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JANE O. NEWMAN

The Word Made Print: Luther’s
1522 New Testament in an Age
of Mechanical Reproduction

IN A LETTER WRITTEN IN 1556, a Reformed citizen of the Swiss
town of Zug describes the events that led to the mass burning of Bibles that
occurred in his town in that year.! The townspeople were divided, according to
the letter writer, between those who read “the Gospel, the pure teaching, the
word of God” with great enthusiasm for themselves, and those of the “papist”
persuasion terrified to read the Holy Scripture on their own. The split had
developed over the years, he explains, because local preachers, lax on the issue
of lay access to the Word, had allowed vernacular New Testaments in particular to
circulate among Zug’s largely Catholic citizenry, a situation, reports the letter
writer, not tolerated in any of the other cantons. An abrupt halt was called to
this leniency in 1556 when a newcomer began to preach that only faith, and not
works, would secure salvation. When challenged on his sermon by a band of
Catholic citizens, the preacher referred them to passages in the vernacular Bible
he had found in Zug and used since his arrival there. The “papist rabble” became
incensed, but the Reformed preacher remained adamant. The town council saw
a potential for conflict in the situation and called a general meeting.

Each side presented its arguments. The Catholic citizens of Zug were out-
raged by the preacher’s suggestion that faith was more essential for salvation
than good works. Moreover they were terrified that he had based the offending
sermon on his reading of a vernacular Bible available locally. Such ideas could
prove highly unprofitable to the local Catholic hierarchy. Demoting good works
to secondary importance could also lead to public immorality and disorder.? Most
importantly, however, the preacher’s sermon and his reference to a German Bible
as proof for its truth “sound[ed] Lutheran.” When examined on this point by the
council, the culprit is said to have retorted: “I don’t know what Luther has preached,
I've never even seen him, let alone heard him preach” Luther played no role,
he insisted, in his doctrine of justification by faith. “But,” he is said to have repeated
several times, “I can prove my sermon according to the Bible

The town council conferred. Although some nearby towns permitted the
printing and retailing of a German New Testament in a translation by “the very
learned Jerome Ems,” an edition authorized and permitted by the Catholic Church,
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FIGURE 1. Jerome Hornschuch, Orthotypographia, 1608. Reproduced
by permission of the Joseph Regenstein Library,
University of Chicago.
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the obvious conflict that widespread availability of vernacular Bibles had caused
in Zug demonstrated that it had been wrong to allow laypeople direct access to
Scripture. Thus the council pronounced that the “tiitsch bibel” (vernacular Bible)
was “heretical and counterfeit,” and issued an ordinance that “all Bibles in our
town” were to be delivered to the city hall and publicly burned, for, as a Catholic
citizen is said to have announced, “Ein lug ist glich so guot zetruken als ein
warheyt” (A lie is as easy to print as the truth).?

The incident at Zug allows us to pose a series of questions about Bibles,
printing, truth, and identity in the early modern period, questions I propose to
explore in the following essay. First: what did the Catholic citizen mean when he
referred to the ease with which “lies” could be printed during the early modern
period? What kind of reputation did the printing industry have? Was this rep-
utation in any way connected to the increased production of vernacular texts,
and particularly of Bibles, in the first several decades of the sixteenth century?
The number of texts printed in German jumped radically after the publication
of Luther’s vernacular New Testament in 1522 in Wittenberg, as the printers
responded to a surge in the market with increased production.* Both spiritual
and temporal authorities reacted with concern as it became clear that battles for
both confessional and political allegiance could be fought as easily in the printshop
as in the churches and streets. Profitability and dogma, lucre and legality thus
locked horns, and market factors often won out in dictating what was printed
where, when, and under whose name. The town council of Zug thus had good
reason to be suspicious of the industry.

Second: was the translator’s identity a factor in defining the “truth” or “false-
hood” of Scripture during a period when vernacular Bibles were being printed
with almost reckless abandon? The history of Bible translating was even then a
long and controversial one; new versions had been commissioned and completed
as both religious and political acts, in ironically frantic attempts to create by
reduplication what was assumed to be the “original” text. In the Western tradi-
tion, the originally collective act of Scriptural translation was a learned activity
that became an individual achievement in late Latin antiquity and the early medi-
eval period, only to be transformed again in the late middle ages into an insti-
tutionally promoted exercise of revision and emendation, as individual commen-
tators and scribes reworked earlier versions of the Vulgata in devout anonymity.”
The forces of Humanism, however, together with the invention of print, invested
translation with a new, public task. Mechanical reproduction would guarantee
the restoration of the Ancients to their original greatness in texts edited by their
grateful sons, while at the same time creating an international respublica literaria
“enlightened by print.”® The reformatory movements of the late fifteenth and
early sixteenth centuries, with their concentration on spiritual regeneration, fol-
lowed suit in demanding widespread availability of vernacular New Testaments in
particular, as the testimony of the original Christians would provide models for
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contemporary spiritual rebirth. Reform may have aided the spread of literacy
and demanded the “invention” of printing rather than the reverse.” Bible trans-
lation rapidly became not a problem to be debated in the studies of scholars, but
a popular, political event.

