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Introduction



W. Gordon Campbell


All of the research in this volume has its origin in an international conference hosted by Union Theological College, Belfast, in September 2022 – ‘Martin Luther. Bible Translator, Illustrator and Publisher: 500 Years’. The occasion for the conference was the quincentennial of Luther’s September Testament, first put on sale at the Leipzig autumn fair in 1522. The 500th anniversary of this early-modern publishing sensation presented a valuable opportunity to commemorate the event and to probe both its early influence and more enduring effects. An international group of scholars with an interest in the venture gathered to examine these matters, while accompanying exhibitions and activities made the conference themes accessible to a broader constituency both locally and remotely.


In the run-up to the conference, a series of online exhibitions, curated by the College Librarian, Joy Conkey, explored key themes associated with the forthcoming conference and physical exhibition, featuring Bibles and other publications from the Gamble Library’s special collections. The following subjects were documented: Luther and Bible Translation; The Bible in English up to the Geneva Bible; The King James Bible; The Bible in Gaelic; The Bible in Scots and Ulster-Scots; and Books which Explain the Bible.


To coincide with the conference, a physical exhibition was also mounted in the Gamble Library and included important artefacts on loan from other libraries as well as rare items from the Gamble’s special collections (see Figure 0.1).
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Figure 0.1: 1579 Bassandyne Bible, the Gamble Library’s oldest Geneva Bible.1






The conference itself began by considering how Bible humanism, in the early decades of the sixteenth century, established a favourable context and provided relevant stimuli for Luther’s Bible publishing endeavours in Wittenberg. The nature and significance of Luther’s efforts were then explored, from their inauguration in 1521-22 with the September Testament and follow-up December Testament and throughout an ensuing quarter-century of Bible production which would occupy the Reformer until his death in 1546. Important repercussions of Luther’s work in Europe more widely, across both space and time, were also investigated, with the present volume offering assessments of developments in Bible publishing in English, French or Irish, during the sixteenth and early seventeenth centuries. All of these contributions reflect upon ways that Luther’s success had an impact, whether directly or indirectly, upon parallel undertakings in other vernacular languages. As for the trajectory from translation to theology, the volume concludes with one example, in English, where Luther’s approach was initially followed but later declined.


For all its momentous importance, the September Testament did not arise spontaneously but emerged from a specific text-historical context. Therefore the conference’s foundational paper explored the contemporary East-Central German context, with the completed research constituting the opening chapter of the present volume: ‘Erasmus as the Initiator of East-Central German Vernacular Bible Translations of the Sixteenth Century’. In this study, Dr Christine Ganslmayer (Friedrich-Alexander-Universität, Erlangen/Nürnberg) sets Martin Luther’s milestone publication firmly within its context of origin, where immediate contemporaries of Luther were undertaking other humanistically influenced translations. The most important of these were partial translations produced, in 1521-22, by Johannes Lang and Nikolaus Krumpach, basing their work on the very same Greek texts and Latin versions as Luther himself. The fact that all three scholars used similar textual resources – principally those published by Desiderius Erasmus, in 1516 and 1519 – makes feasible a detailed comparison between their efforts and Luther’s. Since prior scholarship has concentrated, instead, on the relationship between Luther and earlier mediaeval translations in German, there is a significant deficit here that Dr Ganslmayer is able to address through her contrastive linguistic study. The accomplishments of Luther’s immediate precursors, although somewhat limited in scope, confirm that Luther’s particular achievement was not unique in kind. Nevertheless, by collating the three sets of linguistic materials, and then comparing and evaluating them in detail, Dr Ganslmayer establishes the superior quality of Luther’s work, with Luther’s distinctive profile as a Bible translator thereby enhanced rather than diminished.


Against this broader canvas of humanist scholarship’s work on vernacular Bible translation in Germany, Professor Gordon Campbell (Union Theological College, Belfast) examines Martin Luther’s project in depth, presenting and assessing the main developments in Luther’s production of German New Testaments and Bibles between 1522 and 1546. Under the topic ‘Martin Luther’s 1522 September Testament as the Epoch-Making Foundation for a Quarter-Century of Wittenberg Bible Publication’, he is able to bring together disparate elements of his own recent research into Luther’s 25-year enterprise as a Bible translator, illustrator and publisher. A cumulative picture is painted of Luther’s interpretative contribution, in both translation and commentary. Four key stages that set the parameters for the early evolution of Wittenberg Bible production, during the first half of this period, are explored in turn: the inaugural September and December Testaments in 1522; the Revised New Testament in 1530; and the complete German Bible in 1534. Further growth of the Luther Bible in the second period, from 1534 to 1546, is also briefly outlined in a short postscript. Professor Campbell identifies various factors that facilitated the initial launch of Luther’s efforts in Bible publishing and also ensured that they could be maintained in the longer term. One of these was Luther’s decision, in a nod to previous tradition, to illustrate the Book of Revelation and for this task to enlist the help of no less a figure than the German Reformation’s inaugural artist, Lucas Cranach. Although illustrations accompanied the text of Revelation from the very start, the significance of such a move has been underestimated by scholarship and merits particular attention. By helping mould the peritextual apparatus supplied by Luther, to aid interpretation, visual exegesis through illustration proved to be an interpretative strategy with far-reaching consequences generally for Luther’s evolving offer to readers, ultimately shaping understanding of the Bible text itself. Professor Campbell documents these outworkings for the four featured New Testaments and Bibles, suggesting some important implications for subsequent Bible production.


The bearing of Martin Luther’s translation on vernacular New Testaments or Bibles in other languages, in his own century or the next, is exemplified first of all by the Bible in English. Exactly as Martin Luther was determinative for the advancement of the Bible in German, the work of William Tyndale proved to be seminal for the evolution of the Bible in English. More precisely, however, a Luther effect is detectable in the progress of the English Bible in the sixteenth century, and on closer examination this influence turns out to be a matter less of parallel development and more of a genuinely organic connexion. In his chapter devoted principally to investigating this very relationship – ‘The Influence of Luther’s September Testament on Tyndale’s New Testament and on the Irish New Testament of 1602’ – Dr Fearghus Ó Fearghail (Dublin City University) shows the degree to which, and illustrates the ways in which, Tyndale’s New Testament may properly be considered derivative of Luther’s. In substantial detail, Dr Ó Fearghail evaluates variegated evidence from the surviving 1525 Cologne fragment and 1526 Worms New Testament, dialoguing with prior scholarship’s assessment of the data. He concludes that, for Tyndale’s work, a major influence alongside the Greek text and Latin or English versions is Luther’s New Testament: indeed, Luther is a go-to resource that Tyndale honours as much in the breach as in the observance, freely manifesting both close reliance on Luther at many points and yet frequent independence of him at others. As for the New Testament in Irish, the translators had Theodore Beza’s polyglot edition to hand, combining the Greek text with both the Vulgate and his own Latin version. In their own bilingual context, a range of available English versions also proved decisive, such that echoes of Luther demonstrable from the Irish translation are likely to be indirect resonances or even coincidental occurrences.


In French, excerpted Historical Bibles translated from the Vulgate, and incorporating other historical materials, were in print by 1500. The whole Bible first appeared in the language amid the flux accompanying the arrival of Lutheran ideas in the kingdom of France. In the first of two chapters focussed on developments in Bible production in Geneva – ‘The Road to the Landmark 1588 Geneva Bible in French and its Reception in Jean Daillé’s sermons on Calvin’s Catechism’ – Reverend Éric Kayayan (Foi et Vie Réformées) carefully chronicles and unfolds key stages in evolving production of the French Bible that eventually culminated in the acclaimed 1588 Geneva Bible. Its beginnings were Franco-Swiss, associated first with Meaux, near Paris, and with the New Testament (1524) and whole Bible (1530) of Jacques Lefèvre d’Étaples, and soon with Neuchâtel, and the Bible of Pierre Robert Olivétan (1535). However, further progress in France beyond the 1530s became impossible and so, from the 1540s and throughout the half-century of innovation and improvement that followed, a new hub would become synonymous with Bible translation and publication in French: John Calvin’s Geneva. The crowning 1588 version soon established itself as a de facto authorised version for the francophone Reformed Churches and their ministers – a fact corroborated by Rev Kayayan, who establishes its use and influence in the preaching of one prominent seventeenth-century French Reformed minister: Jean Daillé.


