
 

Cronfa -  Swansea University Open Access Repository

   

_____________________________________________________________

   
This is an author produced version of a paper published in:

Mitteilungen des Institutes fuer Oesterreichische Geschichtsforschung

                                                                

   
Cronfa URL for this paper:

http://cronfa.swan.ac.uk/Record/cronfa32638

_____________________________________________________________

 
Paper:

Poertner, R. (in press).  A Religion for the People?  Economic change, language, and ethnicity in the sixteenth-century

Slovene Reformation. Mitteilungen des Institutes fuer Oesterreichische Geschichtsforschung, 126 (2018)(1), 53-72.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

_____________________________________________________________
  
This item is brought to you by Swansea University. Any person downloading material is agreeing to abide by the terms

of the repository licence. Copies of full text items may be used or reproduced in any format or medium, without prior

permission for personal research or study, educational or non-commercial purposes only. The copyright for any work

remains with the original author unless otherwise specified. The full-text must not be sold in any format or medium

without the formal permission of the copyright holder.

 

Permission for multiple reproductions should be obtained from the original author.

 

Authors are personally responsible for adhering to copyright and publisher restrictions when uploading content to the

repository.

 

http://www.swansea.ac.uk/library/researchsupport/ris-support/ 

http://cronfa.swan.ac.uk/Record/cronfa32638
http://www.swansea.ac.uk/library/researchsupport/ris-support/ 


 

A Religion for the People?  Economic change, language, and ethnicity 

 in the sixteenth-century Slovene Reformation  

Regina Pörtner, Swansea University 

 

Historians of the Reformation in sixteenth-century Central Europe have traditionally 

placed considerable emphasis on the impact of the 'printing revolution' and the use of 

printed propaganda for its success, and the recent 'cultural turn' in early modern 

historical studies has tended to modify research in the field rather than upend the 

paradigm1. For the Austrian duchies, there is supporting evidence that illustrates how 

religious literature was ‘imported’ from the Holy Roman Empire by various avenues 

and agents, such as Austrian merchants, seasonal laborers, and even professional book 

sellers who created a line of communication connecting the duchies’ urban population 

with the towns of the Holy Roman Empire, and specifically with Augsburg, 

Nuremberg, and Regensburg. Once Protestantism had taken hold among the duchies’ 

nobility, they set up printing presses to implement Lutheran school and church 

ordinances, which made them natural prime targets for the Counter-Reformation roll-

back in the last two decades of the century. The Austrian Estates' new grammar 

schools catered for the educational needs of the nobility and burghers. At least some 

provision was made in the form of bursaries or stipends for the deserving poor, 

primarily for the purpose of training them up for the ministry. There is thus evidence 

to illustrate that literacy-based religious instruction made an important contribution to 

the Reformation in sixteenth-century Austria2. Where the present case study proposes 

to differ is in its assessment of the benefits to be derived from the traditional approach 

for a nuanced understanding of the social construction of religious belief and identity: 

there is a tendency in the historiography on the subject to tacitly accept at face value 

the narratives created by the officers of the Church and government and their 

Protestant counterparts, thereby running the risk of ‘importing’ and perpetuating the 

perspective of early modern historians and their nineteenth-century successors.  

The present case study proposes to contribute to the necessary process of 

historiographical revision by shifting the focus from text-based literacy to the social 

context and uses of language and their contribution to the construction of religious 

and ethnic identity. By adopting this approach, the present study hopes to more 

adequately capture the spiritual, social, and cultural meaning of the syncretistic beliefs 



held and practiced by minority populations in the Habsburg Monarchy. The 

methodology adopted does, however, not follow the 'cultural turn', which carries its 

own hazard in potentially paying insufficient attention to the economic dimension of 

its subject. Per contrast, it is hoped that this case study will illustrate how elite and 

popular religion need to be understood as both part and product of the social and 

economic fabric of sixteenth-century Austria.   

 

Introduction: Economy, society, and the Reformation challenge  

From the perspective of the representatives of the nobility and estates of the Holy 

Roman Empire, the Inner Austrian duchies of the Habsburg Monarchy were 

noteworthy first and foremost for their geostrategic importance as part of 

Christendom's eastern military frontier against the Ottoman Empire. With a 

population of perhaps 400,000 in 1528, the duchies of Styria, Carinthia, and Carniola, 

which jointly formed Inner Austria, took a modest third place in the demographic 

ranking of the Habsburg provinces, excluding Hungary-Croatia, after the lands of the 

Bohemian crown, and the archduchy of Upper and Lower Austria3. Inner Austria 

nevertheless made a tangible contribution to the economy of the Holy Roman Empire 

by its share in trans-regional trade, its cattle trade with Italy, and the output of its ore 

mines and foundries in the eponymous Styrian town of Eisenerz, in Upper Styrian 

Leoben, and in the various scattered municipalities of the Upper Styrian Enns valley. 

However, Styrian iron production was hit by the wider overproduction and sales crisis 

in the second half of the sixteenth century. The adverse economic effects of this crisis 

were to last well into the seventeenth-century, and abated after 1625 only, when a 

government-directed re-organisation of the Upper and Inner Austrian iron works 

began to take effect4. Commercial activity and urban wealth were declining 

throughout the sixteenth century as a result of the Turkish wars and its concomitant 

heavy defence expenditure, funded by taxation,, which, coming in the wake of a 

monetary crisis in the Upper German towns, drained away merchant capital5. As a 

result of these shifts, Inner Austria's share in the re-export and transit trade, especially 

in the cattle and wine trade between Italy and Habsburg Hungary, became 

correspondingly more important in the late sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. 

