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It took fifty years for Conrad Grebel’s letters and the accom-
panying resources on the early history of the Zurich Anabaptists 
to be translated and published in English. In his editor’s preface to 
the 1985 edition, Leland Harder offers a detailed description of the 
complex historical background.

Research into Swiss Anabaptism has changed markedly since 
the publication of this volume. Nowadays, a distinction is made 
between so-called normative research into the Anabaptists and 
revisionist examination. Starting with Ernst Troeltsch’s ground-
breaking studies,1 the “Bender School”2 in particular generated 
substantial and fundamental works that accepted the pacifist and 
potentially separatist Swiss Anabaptism as the norm, according to 
which all other manifestations of the Anabaptist movement were 
to be measured. In spite of many new findings from exhaustive 
research into and investigation of original sources, this normative 
perspective approach conveyed an idealized image of early Anabap-
tism, which also served as an identification model for current Free 
Church concepts.

A new approach in the research of Anabaptism, based on 
large-scale empirical research using social and economic historical 
methods, was triggered by the resurgence of socio-historical inter-
pretations in the 1970s. This development led to a move from a 
monogenetic, normative view to a polygenetic, pluralistic image of 
the Anabaptist movement.3 In addition, new perspectives have led 
to research projects with a cultural and theological-historical orien-
tation being established since the turn of the century.4
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There is general consensus among researchers that the Swiss 
Anabaptists drew on and recruited from the circle of Huldrych 
Zwingli’s supporters in the early days of the Reformation movement 
in Zürich. Recent research has put a new perspective on Conrad 
Grebel’s significance as a leader of the Anabaptist movement, 
shifting the focus to collective and social contexts and the roles of a 
wide range of players.5

Nevertheless, this book, which is intended for a wider read-
ership, offers great possibilities. Conrad Grebel’s correspondence 
with his brother-in-law Vadian, a reformer from St. Gallen, maps 
the structure of the published source material. Harder presents the 
correspondence in the form of a five-act drama, including a prologue 
and an epilogue, which portrays the development of Conrad Grebel 
from a humanistically educated, middle-class citizen into a leader 
of the Anabaptist movement. The focus rests on developing and 
opening up the protagonist’s biographical turning points and  
spiritual changes. This enables insight from the perspective of a key 
player into the Zürich Reformation – which from very early on was 
becoming increasingly pluralized – and into the emerging Anabaptist 
movement. This is a strength of the edition, as the correspondence 
can thus be effectively penetrated and categorized.

At the same time, this concentration on the persona of Grebel 
also represents a weakness. In essence, it causes the significance of 
the organizational structures of the emerging Anabaptist movement, 
such as the humanistic sodalities and the reformist reading circles, 
to recede into the background. Effectively, as a result of the source 
presentation, Grebel tends to be styled as the founder of the new 
Anabaptist Church according to the paradigm of normative research 
into Anabaptism, without pointing out his close interconnection 
with the community of reform-minded citizens. For readers, it is 
relevant here to incorporate the findings of recent research into 
Anabaptism critically and with a degree of skepticism,6 bringing a 
knowledgeable awareness to the source material. Additional illus-
trations and commentaries on individual documents enable good 
insight into the early history of the Anabaptist movement within the 
framework of the Zürich Reformation.
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Harder had the ability to make use of existing translations 
and, at the same time, to supplement these by working together 
with further experts. It is this coordination and its independent 
and skillful translation work that really determine the great value 
of this collection. I continue to find it remarkable that Harder not 
only respected and valued the evolving knowledge from preceding 
research into Anabaptism in this publication but that he was also 
able to set new priorities through his insightful commentary.

It is particularly welcome that the volume is to be republished 
in the run-up to the five-hundred-year anniversary of the emergence 
of Reformation Anabaptism, which is to be celebrated around the 
world in 2025.

Andrea Strübind
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history of normative Anabaptist research, see Levi Miller, “A Reconstruction of Evan-
gelical Anabaptism,” Mennonite Quarterly Review 69 (1995): 295–306; James M. Stayer, 
Anabaptists and the Sword, 2nd ed. (Lawrence, KS: Coronado, 1979).

3.	 See James M. Stayer, Werner O. Packull, and Klaus Deppermann, “From Mono-
genesis to Polygenesis: The Historical Discussion of Anabaptist Origins,” Mennonite 
Quarterly Review 49 (1975): 83–121.

4.	 See, e.g., Andrea Strübind, Eifriger als Zwingli: Die frühe Täuferbewegung in der 
Schweiz (Berlin: Duncker & Humblot, 2003).

5.	  See C. Arnold Snyder, “The Birth and Evolution of Swiss Anabaptism (1520–
1530),” Mennonite Quarterly Review 80 (2006): 501–645; Andrea Strübind, “Radical 
Reformation (Anabaptism),” in A Companion to the Swiss Reformation, edited by Amy 
Burnett and Emidio Campi (Boston: Brill, 2016), 389–443 (393–95).

