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TOM SCOTT, The Early Reformation in Germany: Between Secular Im -
pact and Radical Vision, St Andrews Studies in Reformation History
(Farnham: Ashgate, 2013), ix + 283 pp. ISBN 978 1 4094 6898 1. £65.00

In this volume of essays Tom Scott, Reformation historian from the
University of St Andrews, brings together seven of his essays pub-
lished between 2001 and 2011, some in rather obscure places. These
are supplemented by three previously unpublished essays (‘Why
was there no Reformation in Freiburg im Breisgau?’; ‘The Problem of
Heresy in the German Reformation’; ‘Johannes Agricola’s Ein nutzli -
cher Dialogus as a Source for the Peasants’ War in Central Germany’)
and an afterword, which he presents as ‘a personal memoir of my
own visits to the GDR’ (p. 257). As an eyewitness to the transforma-
tions of GDR historiography and science policy from the early 1980s,
Scott reminds us of a chapter of Reformation historiography that is in
danger of being forgotten today, although it is of inestimable signifi-
cance for the writing of early Reformation history in particular.
Scott here continues the trajectory of his life’s work which, start-

ing with his 1986 study of Freiburg in the age of Reformation and
Peasants’ War,1 has brought not only the Reformation history of the
Holy Roman Empire in the 1520s, but also the wider debates in
German-language historiography to the attention of historians in
Britain and the USA. This task has lost none of its relevance—on the
contrary—as he rightly points out in his brief introduction to the
present volume.
From the beginning of his academic career in the mid 1980s to the

present volume, Scott has consistently studied topics and pursued
approaches which, even in a field that has been as intensively stud-
ied as the early Reformation history of the Empire over the last twen-
ty-five years, can still yield new insights. Arguing that the
Reformation should be seen against the background of late medieval
Imperial history, as in the first essay in this volume (‘The Early
Reformation in Germany between Deconstruction and Reconstruc -
tion’), Scott emphasizes the fruitfulness of an approach that seems
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Trans. Angela Davies (GHIL).

1 Tom Scott, Freiburg and the Breisgau: Town–Country Relations in the the Age of
Reformation and Peasants’ War (Oxford, 1986).



recently to have experienced a renaissance,2 while demonstrating
how it can be profitably employed, and not only in this essay. Scott’s
interest in the social and economic contexts of Reformation activity
focusing on the Peasants’ War of 1524–6, something that has not been
widely studied recently, can make his works seem ‘outdated’. But
they call to mind that while the cultural turn has stimulated Refor -
mation history in important ways (and vice versa), the epistemologi-
cal potential of the ‘old’ questions and approaches has certainly not
been exhausted.
The volume is divided into two almost equal parts, ‘Social and

Political Aspects of the Early Reformation’ and ‘Radicals in the
Reformation’, but the main thread running through it is an interest in
the events of the Peasants’ War. The only essay that does not fit into
this framework is Scott’s study of accusations of heresy which, as he
shows, form a complex strand of early Reformation discourse that
was used by old and new believers to discredit each other. Scott’s
substantive approaches to ‘the largest popular uprising in European
history before the French Revolution’ (p. 2), by contrast, are diverse.
He examines the central protagonists of the Peasants’ War under
many different aspects: he looks at Gaismair’s economic thinking
(‘The Reformation and Modern Political Economy: Luther and
Gaismair Compared’) and the intellectual worlds of Balthasar Hub -
maier, Christoph Schappeler, and Hans Hergot (‘Hubmaier, Schap -
peler, and Hergot on Social Revolution’). Two essays are devoted to
the events of 1524–5 in Allstedt, focusing on Thomas Müntzer
(‘Johannes Agricola’s Ein nutzlicher Dialogus . . .’; ‘Müntzer and the
Mustard-Seed: A Parable as Paradox?’). Three further essays take a
systematic approach to the subject. ‘The German Peasants’ War and
the “Crisis of Feudalism”: Reflections on a Neglected Theme’
reassesses historiographical debates that have fallen into oblivion;
‘The German Peasants’ War of 1525 and the English Peasants’ Revolt
of 1381: A Comparison of Peasant and Urban Participation’ takes a
comparative look at one of the basic themes of Scott’s oeuvre, the rela-
tionship between town and country; and ‘The Collective Response of
Women to Early Reforming Preaching: Four Small Communities and
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2 See Thomas Kaufmann’s review of Marcus Sandl, Medialität und Ereignis:
Eine Zeitgeschichte der Reformation (Zurich, 2011), in Zeitschrift für Historische
Forschung, 41 (2014), 317–20.



their Preachers Compared’ takes an innovative approach to gender
history.
Completed by an exemplary index of names and places, and one

of subjects, Scott’s collection of essays demonstrates the correctness
of his conviction that, far from being a worked-out seam, early Refor -
mation history ‘still contains new adits and shafts of exploration into
unresolved questions’ (p. 1).
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