Regional trade along the east-western 'Ljubljana road' connected Croatian Ormoz, 

Styrian Pettau (Ptuj), Cilli (Celje), and Carniolan Laibach (Ljubljana) with Gorizia. 



Further routes extended into Carinthia, and along the Hungarian-Croatian border. 

Cross-border trade with the neighbouring Hungarian markets was of key importance 

to towns like Radkersburg in Styria, which projected into Hungarian territory, or to 

such smaller Styrian settlements as Burgau, Wörth and Neudau along the border6. 

Throughout the early modern period, the population of the adjacent areas of east and 

Lower Styria and Carniola were subject to the ravages and kidnappings of hostile 

invaders, whether they were Turkish raiders or the Hungarian nobility's unmanageable 

auxiliaries. Population losses, however, remained limited to these areas and were 

offset by Inner Austria's inclusion in the general sixteenth-century demographic rise7. 

 Apart from the levelling effect of external pressures on demographic growth, regional 

disparities can also be related to economic patterns, so, for example, in the case of 

Styria: the fact that Lower Styria's densely populated network of villages, market-

towns and larger municipalities initially (in 1528) made up only 27% of the 

population total, whereas the unevenly populated semi-mountainous north held 

33.4%, is explained by the latter's industrial structure and its attraction of domestic 

and foreign labour. Upper Styria's rural economy was characterized by the prevalence 

of large farming units and seasonal migration of the male population to the German 

towns in search of supplementary income, a pattern which accounted for the early 

inroad of Protestantism in this region. By the sixteenth century, heritable leasehold 

(Erbpacht) was the prevalent form of tenancy. Farms were passed on undivided to the 

eldest son, and late marriage and extended family households including unmarried 

relatives were the norm. Against this background, the crisis of the iron industry would 

seem to account for the relative gradual demographic decline to a share of 21% of the 

population in 1780. Conversely, the 'backward' south with its predominance of 

agriculture and more labour-intensive viticulture increased its share of the population 

total from 27% to 31% by 1700 and 36% in 1770, in spite of the ravages of border 

raids in the `Kuruc Wars´ in 1704-9. Partible inheritance and smaller farming units 

run by individual families characterized the peasant economy of this part of the 

duchy8. 

 

 Another distinctive feature of Inner Austria's rural economies in general, and the 

south-eastern parts of the province in particular, was the growth of a sub-tenant 

population of cottagers (Keuschler) who lived on small plots of parish land and paid 



dues to the village community. This group rapidly expanded in the second half of the 

sixteenth century as a result of the demographic rise, and towards the end of the 

century, they made up about 35-40% of the rural population in the economically 

advanced parts of Carniola. In the region between Kranj (Krainburg) and Škofja Loka, 

the ratio between cottages and peasant farms was 136 to 301 in 1588, and in the area 

around Logatec, where surplus income was derived mainly from carrying trade, the 

ratio was 76 to 130 as early as 1527. Below this, there was a stratum of landless 

labourers, farm hands, and servants, who constituted a mobile rural work force for 

further agrarian production9. 

 Inner Austria, and particularly the south-east was also affected by the broader Central 

European current of refeudalization. This could take the shape of an expansion of 

demesne farming where cultivable land was available. However, de facto heritable 

leasehold was not only prevalent in Upper Styria, but had developed in some parts of 

the south of the duchy. Lower Styrian landlords therefore frequently pressed for full 

legal commutation or aquisition to obtain cash payments. Since this amounted to no 

more than official confirmation of the status quo, it held no obvious advantages for 

the tenants, who were in any case struggling to muster the lump sums of money 

required. More common was the landlords' appropriation of the rural surplus through 

a sharp increase in dues in kind and labour services, the Robot. The nobility's 

monopolization of production for the local markets, and the concomitant restrictions 

on the subjects' liberty and economic activity characterized the situation in Lower 

Styria, the agrarian plains of Lower Carniola, and in the south-western Hungarian 

territory across the Styrian border, so-called Prekmurje. It has been plausibly argued 

that this mode of production accounts for the retarded development of these regions' 

agrarian economies10. 

A contrasting economic and legal pattern existed in Upper Styria, Carinthia, and parts 

of Upper and Inner Carniola where forms of 'early capitalist' industrial production 

(iron and quicksilver) and hereditary tenancy were established features. This had 

implications for the relations between towns and countryside: the mining communities 

provided a stimulus for agrarian production. In Upper Styria, for example, there were 

entire areas (Widmungsbezirke) which were designated to the provisioning of these 

towns. Clashes over the nobility's commercial activities, especially their interference 

in the wine trade, were not limited to the south, but seem to have been more frequent 



there. The nobility thus antagonized the urban communities, with whom they shared 

common ground solely in their efforts to bar the rural population from direct access to 

the markets. Otherwise, the ducal towns and the Estates were fiercely at odds about 

the distribution of the staggering financial burden of military defence11. 

 From a geographic conceptual framework, it has been stressed that patterns of 

communication and joint action among the urban and rural population of the Slovene 

and Croatian lands, i.e. Lower Styria, Carinthia, Carniola, Gorizia, Istria, and Croatia, 

depended on the regional infrastructure of trade routes and roads, and navigable rivers. 