6.	 See James A. Stayer, “Täuferforschung,” MennLex V,
http://www.mennlex.de/doku.php?id=top:taeuferforschung.

This is a preview. Get the entire book here.

https://www.plough.com/en/topics/faith/anabaptists/sources-of-swiss-anabaptism


Contents 

General Editor's Preface ......................................... 15 
Editor's Preface ................................................ 17 
Introduction ................................................... 25 
Photo Section ................................................. 33 
Cast of Characters ............................................. 47 

Prologue, 1517 
Pro. A. Vadian's Vision for Grebel's Education, 

Vienna, 2/28/1517 ................................ 49 

Act l, 1517-1518: THE STUDENT 
I. Grebel to Zwingli, Vienna, 9/8/1517 ....................... 55 

lA. Vadian to Grebel, Vienna, 5/1/1518 ................. 58 
l B. Grebel Addresses Mela, Vienna, 5 / 1518 ............... 59 

2. Grebel to Vadian, Zurich, 7/23/1518 ...................... 60 
2A. Myconius to Vadian, Zurich, 7/23/1518 .............. 62 

3. Grebe/to Zwingli, Zurich, 7/31/1518 ...................... 63 
3A. The Ascent of Mt. Pilatus, 8/ 1518 ................... 64 
3B. Myconius to Vadian, Zurich, 9/15/1518 .............. 67 

4. Grebel to Vadian, Zurich, 9/26/1518 ...................... 67 
4A. Myconius to Vadian, Zurich, I0/15/1518 ............. 69 
4B. Zurgilgen to Vadian, Paris, I0/26/1518 ............... 69 

5. Grebel to Vadian, Paris, 10/26/1518 ....................... 70 
5A. Myconius to Vadian, Zurich, 11/12/1518 ............. 74 
5B. Grebel's Poem ''To Joachim Vadian," Paris, 1518 ...... 75 

Act 2, 1518-1520: THE PRODIGAL

6. Grebe/to Vadian, Paris,1/29/1519 ........................ 76 

7 
This is a preview. Get the entire book here.

https://www.plough.com/en/topics/faith/anabaptists/sources-of-swiss-anabaptism


This is a preview. Get the entire book here.

https://www.plough.com/en/topics/faith/anabaptists/sources-of-swiss-anabaptism


This is a preview. Get the entire book here.

https://www.plough.com/en/topics/faith/anabaptists/sources-of-swiss-anabaptism


This is a preview. Get the entire book here.

https://www.plough.com/en/topics/faith/anabaptists/sources-of-swiss-anabaptism


This is a preview. Get the entire book here.

https://www.plough.com/en/topics/faith/anabaptists/sources-of-swiss-anabaptism


This is a preview. Get the entire book here.

https://www.plough.com/en/topics/faith/anabaptists/sources-of-swiss-anabaptism


Epi.C. Zwingli's Dialogue with Grebel's Ghost, 
Zurich, 7/31/1527 .................................. 475 

Epi.D. Joint Decree for the Suppression of the Anabaptists, 
Zurich, 9/9/1527 ................................... 506 

Epi.E. The Fifth and Sixth Swiss Anabaptist Martyrs: Jacob 
Falk and Heine Reimann, Zurich, 9/5/1528 ............ 512 

Epi.F. The Preachers' Disputation with the Anabaptists, 
Bern, 3/11-17 / 1538 ................................. 519 

Epi.G. Vadian's Critique of Grebel and Other Anabaptist 
Leaders, St. Gallen, 8/19/1540 ....................... 523 

Character Profiles ............................................. 527
Notes ....................................................... 576 
Literature Cited ............................................... 775 
Index of Biblical References .................................... 783
General Index ................................................ 789 
The Editor ................................................... 815 
Maps ........................................... Inside Back Cover 

13 

This is a preview. Get the entire book here.

https://www.plough.com/en/topics/faith/anabaptists/sources-of-swiss-anabaptism


GeneRal Ec)itoT-l,s PT-leface 

For many years a committee of German and North American his­
torians known as the Tauferaktenkommission (f AK) has published source 
materials of the sixteenth-century Anabaptist movement under the title 
Quel/en zur Geschichte der Taufer (QGT). More recently a similar organi­
zation has begun work in the Netherlands with Dutch source materials. It 
is known as the Commissie tot de uitgave van Documenta Anabaptistica 
Neerlandica (CUDAN). These developments have, obviously, been deeply 
rewarding to scholars and others as the multitude of articles and books us­
ing these documents amply verifies. 

There are, however, still relatively few sixteenth-century Anabaptist 
materials available in the English language, though their number is 
increasing. It is to meet this need that the Classics of the Radical Reforma­
tion (CRR) series was begun some years ago with the aim of making 
available in the English language a scholarly and critical edition of the 
primary works of major Anabaptist and free church writers of the late 
fifteenth, sixteenth, and early seventeenth centuries. The first volume in 
this series, The Legacy of Michael Sattler by John H. Yoder, appeared in 
1973. The Writings of Pi/gram Marpeck by William Klassen and Walter 
Klaassen, appeared in 1978, and Anabaptism in Outline: Selected Primary 
Sources by Walter Klaassen, in 1981. Other volumes are in process. 

In preparing these translations it has not been considered essential to 
the purposes of the series to include every known document of the writers 
under translation and, unless some contribution can be made to a fuller 
understanding of the text, it has not been considered essential to pursue at 
length critical textual issues. Those scholars interested in the details will, in 
any case, turn to the original language text. Where a choice had to be 
made between clarity and awkward literalism, the translators were en­
couraged to favor readability but without compromising the text. 
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Cast of Cbaf-lactef-ls 
In Alphabetical Order 

(For character profiles with references to the 
letters and documents, see pp. 527ff.) 

l. Aberli, Heinrich
2. Ab-Iberg, Fridli
3. Ammann, John Jacob

Andreas on the Crutches (see
Castelberger)
Balthasar (see Hubmaier)

4. Binder, Jorg
5. Blaurock, Jorg

Bodenstein (see Carlstadt)
6. Bolt, Eberli
7. Bosshart, Marx
8. Brennwald, Heinrich
9. Brennwald, Karl

10. Brotli, Hans
l l. Burgauer, Benedict
12. Carlstadt, Andreas
13. Castelberger, Andreas
14. Charles V, