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The basis of the image today is numerical representation and renderable code
instead of the analogic, indexical reference to reality. With new software and
devices introduced by the day, with the more extensive elaboration of digital
technologies, the moving image pushes new frontiers, immersing in the hybrid
medial arena that is about to change the way we see and picture our on- and
offline, or more accurately, “x-realities” (see Coleman 2011). The shift to code as
the underlying basis of the image has consequences to all cultural aspects of our
lives, just as much as the previous shifts of paradigms in terms of cultural inter-
faces (the traditions of the printed page and later of the cinema) influenced and
changed the lives and perceptions of previous generations.

“an overt, incestuous lecher,

a plain agent of the devil”

Thomas More’s Daemonizing of Luther
in A Dialogue Concerning Heresies

REFERENCE LIST “Both sprung from the same aspiring class; their fathers were city dwellers with
high ambitions for their brilliant sons, ambitions they hoped to see fulfilled by
putting those sons to the study of law. Luther gave up the law and, much a-
gainst his father’s wishes, entered the monastery. More was po werfully drawn
to a clerical career but decided to marry, and acquiesced to his father’s wishes
and became 2 man of the law.... In each of them burned an intensity that was
often comic.but could become fury at the slightest provocation, and each did
battle for principle against an uncompromising and ruthless foe. Neither of
them could believe thar an opponent was honest or free of malice; each as-

sumed that enemies were inspired by the most depraved wickedness. i
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The purpose of this wmwmw is to investigate and evaluate the image of the German
Reformer Martin Luther (1483-1546) in Book IV of A Dialogue Concerning
Heresies (1529, 1531, 1557), by the greatest English Humanist and Catholic
martyr Saint Thomas More (1477-1535). Weshall see that More was biased, even
“an overt, incestuous lecher, a plai h s hysterical, with regard to the ideas of Luther and the Reformation, writing, as he

i was, in the aftermath of the bloodshed that had occurred during the German

Thomas More’s Daemonizing of Luther in 4 Dialogue Concering Heresies” Peasants’ Revolt (1525), for which he blamed entirely and exclusively Luther’s
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I. THE BACKGROUND

Henry VIII's Assertio Septem Sacramentorum (1521) was probably inspired, if
not written, by Thomas More. The king’s work was a response to Martin Luther's

Thomas More, Dialogue Concerning Heresies, Rendered into Modern English by Mary
Gottshalk, Scepter Publisher, 2006, 394. (Henceforth: “G”). See also: Saint Thomas More, “A
Dialogue Concerning Heresies”, in: The Complete Works of St. Thomas More, 6. Parts I-11.
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De Captivitatae Babylonica Ecclesiae (1520). Luther’s book was a powerful but
provocative attack on the sacramental system of the medieval Catholic Church,
in which Luther argued that the idea of the seven sacraments was the basis of the
church’s tyrannical control of its members. He found that baptism and the “sac-
rament of the altar” were only salvific as they were promised by Jesus. He also
rejected the idea of transubstantiation, though, unlike his reformed followers, he
never denied the “real presence” of the body and blood of Christ. The Babylonica

immediately created friends and foes.

Henry VIII championed himself to be its greatest foe, thus earning the title of

Defensor fidei (defendor of the faith) from the pope. Luther read Henry’s Asser-
tio and replied in a rather harsh style in his Conrra Henricum Regem Angliae
(1522). In Marius’s words: “[i]t is unlikely that any tract addressed to a king in
Christian Europe had ever been as insulting, as vitriolic, as obscene as Luther’s
little book.?

Thomas More’s own Responsio ad Lutherum which came out in 1523 under the
pseudonym of William Ross, was the author’s first vehement attack on Luther.?