Hence the "compartmentalization" of peasant action during uprisings, and the patchy 

diffusion of the Protestant Reformation, the predominantly urban impact of which is 

explained by the primary importance of close inter-urban contacts and a "class 

structure" which further separated the urban and rural population12. 

This, explanation, however, is not entirely convincing: rural outbreaks of unrest 

tended to be localized for various reasons, the individual nature of grievances and 

limited aims of protest being the most obvious explanations. On the other hand, where 

concerns were perceived to be of a nature transcending the local and even regional 

communities, rapid communication and emulative action occurred. This was the case 

during the peasant uprising in 1515, which was directed against both increased feudal 

exploitation and urban aggression against rural trades. It seems to have received its 

first impetus from the great peasant war in Hungary in 1514, whence it spread to 

Croatia, Carniola, Lower Styria and Carinthia. Similarly, the Táhy uprising of 1573, 

which started as an antifeudal outbreak with a specific, locally determined agenda, 

rapidly turned into a large-scale rebellion among the Slovenian peasantry of Carniola 

and Lower Styria. Conversely, the Slovenian peasantry of Inner Austria remained 

impervious to the appeal of the 'evangelical' German Peasants' War of 1525 and its 

offshoot in Upper Styria, in spite of its restorative antifeudal agenda13. 

 

 The argument from infrastructure poses equal problems as an explanation for the 

urban bias of the Slovenian Reformation since the vast majority of nominal towns 

were in fact semi-agrarian municipal settlements or 'market towns' that were well 

integrated into the wider rural economy. This is not to contest the observation that the 

comparatively more advanced economy and higher level of "urbanization" of the 

Slovenian Inner Austrian regions contributed to its higher receptivity if compared to 



Croatia14. The notion that there was "minimal contact between cities and countryside, 

between city dwellers and peasant farmers" in Slovenian Inner Austria is, however, 

certainly overdrawn even where larger towns like Laibach or Radkersburg were 

concerned: trade contacts and possession of land and vineyards in the vicinity of the 

towns were integral features of the civic economy15. 

Communication and social stratification, though not "class", are nevertheless relevant 

explanatory categories if set in the context of linguistic and ethnic diversity. As 

previously indicated, Inner Austria's economic and legal patterns had an ethnic 

dimension in so far as the most disadvantaged or economically backward regions of 

Lower Styria and the Carniolan plains were Slovenian, whereas the most advanced 

regions, most notably Upper Styria, were exclusively German in their ethnic 

composition. In Lower Styria, the difference between the larger towns and the 

countryside was underwritten by the ethnic contrast of the German urban population 

and the mixed or entirely Slovenian countryside. In general, economic progress was 

limited to the German and ethnically mixed (Italian, Slovenian, German) regions and 

municipalities of Inner Austria16. 

Ethnic differences did not, of course, translate automatically into linguistic barriers, 

and bilingualism was noted by sixteenth-century observers to be a wide-spread skill 

among the urban and noble elites especially in Carniola and Gorizia. By the late 

seventeenth century, language had become a distinguishing trait with social 

implications: thus, even among the Slovenian nobility of Carniola, usage of the native 

tongue as opposed to the official German and learned Latin seems to have been 

reserved to close and intimate circles17. In public, it was perceived as stigmatizing its 

speaker as a member of the lower classes. Commenting on the respective usages and 

official sanction of the Slovenian and the German language in the duchy, the 

Carniolan historian Johann Weikhart von Valvasor (1641-1693) observed that the 

latter (German) was "nur bey den Edlen/und politen Leuten/meistentheils 

gebräuchlich/wie nicht weniger alle Rechtsführungen Teutsch ausgeführt/ingleichen 

alle Schrifften und Briefe/in selbiger Sprache/verfasst werden; dahingegen die 

andre/nemlich die Windische oder Sclavonische/sich der Dorff=Zungen/und andrer 

gemeiner Lippen bedient."18. Since this change seems to have been a feature of Inner 

Austrian societies after the imposition of religious conformity in the three decades 

from 1598 to 1628, the question arises whether it can be related to the impact of 



Catholic confessionalization. As regards the spread of the Reformation in the 

sixteenth century, "communication", i.e. language, and "class" affected its progress in 

two ways: firstly, bilingualism was limited to the civic and noble elites, hence 

Lutheranism was initially received by the German or German-speaking Estates and 

municipalities through their contacts with the rest of the Empire. The diffusion of the 

faith among the German and mixed population of the economically advanced regions 

of Inner Austria on the one hand, and the Slovenian rural population of the 'backward' 

areas on the other thus depended on the Estates' proselytizing activity. Elite attitudes 

towards this task, however, were shaped by the restraining effects of economic and 

legal relations. While the spread of Lutheranism among the more autonomous farmers 

and volatile mining population of Upper Styria, for example, was successfully 

promoted by the local estate owners to forestall the spread of socially subversive 

varieties of Protestantism19, the logic of economic and social relations in the 

Slovenian parts of the province dictated a different course. The most important of the 

resulting constellations of interest saw the majority of the Slovenian rural population 

of Lower Styria and Carniola arraigned with the Catholic archduke against the 

Protestant nobility and towns, because the prince was their last legal resort in the 

continuing struggle to counter feudal excesses and urban retributive action in trade 

conflicts. As will be shown, the Lower Styrian and Carniolan lords' concern for the 

spiritual welfare of their subjects only exceptionally extended to active proselytizing 

among the illiterate Slovenian peasants, since this arguably threatened further social 

friction. 

