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The early modern period was a time of radical innovation in the writ-
ing and reading of history. Throughout Europe, scholars began to
pull the common threads of the ars historica together into meaningful
patterns using the methods we have come to think of as modern. As
Anthony Grafton has remarked, this was the period when history
emerged ‘as a comprehensive discipline that ranged across space and
time, and as a critical discipline based on the distinction between pri-
mary and secondary sources’.1 All aspects of the past fell subject to
this new critical spirit. Common assumptions relating to place and
time were examined and re-examined by intellectuals in disciplines

29

1 Anthony Grafton, What was History? The Art of History in Early Modern
Europe (Cambridge, 2007), 33.

REVIEW ARTICLES

THE ORIGINS OF THE PROTESTANT PAST:
RECENT WORKS ON THE HISTORIOGRAPHY OF

EARLY MODERN GERMANY

C. Scott Dixon



ranging from history to philology, genealogy, chorography, numis-
mology, antiquarianism, and even early shades of anthropology. So,
too, with reference to the sources. Scholars started to purge their texts
of the artifice and invention of the rhetoricians, for instance; from this
point forward, all historical speeches that lacked direct proofs, or
indeed even historical plausibility, were purged. In order to pass
muster, historical testimony had to have dates that collated with
other sources, technical and linguistic characteristics appropriate to
the author and the age, a clear and present internal consistency, and
viable horizons of expectation. Only then could it serve as the basis
for a work representative of this new ‘hermeneutical discipline’.2

Much of this innovation emerged from within the ultramontane
republic of letters. But Germany had its early modern practitioners as
well, men such Reiner Reineccius (1541–95) and David Chytraeus
(1530–1600), who borrowed freely from the techniques of the south-
ern scholars. Of course, there were differences in approach, empha-
sis, and style. The German fascination with genealogy, for instance,
was largely a national trait, and it may have had something to do
with the need to impose a sense of continuity on an imperial past
lacking any obvious native sense of order or sequence.3 Beyond this,
however, was the more crucial issue of faith. Unlike the Italian
humanists, German historians had to contend with the intense reli-
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2 Ibid. 1–45, the quotation at 32. Standard works on early modern German his -
tori ography include Ulrich Muhlack, Geschichtswissenschaft im Humanismus
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Geoffrey Dickens and John M. Tonkin, The Reformation in Historical Thought
(Oxford, 1985); Gustav Adolf Benrath, ‘Das Verständnis der Kirchenge -
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mann (eds.), Literatur und Laienbildung im Spätmittelalter und in der Re forma -
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schichts schreibung im deutschen Protestantismus 1660–1760 (Gießen, 1983),
1–209; Notker Hammerstein, Jus und Historie: Ein Beitrag zur Geschichte des
historischen Denkens an deutschen Universitäten im späten 17. und im 18. Jahr -
hundert (Göttingen, 1972); Emil Clemens Scherer, Geschichte und Kirchen -
geschichte an den deutschen Universitäten: Ihre Anfänge im Zeitalter des
Humanismus und ihre Ausbildung zu selbständigen Disziplinen (Freiburg, 1927),
175–273.
3 On the search for genealogical order at the territorial level, see Thomas
Fuchs, Traditionsstiftung und Erinnerungspolitik: Geschichtsschreibung in Hessen
in der frühen Neuzeit (Kassel, 2002).



gious fragmentation that overwhelmed the German lands and ulti-
mately set the confessional groupings on different intellectual trajec-
tories. Few disciplines were spared the effects of this Christian
infighting, but the art of history was particularly affected, for it
quickly emerged as one of the main forums for the shaping of reli-
gious identity.

All of this is well known. Modern historians have long noted the
role played by the Reformation in the rewriting of the European past.
The classic statement remains that of Pontien Polman, who was one
of the first to trace the effects of the confessional imperative on the art
of history. Recently, Irena Backus has challenged Polman’s (largely)
negative assessment, speaking instead of ‘the creative role of history
in the Reformation era as a decisive factor in the affirmation of con-
fessional identity’.4 Yet both scholars are in agreement that religion
was central to the shaping of the historical imagination and that this
was especially true in the German lands. But identifying the role of
religion does not answer all questions relating to effect. Exactly how
did the first historians of Protestant Europe go about rewriting the
past? To what extent did the confessional divisions influence percep-
tions? What place did religion assume in the minds of the first few
generations of historians working within this newly crafted
‘hermeneutical discipline’? These are questions that have recently
been raised by historians working on the ars historica in early modern
Germany.