For the German-speaking territories of Central Europe, above all, at a time
sandwiched in between Lutheranism and Calvinism, the question of the trans-
lator’s identity was not a matter of purely scholarly debate. For some, a text’s
provenance seems to have been crucial in guaranteeing its truth, or at least its
legality. It was specifically the Ems edition, after all, with its guarantee by the
Church, that had been permitted in towns close to Zug. For others, however,
such as the troublesome preacher, the translator’s identity was less crucial, since,
following the doctrine made famous by the man whose teachings he claimed not
to know, sola scriptura—the text alone—justified the legitimacy of his claims. The
town council too seemed less concerned with the specific provenance of individ-
ual vernacular Bibles, as the indiscriminate confiscation and burning illustrates,
even though the translator’ identity, together with official recognition by either
spiritual or temporal authorities, might have been one way to spot theological
“falsehood” in an age of confessional strife. At the very least, then, the question
of clear identification was ambiguous; at the most it was an occasion for strife.

Finally: how did a prominent figure like Luther, whose greatest single
achievement lay in his new and revolutionary Bible translation, react to the per-
ceived ambiguity of truth and falsehood in Scripture, and to the difficulty of
establishing authenticity in an age of mechanical reproduction?® Did he believe
his was the “true” version that should be issued only with his permission? What
was it that made one version a true “Luther-Bibel,” “his” text, and the next one
a lie?® In fact, a peculiar sense of propriety and proprietorship with respect to
the Bible emerges in Luther’s Sendbrief vom Dolmetschen (Letter on translating),
written eight years after he first published his German New Testament in 1522, as
he insists as part of a polemic against a pirated edition of the New Testament that
only “his” version, “mein Testament” (my Testament), is the true and authentic
text. Had the man whose message it had been to allow everyone access to the
Word come to resent the very proliferation of Scripture he recommended, because
it took the “truth” out of his hands? It is not by chance that the center of the
Sendbrief is a debate about Luther’s rendering in German of Paul’s famous dis-
tinction in Romans 3:28 between the Spirit and the Letter, or between faith and
good works, precisely the point of debate in the town of Zug. The Reformer
defends himself and his German by redefining his own notion of reproduction,
of translation, and by identifying with, indeed almost becoming, a copy of Paul.
In an age of unreliable and uncontrollable proliferation of texts, accuracy in
reproducing the Word of God could be guaranteed only by going beyond the
letter to the message of spiritual truth.
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FIGURE 2. Matthias Huss, La Grante Danse Macabre, 1499.
Reproduced by permission of the Trustees of the British
Museum.

I

The Bible burning in Zug, although clearly antagonistic to the Lutheran
cause, nevertheless reflects a growing mistrust of printing as a reproductive tech-
nology in the early modern period. It is a matter of scholarly debate whether
printing simply perpetuated the uses and abuses of the medieval, monastic scrip-
torium and later, secular Schreibstuben, or whether mechanical technology pro-
duced radically new and unknown problems of reproduction of its own.'® From
the beginning, however, there was a clear perception that the gradual move away
from the individual hand of the scribe (and the concomitant loss of immediacy)
was problematic. The reliance of the first printers, for example, on the medieval
hand of textura as a model for the first typeface and the creation of cursive fonts,
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with their close resemblance to script, by the Venetian Aldus Manutius in the late
fifteenth century in any case demonstrate that the shift from written to printed
reduplication by no means constituted a clean break with the past.'' But any
continuities that may have existed between the world of the scriptorium and that
of the printshop broke down at precisely that point where mechanical repro-
duction overtook the individual copyist, namely in the purely quantitative leap
in the numbers of texts both demanded by and produced for an ever-growing,
although still limited literate public.'? The new technology allegedly guaranteed
homogeneity and thus control over the newly informed classes; the possibility of
multiple imprints of the same text was seen by some as one way of maintaining
confessional and political unity over time and space.'® But the promise of con-
stancy immediately became suspect in an age still fully convinced of worldly
transitoriness, and the notion of control was illusory in a world of vernacular
texts through which unproctored readers had access to information that they
could interpret in a dangerously subjective way.

While it has been asserted recently that we are still quite uninformed about
the process of book publishing and printing during the early sixteenth century
in Germany,'* we do have scattered accounts and representations of early mod-
ern printshops, and, through them, access to contemporary attitudes toward the
activities being pursued there. A clear suspicion of Gutenberg’s industry emerges
from such early representations as Matthias Huss’s picture of a printshop in his
La Grant Danse Macabre des hommes et des femmes, printed in Lyons in 1499, which
mocks the claim that printing can capture the fleeting moment in type (fig. 2).
Huss demotes the much-lauded invention of printing, the art that was to let
ancient authors live again and that promised eternal life to their modern suc-
cessors, to the status of just one profession among many in the face of the devils
of death, to an activity that in no way could guarantee immortality in spite of the
artificial permanence of print as opposed to the ephemeral presence of the
spoken word.