In the next five years Luther’s views were condemned in London, while at the
same time William Tyndale’s “Lutheran” translation of the New Testament was
smuggled into England from the continent. To stop this spreading heresy, in
March 1528 Cuthbert Tunstall (1474-1559), the Bishop of London, gave permis-
sion to More to read heretical books and commissioned him to refute those books
by writing in the vernacular. The result was A Dialogue Concerning Heresies
which was published in June 1529 by More’s brother-in-law John Rastell and
republished in 1531 by Rastell’s son, William Rastell.*

A Dialogue Concerning Heresiesis a witty humanist masterpiece in the tradition
of More’s earlier Uropia. C.S. Lewis called it a “great Platonic dialogue, perhaps the
best in meﬁmb&. However, there are critics such as G. R. Elton who speak about
it as “diffuse, ill-organized, repetitive and dull - and endless™ and even one of the
editors of the Yale critical edition portrays it as a “polemical maze™’.

More defines his subject, “heresy”, in the Dialogue as follows:
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“And thereby I do clearly know it for a heresy...a detour (taken by any sec-
tor of those who have been baptized and bear the name of Christian) from
the common faith and belief of the whole rest of the Church.” (G 59)

For More, heresy is associated with what he calls “newfangliness,”® which is his
negative expression of innovation.

The “Dialogueis a series of six conversations, taking place over four days, be-
tween Sir Thomas and a young university student. The “student”, or the “Mes-
senger”, is frequently taken to be William Roper, More’s son-in-law during his
heretical phase. However, some critics say this “supposition is hardly credible”.’
At the beginning of the Dialogue, this young Messenger, who had probably vi-
sited Luther’s university (or a place like it), presents a “letter of credence” to
More. The conversation takes place in More’s home in Chelsea and it always be-
gins in More’s study at 7 a.m.

More, or the narrative “I”, is an extremely good and tactful rhetorician, or,
even manipulator. The Messenger is sometimes called “your friend” because the
book is fictionally a Jong letter to a man in the North of England who has be-
come worried about the young man’s attraction to heresy. The young man is
bright and intelligent and throughout the Dialogue More seems to enjoy how he
can manipulate this receptive intellect. His art of Platonic dialogue and con-
versation is highly instructive; it is extremely witty and contains several “merry
tales” as digressions in the style of Boccaccio and Chaucer.

The Dialogue has four books: the first two are related to images, shrines, the
primacy of orality over textuality and other aspects of Catholic worship, and the
last two books defend the church’s right to try and punish those preachers who
would uproot and overthrow the church.

Especially in the last book, More takes his role as freshly licenced heresy-
hunter extremely seriously. If we are biased in favour of More, we may praise his
genius for preventing a young, feeble intellect from lapsing into heresy; if we are
biased against More, we may see his arguments as the triumph of an aggressive
brainwashing.

In the following pages I will try to elucidate some features of the strategy of
this “keen amateur inquisitor”*® by which he gradually subverts the messenger’s
mind.
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II. MORE’S STRATEGY IN CONVINCING THE MESSENGER
1. Daemonizing and diabolizing Luther — Emotional, Evocative Images

At the very beginning More calls Luther “a foolish friar, ... an apostate... an
overt incestuous lecher, a plain agent of the devil, and a manifest messenger of
hell” (G 394). More knows he may sound too harsh in calling Luther by such
odious names but he says this is the very language Luther uses in his writings. A
key motif More seems to be hysterically harping on is Luthers’s “mad marriage” -
a monk, breaking his vow, marrying a nun, breaking her vow — which was for
More the most abhorrent and abominable scandal.

Luther’s heresy is ultimately seen as an infection destroying the body of the
church: “he is not besprinkled with a few spots, but with more than half venom
is poisoned all the wine — which is in itself right rotten. And this is done on pur-
pose and out of malice, not without an evil spirit accompanying his words in
such a way that the contagion thereof is likely to infect a feeble soul, just as the
stench of a plague sore infects a whole body.” (G 395)"

The 1557 edition has several marginal notes. In Chapter 17 we read: “Luther-
ans are the worst heretics that ever sprang in Christ’s church” (C 317).

In Chapter 6 More criticizes Luther’s “inconsistent mind” and “diabolical in-
tent” after he blasphemously burned the law of the church before the public of
Wittenberg.