With the appearance of Matthias Pohlig’s Zwischen Gelehrsamkeit
und konfessioneller Identitätsstiftung, we now have an extremely metic-
ulous and judicious study of the question of influence. Working
within the framework of the confessionaliszation thesis, the influen-
tial paradigm developed in large part by his Doktorvater Heinz
Schilling (the other main exponent being Wolfgang Reinhard), Pohlig
examines the relationship between Lutheranism and the rise of a dis-
tinct type of confessionalized (Lutheran) historiography between
1546 and 1617. This is a step beyond the approach of Polman or
Backus, for Zwischen Gelehrsamkeit does not just look for the evidence
of religious bias and trace it back to its author. Pohlig’s aim is to
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4 Pontien Polman, L’ élément historique dans la controverse religieuse du 16e siè-
cle (Gembloux, 1932), 540–3; Irena Backus, Historical Method and Confessional
Identity in the Era of the Reformation (1378–1615) (Leiden, 2003), 5.



recreate the profile of a distinctly Lutheran Geschichtskultur and situ-
ate it within the motives, arguments, genres, methods, and historical
forces that shaped historiographical discourse. By way of examining
a range of individual texts—some well-known, some fairly obscure—
the work pursues a number of general issues relating to the confes-
sionalization process and the writing of history. How was historical
perception affected by religious developments? To what extent may
we refer to a distinctly Lutheran approach to the past? Was it an indi-
vidual or a collective sense of identity? What was the relationship
between this confessional memory and the actual historical record?
What Pohlig is really after is the more internal, subjective side of con-
fessionalization—the inner sense rather than the infrastructure—and
the work does discuss some related concepts at the outset, such as
confessional culture (Konfessionskultur) and the formation of confes-
sions (Konfessionsbildung), that have touched on this theme in other
contexts.5 But for the most part the analysis remains firmly within the
frame of confessionalization, and, indeed, in large part the book is a
subtly conceived inquiry into the strengths and weaknesses of the
concept.

Much of Zwischen Gelehrsamkeit is devoted to defining and delin-
eating the concepts, terms, methods, and genres common to the dis-
cipline of history in the early modern period. In the discussion of the
relationship between church history and universal history, for
instance, Pohlig is careful to point out that there were no clear lines
of demarcation between the two. Universal history, which dealt with
the past from creation onward, necessarily had a strong providential
dimension to it. Nor was political history ever entirely free of divine
influence. And yet the first Lutheran historians went to great lengths
to draw distinctions between the secular and the spiritual. The basic
correlation was clear: one sphere was concerned with earthly order
and the other with salvation. Lutheran thinkers were able to prob-
lematize this dilemma by adapting the idea of the two kingdoms or
playing up the differences between Law and Gospel, thus in essence
projecting a theological schema onto the past. But the lines between
the secular and the spiritual remained very hard to draw. 
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The most exacting theorist in this respect was Philipp Melanch -
thon (1497–1560). As early as his reworking of the Chronicle of Johan -
nes Carion (1499–1537), by way of an ‘intensive theologization’
(‘intensive Theologisierung’, p. 179) of Carion’s work, Melanchthon
had managed to bring both the political and the prophetic into a the-
matic framework. He did this by adopting the Danielic scheme for
the unfolding of universal history and the threefold domus Eliae
scheme for church history (which postulated the following trajectory:
before the Law, under the Law, after the Law) and thus situated pol-
itics and religion in their separate spheres.6 Other types of historical
works, such as the influential chronologies of Johannes Funck
(1518–66) and Leonhard Krentzheim (1532–98) , maintained the same
sort of format. None of this, however, was emphatically ‘Lutheran’ in
its approach. It was lightly coloured with evangelical thought, but it
was not yet the basis of the Protestant invention of tradition that
would emerge in the church histories of the second- and third-gener-
ation reformers. And it is to this type of confessionalized history that
Pohlig turns in the second half of the book.

The central dilemma facing the first Protestants was how to find
space for their church within the Christian story. One method, as
Pohlig points out in the discussion of Luther (1483–1546), was to
focus on the charismatic aspects of history, to argue that divine inter-
vention had effected a sudden change through a prophetic figure.
But the more conventional method was to locate the faith within a
deep historical continuity.7 Early practitioners of this method, schol-
ars such as Kaspar Hedio (1494–1552) and Robert Barnes (1495–1540),
did this by arguing that the Catholic Church had fallen away from an
original archetype and that it was the reformers who represented
pure Christianity. Names once found on indices of medieval heretics
were now among the lists of saints and scholars of proto-
Protestantism, while the main figures of Roman Catholic history—
starting with the pope—were held liable for the decline of the Church
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6 Cf. Arno Seifert, Der Rückzug der biblischen Prophetie von der neueren Ge -
schichte: Studien zur Geschichte der Reichstheologie des frühneuzeitlichen deut -
schen Protestantismus (Cologne, 1990).
7 A common approach in most Protestant cultures. For England, see Daniel
R. Woolf, The Social Circulation of the Past: English Historical Culture 1500–1730
(Cambridge, 2003) and Reading History in Early Modern England (Cambridge,
2000).



and cited as examples of its corruption, spuriousness, and greed. In
the early stages it was largely a moral argument, a demonstration of
outward decline. Only with the added theological impulse provided
by Melanchthon, who spoke of the continuity of the Church and its
teachers (doctores Dei), did the discourse begin to develop the idea of
a continuum ingredient to the Lutheran faith. 

The leading exponent of this approach was Matthias Flacius
Illyricus (1520–75), and it was his Catalogus testium veritatis (1556), the
‘most influential treatment of the continuity problem’ (301), that pro-
vided the main archetype.8 No work could match the Catalogus for
the depth of its research; but even more important was Flacius’ abil-
ity to fix the premise of a continuum around the idea of the true wit-
nesses of the faith (testes veritatis) while integrating the three main
Lutheran ‘genres’—martyrology, church history, and antipapalism—
into the mix. As influential as the Catalogus was, however, it was
never able to overcome its inner tensions. Balancing the ideas of
decline and continuity, as Pohlig points out at the end of the discus-
sion (pp. 338–41), was a difficult task, and to a certain extent the sheer
adaptability of both the idea of a continuum and the history of the
testes veritatis undermined its profile as a purely Lutheran discourse.
By the seventeenth century, as the number of witnesses and martyrs
accumulated, and as theologians grew wary of the revelatory quali-
ties of profane history, the influence of the Catalogus began to wane.

In the final section of the book Pohlig turns to look at the influence
of the confessionalization process on other types of historical texts.
Beginning with the popular genre of calendars and almanacs, the
analysis once again breaks down the literature into its fields and sub-
fields and reaches the same sort of conclusions as those in the earlier
discussion of universal histories and chronologies. In most works,
such as the publications of Paul Eber (1511–69) and Michael Beuther
(1522–87), there was no marked theological content beyond the evan-
gelical basics; and, indeed, most of the texts would have been (and
were) thought suitable for Catholic consumption. These works were
effective as a means of establishing important dates and figures—the
relatively indiscriminate memoria of confessional identity—but there
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Magdeburger Centurien (Tübingen, 2008); Oliver K. Olson, Matthias Flacius and
the Survival of Luther’s Reform (Wiesbaden, 2002).



was no substantial or consistent instrumentalization of the faith.9
Only with the church calendars, such as those by Kaspar Goldtwurm
(1524–59), do we encounter a reworking of the past that can be con-
sidered a form of religious self-fashioning; but even here, there was
no systematic theological shaping. So, too, with the Lutheran com-
mentaries on the Apocalypse, which is discussed in the final chapter-
length analysis of the book. Exegesis of this sort allowed plenty of
scope for antipapalism and the privileging of Lutheran notions of the
End of Days. But the modern reader looks in vain for any consistent
or uniform ‘confessionalized’ reading of the past.

Few of the conclusions reached at the end of Zwischen Gelehrsam -
keit will come as unexpected to readers versed in Reformation histo-
riography. There were degrees to which texts or genres were suitable
for the fashioning of a religious identity (their Konfessionalisierbarkeit),
and we should not be surprised by this, for the traditions and para-
metres of the ars historica did not just vanish in the face of the
Protestant advance. The Ciceronian model so popular with the
human ists, for instance, retained its appeal even after the reformers
began to write about the past. Thus with reference to the two central
questions raised at the outset of the work (namely, was there a dis-
tinctly Lutheran type of history and did it contribute to the making
of confessional identity?), Pohlig is careful to point out that both
answers require qualification. In some genres, such as church history
or the flood of martyrologies, it was fairly easy to set a Lutheran
stamp on the work, and one of the main strengths of Zwischen
Gelehrsamkeit is its ability to demonstrate how a confessionalized
(Lutheran) viewpoint fed into the narrative. In other works, howev-
er, such as universal history or the popular calendars and almanacs,
the confessional discourse was less effective at fashioning a sense of
identity, and this leads Pohlig to describe the general relationship
between faith and history in fairly ambiguous terms. 

But this is the point: it was not a question of extremes, fully con-
fessionalized historiography versus resilient genres. As Pohlig
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9 Susan Boettcher, ‘Von der Trägheit der Memoria: Cranachs Luther altar bil -
der im Zusammenhang der evangelischen Luther-Memoria im späten 16.
Jahr hundert’, in Joachim Eibach and Marcus Sandl (eds.), Protestantische
Identität und Erinnerung (Göttingen, 2003), 47–69; Thomas Fuchs, ‘Protestan -
ti sche Heiligen-memoria im 16. Jahrhundert’, Historische Zeitschrift, 267
(1998), 587–614.



writes: ‘Between both poles lies a series of different intersections
between the inherent logic of historiography and confessional uti-
lization, which itself has been informed by the religious profile of the
individual author as well as preliminary decisions relating to genre’
(p. 507). The great value of Zwischen Gelehrsamkeit is the skill and
learning with which Pohlig investigates this middle ground.
Throughout the work, he establishes a conceptual framework for
understanding the works (and his application of the Two Kingdoms
concept to Lutheran historiography is an example of this), and then,
by way of a detailed reading of the primary and secondary materi-
als, reveals the voices, tensions, and ambiguities in the texts them-
selves. This book should be the starting point for any scholar who is
interested in the making of the Lutheran, and indeed the Protestant,
past.

The very title of the work by Alexandra Kess, Johann Sleidan and
the Protestant Vision of History, evokes an approach different from that
in Zwischen Gelehrsamkeit. Both books work from the premise that
Protestants used history synchronously as a polemic, a form of justi-
fication, and a means of self-fashioning; but unlike Pohlig’s array of
narratives and metanarratives, Kess focuses on one author and one
particular ‘vision’ of Protestant history: the work of the so-called
‘father of Reformation history’, Johann Sleidan (1506–56).10 Kess’s
purpose is to revisit the primary materials in order to write a new
narrative of Sleidan’s life and to apply the insights to a (re)reading of
the Commentaries (1555).11 Owing to the importance accorded to
Sleidan in Protestant historiography, this is more than just intellectu-
al biography: it is a contribution to our understanding of the Prot -
estant vision of history tout court. By way of a nuanced exercise in his-
torical reconstruction, Alexandra Kess has provided Ref or ma tion his-
torians with a book that sheds light on Sleidan as well as the compo-
sition of the Commentaries and its later reception.

