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Preface





  Though the essays in this volume are often substantially altered from their original appearance, several of these pieces did see place of first publication at a variety of different sites. “Martin Luther on the Toilet,” “Here I Stand; I Can Do No Other,” and “Of Canons and Marginal Poets” all appeared in Queen Mob’s Teahouse, and “Et in America Ego” appeared in Berfrois, where I am an editor. Both sites are edited by the incomparable Russell Bennetts, who has created two of the best British cultural sites today, which posterity will one day remember as an important literary movement.




  Thanks to Nadja Spiegleman and Dan Piepenbring at The Paris Review for place of first publication for “A Rude Railing Rhymer” and “One Devil Too Many Amongst Them.” Thank you to Kathryn Brownell of The Washington Post, which ran a much shorter version of “Last of the Insurgents.” Thank you to Jeremy Lybarger of Poetry for his editorial work on “Among Tyrants.” “A Time to Mourn, and a Time to Dance: The Last Carnival” first appeared in Religion Dispatches, thanks to Evan Derkacz for his work on that piece. “A New Reformation” was part of Commonweal’s coverage of the five-hundredth anniversary of that event, thanks to Matthew Sitman for that opportunity. Thanks to Adam Green of The Public Domain Review for running “Robert Greene, first of the Bohemians.”




  “But a Walking Shadow, or: The Metaphysics of Shakespeare” was published in LitHub as part of their observance of the four-hundredth anniversary of Shakespeare’s death, thanks to Emily Firetog. Both “The Unfortunate Invention of White People” and “Cycle and Epicycle, Orb in Orb” first appeared in Aeon, thanks to Sam Dresser. Both “The Dark Lady Inscribed in the Book of Life” and “Monarch of Letters: ‘Rabbi’ John Selden and the Restoration of the Jews” were first published in Tablet, thanks to Matthew Fishbane. “Preachers from the Palace of Wisdom, or: Ranterism in the UK” was first published in The Revealer, thanks to Kali Handelman, and “Praying for the Awful Grace of God” was published by McSweeney’s, thanks to Daniel Levin Becker. A version of “The Thinking Reed Tries God’s Luck” was published in Nautilus by Brian Gallagher. “Fuckadillia’s Man at Court” first appeared in JSTOR Daily, thanks to Benjamin Winterhalter. Both “The Science Fiction Before Science” and “John Milton, One of the Roughs, An American” were published in The Atlantic, thanks to Lenika Cruz.




  Several of these pieces were first published at The Millions, where I’m a staff writer. These include “The Other Folio,” “East of El Dorado,” and “God in the Trash Fire: The Inflammable Thomas Traherne.” I have such gratitude to the opportunities that the editors I’ve worked with there, Lydia Kiesling and Adam Bortez, have given me. I must also mention The Millions’ founder C. Max Magee, who was instrumental in making The Millions one of the best American literary sites of the new millennium. Being able to contribute to that mission has been an incredible honor.




  Finally, I must acknowledge the unwavering support and love of my family over the course of writing these essays, including my late father Matt, my mother Janet, my brother Jacob, and particularly my wife Meg.











  
Prologue: Writing the Renaissance Imaginary





  As you read through the chapters in this book, you may notice that there’s a particular narrative conceit that I’m fond of. A tendency to begin each piece with a representative historical anecdote, normally presented in media res, with possibly some sensory detail borrowed from the tool-kit of the fiction writer, which is then used to demonstrate some theoretical argument that I’m making about the time period. Some people like this method, others resolutely do not; such as the brave, anonymous gentleman of the internet who complained that when I described a seventeenth-century Oxford library in the autumn as being “cold,” that I couldn’t have possibly known this (I still maintain that it was a decent guess).




  For some, this particular rhetorical trope by which I begin many of my essays may seem fundamentally suspect, so ingrained is that division between history and fiction, logic and poetry, which goes back to the ancient Greeks. Yet for me personally, such a stylistic gambit derives from my own particular philosophy of composition. I feel rather strongly about it, and in explaining my reasons, in giving a bit of an ars poetica for the genre defined by starting-a-piece-with-a-pithy-story-that-may-or-may-not-ultimately-have-much-to-do-with-the-essay’s-subject, I think that something can be said about not just how I write about the Renaissance, but how we’ve collectively imagined the Renaissance.




  Too often we divide style from subject, but I empathically declare that rhetoric is content. Rhetoric is ideology, too. There is no easy linguistic separation between how we tell a story, and what the argument of that story is; no simple division between narrative and theme. In proffering a defense for my writerly philosophy, the most honest mea culpa is simply that I write the way that I do because I enjoy the way that I write. Maybe it sounds self-indulgent – perhaps we all train to be that master of authorial asceticism who slashes at their darlings with the deleter’s scythe, who with the plucky enthusiasm of a marketing major writes for the broadest possible audience, and I’d be lying if I said that I too didn’t aspire for readership. Ultimately, however, I’ve always taken my prime audience to be myself, and should that sound egotistical, I don’t care. I enjoy the process, and I suspect any writer who says that they don’t. If you didn’t, why do it? There are plenty of other talented writers.




  Why I enjoy that particular narrative trope could perhaps be explained by the reality that I’m not a historical scholar, but at heart still an English major. This is not an incidental autobiographical fact; it’s instrumental to understanding my justification for this style. Like most people drawn to the study of literature, whether they care to admit it in the post-Theory world or not, what attracted me to the discipline was nothing so complicated as stories. If all of reality is composed by the atoms of language, then narrative is the very medium in which meaning operates. As such, while I’d not embrace any particularly subjective epistemology, nor does my metaphysics veer towards the relativistic, I do think that plot and story suffuse everything, that even the driest of accounts evidences narrative sources, and thus that ultimately literary criticism is the Queen of the Humanities. “Objective history” may be a discipline written in archives, composed of demographic and census data, but what I’m doing is (clearly) something different.