Moving from French back to English but remaining in Geneva, the next chapter documents the influence of Tyndale’s New Testament upon production of the Geneva Bible in English and constitutes Professor Campbell’s second essay in this volume. ‘The Geneva Bible’s Expansion of Luther’s Innovative Approach to Reading and Interpreting the Book of Revelation in the Vernacular’, enables him to lay bare the considerable profit that accumulated, for this Reformed, English-language project, from two main sources. The first was capital being simultaneously invested in Genevan Bible publishing in French (as already mentioned), with its resources readily and directly accessible for efforts in other languages being undertaken in the city. The second, more indirect benefit drew on translational and exegetical elements originally pioneered by Luther and then mediated by Tyndale for the English tradition. Professor Campbell demonstrates how the Marian exiles in Geneva made good on both investments by means of expansion or further invention. They initiated a ground-breaking New Testament (1557) and soon a whole Bible (1560) in English that refiners would go on to revise and reshape, in 1576 and in the 1590s respectively. Like Luther before them, but with greater conviction, early Reformed exegetes – working in several vernacular languages – found the Book of Revelation to possess a marked contemporary-historical significance: accordingly, their exposition of Revelation may rightly be considered, in part at least, as an enthusiastic reworking of Luther’s legacy. In his earlier chapter, Professor Campbell highlighted how translation and explanation of Revelation helped shape the Luther Bible. Here, he uses Revelation as a lens to bring two things into sharp focus: the stability of the Geneva Bible’s text; and the development of ever more sophisticated aids to reading (see e.g. Figure 0.2), found in the prefatory, marginal and commentative materials that accompany the text itself.
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Figure 0.2: An aid to reading Revelation in the Gamble Library’s 1599 Geneva Bible2






The summary presentation of several contributions to this volume has already shown how ripples of Luther’s legacy, as a theologian-translator, would continue to wash up on more distant shores. In a concluding piece – ‘Martin Luther’s New Testament and the Anointing of the Holy Spirit in English-Speaking Theologies’ – Dr Shawn Langley (Kirby Laing Centre, Cambridge) returns to Luther and Tyndale. This time, interest centres upon their conjoined impact on both the wording, in translation, and the unfolding theology of one doctrine that rests on one scriptural text and is usually conveyed by one word: anointing. Dr Langley begins by surveying how the relevant theology and language are articulated in the Pentecostal and charismatic movements, before working back upstream towards the contexts of Luther and Tyndale, whose translations had shaped the language or theology in question. Close examination of the respective translation strategies that Luther and Tyndale employed reveals an element of commonality in how they render, in German or English, the language of salving or anointing found in both the Greek text and the Vulgate version of in 1 John 2:20 and 2:27. Both Reformers seek a certain congruity between linguistic and theological factors, in each case consciously rejecting the preceding mediaeval theology and language of unction. Luther, for his part, differentiates the salve (die Salbung) of the Spirit from the unction of the Church. Following a broadly similar path, Tyndale nonetheless exercises a certain flexibility by resorting to dual terminology for salving that alternates between anointing and ointment. Disconcertingly, whatever linguistic or theological gain might have accrued for the English Bible, from this shared approach, was later lost: the King James Bible would opt to follow the Catholic Douay-Rheims version, completed in 1610, on this point by reverting in 1 John 2 to the language of unction – and the consequences, for Pentecostal or charismatic terminology or theology, are still felt even in our own day.







	1	.	The Bassandyne Bible (named for the printer) was licensed in 1579 for printing in Scotland and reproduced the 1560 Geneva Bible text throughout. It included a 1576 prior printing of the New Testament (as shown).



	2	.	This particular help for reading Revelation summarises an historicist approach to happenings recounted in the book. It correlates what are deemed the principal past events with known history up to the fourteenth century.
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Erasmus as the Initiator of East-Central German Vernacular Bible Translations of the Sixteenth Century







Christine Ganslmayer




Introduction


A controversial question, during the late Middle Ages, was whether vernacular Bible translations accessible to the laity were to be deemed expedient or dangerous. A decision on the matter was not reached until the Council of Trent, in 1546, with discussion of issues relating to the maturity of the laity, the proper authority for interpretation of Holy Scripture, the danger of heresy and so forth. A differentiated approach must in any case be applied to the early vernacular Bible translations that arose in Europe: whereas the authorities in Catholic Spain or in England had been opposed to such translations since the condemnation of John Wyclif, and had banned them, a pre-Reformation tradition of vernacular Bible translation into Czech, French, Italian or German was nevertheless able to develop.1


In Germany, in particular, both partial and complete Bible translations were widespread, albeit only within certain circles, as a rich manuscript tradition from the fourteenth century bears witness.2 Of prime importance, however, was the subsequent development of an early print tradition, beginning as early as 1466 with the first ever Bible printed in a vernacular language: the Mentelin Bible, printed in Strasbourg by Johannes Mentelin. In total, fourteen printed Bibles in High German and four in Low German make up this tradition between 1466 and 1522, predating the Luther Bible.3 The textual basis of Mentelin’s Bible is approximately one hundred years older, using an original in Upper German from the middle of the fourteenth century and from Bavaria, presumably Nuremberg. Based on the Vulgate, it uses word-for-word translation and predominantly also transfers the structures of the source language, Latin, to the target language, German.4 Vernacular translations in this tradition uphold mediaeval hermeneutical traditions of interpretation and do not claim to be orientated to the target language but, instead, open up the Vulgate text for a readership that knew no Latin, such as that found in women’s convents.5 In the later sixteenth century, Luther’s first biographer Johannes Mathesius described such a Bible as he had first encountered it in his youth: an ‘un-German German Bible … no doubt put into German from Latin, which was dark and gloomy’.6


While Martin Luther’s epoch-making work brought this first tradition of German Bible translation to an abrupt end, it still constitutes the reception-aesthetic backdrop for an adequate understanding of the effect that Luther’s translation had on his contemporaries. In this contribution I will focus on the circumstances that surrounded the writing of the September Testament. Since the when, where and how of Luther’s translation are well-known historical facts, I will touch on them only briefly, in the final section. A reorientation of German Bible translation in Luther’s time was based on new philological foundations. These were laid by European humanists and the crucial name, in this context, is Desiderius Erasmus of Rotterdam whose guiding principles, textual editions and translations paved the way, as I will show below.


A less well-known fact is that several other printed German partial translations of the Bible survive for which Erasmus’ resources were used, exactly as for Luther’s, and I will turn to these first. Slightly ahead of Luther’s time, and in Luther’s immediate vicinity, Johannes Lang and Nikolaus Krumpach produced partial German Bible translations and it is probably the case that, without them, Luther’s September Testament might never have been written. Even in German, these translation efforts remain neglected by scholars and relevant research literature, with which I engage below, remains scarce. In the modern era, the translations by Lang and Krumpach first received detailed appreciation, including through some sample texts, as part of an exhibition catalogue of the Herzog August Bibliothek in Wolfenbüttel,7 with some mention also in Sonderegger’s handbook article.8 However, they are missing from a recent overview of German Bible translation before Martin Luther9 and also receive only passing and patchy treatment in the Cambridge History of the Bible.10


It is especially important to take a closer look at these translations, as I do here, because of how they help to establish Erasmus of Rotterdam as the crucial forerunner, in the sixteenth century, of humanist-influenced translations in the East-Central German language area as a whole. In addition, by profiling the superior quality of Luther’s translation over those of Lang and Krumpach, my comparison makes clear why the Luther Bible was able to prevail in the long term over their translations, which Luther’s translation quickly marginalised in any event: in the long shadow cast by his epochal New Testament, from its first appearance in print in September 1522, they were quickly forgotten by the wider public.