Material and ethnic patterns hence combined to form a deep structure which affected 

the course and outcome of the evangelical missionary campaign, as well as 

determining the reformed nobility’s and clergy’s attitude towards popular religion and 

the uses and perils of literacy-based education among the lower classes. The 

remainder of this article will investigate how the interaction of these factors shaped 

the Slovenian Reformation and Slovenian popular Protestantism in the sixteenth-

century. 

 

A religion of the book? Language, literacy, and ethnicity in the Slovene Reformation 

At the centre of Slovenian Reformation history and its historiographical reflection 

stands the towering figure of Primǒs Trubar (1508-1586), whose literary contributions 



to, and formative influence on written Slovene continue to attract scholarly 

attention20. 

A Carniolan by birth, Trubar became a protégé of the theologically broad-minded 

bishop of Trieste, Pietro Bonomo, at whose court he became acquainted with 

Erasmian humanism and developed an affinity to Protestant discourse. This was later 

to draw him to the works of Zwingli, Bullinger and Calvin. Between c. 1527 and 

1547, he successively held benefices in Laibach (Ljubljana) and various Lower 

Styrian and Lower Carniolan rural parishes, where he actively engaged in preaching 

and proselytizing of an increasingly distinctive Protestant hue. Word spread to the 

bishop of Laibach, Urban Textor (d. 1546), and his like-minded (prospective) 

successor, Franz Joseph Rizzano, and in 1548, Trubar was forced to take refuge in the 

German Imperial towns first of Nuremberg, and then Rothenburg ob der Tauber and 

Kempten21. In 1555/6, a Protestant printing press was set up in Urach, under the 

protection of duke Christoph of Württemberg. The press was further patronized by the 

emigré Styrian Estates' Captain Hans Ungnad von Sonneck, after whose death in 

1564, however, production ground to a halt. Until then, Trubar effectively was spiritus 

rector of this enterprise, the purpose of which was to provide Slovenian and - so the 

intention of the patrons - Croatian translations of the Holy Scriptures and the key 

Lutheran texts for religious instruction22. In June 1561, Trubar accepted a commission 

from the Carniolan Estates for the organization of the nascent Protestant church 

ministry of the duchy. However, he was almost immediately denounced as a heretic to 

Emperor Ferdinand I by the bishop of Laibach, Peter von Seebach (1559-68). In the 

ensuing interrogations, Trubar was backed by the Carniolan Estates who also 

supported his subsequent defence against charges of Zwinglian heterodoxy, which 

Jakob Andreae had brought against him at the court of his patron, duke Christoph of 

Württemberg. Trubar's own statements on the issue of transsubstantiation in his 

correspondence with Bullinger would, incidentally, suggest that Andreae's suspicions 

were not unfounded23. 

Support from the Carniolan Estates quickly fell away in 1564, when archduke Karl II 

prohibited the proclamation of Trubar's Slovenian church and school order, the mere 

drafting of which was sharply denounced as a usurpation of ducal power. The 400 

printed copies which had already been delivered to Laibach were confiscated, and 

Trubar was banned from Carniola and the rest of the ducal territories, which he left for 



good in the following year (1565)24. On this occasion, he was deserted by the 

Carniolan Estates, who were appalled at the spectre of a headlong confrontation over 

the religious issue at the very outset of the Catholic prince's reign. Having received a 

stinging rebuke from Karl II on making a tentative admission of their commission for 

a Slovenian translation of the Württemberg church agenda in November 1564, the 

Carniolan Estates disowned Trubar completely. In a further letter, they hastened to 

protest their ignorance of  the actual document, and any share in its printing and 

attempted publication25. Trubar's exhortation to act like "beständige und nicht 

mamalukische christen, ehr- und geizhäls" and step forth to confess the Augsburg 

faith to the new government "mit offenem maul...mit gefahr eures guts, leibs und 

lebens, weib und kinder, schriftlich, mündlich und offenlich..." fell on deaf ears. His 

further prediction that any failure to fight the beginnings of repression would turn out 

to be the undoing of Inner Austrian Protestantism was borne out by the subsequent 

course of events26. 

 Trubar's departure did not yet mark the end of the Slovenian Protestant Church, 

which was eventually dismantled by archduke Ferdinand and bishop Thomas Hren of 

Laibach (1560-1630) at the turn of the century. It did, however, signal the end of a 

largely autonomous Slovenian Reformation which had taken its inspiration from 

Erasmian humanism and from the Swiss 'third way' of Protestantism as reflected 

through the prism of Trubar's syncretistic theological writings27. The church agenda 

that was eventually drawn up on the basis of the religious concession for the three 

Inner Austrian duchies in 1578 followed its Upper and Lower Austrian (1568/71) 

counterparts in expressly denouncing divergent variants of Protestantism. This was 

noteworthy in so far as Flacianism had become widespread in Upper Styria and among 

the Carinthian nobility. With the onset of the Counter-Reformation, however, the need 

to secure the support of the Lutheran majority party in the Empire became pressing, so 

that the Carinthian Estates were persuaded to conform by joining the Styrians and 

Carniolans in subscribing to the Formula of Concord. Apart from rejecting 

Flacianism, the church order of 1578 formed the starting point for an organizational 

structure which placed the church ministry in Graz at the top through its powers of 

ordination and control in theological matters. Gradually, the church ministry in 

Laibach became subject to the Styrian council, thus strengthening the influence of the 

German element among the three parts of the province's ecclesiastical structure28. 