  My ownership over the Renaissance, if one can have such a thing, comes from the discipline of literary study. When studying the distant past a literary scholar must rely on the work done by historians, it’s unavoidable. Gratitude must be offered to those who spend that time more soberly writing so that people like me can drunkenly conjecture. At the risk of sounding pat or cliched, what I’m trying to do is tell a story. All of the historical information in the book is derived from scholars more qualified than I am to say what happened when to whom. Nor are any of the events, texts, or figures discussed within Printed in Utopia novel, they’re all filched by me – not from the specialized archive, but rather from the regular old library. That’s not to say that I haven’t done archival research – I have. It’s reflected in scholarly work and peer-reviewed writing which I have done, and such experiences were central to what I aimed to do in this volume. But what I’m doing in this volume is something different.




  If anything is novel it’s precisely in how I’ve chosen to tell this particular story of what the Renaissance should mean. It’s a theoretical work, an analytical work, a critical work. Which is to say that at its core, I’ve intended it to be a creative work. Insomuch as history is empirical, that old dichotomy between it and poetry has some merit. History is arguably closer to science in that manner, but what I’ve hoped to do is rearrange the raw materials of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries to interpret what those twenty decades could possibly mean to us a half millennium later. What’s new isn’t the notes, but the scoring; not the materials, but the pattern that I’ve put them in. That, I would venture, is always the job of the theorist and the critic, and as theory and criticism are what I’m trained in, I feel no need to be bashful about that fact.




  While some literary critics, of the dry, arid, quasi-scientific schools, have been queasy about that reality, the tradition in which I was trained was steadfastly not. Propriety of course compels me to admit that my favorite narrative conceit – the introduction of an arresting detail written in imitation of the novel and then following through on the more technical matters – is written throughout literary scholarship. It’s particularly identified with a group of scholars who gained preeminence in the 1980s who are known as the New Historicists. Associated with critics whose names you will see referenced throughout the book, this movement includes figures like Stephen Greenblatt, Roland Greene, Jeffrey Knapp, James Shapiro, and Stephen Orgel, and arguably emerged in reaction to the staid formalism of the Yale New Critics, while being incubated in the temperate climes of Berkeley, California.




  That all of these scholars are early modernists is important, for they write history as those in the Renaissance also did – not as technical brief, but as story. In terms of their theoretical orientation, the New Historicists regarded literature as embedded in the material conditions of history, and saw literature as historical evidence to be analyzed, but while also arguing that the cultural context of a text’s creation is central to the proper interpretation of that text. Trained either by New Historicists, or by people who were trained by them (or went to school with them), their mark can’t help but be seen in my approach.




  More importantly than just their ideological orientation, for my purposes, was their way of writing the Renaissance. For a critic like Greenblatt, who even though he often (though necessarily) engages complicated technical terminology, history is first and foremost presented as a story that can be told. A mistake to think that this is because of anything as mundane as “popularization” (though in Greenblatt’s case he’s found that to be pretty lucrative), but rather because the New Historicists, whether literally stated or not, understand history to be a literary text like any other that is open to interpretation at the hands of the adept critic, and so their scholarship reflects that same literary flair. The reading public today knows Greenblatt for his bestsellers like Will in the World or the (from my position, historically compromised) The Swerve, but read his earlier books like Renaissance Self-Fashioning as well. It holds with the best of Greenblatt’s writing, a theoretical work which poses complex scholarly questions, but which also presents a drama about people where the stakes are high. My point is that the man can turn a phrase.




  If the New Historicists inherited that approach, they arguably got it from European theorists and cultural materialists, from the Birmingham School for Social Research of Raymond Williams and Stuart Hall, and particularly from the post-structuralist historiography of Michel Foucault. Those European antecedents tended to reflect a Marxist political gloss that their American counterparts have, in true American fashion, eliminated in favor of a more general discussion of race, class, and gender. Even Foucault, for all of his reputation of disparaging “meta-narratives,” has more of a Marxian pose than do his American students. Nevertheless, what the Americans didn’t take in politics, they did in rhetoric. Drawing from the example of Foucault, the New Historicists embraced “Theory” that is engaging to read. So complete has the denigration of Foucault been at the hands of conservative critics who’ve never read him, so total is his reputation for writing turgid, obfuscating, complex prose, that many first-time students who encounter him in Discipline and Punish or History of Madness uncover a delightful fact – that man could really turn a phrase.




  Consider Foucault in Discipline and Punish, and tell me that this man couldn’t write:




 

    The condemned man found himself transformed into a hero by the sheer extend of his widely advertised crimes, and sometimes the affirmation of his belated repentance. Against the law, against the rich, the powerful, the magistrates, the constabulary or the watch, against taxes and their collectors, he appeared to have waged a struggle with which one all too easily identified. The proclamation of these crimes blew up to epic proportions the tiny struggle that passed unperceived in everyday life. If the condemned man was shown to be repentant, accepting the verdict, asking both God and man for forgiveness for his crimes, it was as if he had come through some process of purification: he died, in his own way, like a saint.