The mere existence of Luther and his followers is for More an apocalyptic sign.
More believed that faith could help in recognizing that Luther was the offspring
of the devil: “every man that any faith hath, and any manner knowledge of
Christian belief, may well and surely perceive that Luther and all his offspring,
with all those that favour and set forth his sect, be very limbs of the devil, and
open enemies of the faith of Christ” (C 279).

2. Itemizing Luther’s Heretical Views

In Chapter 2 More argues that no good fruit can spring from a friar who wedded
a nun. Luther began his activity by castigating the use of indulgences and con-

1 More’s famous image of heresy as contagion is in 7he Confutationwhere he says his pur-
pose was “to the intent that ye may more clearly perceive the malicious mind of these men, and
that their pestilent books be both odious to God and deadly contagious to men, and so much
the more perilous in that their false heresies wilily walk forth under the the counterfeit usage
of the true Christian faith. This is the cause and purpose of my present labour, whereby (God
willing) I shall so pull off their gay painted visors, that every man listing to look thereon, shall
plainly perceive and behold the bare ugly gargoyle faces of their abominable heresy.” “The
Confutation of Tyndale’s Answer”, in: 7he Complete Works of St. Thomas More,8. Parts I-TIL
Schuster, Louis A./ Marius, C. Richard/Lusardi, James P./Schoeck, Richard, ]. (eds.), New Haven
and London: Yale University Press. (Henceforth: CWM 8), 34/8-16, quoted by Bagchi, 267)

tinued it by destroying the medieval sacramental system. For example, by deny-
ing that a priest was needed for the hearing of confession, this sacrament easily
became a target for abuse. The student cynically remarks: “if I could in accord-
ance with Luther’s way make my confession to a beautiful woman, I would not
hesitate to go to confession weekly” (G 398). More then goes on to itemize
Luther’s heretical views:

— He teaches that faith suffices to salvation.

— He saith that it is sacrilege to go about to please God.

— That no man can do good work.

~ That no sin can damn any Christian man; but only lack of belief.

— He saith that faith “swallows” (G) all our sins.

— He teaches that no man hath free will.

— In matrimony, he saith plainly that it is no sacrament. (C 260). Item, if a man
be not able to do his duty with his wife, he is bounden secretly without slander
to provide another to do it for him.

— In the sacrament of the order. He saith that that priesthood and all holy orders
be but a fayned (feigned) invention. Item that every Christian man and Christian
woman is a priest. Item, that everyman may consecrate the body of Christ.

— He saith that the canon of the mass is false. Item that host in the mass is none
oblation nor sacrifice. (C 260)

— He teacheth against scripture and all reason, that no Christian man is or can be
bounden by any law made among men, nor is not bounden to observe or keep
any.

— Item, he teacheth that there is no purgatory.

— Item, that all men’s souls lie still and sleep till the day of doom.

— Item, that no man should pray to saints nor set by any holy relics nor pil-

‘grimages, nor do any reverence to any images. (C 261)

3. Pointing out Inconsistencies in Luther

A convincing motif of More’s arguments is that Luther’s activity is full of in-
consistencies. This results, he says, from Luther rejecting “reason” and letting his
“passion” motivate his ideas. Passionate ideas are “seditious” (G 485) and easily
make the mobs mad. More speaks about Luther’s “arrogant diabolical pride
cloaked under the pretext of good zeal and simpleness” (G 483), which is also
typical of all “bad smelling” (G 479) heretics. More quotes St. Augustine that
“pride is the very mother of all heresies” (G 477) and confirms that pride and not
reason is the enemy of faith.

This pride-motivated passion lead Luther to inconsistencies: “then he fell from
reasoning into ranting, and utterly denied what he had before affirmed” (G 411).
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What are the most conspicuous inconsistencies in Luther’s activity? Once he
said of the Bohemian Hussites that they were heretic, another time he denied
that they were. “Luther, who had previously appealed to the next general coun-
cil, utterly denies the authority of all general councils and regards them as of no
account” (G 411). “[H]e did once promise to abide by the judgement of the Uni-
versity of Paris, and thereupon were held public debates...But when his opinions
were afterward, in Paris, condemned, then he refused to abide by their judge-
ment, and reverted to his old expedient of ranting.” (G 412). First he said that
though purgatory could not be proved by scripture, “yet it was to be firmly be-
lieved by all Christians” (G 415) but later he entirely rejected purgatory and be-
gan to teach the idea of “soul-sleep”, namely that the souls of the departed sleep
until judgement day." .