Jerome Hornschuch, in his Orthotypographia printed in Leipzig in 1608, dis-
trusts mechanical reproduction for somewhat less cosmic reasons, namely tech-
nical imprecision in the contemporary printing industry.'® His little treatise on
printing testifies to both the differences and the parallels between the great
Renaissance printing houses of Italy and France and the smaller shops of a
century later and to the perceptible decline of standards. Hornschuch sees the
origins of the decline in the printers’ haste, driven by greed, and in the ignorance
and drunkenness of the typesetters and correctors (apparently a commonplace).
In a woodcut that precedes his text, Hornschuch places a servant girl in the
background; she carries the inevitable jug of beer (fig. 1). Hornschuch’s treatise
was designed to combat such irregularities in the small printshops of central
Europe. But the increase in competition and deteriorating material conditions
of the late sixteenth and early seventeenth centuries that created in Hornschuch

REPRESENTATIONS



FIGURE 3. Newe Jarh Avisen, Jn Jehann petagi Kramladen, 1632.
Reproduced by permission of the Herzog-August
Bibliothek, Wolfenbiittel, West Germany.

a new version of Huss’s earlier cynicism have been demonstrated to have afflicted
the industry since its inception. The infallibility of the printed word as opposed
to the “instability of script” was recognized even by contemporaries as a fiction.'®

The unreliability of the huge numbers of printed texts on sale, even if set
correctly and legibly, is thematized, finally, in a broadsheet published by Jehan
Petagus in 1632 (fig. 3). Potential buyers and readers of printed texts are scoffed
at by the fool figure in the center of the illustration for being so naive as to believe
what they read, merely because it appears on the printed page.'” Petagus reaches
the height of ironic self-criticism of a rapidly expanding industry. And yet, he
only catches the crest of the trend that had been growing since the mid-fifteenth
century.

Representations and descriptions such as those by Huss, Hornschuch, and
Petagus reflect a clear cynicism among contemporaries about the printing indus-
try in general. They introduce a certain skepticism with regard to the recently
developed thesis that the printshops of the early modern period were “focal
points of cultural and intellectual exchange”'® It is more likely that the material
conditions of (re)production made the printshops of the early modern period
into “typical pre-industrial places of work” that intervened in a brutal and abrupt
way between a text in the hands of its still scribal author and its widespread,
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indeed uncontrollable dissemination in print.'® Socrates’ early suspicion of writ-
ing and his doubt as to the possibility of seeking truth by any means other than
the spoken word were shared by many in their doubts about print.

The suspicion of printing that becomes increasingly apparent in the late
fifteenth and early sixteenth centuries found its expression in two intimately
related sets of accusations. First: printers were hasty and negligent in the practice
of their trade. Second: they were concerned above all with the pursuit of profits.
The sources suggest that these charges found some basis in fact. The substantial
capital investment involved in establishing a shop made it necessary to sustain
profits while putting questions of quality aside. Even though Gutenberg is said
to have used a simple wine press in the construction of his first press, the cost of
more sophisticated equipment, although different in different areas for presses
of different descriptions, was enormous, often running to the equivalent of sev-
eral modest homes or to a great quantity of agricultural commodities.2’ More-
over, the steel punches for the new movable type had to be designed by highly
skilled metal-workers, sometimes even goldsmiths, whose prices were dear.?! The
fonts were then manufactured in a complex procedure of stamping, molding,
and casting of a combination of alloys, a process that, while allowing the fonts to
be reproduced at random if the punches could be acquired, also had the principal
disadvantage of producing soft type that wore out quickly and had to be replaced,
an expensive and tedious process.?? Even paper was still a relatively rare and
thus expensive material, although the price dropped—along with the quality—
in inverse proportion to both its availability and the demand for books during
the Reformation.?? Luther himself complains of worn type and bad paper in a
letter to Spalatin in 1521:

But I can't tell you how this printing annoys me and how much I regret it. If only I hadn’t
sent [them] anything in German! They print so uncleanly, so uncarefully, and in such a
confused way . . . not to speak of the filthiness of the type and of the paper.?*

Finally, once the press, fonts, ink, and paper, regardless of quality, were acquired,
the printers, trying to cut costs and increase production, would hire uneducated
setters and unreliable correctors, dismissed as “a vagabond, ignorant bunch” by
one professor,?® who, since labor was cheap, received wages that made careless-
ness an appropriate response.?® In carrying out the major tasks in the printshop—
composing, inking, operating, and correcting—only the composer and corrector
had to be even literate; and yet, the story is told of a corrector who could not
read Latin and thus overlooked the misset “porcos” (pigs) for “procos” (suitors)
in a text.2” While the anecdote confirms Erasmus’ charge that it was easier to
become a printer than a baker,2® it also indicates that with the increased demand
for printed books and the concomitant rise in numbers of printers, competition
and financial liquidity dictated that more care be taken with finances than with
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the quality and accuracy with which books were produced. The result was that
ever more texts of ever poorer quality were put into circulation.

The exigencies of establishing a printshop were compounded by the vicissi-
tudes of the individual shop in an as yet unregulated industry. The world of the
scribe provided no models for dealing with problems of marketing and distri-
bution that often crippled the individual printer in times of wildly fluctuating
political situations and markets. Survival of any given shop depended, then as
now, on maximum production and sales, difficult goals to attain in an industry
that had grown too quickly to be regulated by the medieval guilds.?® The first
imperial copyright was not issued until 1530. Before this, local “privileges” pro-
tected against reprints only within a certain territory.>® Thus, because there was
no such thing as profits based on exclusive marketing, the necessity both to beat
other printers to the punch with specific imprints and to flood the market imme-
diately as a way of discouraging pirate editions led to what has demurely been
called “unwholesome competition” by a modern historian of printing, and the
“treacherous rage and rivalry . . . in this miserable trade” by a contemporary.®!

At the same time as the economics of printing dictated who and what was
published when and in what numbers, the strains of the political situation in any
given area often made it more advantageous even for the legitimate printer of
a text either to manipulate the original into politically acceptable form or to
design a fictitious imprint, with the name of a far-away or false place of publi-
cation, until the reception of a controversial publication could be better judged.??
City-specific censorship laws forbidding the printing of inflammatory texts existed
in Strassburg as early as 1504, and became increasingly specific and strict in the
first half of the sixteenth century, as more and more books were printed in
connection with specific confessional debates.>®> Sometimes the authorities of smaller
towns took matters into their own hands, as in the town of Einsiedeln in the
1560s, where a bookseller was arrested, bound to a stake, and forced to watch
his wares, predominantly Protestant books, burned before his eyes. A bystander
is said to have remarked that the bookseller should be happy “that they didn’t
burn him together with his books”** The result of such adverse conditions was
a substantial fluctuation in the number of printshops from decade to decade,
even from year to year, as presses were established, then folded, replaced, and/
or moved elsewhere as a result of both the demands of the market or some new
phase of confessional strife.?® Such irregularities caused uneasiness in the indus-
try at large, since survival made political protection of more direct importance
to the printers, publishers, and authors of the early sixteenth century than con-
viction, morality, or even the desire for accuracy.

One might expect there to have been a difference between the reproduction
of secular and that of sacred texts. But if printing in general was subject to
accusations of inadvertent inaccuracy, then its specific and deliberate corruption
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of the Word of God was all the more hotly debated, not only because the industry
had its origins in the reproduction of sacred texts but because the availability of
vernacular Scripture had long been an explosive affair. The first printed Ger-
man-language Bible appeared in 1466. The forewords of some of the seventeen
subsequent editions before Luther’s 1522 New Testament, most known then as now
only by their date and place of origin, some by the name of their printer, speak
of their producers’ delight that technology combined with learning had made it
possible for “every Christian person” to read “this Book of Scripture with great
devotion,” so that the teachings of the “Holy Roman Christian Church” could
spread throughout the world.?® But there was active resistance, particularly on
the part of the Church, to the dissemination of the Word of God in the vernacular
and on a mass basis, since, in an argument that anticipates the logic of the town
council at Zug, direct and widespread access to sacred texts constituted a delib-
erate distortion of the original message of Scripture that could be interpreted
correctly only by the ecclesiastical hierarchy. Only the Church could “guide,
discipline, and control”®”

Printing thus came to be understood by some as directly responsible for the
rise and success of the heretical reformatory movements in the late fifteenth
century. In one of the many ecclesiastical recommendations written at that time,
the printing of even pre-Lutheran Scripture in the vernacular is specifically con-
demned. The Avisamentum salubre quantum ad exercicium artis impressorie literarum
(A salutary directive concerning the practice of the art of book printing) labels
the mechanical reproduction of vernacular Scripture an “evil” that must be pre-
vented at all costs before the “spark of error” grows into a “roaring fire.”®® The
Avisamentum proved unsuccessful; vernacular Scripture continued to be printed
in great quantities. Some forty years later, in 1529, Duke Georg of Saxony, one
of Luther’s most powerful antagonists, points to the proliferation of Luther’s
“false translation” in “many thousand copies, printed in both small and large
format” as the reason why so many simple and pious Christians had been misled
into acts of insubordination.?® Thus, above and beyond the accidental inaccu-
racies of reproduction that printing introduced, the widespread availability of
vernacular Scripture in print was conceived of as a deliberate corruption of the
Church’s truth.

Against this background, the many comments about the popularity of Luther’s
writings and especially his Bibles may be understood as referring to the industry
that made possible the widespread dissemination of the Reformer’ ideas in print.
A friend of Agrippa of Nettesheim writes to him from Basel in 1519: “I have
walked up and down throughout the whole city of Basel. Luther’s works are not
for sale anywhere. They have long since been sold.” Spalatin reports of Luther’s
works from the Frankfurt Book Fair in 1520: “Nothing is bought more often,
nothing read with more appetite” The high demand clearly encouraged the
printers to increase the supply. “The whole world,” writes a religious devotee
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from Zwickau, “wants to deal in Dr. Martin Luther’s books and get rich doing
50.%% Indeed, somewhat later, the Catholic official Johann Cochlaeus, one of
Luther’s most energetic opponents, maintains that the source of the Reforma-
tion’s rapid growth lay in the printers’ and booksellers’ greed.

The disposition, efficiency, and investments of the printers and booksellers was a special
boost for this new New Testament. Anything that was “Lutheran” was usually printed in the
most decorative and efficient of ways, the Catholic books, on the other hand, carelessly
and corrupted. And that is how it happened that the texts by Luther or by his followers
were printed, primarily with the support and money of the printers and press, and always
in great numbers so that they would be disseminated to an even greater extent.*!

The printers were willing, Cochlaeus’ remarks reveal, to take the investment risk
of printing “anything Lutheran.” Their desire for profit rather than religious
devotion contributed, moreover, to the development of subversive marketing
techniques. The authorities had attempted, it seems, to control the distribution
of Lutheran texts by surprise visits to presses and bookshops. But, Cochlaeus
writes:

The booksellers . .. were in the meantime secretly warned by the inspectors and kept
their Lutheran texts hidden as a result, putting only some profane texts and other things
on display to be sold. The result was, finally, that whosoever came in asking for Lutheran
texts would have to buy them separately and in secret, if the bookseller was scared and
thought himself in danger, for a higher price than if it had been in public.*?

Thus precisely the controversial nature of printed texts either attributed to Luther
or “Lutheran” in nature caused them ultimately to be the more profitable ones.
As a result, these were the texts produced and reproduced most rapidly and in
the largest editions.

Of course, more often than not the large editions of Luther’s works made
possible by mechanical reproduction were an indication of a healthy market. One
might assume in turn that Luther was pleased by the application of technology
to his religious reform. Indeed, much has been made of printing as the impetus
for and as a sustaining feature of the Reformation.*® But little attention has been
paid to the unique problems that widespread dissemination introduced. With
increased production came not only the inevitable competition and subsequent
decline in quality of production I have described, but also new strategies of
popular persuasion through print on the part of antagonistic authorities to combat
the Lutheran reform, strategies that collaborated with the printers’ carelessness
and obsession with profits to create an unreliable and unpredictable world of
print in which Luther’ texts, and particularly his Bibles, had an uncertain and
uncontrollable fate. The publishing history of Luther’s first translation of Scrip-
ture, the Septembertestament of 1522, and of the widespread plagiarism of “his”
Bible between 1522 and 1529, reveals the regularity with which inauthenticity of
various kinds crept in between the “original” text and its widespread appearance
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in print. In an age of furious mechanical reproduction, it became increasingly
difficult to distinguish between the truth and a lie on the basis of Scripture alone.

II

Itis well known that Luther accomplished the astounding feat of trans-
lating the New Testament into German between December 1521 and the end of
February 1522, during his confinement on the Wartburg. Melchior Lotter the
Younger was retained in Wittenberg for the job of printing the translation by the
publishers of Luther’s works, Christian Déring, and the painter, Lucas Cranach.**
The Septembertestament contained twenty-one woodcut illustrations out of Cran-
ach’s workshop, many of them signed by the master himself. The young printer
must have worked like lightning, on three presses simultaneously, it is reported,
because—and this was in all likelihood the reason for his haste—the first edition
of the New Testament was ready for the Leipzig Book Fair by the end of September.*®

Lotter’s achievement set new standards for the industry. The first edition was
printed in record time and numbered an unprecedented 3000 copies; it was
priced at the comparatively inexpensive, although still substantial, price of one
and a half gulden, much more affordable in its convenient quarto size than the
folio editions standard for Bibles and meant for the well-to-do buyer. While it
was not unusual that the name of the translator did not appear in this first edition
(it seldom did in vernacular Bibles), it is surprising that neither the date of
publication nor the name of the printer was given.*® The young Lotter probably
feared controversy since his father, Melchior Lotter the Elder of Leipzig, had
Jjust set his son up in business in 1519 in Wittenberg as master of a second branch
of the paternal printshop. The new shop had been established with the generous
help of the Cranach-Déring publishing team since the Lotters, both father and
son, had not had enough excess capital to finance a second shop. Printing 3000
copies of any text would have involved a huge capital outlay in terms of materials
and time. The investment must have been considerable, especially for a young
printer whose repertoire was not yet large or diverse enough to cover potential
losses. Although Lotter must have anticipated a marketing coup with his vernac- .
ular New Testament, his debts to local paper and ink suppliers as well as to Cranach
and Doring would have been large enough to warrant all caution. The anonymity
of the first edition of the recently banned monk’s translation was thus designed
in all likelihood to protect the initial capital investment.