  I would put the writing of Michel Foucault up against any of the English or American novelists of the 1960s and ‘70s. That passage reads like Dickens or Austen to me. Foucault has a sense of narrative, a sense of phrasing. And none of that is incidental to what he’s doing, it’s not simply to make his writing more enjoyable to read, for it does do that, but often enough Foucault is complicated when he needs to be so that it’s clear “popularization” is not simply his goal. Again, rhetoric is content. In making history into a narrative, there is an implicit argument about the ways in which we interpret and reinterpret the past, the ways in which we create time periods out of the raw materials of dates, facts, and events. Alongside “micro-historians” like Carlo Ginzburg and Robert Darnton, a historian like Foucault was instrumental in writing history as poetry.




  Foucault arguably got his own narrative affectations from early schools of French historiography, particularly the Annales School of historians like Lucien Febvre and Marc Bloch. As with Foucault, and the later New Historicists, these were scholars who crafted history as story. That both Febvre and Bloch tended to be resistant to Marxist interpretation, at least the most vulgar materialist permutations thereof, speaks to how the question of rhetoric can in some cases be divorced from ideological concerns. But in a more subtle, more ghostly way, I think that their essays evidence a certain continuity, a certain understanding of how our interpretive glosses must always begin and end in narrative, understanding that history and literature can’t be understood as if they were physics. If we wish to trace such an approach to the essay back to its origin, we could move from the Annales School to the very genesis of the genre’s form, the great Renaissance essayist Michel de Montaigne.




  For the sixteenth-century writer, the essay was a brief prose experiment into some sort of realm of experience. Like the New Historicists, Montaigne would mingle together disparate references, events, and evidence, mixing classical aphorism, scriptural quotation, accounts of cannibals, and observations of his own cat, to produce works that could begin in the simple, arresting narrative detail, but then move outward to consideration of everything from Christian charity to colonialism. Such an approach was the prose equivalent of Wunderkammers, the “Wonder Cabinets,” then proliferating in the collections of moneyed gentlemen, shelves filled with an assortment of artfully arranged shells and feathers, fossils and artifacts, with their very organization posing some kind of implied argument for each individual display. As the master himself wrote, the affairs of humans are “marvelously vain, diverse, and undulating...It is hard to found any constant and uniform judgement.” And so, in arrangement and rearrangement of the objects on our shelves, we pose new interpretations, new analyses, new readings, new regenerations. New creations.




  That may speak to why I chose to write the way that I did, why I enjoy it, and why I think it’s important, but what exactly are the interpretations that I’m proffering? How am I imagining the Renaissance? Such requires a few brief words, for my positions on the study of that time period both reflect much of the mainstream of academic scholarship for the past two generations, but which I think perhaps tie all of my pieces together into a comprehensive whole that is slightly different as well. Strange to think of it, though it’s also true for all other defined epochs, but the Renaissance hasn’t always been with us. Obvious of course that there wasn’t a Renaissance before the time period itself, but I’m speaking to an issue of later, scholarly imagination. While the humanists of the sixteenth century (and certainly earlier in Italy) spoke of themselves as brokering something new in the intellectual world, of perhaps rupturing their connection to a medieval past, the word “Renaissance” as a scholarly designation didn’t emerge until well into the nineteenth century, and there were reasons for and implications to that.




  Two scholars were primarily responsible for the model of the Renaissance which is still taught, that the age heralded a rebirth of lost classical knowledge and moved Europe away from the barbarism of the Middle Ages. Those scholars were the Swiss historian Jacob Burckhardt and his French contemporary Jules Michelet. Teacher of Fredrich Nietzsche, Burckhardt’s 1860 The Civilization of the Renaissance in Italy may no longer be current as a work of scholarship, but its influence on the way we speak of those centuries has endured. Burckhardt was as responsible for inventing the Renaissance as Petrarch was. This was a depiction of that era as being one where “both sides of human consciousness – the side turned to the world that turned inward – lay, as it were, beneath a common veil, dreaming or half awake.” Burckhardt continues by claiming that:






   The veil was woven of faith, childlike prejudices, and illusion; seen through it, world and history appeared in strange hues; man recognized himself only as a member of a race, a nation, a party, a corporation, a family, or in some other general category. It was in Italy that this veil first melted into thin air, and awakened an objective perception and treatment of the state and all things of this world in general; but by its side, and with full power, there also arose the subjective; man becomes a self-aware individual and recognizes himself as such.







  Burckhardt’s prose remains arresting, even as his conceptual framework is suspect. Today, only someone like Harold Bloom would argue that the Renaissance actually invented what it means to be human. Not for nothing, in graduate school we were still expected to read all of The Civilization of the Renaissance in Italy, for though Burckhardt’s claim that the Renaissance was a grand rupture from a dark and dismal past into a more enlightened future seems hopelessly chauvinist and patrician to us, it’s still the view which dominates popular conceptions. And of course, Burckhardt knew how to turn a phrase as well.




  Michelet was arguably even more responsible for the invention of the Renaissance than Burckhardt, as he was the first to popularize the term with all of its connotations of rebirth and intellectual rejuvenation. Burckhardt was a staunch republican, and in the Renaissance city-states of Italy he saw political justification for his own politics. Similarly, Michelet was a steadfast Huguenot, who disdained the Catholic Middle Ages as backwards and superstitious, and so in the Renaissance he saw a decisive and beneficial break with that dark past. His History of France promulgates an understanding of the period which sees it as throwing off the shackles of primitive archaism, of medieval tyranny, and of marching forward to a grander, more beautiful future.




  Michelet’s perspective has perhaps fared worse than Burckhardt’s, though it too still reigns triumphant whenever a pundit uses the word “medieval” as a slur. His reductionisms tend to flatten the distinction between the medieval period and the Renaissance, a difference which people living at the time wouldn’t have seen. He gives no credit to the Middle Ages, a period which saw the technical proficiency of being able to construct architectural marvels such as the great gothic cathedrals, which produced equivalent works of literature and philosophy, and which arguably had more just and equitable social arrangements than the exploitive nascent capitalism of the Renaissance. Historians and philosophers of science like Pierre Duhem, George Sarton, and James Franklin have argued for a “continuity thesis,” claiming that there was no major rupture between the medieval and the Renaissance, and in their most radical permutations that the later period didn’t even really exist.