Sleidan’s claim to be the founding father of a uniquely Protestant
type of history does not rest on theological foundations. What histo-
rians tend to claim instead is that he was the first historian to write a
history of the Reformation using modern hermeneutical tech-
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a Profession’, Journal of Modern History, 52 (1980), 573–98.
11 In its original Latin title: De Statu religionis et reipublicae Carlo Quinto Caesare
Commentarii (Strasbourg, 1555).



niques.12 Sleidan approached the sources with a critical eye and rec-
ognized the need to go beyond established narratives and write his-
tories based on archival materials. Certainly, Sleidan drew on a wide
range of primary documents while compiling the Commentaries,
including the public decrees and private papers in the archives of
Hesse, Saxony, and Strasbourg (which were just a fraction of the
materials he wanted to access). And like many historians educated in
Humanist scholarship, he believed that primary source materials of
this kind, because of their proximity to the events they describe,
reflected a greater degree of historical truth than second-hand testi-
mony or subsequent annotations. Sleidan made this point at the out-
set of the work, drawing the reader’s attention to the range of pri-
mary materials that have been consulted during its composition, ‘the
faith of which can justly be called into question by no man’ (p. 92).

In terms of the philosophy of history, however, the work was less
innovative. It was Protestant to the extent that it adopted the general
ellipsis of decline and renewal, with the Reformation, as initiated by
Luther, being the sudden moment of Christian rebirth at the end of a
long dark night of decay. And in the Commentaries, as in other publi-
cations, Sleidan worked within the Danielic four-kingdoms frame-
work, which remained a standard Lutheran approach until well into
the seventeenth century. But his interpretation was not informed by
theology to any substantial degree. In general, Sledian’s reliance on
religious or providential explanations for his depiction of the recent
past was less marked than his recourse to the secular dimensions of
historical cause-and-effect. Indeed, his recognition of the role of pol-
itics in the religious history of the sixteenth century made him unique
among the first generation of Lutheran historians. It is one of the rea-
sons why scholars consider the Commentaries to be a work, as Kess
puts it, ‘teetering on the brink of modern historiography’ (p. 116).
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12 This had emerged as a commonplace in the nineteenth century, though not
all historians thought it made for good history. Theodor Paur, for instance,
in his Johann Sleidans Commentare über die Regierungszeit Karls V. historisch-kri-
tisch betrachtet (Leipzig, 1843), 57 had this to say: ‘Im Ganzen genommen
findet das eigentlich Thatsächliche wenig Platz in den Commentaren: den
Hauptinhalt bilden die Verhandlungen, der gegenseitige Austausch von offi-
ciellen Schriften’ (Generally speaking there is little place for actual historical
realities in the Commentaries. Negotiations make up the main substance, the
mutual exchange of official documents). 



The final chapters of Johann Sleidan take up the important issue of
reception. The Latin edition of the Commentaries sold well when it
first appeared and German translations followed in quick succession.
It was reprinted and updated right up to the beginning of the seven-
teenth century. And yet it does not seem to have spawned many
direct imitators in the German lands. Not until the seventeenth cen-
tury, in the massive source-based works of Friedrich Hortleder
(1579–1640) and Veit Ludwig von Seckendorff (1626–92), do we see
such a concern with the truth-function of archival sources.

In contrast, of particular interest is Kess’s final chapter on
Sleidan’s reception in France. Published by Jean Crespin (1520–72) in
a French translation within a year of its appearance, the Commentaries
proved an instant success. There were sixteen editions between 1556
and 1566, as well as numerous unauthorized versions and forgeries.
Unlike the German lands, where Sleidan’s work had few immediate
imitators, in France it was quickly adopted as a model. Though not
mentioning Sleidan in the body of the text, Pierre de la Place (1520–
72) borrowed freely for his own Commentaires of 1565. Theodore Beza
(1519–1605) praised the excellence of Sleidan’s research techniques,
while Jean Bodin (1529/30–96) went so far as to cite the Commentaries
as an example of sound methodology in the Methodus, his own syn-
thesis of the historian’s craft. Of course, not all French scholars sung
his praises. Florimond de Raemond (1540–1601) took him to task for
his confessional bias, his polemics, and his distortion of the sources,
while Simon Fontaine, who derived more from Johannes Cochleaus
(1479–1552) than Sleidan for his anti-Protestant Histoire catholique de
nostre temps (1558), does not seem to have considered his work theo-
logical enough to warrant lengthy refutation. Instead he granted him
the damning praise of being so popular in Catholic France, ‘that not
many were interested in a refutation of his work’ (170). Even later in
the century, as Catholics began to engage the Protestant histories
more directly, they did not shy away from gathering their facts from
Sleidan.13