 This had implications for the aims and linguistic complexion of the Protestant 

schools: Trubar's plan had made provision for elementary schooling and religious 

instruction in the vernacular, though he conceded to his patrons' educational concerns 

by prescribing Latin and some supplementary German teaching for higher education 

in the Estates' grammar school in Laibach29. Trubar's concern for the dissemination of 

the faith among the Slovenian peasantry, however, was not written into the new 

fragmentary educational system, and essentially rested on the initiative of individual 

members of the nobility. In view of the previously described constellation of interests, 

it seems hardly surprising that such proselytizing and educational activity as can be 

traced did not normally extend to the illiterate rural population. In general, it was 

limited to the population of the municipalities, where it met with some success: thus, 

there was evidence that several of  the twenty-four Protestant preachers from the 

Empire which the Carniolan nobility supported in 1569 were employed to minister to 

the burgher communities30. Apart from the duchy's capital and Protestant stronghold 

of Laibach, there is some evidence for the smaller municipalities: Valvasor relates 

how Karl II evicted Protestant preachers from Rattmansdorff - the town that had 

clashed with the rebellious Slovenian peasants in 1515 - and Krainburg (Kranj), and 

punished Protestant burghers from Rudolfswerth, Krainburg, Weixelberg, Ratschach, 

and Wippach for attending Protestant services on neighbouring estates of the 

nobility31. 

 On the other hand, even as conspicuous an adherent of the new faith as the Carniolan 

Estates' Captain Baron Herwart von Auersperg (1528-1575) showed little enthusiasm 

for spreading the doctrine among his subjects. His son Andreas, who succeeded him 

as lord of this patrimonial town, took a different stand, and actively encouraged the 

adoption of Lutheranism by the inhabitants of the small municipality of Žužemberg in 

the region of Dolenjsko. By 1580, there were twenty-four converts among the local 

merchants. The surrounding peasantry, per contrast, remained unaffected32. Equally 

unsuccessful was another member of this family, Christoph von Auersperg, in using 

his ius patronatus in 1585 to instal Trubar's protégé Georg Dalmatin as incumbent of 

St. Cantzian, a Carniolan parish with no less than nine affiliated churches. His action 

aroused fierce opposition from the staunchly Catholic parishioners. In their petition to 

archduke Karl II, they claimed that Christoph had for more than twenty years put 

pressure on the parish, particularly on its landless labourers, to accept the new faith. 



They further denounced Christoph for confiscating parish property, and for altering 

the church interior, presumably to conform to Lutheran prescriptions. It seems, 

however, that his missionary fervour was already flagging by this time, since the 

church is described as neglected33. 

 In the face of wide-spread illiteracy, evidence of Protestantism among the rural 

Slovenian population of Carniola, Istria, and Carinthia must be seen as indicative of 

vernacular proselytizing either by Protestant parish priests, or by itinerant preachers. 

Typically, such enclaves developed in areas where a shortage of clergy and subjection 

to the authority of an absentee clerical lord combined to create a spiritual and 

jurisdictional vacuum. This was the case, for example, in the Carniolan Herrschaft of 

Veldes, which belonged to the cathedral chapter at Brixen and was subject to the 

Cardinal of Trient. It took repeated efforts in the years 1572 to 1587 to evict the local 

Protestant clergy and eradicate heresy, but the introduction of a Catholic parish priest 

seems to have been crucial in effecting the reversal34. There were a few exceptions to 

the overall pattern, most notably the Protestant communities of Sovče/Seltschach and 

Zagoriče/Agoritschach in Carinthia, which survived into the toleration era and 

testified to the resilience of literacy-based heresy. In general, however, Protestantism 

was a transient phenomenon in the Slovene villages.35 

 

 The social and ethnic implications of  Protestantization as promoted by the Estates 

after 1578 became politically effective when archduke Ferdinand was able to enlist the 

support of the Slovenian peasantry to arrest Protestant preachers on the estates and in 

the castles of the nobility, as happened to the Carniolan Estates' clergy, including 

Trubar's son Felician, in 1600-136. In 1584, the nuncio in Graz Germanico Malaspina 

reported that the Slovenian peasants bitterly opposed the introduction of the new, 

Gregorian calendar which they considered a ploy by their Protestant lords "per togliere 

la santificatione de le feste degli santi"37. The imagined threat is revelatory of how 

proselytizing efforts by the feudal lords were perceived, i.e. as acts of interference 

with the spiritual and social order that determined the life of the parish community. In 

this particular case, it was seen as a pretext for increasing economic exploitation by a 

reduction of the number of feast days.  If Protestantization thus seemed to spell 

destruction of community rights and values, the Counter-Reformation as executed by 

the Catholic prince promised restoration and protection of the traditional order38. 