  Such work is arguably instrumental in the transition to speaking of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries not as the “Renaissance,” but as the “Early Modern Period.” Much to recommend in this recategorization; “Renaissance” is a loaded word, for all of the reasons listed above; there can be something simplistic in grouping disparate movements and groups together under one humanistic banner, and “Early Modern” makes more sense in grouping the Renaissance together with the other great movement of the era, the Reformation. No doubt Michelet may have seen the Reformation and the Renaissance as inseparable, and some strains of both certainly were, but an equivalent argument could be made that Luther and Calvin signified a sort of “Counter-Renaissance,” the better to avoid theoretical debate when we’re describing what time period we study by simply calling it the early modern.




  Yet this book is entitled Printed in Utopia: The Renaissance’s Radicalism. I didn’t just pick the more popular word out of some cagey and misguided hope at having a larger general audience; I picked it because I think that the idea of the Renaissance still has some oomph. No doubt there are plenty of books on the time period written with a mind towards “popularization,” and while I think that as a strategy such an approach has some pedagogical justifications for it, I also wanted to avoid the cheapness of writing about the people of the Renaissance as if they were just like you, except with more dirt on them. If that’s what you go in for there are thousands of books written under the imprimatur of the Shakespeare Industrial Complex. Sometimes, it’s true, I’ll connect subjects to later cultural phenomenon, but such genealogies are never done in bad faith, and I try to the best of my ability to avoid committing that presentist fallacy which reads all of the past as mere prologue to the present.




  Rather, I use the word “Renaissance” because I think there is a radicalism in the idea. Perhaps not in how it happened, perhaps not in how it’s remembered, but a latent subversiveness that goes back to the humanists themselves. I can affirm the continuity thesis while also acknowledging that by the sixteenth century something clearly different was happening. Calling the period the “early modern” actually does more to affirm that reality, for the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries strike me as unassailably the cradle of modernity. Intellectually, the Christendom of the Middle Ages remains more of a foreign country than the sectarianism of the Renaissance. For better, and often for worse, we are children of that time period. Capitalism, colonialism, positivism, puritanism, and globalization can all be traced back to the Renaissance. And far from being an enthused cheerleader for all developments from that era (while still hypocritically enjoying all of the fruits of the scientific revolution), I would argue that much which has fractured, broken, and disenchanted our world emerged then as well. New means of exploitation were developed then; the body count became much higher.




  Yet one of the motivating beliefs of my writing is that if the Renaissance saw the emergence of modernity in all of its malignancy, it also provided some of the most potent, beautiful, sublime, and sacred means of resisting that very same malignancy, for the Renaissance was large – it contained multitudes. The Renaissance saw the exploitation of the New World, but it also developed the vocabulary of utopianism, liberated from the myths of Eden. The Reformation saw the disenchantments of Luther, but it allowed for the antinomian mysticism of radical religious non-conformists. The Renaissance heralded globalization, but it also increased the multitude of individual subjectivities, the possibility of empathy across radically different cultures. If the Renaissance didn’t invent the individual, we can be forgiven for thinking that it did.




  My approach then shares much with the past two generations of scholars who rightly wished to return contemporary marginalized voices to the center of what we talk about when we talk about the Renaissance. Such is evidenced in essays about figures who you’ve probably never heard of, like the poets John Taylor and Richard Barnfield. Printed in Utopia isn’t meant to be an exploration of merely the eccentric and marginal, but hopefully a rearrangement of the illuminating as well, a desire for new focus. You’ll find Shakespeare and John Milton engaged with repeatedly in these pages as well, and you scarcely get older, whiter, and deader than those two (though based on the Chandos portrait I’ve got some questions about how white Shakespeare was, but that’s for a different book).




  There is a bevy of scholarly writing that this book is built upon. As ambivalent as my own attitude is to academic writing, I’d be remiss not to acknowledge how much of this project has to be constructed upon the laborious work of other scholars, for whom I owe my gratitude. This isn’t a scholarly book, at least not in the traditional sense. That doesn’t mean that it’s always an easy book. I’ve tried to write in a manner that’s engaging to an educated general audience; where at most you might be expected to look up that with which you’re not familiar. I’ve wanted to avoid the generalities of popularization, however; not just to introduce readers to that which they’re unfamiliar with (as admirable a goal as that is), but to pose an argument about what the Renaissance means, about why it is an important concept.




  Rather than merely mining the archive for ephemera, my desire is to produce a Wunderkammer from texts both obscure and canonical, as well as figures both forgotten and enshrined, so as to make an argument about how the Renaissance has an emancipatory potential that can free us from the worst legacies of modernity. If it’s true that the interpretive humanities are always a creative act, then I wish to write in a mode that I call the “Renaissance Imaginary.” This is an understanding of the period which sees it not simply as rupture from the past, or as continuation from the medieval era, but which understands it as something new in its own right, albeit mysterious. Furthermore, the Renaissance Imaginary is a mode which revels in the very contradictions and paradoxes of that era, which celebrates those creative tensions as being the ground for utopian possibility. Because ultimately, my claim is that whether the Renaissance actually happened or not, it remains a pretty good idea.