The popularity of the Septembertestament was so great that already in Decem-
ber of 1522 a new edition had to be printed. Lotter was again responsible. Luther
is said to have made numerous corrections to the original text, although the
speed with which Lotter worked to produce an edition of equal proportions
considerably influenced the form that the emendations took. Very few of them
can in fact be demonstrated to have been Luther’s work, and no wonder, since
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Lotter began printing the December edition almost before the September edition
left the press.*” It is significant, however, that this second edition did indicate the
identity of the printer, probably because the financial success of the September
edition, with a gross intake of 4500 gulden, had made it possible to pay off old
debts. And yet, although the translation clearly contained reformatory content,
the book that was later to become known as “Luther’s Bible” still did not carry
the translator’s name, and would not until the eighth edition printed by Lotter
in Wittenberg in 1524.

Far more important than Lotter’s legal, if hasty, reprintings were the some
87 vernacular New Testaments based on Luther’s text but printed outside Witten-
berg and without his approval between 1522 and 1546, the year of his death.
The printers were obviously playing by the rules of “follow-the-leader” in pub-
lishing pirate editions and were willing to print what they had seen to be a
success.*® Adam Petri of Basel, for example, reprinted the Wittenberg Septem-
bertestament already in December of 1522, the same month Lotter reissued the
authorized edition. Luther is named neither in this nor the subsequent six print-
ings of the Petri edition. Thomas Wolf, also of Basel, issued four unauthorized
editions of Luther’s New Testament there in 1523 and then four more in 1524.
Johann Schéffer of Mainz printed a complete version of Luther’s “evangelium”
there in 1524, but with no indication of Luther as translator nor of Wittenberg
as the original place of publication. Johann Knoblouch, however, printed a New
Testament in Strassburg in 1525 without Luther’s name, but with a false imprint
from Lotter’s Wittenberg shop, perhaps trying to make it look more authentic.*’
And there were two sets of reprints in Augsburg, the first in March, June, and
October of 1523 by Silvan Otmar (who puts Luther’s name on the book only on
the fifth printing), the second by Hans Schonsperger in 1523 and 1524.

Not only is Luther’ identity of little interest to the printers in these boom
years, but so too, and perhaps more importantly, is the integrity of his text.
Johann Priiss’s 1522 Gospel of John puts Luther’s name not only to a foreign
translation, by one Nikolaus Krumpach, but to Krumpach’s extensive glosses as
well. Nickel Symydt of Leipzig, in his 1523 vernacular Gospels, shows no respect
for Luther’s theological program as represented in the glosses; he reprints the
naked text with neither name nor Lutheran foreword. By the end of the decade,
when, in Worms and Strassburg, several of the so-called “combined Bibles” were
published to great success, the proper name “Luther,” if present, had come to
mean nothing at all.>® Peter Schoffer the Younger of Worms publishes a German
Bible in 1529 in which Luther’s translation of the first three parts of the Old
Testament appear together with a Zurich translation of the New Testament and
another Swiss rendering of the Apocrypha. Wolfgang Kopfel of Strassburg pub-
lishes a Bible in 1530 that contains mostly translations by Luther, except for the
Apocrypha (which was translated by Leo Judd of Zirich) and the Prophets in
Hetzer’s and Druck’s translation published originally in Worms. Vernacular Bibles
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FIGURE 4. Lucas Cranach, from the Septembertestament, 1522.
Reproduced by permission of the Germanisches
Nationalmuseum, Nuremberg.
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were printed that were little more than an assortment of texts, some translated
by Luther, some not, yoked together by the printing press rather than by a single
spirit or voice.

Although in most cases these editions, however fragmented, were substan-
tially the same as the authorized Wittenberg printings, with only minor changes
of orthography, the sheer numbers and success of the vernacular New Testaments
in circulation gave Luther pause. He soon had a personal device—the well-known
“Luther rose”—designed and imprinted only on such editions as he had person-
ally overseen. This personal copyright first appeared in the second part of Luther’s
German Old Testament, printed by Cranach and Déring in 1524. Below it appeared
the words:

Let this sign be a witness to the fact that such books as bear it have gone through my
hands, for there is much illegal printing [falschen druckens] and corruption of books
[bucher verderbens] going on these days.

The device was in no way binding, although it seems to have been respected by
the notorious “Nachdrucker” (illegal reprinters) in both Wittenberg and abroad.
There is evidence in only two cases that it was reproduced illegally.’! But Luther’s
rose was not his text. The New Testament continued to appear countless times in
a variety of shapes and sizes without the authenticating mark in the years that
followed. Until 1530, unauthorized New Testaments were printed at a rate approx-
imately four times greater than the authorized ones.”®

