was noticeably

more adept than previous translators:

For the Germans, Luther's rendering was incomparable.
He leaped beyond the tradition of a thousand years.
There has been translations before him of the Scripture
into German . . . . There were even portions of the
Bible translated not from the Latin Vulgate, but from
the Hebrew and the Greek. But none had the majesty of
diction, the sweep of vocabulary, the native earthiness
and the religious profundity of Luther.34

Bainton also describes the linguistic ingredients of

Luther's translation formula. "The variety of German chosen

as a basis was the court tongue of Saxony, enriched from a

number of dialects with which Luther had gained some famil-

iarity in his travels," he writes.35 Luther frequently, while

wrestling with problems of translating, revealed how intensely

he wanted a fully German Bible. On June 14, 1528, he wrote

to Wenzel Link:

I am now at work translating the Prophets. Good
Heavens! how hard it is to make the Hebrew writers
speak German! They withstand our efforts, not wishing
to give up their native tongue for a barbarous idiom,
just as the nightingale would not change her sweet song
to imitate the cuckoo whose monotonous note she abhors.36

On another occasion, he was even more explicit. "I try to

speak as men do in the market-place," he wrote. "In rendering

Moses I make him so German that no one would know that he was

a Jew."37 Luther also leaves no doubt that he was aiming for

34Ibid., pp. 326-327.

35Ibid., p. 327.

36Martin Luther, cited in Preserved Smith, The Life and
Letters of Martin Luther (New York, 1914), p. 267.

37 Ibid., p. 266.
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a Bible that could be a common denominator. "I talk a com-

mon, standard German rather than a particular dialect," he

wrote, "and thus I can be understood in both Upper and Lower

Germany."38 Apparently, many people did read and understand.

Hans Lufft, premier Bible printer of the Reformation, claimed

ten years before his death in 1584 that he alone had printed

100,000 complete German Bibles.39

The Bible may have been Luther's single greatest lin-

guistic triumph, but it was by no means his sole contribution

to vernacular German. His numerous topical treatises, often

published as broadside tracts, also were written in popular

German.40 Frequently, these broadsides were laced with his

best affective, polemical language, and not a little stinging

humor. Luther readily admitted to having a sharp style. He

once explained, "Philip [MelancthonJ stabs, too, but only with

pins and needles. The pricks are hard to heal and they hurt.

But when I stab I do it with a heavy pike used to hunt boars.",4l

Luther clearly believed that the task at hand, vanquishing

the erring Romanists, called for his heaviest blasts. Once,

when asked at his evening meal why he wrote with such vehe-

mence, Luther used a simple metaphor in defending his methods.

38Ibid.

39Tillmans, p. 162.

40E. G. Schwiebert, Luther and His Times: The Reforma-
tion From a New Perspective (St. Louis, 1950), p7 6.

4lLuther's Works, LIV, 50.
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He explained,

Our Lord God must precede a heavy shower with thunder
and then let it rain in a very gentle fashion so that
the ground becomes soaked through. To put it differ-
ently, I can cut through a willow branch with a (bread)
knife, but to cut through tough oak requires an axe and
wedge, and even with these one can hardly split it.42

Often, the axe and wedge were combined with a purely plain-

folks approach. Schwiebert elaborates,

To explain Luther's tremendous influence, one must
consider . . . his use of that new medium, the Flug-
schrift, or tract. This new polemical vehicle had been
employed in a lighter vein, but no one had thought of
using it in the field of religion. Luther realized its
possibilities as an inexpensive means of reaching the
common man.43

Hajo Holborn agrees,

Luther made the pamphlet a common form of publishing.
Small-sized pamphlets, often containing not more than
six or eight pages, could be widely sold for little
money. As a rule they displayed on the title page a
woodcut, which gave even the illiterate a notion of
the content.44

Luther personally turned out hundreds of these vernacular

pamphlets, and the number was swelled by the efforts of many

of his compatriots.45 A typical example of the simplified

cartoon amplifying the written words is found on the cover of

a pamphlet extolling Luther. The Reformer looks up from his

writing table to see the Devil handing him a declaration of

42Ibid., pp. 62-63.

L3Schwiebert, p. 6.

4 4 Hajo Holborn, A History of Modern Germany, The Refor-
mation, Vol. I of A History of Modern Germany, 2 vols. (New
York, 1959), p. 137.

45Bainton, Here I Stand, p. 305.
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spiritual war.46 It is a pointed, if non-verbal, application

of in-group versus out-group propaganda.

A spicy element of humor often went into these popular

treatises. Sometimes it was rather crude. Abram Lipsky

tells how, late in life, Luther conceived of a booklet that

would combine all the known journalistic methods, with the

emphasis on cartoons and heated invective, to embarrass his

enemies. Lipsky explains, "In 1545 he conceived the idea of

utilizing Cranach's art to carry the literary offensive home

even to the dullest minds. He suggested subjects for pic-

tures and wrote the text. The pictures, Luther believed,

could not be too coarse for their purpose." 4 7 Had the book

been published, it would have been titled, Popery Pictured by

Martin Luther. Lipsky adds this observation:

In this work of art peasant fancy ran riot. Luther's
verse accompanying the wood-cuts abounds in grotesque
humor. He refers to "his hellishness, St. Paul III";
to Paul's little daughter as "the sainted virgin Paula";
to the cardinals as those "epicurean pigs." One of the
pictures showed the Pope in the process of birth from
the Devil's mother, a hideous female with a tail. Around
the central detail were grouped several Furies--one
suckling the papal infant, another carrying him in her
arms, a third rocking his cradle. Luther was planning
to continue this mode of propaganda when his final ill-
ness overtook him.4 8

46Ibid., p. 308.

4 7Abram Lipsky, Martin Luther: Germany's Angry Man
(New York, 1933), p. 159.

48 Ibid., pp. 159-160.
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Luther did not always stoop to such vulgarity for his

humor. He frequently employed the droll gibe, with tongue

planted solidly in cheek, to minimize cherished views held

by his adversaries. A prime example of his genuine wit is

found in a lampoon titled, "News From the Rhine." The old

issue of indulgences again comes under Luther's scrutiny as

he writes these stinging words:

There is a persistent rumor that the Elector of
Mayence has added many new relics to the old ones, and
secured a special indulgence for them from the Most
Holy Father Pope Paul III. Among the new relics are:

I. A fair piece of Moses' left horn.
II. Three flames from Moses' burning bush on

Mount Sinai.
III. Two feathers and an egg of the Holy Ghost.
IV. A whole end of the banner with which Christ

harried hell.
V. A large wisp of Beelzebub's beard which re-

mained stuck to the same banner.
VI. Half a feather of St. Gabriel the archangel.
VII. A whole pound of the wind which blew for

Elijah in the cave on Mount Horeb.
VIII. Two yards of the tones of the sackbuts on

Mount Sinai.
IX. Thirty notes of the drum of Miriam, Moses'

sister, heard on the Red Sea.
X. A great big piece of the shout of the children

of Israel with which they cast down the walls of Jericho.
XI. Five, fair, clear strings of the harp of David.
XII. Three locks of Absalom's hair, by which he

was caught on the oak.49

Luther was aware, of course, that the wicked Absalom's hair

would have dubious indulgence merit, so he hedged. "We must

remember that this is shown not for holiness but for curi-

osity, as Judas' cord is shown at St. Peter's in Rome." 5 0

49Martin Luther, cited in Preserved Smith, Life and
Letters, pp. 397-398.

50Ibid., p. 398.

49-
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Such humor obviously had a place in Luther's approach

to religion, but he saw nothing funny in the primary task he

saw facing him--spreading the reformed gospel message. Nor

did he restrict himself to the written word; he also was a

skilled and prolific preacher. In fact, he and his pulpit

colleagues did much to emphasize the homiletic art. Bainton

explains, "The Reformation gave centrality to the sermon.

.a . .The reformers at Wittenberg undertook an extensive cam-

paign of religious instruction through the sermon." 51 At

least 2,300 vernacular German sermons by Luther are extant.52

Preserved Smith's comment that Luther's sermons often were

published shortly after he preached them, and given a wide

circulation, suggests that they were a major part of his mass

communications efforts.53

Luther frequently wrote about his great interest in the

spoken word. His target was the working Germans, the plain

folks. As he once explained, he wanted to reach them on their

own terms:

In my preaching I take pains to treat a verse (of
the Scriptures), to stick to it, and so to instruct the
people that they can say, "That's what the sermon was
about."

When Christ preached he proceeded quickly to a
parable and spoke about sheep, shepherds, wolves,

5 1 Bainton, Here I Stand, p. 348.

521bid., p. 349.

53Smith, The Life, p. 77.
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vineyards, fig trees, seeds, fields, plowing. The poor
lay people were able to comprehend these things.54

Luther had a similar goal, as he explained again:

When I preach . . . I adapt myself to the common people.
I don't look at the doctors and masters, of whom scarcely
forty are present, but at the hundred or the thousand
young people and children. It's to them I preach, to
them that I devote myself, for they, too, need to under-
stand.55

"Often I preached four sermons on one day," he told friends.

"During the whole of Lent I preached two sermons and gave one

lecture every day."56

From such a schedule came the several thousands of ser-

mons attributed to Luther, and they provide an index to his

personal impact in the sanctuary. The fact that many of them

were printed and circulated widely throughout Germany enhances

his credentials as a pioneer mass communicator.

54Luther's Works, LIV, 160.

551bid., pp. 235-236.

561bid., p. 282.



CONCLUSION

The Catholic scholar Joseph Lortz once described Martin

Luther as "the principal causal factor operative in the Ref-

ormation."1 If that assessment is correct (and there is

much evidence to support it), the logical question is: Why?

Why would millions of people abandon their traditional form

of religion and rally behind the Wittenberg monk's leadership?