Of course, being irenic during the age of confessionalization was
not counted among the virtues. And this was especially true if the
person thought to exemplify this trait was also the first official histo-
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rian of Protestantism. It was for this reason that some Lutherans dis-
tanced themselves from Sleidan’s work. His very impartiality, his
very fidelity to the truth-claims of the original sources, raised doubts
about his commitment to the cause. Coupled with this was his cos-
mopolitan approach to the recent past—a way of seeing the world
that, as Kess suggests, had much to do with his years in Strasbourg—
and this, too, must have seemed suspect in the eyes of some of the
reformers of Saxony and Hesse, who were inclined to think that his-
tory had become a private matter between themselves and God. But
if Sleidan was not ‘Protestant’ enough to repel the historians of
France, and if his historiography was not evangelical enough to rep-
resent a radical break with the Catholic reading of the past, and if
much of his methodology and frameworking, such as his Danielic
pattern and his light touch of providentialism, were standard
Lutheran fare, and if his Commentaries had such a modest impact
within the lands of Lutheran Germany that the first serious engage-
ment with his text did not emerge until the seventeenth century—if
all of this is true, why then is Sleidan considered the father of
Reformation history? 

Essentially, the answer seems to be pride of time and place. As the
official historian of the Schmalkaldic League, Sleidan was the first
official chronicler of Protestantism. The only other early Protestant
historian to exercise an influence analogous to that of Sleidan was
Melanchthon; but the Commentaries, because it balanced light touch-
es of confessionalism with fairly open debts to Alsacian Humanism,
was always likely to attract a much wider readership in the south.14

Moreover, because of its judicious and extensive use of the source
materials, the Commentaries emerged not only as the first Protestant
monument to the (modern) historian’s craft, but also as a record of
historical events so sound and broad-based that it provided the fac-
tual foundation for Protestant narratives until the historians of
Pietism and Enlightenment began to dismantle the past.15 Until that
happened, the Commentaries continued to exercise an influence upon
church historians, Protestants and Catholic alike. It was a unique
work of history, written by a man caught up in a unique flow of
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14 Pohlig, Zwischen Gelehrsamkeit, 161.
15 C. Scott Dixon, ‘Faith and History on the Eve of Enlightenment: Ernst
Salomon Cyprian, Gottfried Arnold, and the History of Heretics’, Journal of
Ecclesiastical History, 57 (2006), 33–54.



events, both of which have been captured and analysed with consid-
erable skill by Kess.

Different in kind to the work of Sleidan was the universal history
of Sebastian Münster (1489–1552), the polyhistor of Basel. In The
Cosmographia of Sebastian Münster, Matthew McLean embarks on a
close reading of the 1550 Latin edition of the Cosmographia in order to
shed light on both its author and the context of its composition. This
is not an easy task. Like the texts he published, Münster was ency-
clopaedic. He was a leading Hebraist and grammatician, inter alia a
student of mathematics, geography, horticulture, viniculture, astron-
omy, and chronometry, a reluctant theologian, and one of the most
influential historians (or topograph-historians) of his age. Fittingly,
McLean begins his study with a biographical overview, and it is clear
from the outset that both Münster and his works have little in com-
mon with the historico-theological synopses that emerged in the
orthodox Lutheran heartlands of Germany. More harmonizer and
hoarder than synthesizer or theoretician (as McLean describes him),
Münster was everything that historians such as Flacius were not. 

Chapter two provides a historical survey of cosmography from
the age of Ptolemy and Strabo to the topograph-historians of the six-
teenth century. Two schools in particular were important in the shap-
ing of Münster: the mathematical or geophysical approach of
Ptolemy and the descriptive or anthropocentric approach of Strabo.
Münster worked within both traditions; and indeed, as is pointed out
in later chapters, the Cosmographia owed its lasting importance and
interest to its skill at interfusing the two.16

Having surveyed the intellectual landscape, McLean’s analysis
shifts from the genealogy of ideas to their utilization. As proto-
nationalists such as Conrad Celtis (1459–1508) set out to recover the
history of the German peoples in projects like his unfinished
Germania Illustrata, geography and history assumed an important
functional and symbolic role in the cultural imagination of the north-
ern Renaissance.17 This explains the sudden fascination with chorog-
raphy, a discipline which set out to effect, as McLean puts it, ‘a
description of place across time’ (p. 95). It also explains why ambi-
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tious scholars turned to cosmology, for while it was conceptually and
methodologically similar to chorography, it was many times bigger
in scale and intent. Münster thus belonged to a living tradition—
Celtis, Aegidus Tschudi (1505–72), Johannes Stumpf (1500–77),
Joachim Vadian (1484–1551), Simon Grynaeus (1493–1541), and
Beatus Rhenanus (1485–1547) are just a few of the other prominent
names associated with the craft. And they all began to chart the
world according to the coordinates of a ‘dechristianised Weltbild’
being reshaped by the ongoing revolutions in thought. The result
was a geometrical and mathematical conceptualization of space, a
world made up of longitudes and latitudes, trapezoid projections,
and astronomical points, which began to press out a medieval cos-
mos based on history, myth, and religion (p. 129). Moreover, as
McLean notes near the end of his survey, we must not forget the sur-
rounding social, cultural, and technological setting: the very muta-
bility of the present was pressing out the past (p. 133). 