The ease with which the pirate editions were produced in an already mechan-
ical age of reproduction can be traced in the history of the Cranach woodcuts
that appeared in the original 1522 Wittenberg edition.”® The most well-known
of them illustrates chapter 11 of Revelations. The text describes the measuring
of the sanctuary and the two witnesses who will prophesy for 1260 days until the
beast from the Abyss comes to devour them. The evil beast is depicted in the
original Cranach woodcut of September 1522 as wearing the three-tiered crown
of the Papacy (fig. 4). The underlying polemic of the new translation against the
Roman establishment figured in the print was obvious to all. And yet in the
December 1522 version, also published by Cranach and printed by Lotter in
Wittenberg, which was located in Electoral Saxony, the polemic was dampened,
the two upper levels of the Papal tiara eliminated from the picture, literally cut
off and out of the woodcut, which, except for the crown, was reused in its original
form (fig. 5). It is significant that Duke Georg of nearby Ducal Saxony had in
fact forbidden the printing and dissemination of the Luther New Testament in
November of 1522, that is after the first but before the second Lotter edition.
The woodcuts are singled out in the ban—*“several insulting pictures designed
to ridicule and insult his Papal Holiness . .. brought into print”—as the most
offensive aspect of the vernacular New Testament.>* Altering the tiara in the
December edition was Lotter’s concession to this decree, as well as a marketing
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ploy—as his hurried reprint had been—to assure sales of the banned book in
the neighboring Catholic territory before pirate editions could appear.

But the most telling reproduction of the Cranach woodcuts is to be found in
another vernacular New Testament that appeared not in Protestant Wittenberg
but in the Catholic territory of Ducal Saxony. This edition was printed in Dresden
by Wolfgang Stockel at the request of Luther’s enemy, Duke Georg. Here of
course the tiara appears in its non-Papal form (fig. 6). The sale of the set of
woodcuts by Cranach to Duke Georg’s agent, Jerome Ems, for 40 taler is doc-
umented, although in an age of increasingly standardized mechanical reproduc-
tion reprinting them illegally would have been as easy as the resetting of the New
Testament itself.?® The most one would have needed was access to the blocks, the
least a tracing of the originals on which to base a new set of blocks. For the text,
all that was needed was a copy of the original—either bought, borrowed, confis-
cated, or stolen—in the place of an authorized manuscript. Faced with the pres-
sures of the marketplace and a barrage of political and confessional edicts, the
printing community had to work quickly, if irresponsibly, to produce the maxi-
mum number of texts that the market would bear.

The 1524 “Luther rose” mentioned earlier was Luther’s first attempt to use
the tools of the industry to maintain the integrity of his work by officially legiti-
mating “his” texts. His main concern during these early years seems to have been
the inaccuracy of the pirate editions. But while his attempt to demonstrate own-
ership failed, Luther was clearly developing a sense of paternity. In the “Fore-
word and Exhortation to the Printers” that accompanied the Fastenpostille of 1525,
for example, Luther publicly castigates the typesetter who had been responsible
for producing an illegitimate text. When given his (Luther’s) manuscript by Cran-
ach and Déring to be set into type, the “worthless” creature instead absconded
with it to Regensburg where it was reproduced, in incomplete and inaccurate
form, before the “original” edition could appear.®® And, as if the fact of the pirated
edition had not been enough in itself, Luther rails, “his book” was full of mistakes.
The printers are “rascals” who set “false and outrageous” texts. Their creations
are so deformed, he objects, that the author does not even recognize them as his
own. “I do not recognize my own books . .. here there is something left out,
there something set incorrectly, there forged, there not proofread.”” Worst of
all, Luther complains, is the “evil” way the printers have of deliberately confusing
questions of heritage by printing Wittenberg as the place of publication in an
attempt to feign authenticity by investing their texts with a false pedigree. Greed,
he declares, occasions such practices.’® Like the unintentional mistakes that the
printers’ haste involved, such deliberate forgeries were part of the industry’s ruse
to corrupt his message by (re)producing thousands of illegitimate texts.

The early tampering with Luther’s Word became increasingly involved in the
years just before 1530 when the political and doctrinal struggles implicit in the
new translation finally began to be fought openly by means of the press. Luther’s
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FIGURE 5. Cranach, from the Dezembertestament, 1522. Reproduced
by permission of the Herzog-August Bibliothek.
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antagonist here was the same Jerome Ems, private secretary to Duke Georg of
Saxony, who had arranged for the purchase of the Cranach woodcuts for reprint-
ing and whose New Testament was legal, we will recall, much later in the towns
near the Swiss village of Zug.>® The Catholic divine had been opposed, for a
number of years, to the widespread availability of sacred writings in the vernac-
ular. Mass dissemination, he claimed, could only lead to confusion and disobe-
dience, since any “Fantast” (dreamer) could interpret the text in his own private
way, leading, Ems predicts, to as many meanings of Scripture as the “hydra has
heads”® In his disapproval of widespread accessibility to vernacular Scripture,
Ems followed his master, Duke Georg, who had banned the printing, selling, and
purchase of Luther’s New Testament in his territory just after it appeared. Ems
wrote a short treatise soon thereafter in 1523 in defense of Georg’s decree. The
piece was entitled “The reasons and causes why Luther’s translation of the New
Testament has properly been forbidden to the common man [dem gemeinen mann]”
and was printed by Wolfgang Stockel, who had also been responsible for the
reprint of the Septembertestament in Dresden—that is, by a man who knew how to
turn a profit on both sides.