Perhaps Luther provided a large part of the answer when he

bluntly instructed George Spalatin, "What I have written I

want published . . . ."2 An analysis of Luther as a pioneer

printing and publishing phenomenon certainly yields ample

evidence that much of his power rested in his shrewd use of

the printing press.

When Luther was born in 1483, the method of printing by

movable metal type was less than a third of a century along

in its development, and the ancient Holy Roman Empire nomi-

nally dominated Europe. To a large degree, Christendom still

formed a united front against the dreaded Turks. By the time

of his death in 1546, medieval Christendom was in tatters,

the Empire was ancient history, and Luther had demonstrated

lJoseph Lortz, The Reformation: A Problem for Today,
translated by John C. Dwyer (Westminster, Md., 1964), p. 99.

2Luther's Works, XLVIII, 351.
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to an unsuspecting world just how much potential for progress

and mischief loomed in the printing press, by then a mature

social instrument.

The man who many give credit for directing a jugular

blow to the medieval Roman Catholic Church, and by so doing

reordering the political, social, and religious realities of

the West, was uniquely a product of his age. He was but one

generation removed from a peasant existence, he lived per-

sonally by the hierarchical certainties of the vanishing

Middle Ages, he was a devout and pious man searching for a

way to be saved. At the same time, he was a forward-looking

man, blessed with the best of modern education, willing to

recognize useful technological advances as fortunate gifts

from God.

Thus it was that a man who was an admixture of old worlds

and new came to be the first great mass communicator, and a

propagandist with direct impact previously unmatched. There

had been some significant book-publishing breakthroughs in

the half-century approaching Luther's revolutionary heyday,

which one can mark from the indulgences controversy triggered

in 1517. But not until he mixed piety and polemics in popular

language did the world suspect what could be done with the

press. That Luther was, indeed, blitzing the field as none

had done before or since is shown in the fact that in 1520, a

pivotal year for the Reformation, Luther wrote 133 of the 208
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books published in Germany.3 That amounted to sixty-four

per cent of the market. With statistics like these for

reference, one can see how A. G. Dickens could conclude that

. . * Lutheranism was from the first the child of the
printed book, and through this vehicle Luther was able
to make exact, standardized and ineradicable impressions
upon the mind of Europe. For the first time in human
history a great reading public judged the validity of
revolutionary ideas through a mass-medium which used the
vernacular languages toget 4er with the arts of the jour-
nalist and the cartoonist.

Dickens was right. Luther did things to the mind of Europe

that were inconceivable before the invention of the printing

press. Therein lies the tale insofar as mass communications

and propaganda provide clues to Luther's charismatic appeal

as a leader.

More than any man who preceded him, and as skilfully as

any who followed with more sophisticated media to influence

more sophisticated audiences, Martin Luther was a masterful

propagandist. A careful look into the linguistic devices he

employed in only his major revolutionary treatises of 1520

shows how adroitly he could manipulate a reader. And the

effect was multiplied as he was circulated to mass audiences.

The three treatises yield repeated examples of a shrewd commu-

nicator swaying his readers with propagandistic techniques.

Chief among these were name calling, minimization, the bald

3 Theodore J. Kleinhans, Martin Luther: Saint and Sinner
(St. Louis, 1956), p. 64.

4A. G. Dickens, Reformation and Society in Sixteenth-
Century Europe (London, 1966)', p. 51.
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appeal, transfer, testimonial, plain folks, card stacking,

band wagon, in-group versus out-group, affective language,

begging the question, argumentum ad hominem, and argumentum

ad populum. Luther used them all to varying degrees. What

he hoped to accomplish, what he saw as his Christian duty,

was to turn out believers of like minds. That his inkwell

fueled a revolution and permanently altered the Western world

is ample evidence of his success.

Much of his writing, but certainly not all of it, took

on a polemical hue. Luther's sober offerings in the area of

liturgical reform gained possibly his widest circulation over

the years (with the obvious exception of his vernacular Ger-

man Bible), and they contain very little of his invective.

However, these same writings do reflect the intentions of a

propagandist, no matter how benignly they may be presented.

The repetition of Reformation doctrines in the hymns, and the

pre-packaged questions and answers of the catechisms, show

that in this area Luther had charged into the realm of manip-

ulation and control of actions that signify propaganda.

Dickens knew his man when he described Luther as "a com-

pulsive and most prolific writer Ewho3 knew how to coin the

telling phrase, to construct the paragraph which hammered its

way straight into the core of a subject, to introduce the

touch of humour or invective which moved the common man."5

51bid., p. 85.

-ffigow 4
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This certainly is the man revealed in his voluminous writings.

That he is revealed at all is a credit to the men who, only a

few years before Luther's birth, gave him the technology with

which to multiply his impact. It is to his own credit that

Martin Luther recognized the potential in the printing press

and became the first man to take a revolution to the people

through primitive mass communications.

I - . - -- , ''I .. I --. 1111-1-1 .--- "01*W ;1-1- 4m
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