Particularly fascinating are the sections in chapter three that deal
with the composition of the Cosmographia. In preparing the work,
Münster travelled extensively, gathering sources, reports, and per-
sonal correspondence, visiting libraries and ruins, transcribing
genealogies and tomb inscriptions. But he also relied on the research
of others. By drawing up a forensic template and posting it to local
worthies and scholars, he was in effect able to rely on a huge intelli-
gence-gathering service. Many of the detailed cityscapes in the work,
some of which have street-level verisimilitude, are testimony to this
local knowledge.18 Moreover, as the horizon of the work moved
beyond the German lands, so too did the reach of his correspon-
dence. The result was an encyclopedia of general knowledge
designed to satisfy the intellectual demands of ‘every species of
scholar and layman’ (p. 192). 

The organizing logic of the Cosmographia was linear: it unfolded as
if it were a peregrination or pilgrimage of the world. Methodo logic -
ally, as well, the work moved: Münster begins with geography, but
the analysis soon contracts into sections devoted to chorography, ety-
mology, history (genealogical and political), and ethnography. Nor
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was there a singular style of analysis or an exclusive notion of what
type of information was worthy of inclusion. Münster did not always
make a distinction between the truth-claims of the sources he used.
In his approach to topography and ethnology, for instance, the
rationale seems to have been to assemble as much detail as possible
in the expectation that the sheer weight of information would tip the
balance in favour of truth. In his use of history, he drew freely on a
wide range of sources, from classical accounts and medieval chroni-
cles to contemporary reports, travel diaries, and universal and
regional histories. Granted, while citing them he spoke of the need
for the reader to be wary of historical testimony, to compare and col-
late and check the validity of sources. Yet at the same time he was
willing to include apocrypha, urban myths, cautionary tales, and
even short accounts of misbirths and miracles. Throughout the
Cosmographia, Münster moved freely between facts and curiosities,
thick descriptions and aery anecdotes, scientific knowledge and com-
mon knowledge. In fact, as McLean notes, he tended to be more ‘sci-
entific’ when faced with the unknown. Topics that were overly famil-
iar or well-sourced seem to have dulled his critical senses (p. 263).

And yet, for all the seeming arbitrariness of his hoarding and
assemblage, Münster did not think that history was random. In the
final chapter, McLean treats of the deeper convictions that under-
wrote the Cosmographia. Due perhaps to a sense that the world, in all
of its mounting complexity, was drifting apart, Münster tended to
emphasize the need for unity and harmony. In large part this was
projection, an attempt to ‘rechristianise a worldview which had been
blanched of its moral content since the late medieval world had
gained a continent, regained Ptolemy’s Geography, and the printing
press had spread the knowledge of mariners and explorers through-
out European society’ (p. 282). This same impulse to harmonize car-
ried over to his musings on religion. Münster, the Rabbinic scholar,
had a tolerant cast of mind, generally treating Jewish and Catholic his-
tory with a sense of detachment (at worst he recycled platitudes) and
integrating influential figures from the past, such as Charle magne,
into his narrative, even when they were considered long-term stan-
dard-bearers of the papacy. There was more than a hint of pan-
sophism avant la lettre in his approach to scholarship, and in particu-
lar his belief that the acquisition of knowledge would lead to virtue,
justice, and order regardless of cultural or confessional association.

42

Review Articles



But there was a deeper logic as well. While the Cosmographia did
not have much to say about the Endzeit, there is no doubt that his
sense of history was coloured by a strong sense of providentialism. It
is revealed, for instance, in Münster’s stress on the intellectual and
technological progress so apparent in his own day. Favouring the
moderns over the ancients was in large part a means ‘of bringing [his
readers] to marvel at where they stood, and how they had come to be
there’ (p. 312). And the purpose was not just to cast light on the
native ingenuity of man. Despite Münster’s seeming conversion to
the ‘mathematicisation of nature’, a very powerful undercurrent of
providentialism remained. All of human history (and indeed all of
natural history) is interpreted against the backdrop of a ‘sacred
topography’ that sees the hand of God in human affairs and expects
the reader to draw the proper Christian conclusions.19 This was the
moral imperative of the text: ‘if we prove unfaithful to our lord’, he
wrote, the German Empire will fall, just as Egypt, Greece, and Rome
had fallen in previous ages.

Understanding Münster and his Cosmographia requires a deft
touch, for this was not a historian who ordered his analysis around
hard dichotomies. Although an open convert to Protestantism and a
man whose essential purpose was to reveal the workings of the
divine, the Cosmographia was largely free of confessional bias; al -
though a hoarder and a harmonizer, and a historian who considered
all aspects of the secular and the spiritual within his province, he was
in search of an essential spiritual truth, some trace of the philosophia
christiana that unites all human knowledge; though an accomplished
Hebraist, he was more interested in the lexical than the theological;
and although a proponent of the mathematical and scientific, he was
equally at home in the descriptive and the anthropocentric—and he
did not baulk at the anecdotal, the mythical, or the fantastical if it said
something about the past. In The Cosmographia of Sebastian Münster,
McLean manages to hold all of these attributes in balance and pres-
ent the reader with the story of a unique thinker in dialogue with a
very complex intellectual world. It is a thoughtful and probing work,
full of interesting asides and arresting turns of phrase, and it reminds
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us of just how many histories went into the making of the Protestant
past.