He also changed his views of religious vows: in The Babilonian Captivity he
taught that the vows of human beings to God should be kept, but soon after he
said that “no vow can bind anyone”. More quickly finds the explanation for
Luther’s inconsistency: he “changed to the second out of a lecherous lust toward
the nun that he intended to marry” (G 416).

4, Slandering Luther’s Actions

Slander is verbal defamation, in which someone tells one or more persons an un-
truth about another which will harm the reputation of the person defamed. In
More’s treatment of Luther in Book IV of the Dialogue there are at least three
episodes which definitely illustrate how slander works.

Slander 1. The occasion why Luther fell into heresy

More tells the Messenger that “there was an indulgence service held in Saxony,
for which service, in accord with the custom there, Luther was the preacher; and
he preached to the people, encouraging them to participate in it, and supporting
its legitimacy, all that he possibly could, not without great advantage to himself.
Then, soon after, it so happened that the giving of the service, with the ad-
vantage thereof, was taken from him and assigned to someone else. For anger
over which he fell into such a fury that forthwith he began to write against all
grantings of indulgences.” (G 410)

The editors of the Yale critical editions remark: “This slander, probably from
one of More’s German correspondents, is not repeated in his later polemical
work.”?
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Slander 2. The “foolish friar’s insane vainglory”

More recalls an episode that he had already mentioned in his Responsio ad
Lutherum (CWT 5, 46-49). In Chapter 4 of the Dialogue More again refers to a
book that Luther wrote about his activity at the Diet of Worms in which Luther
wrote in the third person singular about himself. His text, More argues, was in-
terrupted by a brief intrusion of Luther’s first person singular narrative in which,
venting his fury, he forgot himself and called the emperor, with gross inform-
ality, just “Charles” and called himself “in big capital letters and solemn titles —
The Man of God Luther” (G 413).

The Yale critical edition provides the explanation: “The words are not, as More
gives them, 'The man of God Luther’, but only ‘DICTIO D. MARTINI LVTHERI coram
Caesare Carolo...” The discrepancy may mean that More had seen a copy of the
work in possession of someone else, had made incomplete notes on it, and erred
when he tried to recall the titles Luther had given himself in the capital letters
that mark the beginning of the speech.”*

Slander 3. The Sack of Rome

For More, the ultimate proof of Luther’s abominable and dangerously seduc-
tive heresy was the German Peasant’s Revolt in 1525. Violence escalated and
More believed that the sect of Luther was responsible for the mischief not only
in Germany but also in Lombardy and Rome. The most notorious case is the sack
of Rome. )

Charles, Duke of Bourbon, the Imperial commander-in-chief, led an army of
mercenary soldiers into Rome on May 6, 1527. When Bourbon was killed, the
soldiers, like beasts, sacked the city; they raped wives in the sight of their hus-
bands, daughters in front of their fathers and even slaughtered innocent child-
ren. Richard Marius in Appendix C to the Yale critical edition wrote: “More be-
lieved that the common soldiers of the army were German mercenaries; Luther-
ans acting in the violent way he always expected followers of Luther to act...
Such is More’s account and his moral is plain: Lutheranism destroys the natural
feelings of humanity that people should have for one another.””® Marius was
drawing on the historian G. R. Elton, who pointed out that “many of the troops
were Catholic Spaniards and that More’s belief that the sack was motivated by
Lutheranism cannot be sustained.”'®

More remained a captive of his own image of Luther and Lutheranism as being
seditious and violent. For him this was all the consequence of heresy. He never
checked his sources which he probably acquired through diplomatic channels.
Itis interesting, Marius concludes, that this episode is not mentioned in his later
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