Ems’s polemic foreshadows the rhetoric of the Zug affair of some quarter
century later. The Lutheran epistles were more dangerous, Ems maintains, than
other vernacular Bibles for several reasons. Luther is guilty, first of all, by asso-
ciation. He could not have derived his translation from a “true,” model text, but
must have used a heretical Hussite or Wycliffian version.®! The translation is in
any case incorrect. Luther’s introductions and glosses, moreover, are so much
“poison mixed in.” Worst of all, however, is Luther’s skill in translating, his mastery
of the language, since in it his lies become honey, and the poison is sweetened,
making his version of Scripture all the more dangerous for its unsuspecting
readers. Ems explains

that Luther or those who (he says) helped him translate into German in a more delicate
and sweet-sounding way [etwas zierlicher vnd siess lawtender] than the old translation.
For that reason the common folk [das gemein volck] are more inclined to read it and to
swallow the hook that is hidden beneath the sweet words before they are aware of it.5?

It might be an idea, Ems suggests, for the Church to call a council of translators
together to produce a new and “gloubwirdige” (believable) Catholic translation
to compete with Luther’s. But until then, Ems concludes, any faithful follower
of the Church will see that it was correct to forbid not only the reading but also
the printing and retailing of Luther’s New Testament as a way of protecting “das
warhafftiges evangelion” (the true Scripture) and the ignorant “gemeynen mann”
(common man) into whose hands one of the many printed copies could fall.®?
It is ironic, but somehow logical in this world of wild prints and reprints,
that Ems, just three years after he writes his elaborate, polemical treatise against
making the Word of God accessible to the common man, facilitates the mass
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FIGURE 6. From Das naw Testament . . . , 1527. Reproduced by
permission of the Germanisches Nationalmuseum.
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production and distribution of the German New Testament reprinted illegally by
Stoéckel in Dresden in 1527, the edition in which the second set of altered Cranach
woodcuts had appeared. It bears the title Das naw Testament nach lawt der Christ-
lichen kirchen bewerten text corrigiert und wiederumb zu recht gebracht (The New Tes-
tament: Corrected and put into the right form according to the text approved
of by the Church). This vernacular Bible, although based largely on the Lotter
edition of 1522, was legal in the neighboring Catholic territories because it had
changed its sign; it no longer bore Luther’s name. In an abrupt about face, Duke
Georg begins to encourage the reading of vernacular Scripture. He announces
in a foreword to Das naw Testament that he is sponsoring this “offen druck” (open
printing) to “benefit as many readers as possible.”®* No one should feel, he hopes,
that Scripture has been “forbidden him” or “made inaccessible.” In fact, everyone
should now have access to the “true” and “honest” Word of God.®®> And, in a
turn that widens the gap between authenticity and distortion in printing even as
it attempts to erase it, the Duke confers a special privilege on Ems for two years
that decrees his (Ems’s) version to be the “original” text and bans all others,
especially Luther’s, as “falschen nachdruck” (false pirate editions). A plagiarism
thus becomes the “original,” and the “original” an untruth.

A close comparison of the two editions of the New Testament printed by
Lotter in 1522 and Ems’s New Testament printed by Stockel in Dresden in 1527
reveals at the outset some curious physical similarities. The 1527 edition mimics
its Lutheran predecessor in a number of ways. Lotter had been a maverick in
choosing the convenient and above all economical quarto format for Luther’s
1522 text over the more traditional, but more expensive—and thus less popu-
lar—folio size. Stockel could have either returned to the folio for reasons of
prestige, or gone over to the even more economical octavo format. Many post-
1522 New Testaments had already appeared in both sizes.%® But the 1527 Dresden
New Testament appeared in a quarto format that made it look, from the outside,
just like Lotter’s edition. Stockel also imitated Lotter’s original typeface and his
arrangement of the marginal glosses. When opened to any given page, then, the
1527 version looked just like the original. The title pages of the Stéckel and Lotter
editions do differ in some copies. Luther’s/Lotter’s editions have the simple title
Das Newe Testament Deutzsch on an undecorated page, Ems’s/Stockel’s the more
complex Das naw Testament corrigiert und wiederumb zu recht gebracht against a more
fully decorated background. But the Ems version, like the Septembertestament,
neither identifies the translator on the title page (although in the meantime many
Bibles had appeared under Luther’s name), nor does it give its place of publi-
cation, although it does give the date. Such superficial similarities cannot obscure
the fundamental differences that exist between the Luther and the Ems New
Testaments, particularly the ducal privilege, the substantial introductions, and the
new Catholic glosses of the most important texts. And yet, when we remember
that Duke Georg had not only banned the Luther edition but also declared in

REPRESENTATIONS



his foreword that the “offen druck” of the Ems edition would provide everyone
with a Bible, there is good reason to suspect that the Stockel/Ems New Testament,
precisely with its crucial differences, was produced and distributed in such a way
that it could be mistaken for the hugely popular Lutheran version at first glance.®’

In defense of Ems, it must be said that he never ac