  
Introduction: Pilgrim in Münster





  On January 5, 1535 a baker named Jan Matthys from Haarlem in the Low Countries declared that the Westphalian city of Münster was the New Jerusalem. Matthys’ was the very banner of heaven, and in declaring this earthly city to be a reflection of that eternal, perfect order he was joined with a number of revolutionary compatriots, a vanguard composed of the rising members of the mercantile bourgeoisie who wished to fashion a divine New Order here in Münster. One contemporary observer writes about how the city became a symbol of radicalism, so that the “Dutch and the Frisians and scoundrels from all parts, who had never settled anywhere: they flocked to Münster and collected there.” In that city, the radical Anabaptists, a broad Protestant sect that understood the Reformation to have so far been anemic and milquetoast, were to establish a divine society on earth, where all property would be owned in common for the service of God – a sort of communist theocracy.




  For the Anabaptists, Münster represented an Apocalyptic second-chance, the possibility of rectifying the failures of the German Peasant’s War of a decade earlier. Led in part by the charismatic theologian Thomas Müntzer (whose very name reminds us of that later New Jerusalem), Anabaptists across the Holy Roman Empire fought a crusade against land-owners and noblemen so as to institute an order whose central law would be “Omnia sunt communia.” With echoes of a later German thinker, Müntzer’s formulation is best translated as being that “all things are to be held in common and distribution should be each according to his need.” In a sermon about the prophetic book of Daniel, Müntzer declared in a pique of castigation that was both millennial and anarchic, that the “priests and all the evil clerics are the snakes...and the secular lords and rulers are the eels.”




  The German Peasant’s War of 1524-1525 was immediately influenced by the example of Martin Luther’s Ninety-five Theses, but the ostensible father of Protestantism was always, at heart, a conservative. He dismissed Müntzer as a “rebellious spirit” and a “bloodthirsty Satan.” For his part, Müntzer called Luther “Brother Fatted Pig.” Historians have debated how much of Luther’s condemnation of the rebellion led to its eventual defeat. No doubt the former Augustinian priest was by that point a man of tremendous power with mighty friends, his rhetoric having torn Christendom asunder in less than a decade. Leaders of the Peasant’s Rebellion made their appeals to Luther, whose support could have theoretically bolstered their cause, but the man who enshrined a priesthood of all believers couldn’t countenance the idea of masterless men. As Frederick Engels writes in his 1850 The Peasant War in Germany, Luther had “dropped the popular elements of the movement, and joined the train of the middle-class, the nobility and the princes.” Such developments indicated fault lines in the Reformation itself, as medieval millenarianism mutated into new and potentially dangerous forms, creeds which Luther had helped to instigate, but which he now denounced.




  Luther’s feelings were made clear in his pamphlet Against the Murderous, Thieving Hordes of Peasants, wherein he wrote that the rebels were the “worst blasphemers of God and slanderers of his holy name,” the former monk whose patron was Frederick III, Elector of Saxony, argued that to kill a rebelling peasant was a blessed act. Contemporary artist and Lutheran propagandist Albrecht Dürer designed an unbuilt triumphal column in commemoration of the war. A surreal obelisk featuring a representation of milk jugs, butter kegs, and “hoes, pitchforks, flails” all piled one on top of each other, which as Dürer described is ultimately capped with an “afflicted peasant with a sword stuck into his back.” Scholars have debated the ambiguity of that image since the sixteenth century. Dürer’s monument was never built; Müntzer waited five centuries to appear on an East German bank note. By the end of the war, over 100,000 people were dead. One of them was Müntzer, who before his execution was tortured and forced to recant his heresies.




  A decade later Münster became a means of resurrecting Müntzer. The intellectual genealogy of the Anabaptists, initially defined by their commitment to adult baptism, runs back towards figures like Müntzer, and forward to utopian groups that emerged after the tragedy of Münster, like the Amish and the Mennonites, with arguably the English-speaking Baptists also drawing inspiration from the continental movement. In Münster, more than just adult baptism was at issue, but a radical reorganization of society that harkened back to the Apostles, and forward to the Jacobins and the Bolsheviks. As one of the revolutionaries, Jan Bockelson, would put it, “all things were to be in common, there was to be no private property and nobody was to do any more work, but simply trust in God.”




  Led in part by a Lutheran minister Bernhard Rothmann, who would come to embrace the Anabaptists, men who’d previously been tailors and bakers suddenly declared that all private property was as theft, and instituted the most radical economic and social experiment of the Renaissance. Historian Norman Cohn in his classic study of medieval and Renaissance apocalyptic radicalism The Pursuit of Millennium writes that in Münster “The abolition of private ownership of money, the restriction of private ownership of food and shelter were seen as first steps towards a state in which...everything would belong to everybody and the distinction between Mine and Thine would disappear.” From early in 1534, until the summer of 1535, a combined force of both Catholic and Lutheran soldiers besieged the walls of Münster to arrest, try, and execute the commune’s leaders. Matthys didn’t make it that long, it was Easter of 1534 when he approached the encampment of Franz von Waldeck, Münster’s expelled bishop who was then embroiled in the struggle to retake the city. In an exhibition of Christian charity, von Waldeck had Matthys decapitated, his head put on a pole that was visible over the city walls, and his severed penis nailed to the gate of Münster.




  Matthys’ comrades would last a few months longer, but would come to similarly gruesome ends. Bockelson, who was a 25-year-old baker, would declare himself to be “John of Leiden,” the messianic “King” of Münster, this New Zion, and he would reign in an increasingly brutal fashion, instituting polygamy and unleashing a violent campaign of iconoclasm in Münster’s churches and cathedrals. After the city was taken, he was executed in the central marketplace alongside the radical mayor Bernhard Knipperdolling and another leader named Bernhard Kreching. Their corpses were placed in ugly, wrought-iron cages and hung from the steeples of St. Lambert’s Church. For five decades they were allowed to hang there, decomposing and stripped clean as carrion by the hungry fowl of Münster. The cages themselves, though empty now, still hang from that gothic steeple.