Reception of Erasmus in early German Bible translations: places and people


By way of brief orientation to the places and people, in 1521-22, of interest for my contribution, the map of present-day Germany (Figure 1.1) locates all places of historical relevance – all in East-Central Germany. Viewed from a cultural-historical perspective, the significance of this is not only geographical but, above all, linguistic.


Unlike today, in Luther’s time written German had no uniform or standardised form, with the written language still displaying regional influences. Therefore, for sixteenth-century German it is important to distinguish between individual linguistic regions. If we correlate spatial regions with distribution of German dialects, as spatial language varieties, our focus becomes the language region ‘East-Central German’ – a linguistic term that encompasses several variants of the German language in eastern Central Germany, with Thuringian and Saxonian as the main dialects. That all of the German translations of the Bible discussed here were created in this area is a remarkable fact.
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Figure 1.1: Places of relevance (▴) for reception of Erasmus in early East-Central German Bible translations.






In this context, the contributions of the following people must be considered important. The first, and most fundamental, is Erasmus of Rotterdam (c.1466-1536), the famous humanist and European cosmopolitan.11 The next, of course, is Luther himself (1483-1546).12 By December 1521 – temporally the starting point for his translation of the New Testament – Luther was a 38-year-old monk, professor of biblical exegesis at the recently founded University of Wittenberg. Long familiar beyond academic circles as an author of edifying writings, since January 1521 his fame was that of a critic of the Church, excommunicated by the Pope. Using the pseudonym Junker Jörg and hiding in protective custody at the Wartburg, Luther remained in close constant contact with his friends, including Wittenberg’s professor of Greek Philipp Melanchthon (1497-1560).13 Two other key figures from this period, less well-known today, are Johannes Lang (c.1487-1548),14 Erfurt humanist, Augustinian friar and acquaintance of Martin Luther, and Nikolaus Krumpach (c.1480-c.1536),15 a parish priest from Querfurt near Leipzig, where his works and early translations were printed in the workshop of Wolfgang Stöckel.16 No portrait of either translator survives, but in 2014 Lang’s gravestone was rediscovered in Leipzig’s St Michael’s churchyard.17


Erasmus of Rotterdam as initiator of vernacular Bible translations throughout Europe


In 1516, Erasmus of Rotterdam’s Novum Instrumentum omne18 was printed for the first time by Johann Froben in Basel. Despite numerous shortcomings and printing errors, this folio volume of around 675 pages was a work of momentous significance and proved very successful. In March 1519, a second improved and enlarged edition appeared, under the modified title Novum Testamentum omne19 (Figure 1.2), and this became the basis for the early East-Central German Bible translations.
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Figure 1.2: Novum Testamentum Omne […], ed. Erasmus of Rotterdam (Basel, 1519), title-page.






Erasmus – who had already emerged as a translator of Greek works into Latin20 – was famed most among his contemporaries for this work, as proved by its print-runs, brisk sales and distribution.21 It contains the text of the New Testament, set in two columns, and for the first time ever in a printed edition features the Greek text as a continuous and critical text, compiled from several manuscripts, as well as a Latin translation. Along with various other paratexts, including a dedicatory letter and several fundamental prefaces, Erasmus’ Annotationes, or scholarly commentary on the edition, comprise roughly two-thirds of the work and have their own separate preface. Given humanism’s rediscovery of long-forgotten manuscripts, and its famous maxim ad fontes (back to the sources), it was only a matter of time before the need to revise the Latin Vulgate was recognised and, at the end of his third preface, the Apologia, Erasmus states what particular impulses and inspiration he had received:




At the same time, the facts themselves, if I am not mistaken, will show that after Lorenzo Valla, to whom good letters are indebted not only in this field, and after Jacques Lefèvre d’Etaples, foremost in every virtue and in literature, I have been occupied in this business neither without cause nor without result.22





Probably as early as 1504, Erasmus had found the New Testament Annotationes by Italian humanist and philologist Lorenzo Valla from 1444, in the Premonstratensian Park Abbey near Brussels. In this work, Valla called for the methods of classical textual criticism to be applied to the Vulgate and for errors identified on the basis of the manuscripts to be emended. Furthermore, Erasmus also references a commentary on the Pauline Epistles by French humanist Jacques Lefèvre d’Etaples, printed in 1512. Erasmus applied to his New Testament of 1516 the methods and approach of philological textual criticism, developed by humanist philologists for ancient texts, and in so doing became the founder of modern critical biblical scholarship. He carried out fundamental philological work to reconstruct the best possible continuous Greek text based on comparison of several manuscripts,23 creation of a collection of textual variants and thus revision and improvement of passages – activities that occupied Erasmus for over a decade from around 1505, as can be seen from his letter correspondence.


In light of the later Reformation and Counter-Reformation, it is significant that Erasmus’ work was not only appreciated by contemporaries interested in philology but explicitly warranted and approved by the Church, as evidenced by the dedicatory letter to Pope Leo X. Not until 1557 was Erasmus’ text edition placed on the papal index of forbidden books, whereas by contrast it remained the official text edition of the Lutheran Church until the nineteenth century.24


Erasmus’ main intentions for his edition may be deduced from the title of the book; any modifications to the 1519 edition, as compared to the 1516 edition, are underlined:




The complete New Testament, now much more carefully revised, corrected, and translated by Erasmus of Rotterdam, not only in the light of the original Greek but also in accordance with the evidence of many manuscripts in both languages, manuscripts of great antiquity and correctness, and taking account also of citations, corrections, and interpretations in the most respected authorities, especially Origen, … Augustine; also accompanied by annotations, revised and greatly augmented to explain to the reader what changes have been made and the reason for making them. Let everyone who loves the true theology read and study these before passing judgment. Do not be upset as soon as you stumble upon a change, but consider if it is a change for the better. For it is not criticism that is unhealthy, but condemning what you have not examined.25





What may be deduced from this composite title-page? Rather surprisingly, Erasmus focusses initially on the Latin text and on his own translation of the New Testament, with ‘translated’ added only in the 1519 edition and the emphasis falling mainly on his revision and correction of the well-known Latin text, the Vulgate. Today, we associate Erasmus’ work primarily with this edition’s inaugural provision of the Greek text of the New Testament. Erasmus, however, mentions the ‘original Greek’ only secondarily: it is the Latin text of the Bible that is being improved, ‘in accordance with’ or ‘taking account of’ (the Latin preposition is ad) the Greek manuscripts or other Latin sources, quotations and interpretations from the Church Fathers, with the most important authorities mentioned by name. On the same level as that revised Latin text, however, are Erasmus’ Annotationes, as ‘also accompanied by’ indicates (Latin una cum). Compared to the 1519 edition, the scholarly commentary has also been carefully revised and significantly expanded, as reflected in the page numbers: whereas the Greek and Latin text of the Bible comprise around only 470 pages, the Annotationes number almost 600 pages. Their function is also explicitly emphasised, namely, telling readers ‘what changes have been made and the reason for making them’.


This brings us back to the fact that Erasmus is using the received Latin text, the Vulgate, as a starting point and revising it scientifically. Since it is the sacred text, alterations to it are not without difficulty and warrant is required for every textual intervention, lest it be interpreted as heresy. So pressing was the need for such justification that Erasmus addresses it in a separate Apologia.


For a closer look at Erasmus’s working methods, we may use Matt 1:19-21 as an example (see table).








	

Matt 1:19-21













	

New Testament Greek and Latin diglot, ed. Erasmusa




	

Vulgateb









	

Ἰωσὴφ δὲ ὁ ἀνὴρ αὐτῆς, δίκαιος ὢν, καὶ μὴ θέλων αὐτὴν παραδειγματίσαι, ἐβουλήθη λάθρᾳ ἀπολύσαι αὐτήν.


ταῦτα δὲ αὐτοῦ ἐνθυμηθέντος, ἰδοὺ ἄγγελος κυρίου κατ’ ὄναρ ἐφάνη αὐτῷ λέγων. Ἰωσὴφ υἱὸς δαυίδ μὴ φοβηθῇς παραλαβεῖν Μαρίαν τὴν γυναῖκά σου· τὸ γὰρ ἐν αὐτῇ γεννηθὲν, ἐκ πνεύματός ἐστιν ἁγίου.


τέξεται δὲ υἱόν, καὶ καλέσεις τὸ ὄνομα αὐτοῦ Ἰησοῦν. αὐτὸς γὰρ σώσει τὸν λαὸν αὐτοῦ ἀπὸ τῶν ἁμαρτιῶν αὐτῶν.




	

Porro Ioseph maritus eius, quam erat iustus, et nolebat illam infamare, voluit clamculum ab ea divertere.


Haec autem cum is illa animo versaret, ecce angelus domini in somnis visus est illi dicens, Ioseph fili David, ne metuas adiungere tibi Mariam uxorem tuam. Nam quod in illa conceptum est, a spiritu sancto profectus est.


Pariet autem filium, et vocabis nomen eius Iesum. Is enim salvum faciet populum suum a peccatis suis.




	

[19] Ioseph autem vir eius cum esset iustus et nollet eam traducere voluit occulte dimittere eam


[20] haec autem eo cogitante ecce angelus Domini in somnis apparuit ei dicens Ioseph fili David noli timere accipere Mariam coniugem tuam quod enim in ea natum est de Spiritu Sancto est


[21] pariet autem filium et vocabis nomen eius Iesum ipse enim salvum faciet populum suum a peccatis eorum












a Novum Testamentum omne, fol. a 1v, with abbreviations expanded.


b Biblia sacra. Iuxta Vulgatam versionem, ed. Robert Weber and Roger Gryson (Stuttgart, 2007).


In the 1519 edition, the text of the New Testament is presented in two columns, with Greek on the left and Latin on the right. In reproducing the Latin text, I have marked some words in bold to indicate passages where Erasmus changes the text of the Vulgate, as comparison with the Vulgate in column 3 shows. Other passages are bold underlined and for these Erasmus provides detailed information in the accompanying Annotationes.26 How often Erasmus intervenes is determined by content. For instance, the handed-down Vulgate text for Matt 1:19-20 is considerably modified while Matt 1:21 is largely unchanged. In total, Erasmus fills around three-and-a-half pages with nine explanatory notes on these three Bible verses. For instance, Erasmus explains why he replaces dimittere eam with ab ea divertere in Matt 1:19,27 where the issue concerns why Joseph did not break with Mary after her pregnancy became public. The two Latin variants express differing semantic perspectives: to send (Mary) away is not the same as to go away from (Mary), with Erasmus explaining how the several meanings of the Greek verb ἀπολύω (apolýō) cause ambiguity in Latin translation. Furthermore, he lists typical word combinations of dimittere in classical Latin which, in his opinion, do not fit the current passage completely, concluding in the end that divertere – to divorce, to leave someone – better reflects the meaning of the text, both semantically and stylistically. His reasoning also includes Joseph’s integrity of character and the fact that he did not abandon Mary, even though he could not assess her pregnancy, since the angel had not yet spoken to him. So Joseph is characterised in Matt 1:19 as δίκαιος (díkaios) or iustus, ‘just, righteous’.


As Henk Jan de Jonge has shown, Erasmus changes the text of the Vulgate for different reasons.28 Most frequently, he modifies the text for stylistic reasons, on the one hand to improve the Latin of the Vulgate according to the norms of classical Latin (or latinitas, in ancient rhetoric), while on the other to make the text more stylistically elegant according to its sacred content (called elegantia). Other changes bring the Latin text closer to the Greek or, less frequently, make the text clearer semantically or improve it exegetically as well as text-critically. In the prefaces to the Novum Instrumentum or Testamentum, Erasmus himself expresses his intentions, clarifying how his main target group were theologians who did not know Greek, for whom he wrote his scholarly work as an ‘instrument’. By providing a new Latin translation or an improved Vulgate, he sought to support private Bible study and contribute to a deeper understanding of the Bible:




For those who are fond of the Vulgate, their edition is still available for them to use – I neither change it nor condemn it; in fact, it is not spoiled by my revision but rendered clearer, purer, and more accurate. Let the Vulgate be the edition that is read in the schools, chanted in the churches, quoted in sermons. I think I can promise that whoever reads my version at home will better understand his own.29





His aim was not to replace the Vulgate as the Latin liturgical text of the Bible30 but, overall, to encourage people to read the Bible and to achieve this through his new translation into cultivated Latin.31 By this means, he also hoped to win people over to the philosophia Christiana. In conclusion, we can say with de Jonge that Erasmus regarded his edition ‘as part of a grandly conceived plan for the renewal of church, culture, and society’.32


In light of further developments, the following categorical observation can also be made. Through Erasmus’ revision of Jerome’s thousand-year-old Vulgate, or his first new Latin translation since Jerome, the Vulgate would lose its monopolistic position as the authoritative text of the Bible. In addition, a lay piety had developed in the late Middle Ages in Europe in context of which a desire to read the Bible, especially in the vernacular, had increased: educated in the spirit of devotio moderna, Erasmus was also strongly supportive of this idea and he takes a stand on this rather delicate issue, in his Paraclesis (or first preface) ‘to the Pious Reader’, by speaking out clearly in favour of vernacular translations:




I disagree entirely with those who do not want divine literature to be translated into the vernacular tongues and read by ordinary people, as if Christ taught such convoluted doctrine that it could be understood only by a handful of theologians, and then with difficulty; or as if the defence of the Christian religion were contingent on this, that it remain unknown. Perhaps it is expedient to conceal the secrets of kings, but Christ desires his mysteries to be known as widely as possible. I would like every woman to read the Gospel, to read the Epistles of Paul. And oh, that these books were translated into every tongue of every land so that not only the Scots and the Irish but Turks and Saracens too could read and get to know them. The first stage, unquestionably, is to get to know them – somehow or other. Granted that many people would laugh; yet some would be won over. How I wish that the farmer at his plough would chant some passage from these books, that the weaver at his shuttles would sing something from them; that the traveller would relieve the tedium of his journey with stories of this kind; that all the discussions of all Christians would start from these books, for our daily conversation reflects in large measure what we are.33





Parts of Erasmus’s New Testament were often printed separately, for distribution in handy editions, while his Paraclesis was also printed in separate editions, initially in Latin and with or without the other prefaces.34 Especially decisive was the further development that the Paraclesis, explicitly addressed to pious lay people, was from 1520 onwards also translated several times into German and other European languages, ensuring its influence well beyond scholarly circles.35 So Erasmus influenced the reception of the Bible in Europe in two ways: first, through the impact of his scholarly edition; and second, through the Paraclesis which spread the idea of vernacular translation itself36 and thus, one might claim, promoted vernacular translations of the Bible throughout Europe.


In the longer term, Erasmus paved the way for the Bible to become established in people's everyday lives. By the late Middle Ages, the Bible was still not commonly available as a written or printed book: excerpts were used in Latin services or in missals containing the Bible text, but full Latin Bibles were rare and likely to be found only in libraries.37 In 1538, Luther in his Table Talk described retrospectively how this had impacted him personally:




I was twenty years old before I had ever seen the Bible. I had no notion that there existed any other gospels or epistles than those in the service. At last I came across a Bible in the library at Erfurt, and used often to read it to Dr. Staupitz, with still increasing wonder.38





For lay people in their mother tongue, the complete Bible text was usually not accessible at all.39 More popular were Gospel pericopes, full Gospels or postils containing Bible excerpts, arranged according to the church year, printed copies of which, with German translations, can be found as early as the fifteenth century.40 The situation described would change radically in the sixteenth century, not least thanks to Luther or the Reformation, but it was Erasmus of Rotterdam who provided the essential impulses.