Reference to the idea of histories in the same sentence that speaks
of the Protestant past raises additional questions relating to faith and
history. To this point, the vast majority of the discussion has gravi-
tated around the works of Protestant historians within the magisteri-
al tradition—Melanchthon, Sleidan, and Flacius, to name just the
principal authors. They may not have shared the same theological
convictions, but all could agree that the history they were setting out
to write was the record of the True Church in historical time. But
there was another Protestant reading of the Christian past that chal-
lenged the historicism of the magisterial tradition. 

The radicals, as Geoffrey Dipple illustrates in ‘Just as in the Time of
the Apostles’, had a conception of the Christian past that parted com-
pany with both the Lutheran and the Reformed approach. But not as
much as is generally thought. Traditionally, modern scholars have
thought of the radical histories as representative of an uncompro-
mising primivitism, a cast of mind that was rooted in the radical
desire to recover the purity of New Testament religion. The most
influential study of this historiographical tradition has been the work
of Franklin H. Littell, and the main aim of Dipple’s work is to rethink
the extent to which the radicals harkened back to a formal (or for-
malized) model of apostolic Christianity.20 Was there a common per-
ception of the early Church among the radicals? If so, was it a shared
perception or did it vary from group to group? And more to the
point: to what extent did it borrow from the humanist and the mag-
isterial historiographical traditions?

The idea that the Church was on a steady slope of decline was a
medieval commonplace, and it was easily integrated into both the
Humanist and the magisterial narratives of Christian history.21 Only
the terminus a quo varied: Erasmus alluded to it in his Basel edition of
Jerome, but without fixing a date; Beatus Rhenanus and Ulrich von
Hutten (1488–1523) identified the starting point as the onset of
scholasticism in the high Middle Ages; Luther also blamed the
scholastics, though he also looked further back to the sixth and sev-
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enth centuries and the rise of the papacy; while Zwingli (1484–1531),
much more representative of the magisterial thinkers later in the cen-
tury, traced the decline as far back as the fourth century. But the
point to make, as Dipple does, is that there was no fixed agreement
as to when the rot set in. As he writes, ‘the historical visions of six-
teenth-century reformers were not static concepts directing reform
agendas from the outset. Instead, they evolved as reforming agendas
developed’ (p. 57). Few modern historians would challenge this sug-
gestion as applied to the magisterial thinkers; where Dipple moves
beyond traditional assumptions, however, is with his contention that
the radicals were just as pragmatic and dialogic when it came to the
writing of the history of their own faiths. Contra Littell, there was no
apostolic formula or paradigm that fed into the shaping of the radi-
cal tradition. They too wrote history on the hoof.

Much of ‘Just as in the Time of the Apostles’ is devoted to a close
study of the main figures of the radical tradition in order to bear out
this point. It begins with a look at the early reforming activities of
Andreas Karlstadt (1480–1541) and Thomas Müntzer (1468–1525),
and one of the main strengths of the investigation is its contextual-
ization of Dipple’s contention that the radical vision of the past was
shaped in a close dialogue between Scripture and circumstance. As
he writes with reference to Karlstadt’s sense of the past, a close look
at the details ‘indicates the primacy of lived experience in dictating
its outlines’ (p. 67). Historiographically, Karlstadt went down the
same path as Luther. Initially, his reassessment of history resulted in
a critical revaluation of Roman Catholic authority: he rejected the
infallibility of the popes and councils, questioned the validity of
canon law, and condemned medieval scholasticism. But as his own
standing in the Reformation movement became more precarious, and
as his search for religious purity became more biblical and categori-
cal, his vision of the past took on a more critical tone. While working
to resurrect the true apostolic church in Orlamünde on the basis of
his reading of the New Testament, he reached further and further
back into the Christian past to locate the origins of decline. Müntzer
did the same thing. From Zwickau to Prague to Allstedt: each stage
of Müntzer’s career as an evangelical clergyman was progressively
circumscribed (from his perspective); as a consequence, at each stage
of his career, Müntzer the historian became progressively radical.
And again, as Dipple observes with reference to Karlstadt, it was not
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due to a preconceived normative vision of an apostolic church. The
only guide was an ‘apostolic plumb line’ that could be tailored to
meet historical circumstance. Granted, there was the timeless reality
of the Spirit, a presence beyond human history that was manifest in
the ‘spirit-filled’ congregations of the New Testament. But beyond
this, neither Müntzer nor Karlstadt had a fixed model of church his-
tory in mind (pp. 71–96).