 

 The equation of Protestant religious and feudal economic policies derived its 

credibility from the fact that the estate of the nobility was the prime agent of 

confessionalization. Trubar's vision of a socially comprehensive Reformation opened 

up a different perspective. It has been pointed out correctly that Trubar was the first 

writer to formulate the concept of a Slovenian people as a geographically fragmented 

community of language. However, there is no contemporary evidence to support the 

further conclusion that his references to all Slovenes ("alle Windischen") in the 

dedications of his Slovene primer (1555), and his translation of the New Testament 

(1557, 1560) to both his German and Slovene readers can be considered proof of the 

actual existence of a 'self-conscious Slovenian people' ("Es kann daher nicht der 

geringste Zweifel bestehen, daß es zu Trubars Zeiten bereits so etwas wie ein seiner 

selbst bewußtes windisches (slowenisches) Volk gegeben hat")39. The previously 

quoted anti-Protestant petitions of the sixteenth century, for example, were not 

couched in terms indicative of ethnic awareness; neither is there any evidence of 

ethnic notions of a Slovenian self and a German 'other' as a mobilizing agent in anti-

feudal peasant protests40. 

 Rather, the concept of an ethnic community united by language seems to have been 

Trubar's projection, which should be seen in the wider context of his missionary plans. 

To provide for a Slovenian Protestant literature, he needed to canvass not only the 

support of the Inner Austrian elites, but also depended on help from the German 

Protestant Estates of the rest of the Empire, from the burghers of Vienna and such 

Imperial towns as Nuremberg, Strasbourg, and Frankfurt41. The centrality which 

Reformation theology alloted to the study of scripture, homiletics and devotional 

works was uppermost in the mind of Trubar and his supporters when they set up and 

maintained the Slovene-Croatian translation enterprise and the printing press in 

Württemberg. Contemporary accounts of the linguistic and ethnic composition of the 

south-eastern Slavic peoples, generally referred to in the hazy terms 'Illyrian' or 

'Slavonian', were only just beginning to be drawn up and circulated in the Empire, 

among the more recent and less inaccurate being Maciej Miechowita's Tractatus de 

duabus Sarmatiis (1517) and Sigismund Gelenius's Lexicon symphonum (1537)42. To 

permanently capture and focus the attention of the Imperial Protestants, it was thus 

essential to put the Slovenian people firmly on the map. Trubar did so by giving a 



detailed and graphic account of  the differences and common features in language, 

customs and religious outlook of the inhabitants of Inner Austria. For obvious reasons, 

he put great stress on similarities in dress and custom among the Slovenian and 

German population of the three duchies43. Strategic considerations not withstanding, 

Trubar gives a more differentiated picture of the linguistic and ethnic landscape than 

any of his immediate Protestant and Catholic successors, who lapsed into the earlier 

inaccurate terminology. In the case of the Protestant authors, the apparent lack of 

expertise might be seen as indicative of a slackening of interest in the Slovene and 

Croatian mission in the face of mounting Counter-Reformation pressure, in any case, 

the picture became blurred again and remained so until the rise of Slovenian 

historiography provided a new impetus in the late seventeenth century44. 

 

 Prior to this, in connection with the preparation of his Slovene translations, Trubar 

repeatedly commented on the problems caused by the fragmentation of the Slovenian 

idiom into a profusion of regional dialects of often merely local currency. He further 

claimed that the existing Slovene vocabulary was inadequate for a correct rendition of 

Protestant thought45. To make up for these defects, Trubar adapted German words and 

assimilated lexemes into his literary Slovene language, which he derived from the 

regional variants, especially the Laibachian dialect. However, the resulting 

construction met with harsh critique: a memorandum for archduke Maximilian (the 

future King of Hungary and Bohemia and Holy Roman Emperor) in 1560, which 

Trubar presumed to have been drafted by his adversary Paul Skalic, and which 

Maximilian forwarded to duke Christoph of Württemberg, disputed the missionary 

effectiveness of Trubar's translation of the New Testament. In the eyes of this critic, 

the text was unfit as an instrument of conversion even among the Inner Austrian 

Slovenes on account of its idiosyncratic rendition of the dialects' peculiarities and its 

heavy reliance on German vocabulary46. 

Trubar's defence is interesting not so much for its admission of his language's limited 

intelligibility to the Croatian population of the coast and the neighbouring Slavonian-

Croatian lands, who were in contemporary usage often included in the vague term 

windisch47. More important is his explanation of the ways in which he proposed to use 

his translations for the Slovenian mission. In his own words, he claimed: "Ein jeder 

Lateiner, Teutscher oder Waliser kan meine geschrifften dermaßen lesen und 



aussprechen, das ein jedlicher (sic!) windischer zuhörer mag die verstehen." He thus 

hoped to reach out to the illiterate Slovenian population through the mediation of  the 

educated civic and noble elites, whom he had elsewhere characterized as being in their 

majority bilingual48. Hence, his "Postille" of 1558, for example, was not a 

straightforward homiletic work for pastoral use, but a collection of concise exegeses 

which were to be read out to the youths on Fridays and Sundays just before they 

attended church services49. Trubar thus presumed the active involvement of literate 

members of the household, or, ideally, of the feudal lord. 

 If these instructions are added to his educational plans and the church agenda of 

1564, it emerges that Trubar was aiming at a comprehensive Reformation which 

would be transmitted to the illiterate Slovenian population from below, through 

elementary religious instruction by the parish clergy and the gradual spread of literacy 

- hence his primer of 1555 - and from above, through the proselytizing efforts of the 

elites, especially the Protestant lords. In 1567, he exhorted the Carniolan nobility, and 

their wives in particular, to keep a stock of scriptural translations and devotional 

works ("Biblische und andere Gottselige Bücher") in the German and Slovene 

language from which to read out assiduously to their children, servants and subjects so 

as to draw them to the true doctrine ("zum alten seligmachenden Glauben")50. The 

latter reference to the restorative impetus of Protestantism as the 'ancient salvific faith' 

pointedly contested Catholic claims. If continuity in time is asserted here, continuity 

and coherence in space are likewise aimed at: far from elaborating the concept of a 

culturally separate Slovene community, Trubar promoted a vision of a confessionally 

and culturally inclusive society, of which the Slovene people formed a part. He thus 

urged the spread of bilingualism vertically among the social estates, and horizontally, 

to the German nobility of Upper Styria, the archduchy of Austria, and Tyrol. 