Reception of Erasmus in pre-Lutheran East-Central German Bible translations


We begin with a translation of the Gospel of Matthew by Johannes Lang: this friend of Luther, and prior of the Augustinian monastery in Erfurt, was a doctor of theology and professor of Greek at the University of Erfurt and a member of the Erfurt humanist circle.41 From the dating of its opening preface (1 May 1521) or of its closing dedication, to the Erfurt captain Herman Vom Hof (24 June 1521), we know that Johannes Lang was busy with his translation in the late spring of 1521, prompted by requests from various acquaintances. This was the turbulent time of the Erfurt Pfaffenstürme (lit. storms of priests), denoting militant actions by followers of Luther. Wolfgang Stürmer’s workshop published this translation, in Erfurt, more than a year before Luther’s September Testament.42
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The holy Gospel of Matthew from the Greek language and sometimes from the translation of the very learned gentleman Erasmus of Rotterdam And put into German by the worthy Doctor Johannes Lang of the Augustinian Order at Erfurt, which was done for the glory of God, for protection of the truth and for the benefit and blessedness of true Christians, in their lives, and for their improvement. Anno 1521.


Figure 1.3: Johannes Lang, Das heilig Evangelium Matthei … (Leipzig, 1521), title-page.






From the title-page (Figure 1.3), several important points emerge: the translation is undertaken from the Greek but based also on Erasmus’s revised Latin text; Lang wants his translation to reflect the truth (a key word for him) of the Gospel, for God’s glory and for all true Christians’ benefit; and by making the Bible text accessible to all, he aims to enable moral improvement. Concentrating like Erasmus on the ethical-didactic function of Bible reading, Lang refers directly to the primary Greek text from which, alone, core ideas of the Gospel may be correctly reproduced – a requirement, Lang explains in the preface, that previous German translations from Latin do not meet:




The Holy Gospels were translated and transformed from Latin into German some years ago, but to me and many others this work does not seem very careful or literal.43





Lang characterises his translation diplomatically as precise and literal – ‘quite simply, translated almost word for word, so that it may be brought to light literally and purely, as is fitting’ 44 – and, also, as being without any rhetorical adornment, ‘in such a way that no strange decoration nor ornaments have been sought in it, for truth is enough in itself’.45 In all of this Johannes Lang, lecturer in moral philosophy and professor of Greek in Erfurt, proves himself to be an adherent of the ideas of humanism, in the wake of Erasmus.


That Lang proceeds exactly in the way asserted can be seen for example in Matt 1:19-21 (see table).


Lang’s translation is based on the Greek text and/or on Erasmus’ Latin version and this is evident particularly when Erasmus deviates from the Greek text or the Vulgate. In the Latin Erasmus text (see column 2), passages where Erasmus modifies the Vulgate are highlighted in bold. In Lang’s German translation (see column 3 and the literal English translation in column 4), all passages that closely reflect Erasmus’ Latin text are also marked in bold. The considerable extent of Lang’s dependence on Erasmus’ text and interpretation is visible in the matching passages in bold. Sometimes Lang follows the Greek text more closely even than Erasmus and such passages are underlined in the Greek text as well as in Lang’s translation. Lang’s German translation cannot be entirely described as idiomatic, in word order or lexis, because of how closely it reflects the Greek (and/or Latin) text, as shown by the literal English translation (see column 4). Nevertheless, this first German translation not to be based on the Vulgate was initially so successful as to engender two further reprints in 1521.


A second actor to enter the scene – Nikolaus Krumpach – has several surviving translations to his name, in contrast to Johannes Lang. His translation of the Gospel of John, which will serve as our example in what follows, dates from around spring 1522 (April or later).46 Krumpach, who worked as a parish priest in Querfurt, had published new translations every month since the beginning of the year, dedicating them all to Hans von Pack, castle captain in Halle. All were printed in Wolfgang Stöckel’s Leipzig workshop: both Krumpach and Stöckel had studied in Erfurt and were open to Reformation ideas at an early stage. They undertook several translations together, which appeared successively, so that one may rightly speak of a small translation project. A translation of Erasmus’ new preface to his Latin edition of the Novum Testamentum omne47 was first,48 its dedication dated 28 January 1522, with Krumpach then translating the Epistles of Peter (24 February 1522), Timothy (18 March 1522) and Titus, before turning to the Gospel of John.








	

Matt 1:19-21













	

Erasmus’ NT Greek and Latin diglota




	

Johannes Lang, Das heilig Evangelium Mattheib




	

Literal English translation of Lang









	

Ἰωσὴφ δὲ ὁ ἀνὴρ αὐτῆς, δίκαιος ὢν, καὶ μὴ θέλων αὐτὴν παραδειγματίσαι, ἐβουλήθη λάθρᾳ ἀπολύσαι αὐτήν.


ταῦτα δὲ αὐτοῦ ἐνθυμηθέντος, ἰδοὺ ἄγγελος κυρίου κατ’ ὄναρ ἐφάνη αὐτῷ λέγων. Ἰωσὴφ υἱὸς δαυίδ μὴ φοβηθῇς παραλαβεῖν Μαρίαν τὴν γυναῖκά σου· τὸ γὰρ ἐν αὐτῇ γεννηθὲν, ἐκ πνεύματός ἐστιν ἁγίου.


τέξεται δὲ υἱόν, καὶ καλέσεις τὸ ὄνομα αὐτοῦ Ἰησοῦν. αὐτὸς γὰρ σώσει τὸν λαὸν αὐτοῦ ἀπὸ τῶν ἁμαρτιῶν αὐτῶν.




	

Porro Ioseph maritus eius, quam erat iustus, et nolebat illam infamare, voluit clamculum ab ea divertere.


Haec autem cum is illa animo versaret, ecce angelus domini in somnis visus est illi dicens, Ioseph fili David, ne metuas adiungere tibi Mariam uxorem tuam. Nam quod in illa conceptum est, a spiritu sancto profectus est.


Pariet autem filium, et vocabis nomen eius Iesum. Is enim salvum faciet populum suum a peccatis suis.




	

Joseph aber yrh gemahel, so erh gerecht war, unnd wolt sie nit tzu schand settzen, wollt erh sie heimlich von sich lassen.


Als erh aber diß gedacht hette, secht ein Engel des hern ist ym erschinnen ym gesicht der sagt O Joseph sun Davids. Du solt nit furchten das du tzu dier nemest Mariam dein hausfraw, den das in yrh geborn ist, das ist auß dem heiligen geist.


Si wiert aber geberen einen sun. und du wirst nennen seinen namen Jhesus, den er wiert selig machen sein volck, von yehren sunden,




	

[19] And Joseph her husband, as he was just, and did not want to put her to shame, wanted to let her from him privily.


[20] But as he had considered this, see an angel of the Lord appeared to him in a dream who says O Joseph son of David. You shall not fear that you take to you Mary your wife, for what is born in her, t hat is from the Holy Spirit.


[21] And she will bear a son. and you will call his name Jesus, for he will make blessed his people, from their sins,












a Novum Testamentum Omne, fol. a 1v., with abbreviations expanded.


b Johannes Lang, Das heilig Evangelium Matthei, fol. A iiv, with abbreviations expanded


Although the title-page makes no direct reference to Erasmus (Figure 1.4), in the dedication Krumpach mentions how he mostly followed the translation of the ‘very learned Erasmus of Rotterdam’.49 As there is no evidence of direct dependence on the Greek text in his translations, it is presumed that Krumpach did not know Greek, while on several occasions he refers explicitly to having received the Erasmus text in the Latin version.50 He is aware of the explosive nature of textual deviations from the Vulgate and alive to accusations of heresy, mentioning in the dedication of his German translation of the Erasmus Preface how, before its publication, the text has been checked and anything liable to be seen as heresy removed.51 Furthermore, Krumpach claims that he does not always translate word for word but, in the tradition of Jerome, is guided by ‘the sense and meaning of the Holy Gospel’,52 thereby taking up an argument of Erasmus: however, we will see below that this is only partly true. According to the dedication appended to the Gospel of John – translated ‘to the praise and glory of almighty God and our Saviour, Jesus Christ’ – Krumpach’s primary target group consists of ‘lay people who do not understand Latin’.53
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Gospel of John, the divine chancellor and beloved disciple of our Lord Jesus Christ. Put into German by the worthy and very learned gentleman Nikolaus Krumpach, licentiate of Holy Scripture and parish priest at Querfurt, useful and comforting to read for all people who believe in Christ. Printed in Leipzig by Wolfgang Stöckel. 1522.