By suggesting that the radical vision of the Christian past was just
as derivative and contextual as the magisterial tradition, Dipple is
challenging the assumption, common since the work of Littell, that
the Anabaptist movement was based on a sui generis ‘primitivist’
view of history, one that was much more literal, and in a sense much
more logical, than the magisterial variant. Dipple argues in contrast
that the radical vision was a contingent creation. Turning to the rise
of the Swiss Brethren, he sees the same play of exegesis and experi-
ence behind the historical understanding of the evangelical
Anabaptists as in the Saxon radicals. Conrad Grebel (1489–1526), for
instance, made repeated calls for a return to the ‘true way’ of Christ,
and he was able to identify what he saw as the proper rites by refer-
ring his opponents to Scripture. But there was no overarching histor-
ical framework behind his vision of primitive Christianity. The same
can be said for Balthasar Hubmaier (1485–1528). He, too, made
appeals to the primitive church, but it was only in the course of the
ongoing dialogue over baptism and the Lord’s Supper that he began
to piece together the foundations for his claims, an exercise that
‘evolved in tandem with his reforming program’ (p. 137) and often
sent him searching for proofs of apostolic purity in non-scriptural
sources. 

Even more surprising, perhaps, is the fact that this degree of dia-
logue and contingency was true of the master narratives as well, a
point Dipple makes in his study of The Hutterite Chronicle. Certainly
there were constant appeals to New Testament precedents that
invested the faith with its historical claims to truth. The rejection of
pedo-baptism and community of goods are just two examples of this
cast of Biblicism. But aside from this, especially at the beginning,
there was only a sketchy historical vision, and the Hutterite narrative
that would emerge in the following century was the work of many
hands. Dipple sums up nicely with the observation that, in the first
instance, the radical vision of the past was hermeneutical rather than
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teleological: it was a response to theological circumstances that re -
quired a historical defence (pp. 168–9). 

The final chapters address the place of history in the thought of
the Spiritualists. Though often considered ahistorical in their
approach to Christianity, Spiritualists such as Kaspar von Schwenck -
feld (1489–1561) and Sebastian Franck (1499–1542/3) often utilized
the past in order to illustrate the workings of the Spirit. Most seem to
have agreed on some basic points: that the decline of the Church
began after the death of the apostles; that the subsequent institution-
alization and orthodoxy of the faith gradually pressed out the Spirit
and opened the doors to ‘creatureliness’; and that there was no
unbroken continuity running from apostolic Christianity to the so-
called witnesses of the faith of later ages. Beyond this, however, there
was no typical Spiritualist valuation of history, save that there was a
general recognition that it could be useful as a method of teaching
religion. In his Chronica (1531), for instance, Franck spoke of the ped-
agogical value of history. Not only could it serve as a helpmeet for
those who were weak or uncertain in faith, but it was the most
‘human’ of all means available for tracing the remnants of the True
Church. Indeed, for many, the brief history of the apostolic church
was in essence a divine concession to human weakness—the one
fleeting moment when the invisible church was visible on earth.22

‘Just as in the Time of the Apostles’ ranges widely, covering a broad
spectrum of radical thought and moving with very sound footing
through the historiographical landscape. And yet there is a common
thread running through the text, and this is the idea that there was a
pragmatic and dialogical element to the early histories of the radical
tradition. As Dipple remarks, ‘like their reform plans, their under-
standings of history tended to be vague and nebulous at the outset,
but gradually coalesced in the course of dialogue’ (p. 252). Through
a close reading of the actual histories of the various communities and
their leading figures, Dipple has traced the making of the radical
sense of the Christian past. And he has illustrated that it was not as
straightforwardly deductive and primitivist as much of the scholar-
ship suggests. No less than the magisterial tradition, the radical tra-
dition wrote their histories in a dialogue with contemporary events.
In part, their works were ‘mirrors to reflect contemporary abuses’; in
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part, they were the justification for sacramental or liturgical teach-
ings; and in part, they were the projections of a normative vision of
New Testament Christianity. But they were never wholly one or the
other, and they were no less the product of their times than the his-
tories of Flacius or Heinrich Bullinger (1504–75). 

Where does all of this new research place early modern German
historiography on the path toward the modern hermeneutical disci-
pline mentioned at the outset of this review? Clearly, there were his-
torians working in the German lands who were just as sophisticated
with reference to sources and methodology as the humanists in Italy
and France. Nor was the general interest in the past, the culture of
historical inquiry, any less intense. Indeed, because of the place of
religion in the historical narratives and the need to establish an idea
of ecclesial origins, the concern with the past in the German lands
was probably more intense than in any other part of Europe. And the
results were impressive: by the seventeenth century, German
Protestants had a corpus of works that had overturned Catholic his-
tory and plotted their own unique trajectories of the past. And while
some scholars laboured to fill out these providential narratives, oth-
ers took to the established genres, such as universal history, political
history, chorography, and cosmology, and worked the Protestant
vision into their texts. This was true of radicals like Franck, polyhis-
tors like Münster, magisterial thinkers like Sleidan, and leading
Lutheran theologians like Melanchthon and Flacius. Moreover, as all
four works under review make clear, each was writing history in
order to help the reader place the developments of the present in the
proper light. Perhaps this was the foremost trait of German histori-
ography during the confessional age: that because it was so closely
bound up with contemporary issues, and so deeply concerned with
imminent developments, it was constantly rewriting itself. 
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