Integration is transformed into complete fusion through the agency of divine 

ordination: Trubar's addressees are the elect people, "In summa, die von Gott 

außerwelten Creiner, Steirer, Kerner und Windischen hohen und nidern Standts."51 

 

Such a concept, however, went considerably beyond the spiritual needs and 

confessional designs of the elites, which were shaped by considerations of political 

and social expediency. While the Carniolan nobility showed genuine interest in 

supporting the printing enterprise for domestic noble and civic consumption, it was 



the prospect of a multi-lingual, especially Croatian, dimension which was most 

attractive to Trubar's supporters in the rest of the Empire. Like Ungnad, they viewed 

the Slovenian and Habsburg Croatian territory mainly as a spring-board for the 

launching of a Turkish mission52.  

 Further, practical problems to the diffusion of the gospel among the Slovenian 

peasants arose from the lack of a sufficient number of adequately educated Protestant 

parish clergy who were fluent in the vernacular. Problems of clerical recruitment beset 

the organization of a parish network throughout Inner Austria until the Counter-

Reformation put an end to all efforts by dissolving the Protestant school and church 

ministries in 1598-160053. For the Slovenian rural mission, these difficulties were 

exacerbated by wide-spread illiteracy and a consequent limitation of the number of 

native candidates for priesthood54. Even if the modern argument for the overall 

intelligibility of Trubar's translations among Slovene-speakers is accepted55, it 

remains difficult to gauge the actual number of readers, and even more so the size of 

the wider audience to whom his works might have been read out56. In 1563, 400 

copies each were printed of the Lutheran Catechism and the Augsburg Confession. Of 

these, 65 and 41 respectively were still in stock in the following year, while the rest 

had been sent to Laibach and Villach. This was still better than the frustrating balance 

for the Croatian Glagolitic prints: of the 1000 illustrated copies of the Apocalypse 

which had been printed in 1563, there were still 687 copies in Urach in 1564, while 

170 and 115 copies, respectively, had been sent for sale or even free distribution to 

Laibach and Vienna57. Some evidence has been found for the circulation of 

manuscript copies of Slovenian Lutheran texts in Carinthian parishes58, but detailed 

lists from contemporary Carniolan inventories confirm the general picture of an 

educated noble and bourgeois readership who had some knowledge of the humanist 

rhetorical models and traditions on which Trubar drew so heavily59. This was the 

audience to which Trubar tried to impart his vision of an ethnically mixed, though 

hierarchically structured elect people, an attempt that was thwarted by the 

countervailing forces of economic and social antagonism which translated into 

confessional opposition. 

 

 Trubar's concept of an elect people had implications for the ways in which he 

perceived and addressed the Slovenian common folk: poverty is their salient 



characteristic, with the multiple meaning of spiritual, material, and even linguistic 

deprivation, the latter referring, as previously shown, to the alleged expressive short-

comings of the vernacular60. Trubar draws out the implicit associations with the 

Christian virtue of spiritual simplicitas in depicting the Slovene peasants of Carniola 

as a 'good, decent, faithful, honest, obedient, hospitable and kind folk' ("gut, erbar, 

trew, wahrhafft, gehorsam, Gastfrey, unnd miltes Volck")61. Submissiveness and 

uncorrupted communal virtues thus seem to mark out the Slovenian part of the elect 

people as a flock of sheep in need of pastoral care and guidance. Simplicity, however, 

is ambivalent in implying the gullibility and ignorance that sets the sheep on the 

wrong path: they are 'overly and boundlessly superstitious' ("zuvil und zu groß 

Abergleubisch")62. The term superstition is used here to denote orthodox Catholic 

practices and beliefs, but also more irregular sectarian activities, which are, however, 

presented as an outgrowth of Catholicism. Trubar had first-hand knowledge of both 

through his experience as parish priest of the Lower Styrian parishes of Loka near 

Radece and in Lasko (Tüffer), a wealthy and large parish with no less than fourteen 

affiliated churches on both sides of the river Sann, to which he had been appointed as 

vicar of his patron, Pietro Bonomo, in 1530. In particular, Trubar complains of his 

parishioners' unshakeable belief in the intercessory powers of the saints and the Virgin 

and the salvific means offered by the Roman Church. There was an unbroken tradition 

of Catholic practices that could be transferred to a sectarian context, most notably the 

making of votive gifts and donations in kind, and pilgrimages to places of Marian 

worship in Italy, Bavaria, and the Rhineland63. 