  The narrative of Münster was one of trauma which reverberated through a radical Europe that was undergoing violent convulsions of change. For both Catholic and Magisterial Protestants (such as the Lutherans, the Calvinists, and the nascent Church of England) there was a warning about what happens when Reformation goes too far. Matthys, Bockelson, and Knipperdolling were condemned for their theology certainly, but for their ideology as well. As with the Peasants Rebellion, the theocrats of Münster were seen as instituting an unbiblical order in violation of Paul’s injunction from Ephesians 6:5: “Servants, be obedient to them that are your masters according to the flesh, with fear and trembling, in singleness of your heart.” Cohn, no political radical himself, draws a direct line between the millenarianism of groups such as the Anabaptists of Münster and the utopian promises of contemporary Marxism (and fascism for that matter).




  For contemporaries and those living in the immediate aftermath of the siege of Münster, the moral was as clear as those wrought-iron cages hanging from St. Lambert’s. The Reformation had no shortage of horrors, from the martyrdoms recorded in John Foxe’s 1563 Acts and Monuments to the 1572 St. Bartholomew’s Day Massacre. Münster terrified Protestants and Catholics alike in an even more primal way, an illustration of where the logical conclusion of the Reformation should ultimately end. Such was the exploitive gloss of the “wonderful spectacle of bloodshed” as enumerated by writer Thomas Nash in his brilliant 1594 picaresque and forerunner to the modern novel The Unfortunate Traveler; or, the Life of Jack Wilton. Nash’s titular character traverses a Europe that is being immolated in religious fervor, and in his perambulations, he is witness to the siege in that doomed city, where in “their Anabaptistical error they might all be new christened in their own blood.”




  Adhering to a fundamentally traditionalist view of hierarchy, Nash mockingly presents the Anabaptists as a pathetic rabble, Bockelson depicted as wearing “a cross on his breast like a thread bottom, a round twilted tailor’s cushion buckled like a tankard-bearer’s device on his shoulders for a target, the pike whereof was a pack-needle...and on his head, for a helmet, a huge high shoe with the bottom turned upwards.” Their punishment is as just as their appearance is threadbare, with Nash, that defender of the High Church, writing “How John Leyden died, is that it? He died like dog; he was hanged & the halter paid for. For his companions, do they trouble you? I can tell you they troubled some men before, for they were all killed, & none escaped.” The Anabaptists of Münster were slaughtered, the survivors embraced a pacifism evident in their pacific descendants of the Mennonites and Amish. A potent warning to the radicals in Nash’s own England, for “Hear what it is to be Anabaptists, to be Puritans, to be villains; you may be counted illuminate botchers for a while, but your end will be, Good people, pray for us.”




  How you read Münster depends in large part on what your politics are. In the aftermath of Münster, the pacifist Amish and Mennonites developed in reaction to the violent overthrow of Münster, and currents of Anabaptist thought similarly influenced both Baptists and the Society of Friends in England. More obscure groups, like the sixteenth-century mystical-minded Familia Caritas, rejected Münster’s anti-intellectualism but embraced its otherworldly concerns. For all of those groups there was a potent message born from the blood and fire of Münster; that to reform society by the dictates of God will only ever end in corruption, that violence is no strategy and that only in quarantine from the fallen and corrupt world could any divine order be instituted. And so, the utopia of reformed civil society would be replaced with the circumscribed “intentional communities” of the eighteenth, nineteenth, and twentieth centuries.




  Similarly, for secular readers, such as conservatives like Nash, or a half millennium later Cohn, the lesson is clear – to rewrite the world is to court horror. For left-wing historians, with a fair bit of revision that often deletes the religious nature of Münster, the city demonstrates a different example. Czech philosopher and renegade Marxist Karl Kautsky wrote in his 1897 Communism in Central Europe at the Time of the Reformation that the commune was composed of an “originally quiet and peaceable people” who were “systematically stigmatized as a hand of bloodthirsty and lascivious villains, simply because on one occasion, under the oppression of constant maltreatment and danger, they did not passively submit to destruction, but rose in energetic resistance.”




  In his revisionism of the event, Kautsky defends the actions of Münster’s citizens, and in their defeat, he mourns that “Christian communism came to an end in the sixteenth century.” For Kautsky, the scurrilous rumors about mass executions and forced polygamy were status quo propaganda, and the example of Münster rather indicated an anarchic possibility for radical egalitarianism in what was a profoundly unequal age. He writes that that “century saw the birth of an new system of production, the modern State and the modern proletariat; and it saw also the birth of modern socialism.” In the philosopher’s eyes, Leiden, Matthys, and all the rest were precursors and inspirations for the future emancipation of mankind.




  The reality, as is often the case, is more complicated of course. While Kautsky’s point about potential libel is well taken, some of the most disturbing accounts of what occurred in Münster, from both critics and supporters, confirm the position of the city’s detractors. Bockelson as an individual became increasingly unhinged, as much a Reverend Jim Jones as he was a Che Guevara. To bracket out the literalism and fervor of the Anabaptists is to delete the experience of those forced into plural marriages against their will; it’s to obscure the executions that happened in the shadow of St. Lambert’s and culminated in the revolution’s termination itself. Kautsky is correct that a genealogy can be credibly claimed between Münster and, say, the European revolutions of 1848 or the Paris Commune of 1871 (or we might add the strikes of 1968), but there’s arguably a similarity to the Islamic State as well. If the Zapatistas have a precursor at Münster, then so does the People’s Temple. The difficulty with such paradoxes – that Münster signifies both the millennial hope for a newer, more just, fairer, more equitable world must be combined with the terror that her revolutionaries unleashed – is unfortunate for radical historiography.