Figure 1.4: Nikolaus Krumpach, Evangelium Johannis … (Leipzig, 1522), title-page.








Pastoral concerns are primarily what motivate Krumpach’s translation and for the Krumpach/Stöckel translation project generally, Bible reading seems to mean reading for purposes of edification: the Gospel message is not to be reserved for clerics alone, but is ‘useful and comforting to read’ for all Christians – where ‘comfort’ is a crucial idea that appears frequently in Krumpach’s titles and prefaces.54 Lack of Latin knowledge should exclude no one from the Gospel message, as this is the key to faith, and lay people, too, should have direct access to God’s Word: for interpreting the Holy Scriptures, they should not be dependent on clerics, some of whom lead an unchristian lifestyle – by which Krumpach also emerges as a supporter of renewing the priesthood.


Accordingly, Krumpach’s main concern is to make the biblical text easy to understand. This can be seen at both macro- and micro-structural levels of his translation. At the larger level, Krumpach introduces each chapter with a short summary, providing brief marginal comments on theologically important or unclear passages or glossing key words. In the details, Krumpach’s translation is characterised by a specific phenomenon that occurs with high frequency in the text: translation of a single word in the source text by two or sometimes three German words linked by the conjunction oder (or) and inserted into the text as alternatives. This technique is not hendiadys but a method of integrating various pieces of information into the text, as can briefly be shown using John 6:47-51 as an example.


As can be observed, the phenomenon appears in total six times in five verses: in Krumpach’s translation (column 2) and the literal English translation (column 3), the corresponding passages are highlighted in italics; the underlining indicates every case where one or other translation reproduces Erasmus’ Latin text (column 1) literally. Additionally, passages where Erasmus modifies the Vulgate are marked in bold in his text, while those in bold in Krumpach’s text indicate places where his German translation clearly depends on Erasmus’ Latin text.


The word pairs in John 6:47-51 reveal several functions. In the first kind (John 6:47), part 1 of the translated word pair is influenced by Erasmus’ Latin ‘confidit mihi’ (trusts in me), which here differs from the Vulgate, while with part 2 a literal translation of the Vulgate variant ‘qui credit in me’ (who believes in me) is included. We may assume that in this way Krumpach wants to protect himself against possible accusations of heresy for changing the biblical text. In a second kind (John 6:48), foreign words or unknown realities are explained by means of the word-pair method. In our example, the word ‘manna’ is duplicated by the explanatory nominal phrase ‘the miraculous bread’. Only here does the equivalent to Erasmus’ variant come in second place in Krumpach’s translation. In other cases, Krumpach adds German synonyms. This can involve use of variant prepositions, as happens twice in John 6:51: in each case, Krumpach’s first variant takes up the Latin text exactly, while his second variant reflects actual German-language style in Krumpach’s day. Or it can involve inclusion of German words that add content to the text (John 6:50-51), whenever Krumpach considers this to be necessary for clarifying its meaning.








	

John 6:47-51













	

Erasmus’ NT Greek and Latin diglota




	

Nikolaus Krumpach, Evangelium Johannisb









	

Amen amen dico vobis, qui confidit mihi, habet vitam aeternam.


Ego sum panis ille vitae.


Patres vestri comederunt manna in deserto, et mortui sunt.


Hic est panis de coelo descendens, ut ex ipso edat aliquis, et non moriatur.


Ego sum panis vivus qui de coelo descendi. Si quis ederit ex hoc pane, vivet in aeternum. Et panis quem ego dabo, caro mea est, quam ego dabo pro mundi vita.




	

Furwar furwar sag ich euch, wer mir trauet oder glaubt in mich, der hat das ewig leben.


Jch bin dasselbige prot des lebens.


Ewere veter haben das wunderbare prot oder manna in der wusteney geessen und seind gestorbenn.


Ditz ist das prot, welchs von hymel herab kumbt, darumb das einer darvon esse und nit sterbe, oder unsterblich werde.


Jch bin das lebendige prot, der ich vom hymel gestigen bin. So yemant auß oder von disem prot essen wirt, der wirt in ewigkeyt leben. Und das prot welchs ich geben werde, ist mein fleysch, welchs ich werde geben fur oder zu der welt heil, leben oder seligkeyt.




	

[47] Verily, verily, I say to you, who trusts in me or believes on me has eternal life.


[48] I am that bread of life.


[49] Your fathers have eaten the miraculous bread or manna in the wilderness and have died.


[50] This is the bread which comes down from heaven, that one may eat of it and not die or become immortal.


[51] I am the living bread who came down from heaven. If anyone will eat off or from this bread, he will live for ever. And the bread which I will give is my flesh, which I will give for or to the world’s salvation, life or blessedness.












a Novum Testamentum Omne, fol. r 6v (204)/Novum Testamentum Omne, fol. z 1v (178), with abbreviations expanded.


b Krumpach, Evangelium Johannis, D iiv and following page, with abbreviations expanded.


By integrating explanations and comments into the text, in this way, Krumpach’s method produces numerous textual surpluses that make it difficult to read as well as stylistically dubious. Moreover, Krumpach’s practice of translating demonstrative articles and other functional words very precisely, to reflect the Latin original, means that his German does not always align with language usage.


Interestingly, as things turned out and as demand for a complete Gospel book in German had developed in the meantime, other publishers in Augsburg and Leipzig came up with the idea of editing Lang’s and Krumpach’s translations together and commissioning the missing Gospel translations of Mark and Luke to complement them. Exactly who did the corresponding translations is unclear, and disputed by researchers. In these Four Gospel books, the translators’ names are erased and each Gospel has its own title-page, to allow their distribution separately, in handy octavo format, and to suit the lay target group.55


However, this German Gospel tradition breaks off abruptly at the end of 1522, with neither the translators nor the publishers considering continuation of such translation projects necessary or appropriate, despite Krumpach having already begun a regular series of translations or Lang having committed himself in print to following up with further works, ‘if’ – as he puts it – ‘it will bring any benefit, as I hope it will’.56 A final reprint of Krumpach’s Gospel of John is dated to the end of 1522, edited by Strasbourg printer Johannes Prüß but with Luther’s name on the title-page.


The immense success of Luther’s September Testament simply brought other translation projects to an immediate end, with Luther’s translation gaining rapid acceptance and displacing the other German Bible texts, whether older or newer. But the way for vernacular Bible reading had been opened up by the reception of Erasmus and, once established, made German (partial) translations of the Bible an integral part of everyday life. Without these prior efforts, Luther might never have begun to translate the Bible.


Martin Luther’s September Testament as a sequel to these efforts


We come finally to Luther’s September Testament, first printed on 21 September 1522 just in time for the Leipzig Book Fair.57 Among other factors that account for Luther’s translation of the Bible is its direct relation to these prior efforts, as suggested by the following statement from Luther’s Table Talk in the first half of the 1530s:




Philipp Melanchthon urged me to translate the New Testament. Because he could see how it was being torn asunder here and there. Someone had translated Matthew, someone else Luke. Nevertheless, it had to be tackled – above all because of Paul. For wherever confusion reigned concerning obscured passages in Paul’s Letters, it seemed necessary to shed light on these and sort them out.58





On this account of things, Luther learned about other partial translations of the New Testament through Melanchthon and was actually prompted by him to make his own translation. This sundering of the NT into separate parts bothered Luther retrospectively, as did the exclusive focus on the Gospels.59 It is documented that Luther made a secret visit to Wittenberg between 4 and 9 December 1521 and stayed with Philipp Melanchthon,60 having been incognito at the Wartburg for seven months. A letter by Luther written soon after his return to the Castle, on 18 December 1521, to his friend Johannes Lang has also survived. In it, Luther mentions Lang’s translation while at the same time announcing his own, thereby providing our earliest documented reference to Luther’s translation of the Bible:




I shall remain here in seclusion till Easter, and write postils, and translate the New Testament into German, which so many people are anxious to have. I hear you also are occupied therewith. Go on with what you have begun. Would to God that every town had its interpreter, and that this book could be had in every language, and dwell in the hearts and hands of all.61





Probably it was at this meeting with Melanchthon in Wittenberg that the idea of translating the New Testament took concrete shape.62 Previously, Luther’s translation activities at the Wartburg had been limited to Bible passages in the German Christmas postil, which he wrote at the Castle as a follow-up to his Latin Advent postil, first printed in 1521; but now, Luther’s work on the German Advent postil would overlap with his New Testament translation.63 Nonetheless, Luther managed to produce a translation of the New Testament in rough draft between about mid-December 1521 and his departure from the Wartburg on 1 March 1522, thus in about eleven weeks. In the weeks following it was then revised in collaboration with colleagues in Wittenberg, principally Philipp Melanchthon.64


Even the title-page of the September Testament (Figure 1.5) reveals a radical break with previous tradition. Whereas Lang’s and Krumpach’s title-pages (Figures 1.3 and 1.4) present the writing evangelists as authors, with both translators giving their name and stating the intentions of their works, the title-page of the September Testament is by contrast of simple design, with no woodcut, sprawling book title or author’s name but only the place of printing. Additionally, Luther’s translation in folio format contains the text of the complete New Testament, unlike previous partial translations in quarto format. Luther himself explains his innovations at the beginning of the preface: although it would be appropriate to publish this particular book with neither prefaces nor names, Luther refrains from this in order to tell readers clearly what awaits them in this book and how, in his opinion, the New Testament as Gospel should be understood. The central point, for Luther, is that the New Testament is not a book of laws, provided by individual prophets (that is, authors) as happens in the Old Testament, but the book of Christ, and as there is only one Christ, there is only one Gospel:
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Figure 1.5: Martin Luther, Das newe Testament Deůtzsch (The German New Testament, Wittenberg, 1522), title-page.








It would be right and proper for this book to go forth without any prefaces or extraneous names attached and simply have its own say under its own name. […] Necessity demands, therefore, that there should be a notice or preface, by which the ordinary man can be rescued from his former delusions, set on the right track, and taught what he is to look for in this book, so that he may not seek laws and commandments where he ought to be seeking the gospel and promises of God […].65





Etymologically, Luther explains this ‘testament’ as containing the will that Christ made before he died and the legacy whereby he bequeaths ‘all his property to all who believe’ the proclaimed Gospel.66 Consequently, Luther elevates the New Testament to a book of God’s promise: in this book, readers are to seek the Gospel, in other words the preaching of Christ and his benefits,67 and will find it if they believe. In this way, and fully in accordance with the sola scriptura principle, Luther makes the New Testament the only infallible source of Christian faith and practice. Luther draws the grounds of his faith directly from the Bible and conveys his own hermeneutical approach in the preface, as if to protect the New Testament from any other interpretation or from any arbitrary piece of reading for edification.68 In contrast to Lang or Krumpach, Luther’s approach to the New Testament is theologically grounded and reflects Christology at its core.


Some other innovations in content and design cause Luther’s September Testament to stand out.69 Instead of Jerome’s traditional prologues, Luther adds his own prefaces to give the reader access to the content. In place of a page layout in two columns, the Bible text now fills the whole page in large format, with notes directing readers to difficult passages’ core topics. Pictures support central messages.70 And last but not least, Luther rearranges some books, departing from the Vulgate’s order. As Thomas Kaufmann points out, when talking about the Bible translation Luther explicitly emphasises that this is his translation: ‘[n]ever before had the Christian book of faith been appropriated so individualistically, so pointedly, unilaterally and yet comprehensibly’.71 Thus Luther’s translation marks a radical new beginning, opening up access to the Gospel for all people.


When translating, Luther worked as professionally as in his university activities. On his desk at the Wartburg lay a considerable selection of academic volumes,72 including Erasmus’ Greek text in the new small edition by Nikolaus Gerbel (1521), the scholarly edition of his Novum Testamentum omne including its Annotationes (1519), the Vulgate in both simple and scholarly forms and the commentaries of Nicholas of Lyra. Research has shown how Luther’s translation differs from his earlier attempts, including those of the Wartburg period, especially since those were based primarily on the Vulgate and followed more conspicuously the principle of word-for-word translation.73 Detailed studies notwithstanding, however, whether Luther translated from the Greek or Latin Erasmus texts or from the Vulgate remains open to debate.74 In my view, no definitive answer to this question is possible since Luther’s initial rough translation, undertaken at the Wartburg, was then thoroughly revised together with Philipp Melanchthon75 – and with this finished translation as our starting point, it is difficult to say whether Greek-based passages in the translation originate with Luther, Melanchthon or both together. Overall, the evidence indicates that the translation is based on all the relevant originals – an aspect open to criticism, from a methodological point of view. Having reflected on his translation decisions, in some passages more and in others less, Luther then makes confident independent judgments. This can be seen in a familiar instance, Matt 1:19 (see above), where a new interpretative variant occurs (see table).








	

Matt 1:19













	

Erasmus’ NT Greek and Latin diglot




	

Vulgate




	

Martin Luther, Das newe Testament Deůtzsch




	

Literal English translation of Luther









	

Ἰωσὴφ δὲ ὁ ἀνὴρ αὐτῆς, δίκαιος ὢν, καὶ μὴ θέλων αὐτὴν


παραδειγματίσαι,


ἐβουλήθη λάθρᾳ ἀπολύσαι αὐτήν.




	

Porro Ioseph maritus eius, quam erat iustus, et nolebat illam


infamare, voluit clamculum ab ea divertere.




	

Ioseph autem vir eius


cum esset iustus et nollet eam


traducere voluit occulte dimittere eam




	

Joseph aber yhr man war frum, und wolt sie nit


rugen,


gedacht aber sie heymlich tzuuerlassen,




	

[19]And Joseph her husband was virtuous, and did not want to accuse her, but intended to leave her privily,












a Novum Testamentum omne, fol. a 1v, with abbreviations expanded.


b Biblia sacra. Iuxta Vulgatam versionem, ed. Robert Weber and Roger Gryson (Stuttgart, 2007).


c Das newe Testament Deůtzsch, fol. A iv, with abbreviations expanded


Joseph does not want to ‘discredit’ Mary, with Erasmus taking παραδειγματίσαι (paradeigmatísai) to mean ‘make a show or spectacle of’, in Latin ‘infamare’. In terms of content, Luther agrees with this – as his explanation in the margin makes clear:




This means that he did not want to put her to shame among the people, although he had the power to do so according to the law. And so Saint Matthew praises Joseph for his virtuousness in even renouncing his right for the sake of love.76





Nevertheless, in the text he prefers the lexeme rügen, which in Early New High German means ‘to accuse in court’ and lends judicial connotations to the passage. Luther thus emphasises Joseph’s selflessness even more, as an example of the Gospel message of love. From this instance we see how Luther’s translation is orientated primarily towards the target-language, and is sometimes also word-for-word, and how when faced with difficult passages he refers to the hermeneutical tradition but makes a decision in line with his own theological ideas.


Luther’s translation is also extraordinary from a linguistic point of view. Not only does he translate by taking into account current language usage and repeatedly revising his finished work until his death, in order to improve its quality,77 but above all Luther displays an exceptional linguistic talent, as evidenced by his linguistic power, deep linguistic awareness and skill in shaping language.78 In several important studies, Birgit Stolt has outlined how Luther’s biblical language is anchored in aural culture. The implication is that his text is meant for recitation, comprising by design small information units linked together by syntactic structures. The language of the Gospel is rhythmic and, as a result, can affect the listener: ‘movere’ in ancient rhetoric.79


In late-mediaeval fashion, the language of the September Testament is also demonstrably arranged in cadenced units that accentuate their prose rhythm80 – although to determine whether this is done consciously or unconsciously requires further research. Here, too, Luther’s translation differs from that of his contemporaries, for the corresponding passages in Lang’s and Krumpach’s texts sound ponderous and their sequence of stressed and unstressed syllables appears to follow no particular rule. In Luther’s text, by contrast, a certain shaping emerges: passages before virgules or verse endings show various patterns of accentuated, late-mediaeval prose rhythm, such as Luther probably had in his ear from Latin services. In the verses analysed, two such patterns are most frequent: cursus planus (x ~ ~ / x ~), underlined in the examples in the table; and cursus trispondiacus (x ~ / ~ ~ x ~), marked in bold.81
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(19) Joseph aber yhr man war frum / und wolt sie nit rugen / gedacht aber sie heymlich tzuuerlassen /


(20) Jn dem er aber alßo gedacht / sihe / da erschyn yhm eyn Engell des hernn ym trawm vnd sprach / Joseph du son David furcht dich nit Mariam deyn weyb zu dyr zu nehmen / denn das ynn yhr geporn ist / das ist von dem heyligen geyst /


(21) unnd sie wirt geperen eynen son / des namen solltu heyssen Jhesus / denn er wirt seyn volck selig machen von yhren sunden.


















	

John 6:47-51









	

(47) Warlich warlich ich sage euch / wer an mich glewbet / der hatt das ewige leben /


(48) Jch byn das brod des lebens /


(49) Ewre veter haben hymelbrod gessen ynn der wusten / vnd sind gestorben /


(50) Dis ist das brod / das vom hymel kompt / auff dz / wer dauon isset / nit sterbe /


(51) Jch byn das lebendige brod / vom hymel komen / wer von disem brod essen wirt / der wirt leben ynn ewickeyt / unnd das brod / das ich geben werde / ist meyn fleysch / wilchs ich geben werde fur das leben der wellt.












a Martin Luther, Das newe Testament Deůtzsch, fol. A iv and M vv, with abbreviations expanded.


Luther’s best-known musings on appropriate translation style come in his 1530 Open Letter on Translating, when justifying his translation to his opponents; however, he was already thinking about this while working on the translation itself: in a letter in Latin to Georg Spalatin on 30 March 1522, shortly after his return from the Wartburg, he comments that he is now working with Melanchthon on revising the translation and would like Spalatin’s help in choosing appropriate everyday words:




I have not only translated the Gospel of St. John in my Patmos, but the whole of the New Testament, and Philip and I are now busy correcting it, and, with God’s help, it will be a splendid work. Meantime we need your help, to find out proper words, therefore be ready to supply us with the common terms for some things we require, but not those used at Court, for this book is to be written in the simplest language.82





Simplicity of style (simplicitas, in ancient rhetoric) promotes comprehensibility (perspicuitas), so in combination they support Luther’s aim of making the Bible accessible to the common people. Luther’s notion regarding style, here, is quite revolutionary and sets him clearly apart from Erasmus who pursued, instead, the stylistic ideal of elegantia. Erasmus and Luther share a similar view that the Bible ought to be read and understood by all, in the vernacular, but by ‘all’ Luther is thinking not so much about the farmer, weaver or traveller:




We mustn’t consult the Latin text about how to speak German, as these donkeys do, but we must consult the mother at home, children in the street, and the ordinary man in the market-place, watch them mouth their words, and translate accordingly. That way they’ll understand, and see that they’re being spoken to in German.83





Accessibility, for such readers, demands in Luther’s view a language register both related to common language and apt for communicating the Gospel as a book of promise. Conflicting though these qualities might seem, at first glance, they come together whenever a Bible reader grasps not merely content-related meaning but also the emotional freight carried by the words, so that, as Luther says in his lecture on Genesis, one can ‘feel the Bible in his heart’.84 Indeed, the translator should also speak from the heart and employ language accordingly: what Ludwig van Beethoven said – ‘[f]rom the heart may it go to the heart once more’ – nicely fits the Luther Bible also. This special ‘tone’, this German sacral style, began with Luther and first appears in his September Testament.







	1	.	See also Thomas Kaufmann, ‘Vorreformatorische Laienbibel und reformatorisches Evangelium’, Zeitschrift für Theologie und Kirche, 101, no. 2 (2004), pp. 140-45; Thomas Kaufmann, Der Anfang der Reformation: Studien zur Kontextualität der Theologie, Publizistik und Inszenierung Luthers und der reformatorischen Bewegung (Tübingen, 2018), pp. 69-78; Klaus Unterburger, ‘Volkssprachliche Übersetzungen der Bibel im 15. und 16. Jahrhundert: Die Entstehung von Interpretationsvarianten der Heiligen Schrift und die Frage des Auslegungsmonopols der Kirche’, in Jan Martin Lies (ed.), Wahrheit – Geschwindigkeit – Pluralität: Chancen und Herausforderungen durch den Buchdruck im Zeitalter der Reformation (Göttingen, 2021), pp. 164-70.



	2	.	For instance, manuscripts attributed to the so-called Austrian Bible Translator, whose works have been researched and edited since 2016; see the homepage for the twelve-year German Academienunion project: https://bibeluebersetzer.badw.de/ [accessed 20 March 2023]; Thomas O. Höllmann (ed.), Der Österreichische Bibelübersetzer: Ein neues Akademievorhaben zwischen Tradition und Innovation, Akademie aktuell 62, no. 3 (2017, special issue). https://badw.de/fileadmin/pub/akademieAktuell/2017/62/AA_0317_Buch_V06.pdf [accessed 20 March 2023].



	3	.	For the relevant fundamental handbook article, see Stefan Sonderegger, ‘Geschichte deutschsprachiger Bibelübersetzungen in Grundzügen’, in W. Besch et al. (eds), Sprachgeschichte: Ein Handbuch zur Geschichte der deutschen Sprache und ihrer Erforschung, 4 vols (Berlin and New York, 1998), vol. 1, pp. 257-58.



	4	.	Sonderegger, ‘Geschichte deutschsprachiger Bibelübersetzungen’, p. 258; see also Carola Redzich, ‘Luthers langer Schatten: Teleologie und Typologie in der Forschungsgeschichte zur Bibelübersetzung’, in R. Faber and U. Puschner (eds), Luther: zeitgenössisch, historisch, kontrovers (Frankfurt am Main, 2017), p. 470.



	5	.	Redzich, ‘Luthers langer Schatten‘, pp. 473-80; see also Carola Redzich, ‘Mittelalterliche Bibelübersetzung und der Übersetzungsbegriff’, in B. Bußmann et al. (eds), Übertragungen: Formen und Konzepte von Reproduktion in Mittelalter und Früher Neuzeit (Berlin and New York, 2005), pp. 259-78. On the place of translation and the value of hermeneutics in mediaeval sacred translations, see Rita Copeland, Rhetoric, Hermeneutics, and Translation in the Middle Ages: Academic Traditions and Vernacular Texts (Cambridge, 1991), 50-62.



	6	.	Johannes Mathesius, Von des Ehrwirdigen in Gott Seligen thewren Manns Gottes / Doctoris Martini Luthers / anfang / lehr / leben und sterben […] (Nuremberg, 1568), 150v; my translation.



	7	.	Heimo Reinitzer, Biblia deutsch: Luthers Bibelübersetzung und ihre Tradition (Wolfenbüttel, 1983), pp. 90-97.



	8	.	Sonderegger, ‘Geschichte deutschsprachiger Bibelübersetzungen’, p. 259.



	9	.	Jens Haustein and Martin Schubert, ‘Die deutsche Bibelübersetzung vor Luther’, Akademie Aktuell: Zeitschrift der Bayerischen Akademie der Wissenschaften 64, no. 3 (2017), pp. 20-27.
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