 His parishioners' obstinate persistence in Catholic 'superstitions' was a source of 

concern and vexation to Trubar, but did not affect his assumptions about the basically 

uncorrupted state of the Slovene people and the feasibility of religious reform. His 

experience as a parish priest nevertheless forced him to acknowledge the existence of 

sectarian practices that effectively deviated from this pattern of mere passive 

'aberration', and pointed to an independently created dimension of the community's 

religious life: in various reports, Trubar relates his encounters with a phenomenon that 

came to be wide-spread in sixteenth and early seventeenth-century Lower Styria and 

Carniola. It followed a basic pattern which centred on the construction of new 

churches at the behest of self-proclaimed visionaries, who were occasionally young 

girls, but more often belonged to the group of elderly, unmarried and destitute women 



on the fringes of parish society who figure so frequently in contemporary sources as 

'wise women' or witches64. The gist of their messages was the imperative demand by a 

saint, frequently the plague saints Rochus and Sebastian, or the Virgin, to make up for 

past neglect by the construction of a church on a specified and usually remote, but 

conspicuous place. Failure to comply would incur the offended saints' wrath, which 

could take the form of various natural disasters65. This threat carried weight with the 

Slovene rural communities who were at intervals stricken with bouts of plague, and 

destruction of their live-stock and agricultural produce through epidemics and 

tempests66. Hence, the prophecies met with a vigorous response. The new churches 

invariably became the focus of cults which blended pagan beliefs with established 

Catholic practices, such as the making of votive gifts, in the sacrificial donations of 

wax, hemp, cattle, and other goods. Construction of new churches soon became the 

preliminary for the constitution of a sect, nicknamed variously the 'Founders' 

("Stifter"), or 'leapers' ("Springer und Werfer"). The latter term gained wider currency 

on account of the convulsions which were the prelude to the ecstatic trances and 

visions of the 'leapers', who congregated near the churches for nocturnal sessions. The 

appeal of the cult, which created new local foci of devotion, furthered the geographic 

spread of this phenomenon, the sectarian coherence of which, however, remains as 

unclear as its origins. It was limited to the rural Slovenian population of Lower Styria, 

Carniola, and parts of Gorizia, and kept cropping up in various places as late as the 

1620s, in spite of harsh systematic persecution by Ferdinand II. In Carniola, the 

practice of 'wild' church building in fact continued down to the late seventeenth 

century67. Although there is no evidence that the cult was connected with magic 

practices, or bacchanals accompanied by promiscuity, the 'leapers' were denounced 

precisely on these charges by Trubar and his patrons, the Inner Austrian Estates. In 

1561-2, king Maximilian as patron of the Slovene printing enterprise is informed of 

the mischief wrought by these 'frivolous, mad, and disreputable people' 

("leichtfertige(..), wohnsinnige(...) und ehrlose(...) Leütte(...)")68. The Slovene girl 

who was crucial in establishing the cult of the Virgin at Oberburg in Carniola in 1561 

is decried as a whore, and an old peasant woman, one Ursula Ferligojka, who initiated 

the by then vastly popular pilgrimage to a similiar place in Gorizia is accused of 

witchcraft and multiple infanticide. Contrary to the pattern established by the sources, 

Trubar presented the allegedly debauched and greedy Catholic clergy as the prime 



movers. Part of his wrath, however, was reserved to their adherents, the 'befooled and 

silly peasants' ("betörichten und einfältigen bauern"), simplicity being clearly no 

virtue in this context69. The association with witchcraft was taken up and turned into a 

formal accusation by the Protestant Estates of Styria, whom the semi-orthodox 

'leapers' presented with an excellent opportunity to denounce, without appearing to do 

so, the idolatrous implications of Catholic beliefs70. 

 

 Trubar's disenchantment with rustic simplicity was indicative of a wider gap which 

set off the mental horizon of the humanist missionary from the spiritual world of his 

object, a sphere which turned out to be neither an unstructured void, nor a chaotic 

darkness waiting to be illuminated by Protestant theological reasoning. Luther's 

critique had focused on identifiable papist idolatry, but by the mid-sixteenth-century, 

there was a wide-spread belief among Calvinist and Lutheran reformers that 

amorphous paganism and polytheism were on the advance71. This perception was 

defective in disregarding the syncretistic nature of popular religion. In terms of 

practical missionary work, misconception spelt failure, and the short-comings of 

Trubar's approach to a system of beliefs shaped by the appropriation and 

transformation of Christian and pagan spiritual traditions became obvious in a clash 

between Trubar and the parishioners of Smarcna, which was affiliated to his parish of 

Loka: his attempts to effect the suppression of the local 'leaper' cult met with a violent 

reaction from his infuriated flock which forced Trubar into hasty retreat. The luckless 

missionary abandoned the care of this part of his parish to a vicar72. However, since 

religious syncretism, not paganism, formed the spiritual basis of popular religion, the 

relation between the two spiritual worlds was not antagonistic: the former would 

arguably have succumbed to a long-term process of gradual acculturation had Trubar's 

plans for a comprehensive confessionalization at all levels of society been 

implemented.  

 

Prior to the onslaught of the Counter-Reformation in the late sixteenth-century the 

chief obstacle to the progress of Protestantism among the Slovenian rural population 

was hence not the alleged intellectual prematurity of its doctrine73, but the social 

limitations and objectives of a literacy and language based missionary approach as 

endorsed by the elites, and reflected in peasant resistance to ideological inoculation.             



It is in this context that linguistic and ethnic differences began to acquire confessional 

connotations, and the Slovenian Reformation's reliance on the printed word as an 

agent of spreading the Lutheran faith proved inadequate in responding to the reality of 

unexpectedly complex and resilient popular beliefs. 
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