  Such ambiguities lend themselves to a certain anti-idealism, to what the philosopher Russell Jacoby notes in his encomium Picture Imperfect: Utopian thought for an Anti-Utopian Age as being a situation where “most observers judge utopians or their sympathizers as fool-hardy dreamers at best and murderous totalitarians at worst.” Such is the self-serving, “pragmatic” realpolitik of the entrenched, for whom any discussion of equality must inevitably lead to the gulag. Thus, do we derive at our current predicament, where an un-dreaming and un-feeling neoliberalism forces us to pretend that this is the best of all possible worlds, where we are limited by the strictures of what critic Mark Fisher called “capitalist realism.” We need neither spurn nor embrace Münster to acknowledge that latent utopianism has something to recommend in it; Jacoby’s argument that “practical reforms depend on utopian dreaming.” That is of course a liberal argument, and the rare one to embrace utopianism, but on the left, there is either a blanching at the accusation of utopianism, or an embrace, but rarely a sense that the concept is only useful for practical reforms. Rather the left can dream grander, embracing what Slavoj Žižek in his appropriately entitled In Defense of Lost Causes describes as being “unashamedly committed to the ‘Messianic’ standpoint of the struggle for universal emancipation.”




  Cohn makes clear that as dramatic as Münster was, it’s certainly not an anomaly in Abrahamic religious tradition. Such messianism, such millennialism, goes back to the book of Daniel, runs through the apocalyptic tradition of the Apostles, bursts forth with potent fervency among medieval Catholic groups with exotic names like the Beguines, the Beghards, and the Joachimites (and less exotic ones like the Franciscans), which ultimately transitioned into the dissenting groups of the radical Reformation. Such a golden thread connects not just the Anabaptists, but the non-conformists of the English Revolution, radicals of the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries with names like the Ranters, Seekers, Levellers, Muggletonians, and so on. Kautsky reclaimed the Anabaptists for a secular revolutionary moment, but their origin from the rich soil of theology has to be acknowledged. If there were biblical defenses of what was happening in Münster – regardless of how a Luther or a Nash might interpret it – then there was also a new vocabulary independent of scripture that could be used to explain their aims. Münster may have dreamt of millennium, but they tried to enact utopia.




  Kautsky makes the point that Thomas More’s Utopia, written in 1516 less than two decades before those bloody events, was popular throughout Holland, Germany, the Swiss canons, the Holy Roman Empire. Indeed, German was the first language after English that More’s Latin text was translated into, and it’s impossible to imagine that a major city like Münster would have been devoid of such a seminal humanist book. More’s classic, a romance presenting an imagined New World society that has attained moral, ethical, and political perfection, has long been defined by its contradictions. The attorney who imagined a country without lawyers, the wealthy politician whose book eschewed wealth and inequity, the increasingly zealous Catholic who made overtures to religious freedom, the future saint honored by a memorial in the Kremlin. So rife are the contradictions in Utopia that all political theory has been dogged by its example since More conceived of it, regardless of whether his book is a blueprint or a joke.




  Not much about Utopia and Münster necessarily look that similar, and yet More’s imagined country is defined by a similar critique, a belief that “wherever you have private property and all men measure all things by cash values, there it is scarcely possible for a commonwealth to have justice or prosperity – unless you think justice exists where all the best things flow into the hands of the worst citizens or prosperity prevails where all is divided among the very few.” Questions of narrative genre define Utopia – whither prescription or satire? – but in allowing for the imagined possibility of a restructuring of society that did not rely on prophetic, apocalyptic, or supernatural intercession, More did provide an incredibly potent new word. Rebellions had happened before Münster, and they would happen again, but the events in that Westphalian hamlet are the first that any observer, for better or for worse, would have been able to call “utopian.”




  Certainly, More was aware of what had happened in Münster. By one of those fortuitous coincidences, the city itself would fall in June of 1535, and only a month later the former Lord Chancellor would find his head on the block in the Tower of London. If there was any confluence between More’s utopian enthusiasms almost twenty years before and the dictates of the Münster revolutionaries, they had certainly dissipated by that summer. While firmly the liberal humanist who penned Utopia, confidant of Erasmus and advocate for progressive reforms, More had also become draconian as regards the Lutheran question.




  An increasing defender of Catholic orthodoxy, for which he would ultimately give his life, More correctly followed through on the dangerous potential in Luther’s maxim of the priesthood of all believers, where there would be “almost as many sects as men.” Liberty of conscience would necessarily lead to a breakdown in social hierarchy, and More’s task later in life wasn’t simply steadfastly conservative, it was resolutely anti-utopian. More rejected any pretense to the religious freedom or economic egalitarianism which he had seemingly once defended, especially during his tenure as Lord Chancellor when the kingdom was still Catholic, and it was his job to ferret out, interrogate, and order the execution of heretical schismatics. Several of those men were personally tortured by More, in the basement of his house.




  In More’s understanding, such religious liberty couldn’t help but lead itself to the fractured anarchy of a Münster, and decades after Utopia he abjured those earlier views. His 1531 Confutation of Tyndale’s Answer, his longest book at half-a-million words, polemically responded to the Lutheran sympathies of the New Testament translator William Tyndale, and make More’s feelings towards Utopia clear. More writes that in this era of interpretive anarchism, when biblical interpretation is given over to any man, and where the subsequent social cost is in conflagrations like the Peasant’s Rebellion and the commune at Münster, then the saint argues that should books like Utopia find themselves translated into English, “I would not only my darling’s books but mine own also, help to burn them both with mine own hands.”




  More remains a helpful signifier for the Renaissance’s ambiguities, its paradoxes, its contradictions. His simultaneous utopianism and anti-utopianism, his status as the first citizen of that land and its first dissident as well. It neither obscures nor invalidates. As metonymy, such a status is allegorical for the strange disjuncts of that age which historians for the past two generations of scholarship have appropriately enough called the “early modern period.” Appropriate, I say, for the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries are frequently configured as marking the emergence of a new type of being, of modernity. Such a critique can seem painfully triumphalist to medievalists who embrace a “continuity hypothesis” that emphasizes the complexity of earlier eras; it can seem reactionary to radicals who identify the Enlightenment of the eighteenth century as the locus for modernity’s genesis. By contrast, New Historicist critic Stephen Greenblatt in Renaissance Self-Fashioning: From More to Shakespeare argues that this was a period categorized by a “Change in the intellectual, social, psychological, and aesthetic structures that govern the generation of identities.”




  After all, the Renaissance – to use a more old-fashioned term – as well as the Reformation, were periods that saw the origins of mercantile capitalism and the very beginnings of the industrial revolution, the development of positivism as a philosophy of science, the ascendancy of colonialism and the institution of the slave trade, and the exchange, both forceful and voluntary, that define globalization. If we’re to think of the Renaissance as populated by “early moderns” that’s because in very many ways they resemble us, they are our antecedents in modernity. By the late seventeenth century, the end of any period which could be credibly thought of as the early modern period, the inhabitants of London would have read newspapers covering parliamentary arguments in their favorite coffeeshops, as clearly as anyone in a Fleet Street Starbucks can read about Brexit on their smartphone today.




  They’re our antecedents in a certain cruelty that marked the time as well, for in the imposition of things like slavery and sectarian violence, the Europe of the Renaissance marked itself as particularly horrific for the lives of everyday people. Sing of light and rebirth all that you want, the fact is that the quality of life for people in the early modern world, from exploitive conditions in urban centers to the elimination of common grazing ground, was far worse than it would have been a few centuries before, even as Michelangelo was able to paint some pretty pictures. So often is the designation “medieval” used as a slur to denote backwardness that it obscures the reality that the most violent wars in European history, until our contemporary era, awaited the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. The Hundred Years War of the fourteenth century pales in comparison to the death count of the seventeenth century’s Thirty Years War.




  We are children of that moment, and children of the secular triumphalism that celebrates the Renaissance, and of the Protestant triumphalism which valorizes the Reformation. We often forget what the wages of modernity actually are. If we’re to identify any moment at which our current epoch of the Anthropocene might be dated, we could do worse than the early modern period, when the ecological transformations of the Columbian exchange altered the world irrevocably, when the Reformation heralded a certain disenchantment, when odious ideologies of pseudo-scientific racism began to hold sway. If all of those conservative historiographies of the period, with their great men and their great books, and all of those dead, white males, hoisted the Renaissance upward as the pinnacle of human expression, then this is clearly a chauvinism of which I’m not guilty. But that’s of course not the entire story of the Renaissance, as Utopia makes clear.




  The Renaissance is its own diagnosis and its own prescription; it is the disease and the cure. The paradox is that if the worst of modernity was born from those years – the capitalism, the slavery, the positivism – then the best of our utopianism also emerged then as well. The Renaissance and Reformation are neither wholly one thing nor the other, and as More’s example makes clear, such utopianism and anti-utopianism could exist in tandem, even in the heart of one man. If we’re children of that age, then it behooves us to interrogate that era as it contains our inheritance, for both good and bad. A standard view of the Renaissance can limit its radical possibility, but in examining the borderlands, the margins, the crawl-spaces of history we can exhume and resuscitate the Münsters of that era. This is to take part in a tradition of progressive scholarship that goes back to the 1970s, which recognizes the complexity of representation and restores marginalized voices, but what I wish to speak of is something slightly different, though it certainly encompasses those earlier methodologies. It is to examine the latent radicalism of the Renaissance, its implicit subversiveness. To resuscitate what is revolutionary about it, not in spite of its contradictions, but because of them.




  And so, a parable. In the decade before both of their executions, More and Tyndale were engaged as interlocutors in a war of pamphlets, which was often the early modern precursor to actual wars. Tyndale was a convert to the Lutheran cause, particularly in the injunction of sola Scriptura which called for vernacular bible translations which would be the ultimate arbiter of theological truth. Tyndale’s New Testament was the first contemporary English translation in its entirety, and so sublime are his turns of phrase that the far better known and celebrated translators of the King James Version of eight decades later cribbed the majority of Tyndale’s original. For More, such translation was inherently dangerous for the same reason he wanted lay people not to read Utopia.




  There was a bottled electricity in books such as these, a type of fire that could threaten to engulf the world if those books weren’t consumed first – as indeed had happened at Münster. Tyndale was forced to print his English New Testament on the continent, in the Low Countries as fate would have it, not far from where Münster would have its last stand. Smuggled back into England with the assistance of Lollards, a medieval proto-Protestant sect who dominated the wool trade, Tyndale’s bibles were distributed throughout London, and it was Lord Chancellor More’s job to track them down and have them burnt. On the first page, Tyndale included a little cheeky act of defiance which he knew More would see. Where the place of printing would normally be displayed, Tyndale couldn’t possibly indicate the real location. Instead, his bible read – “Printed in Utopia.”
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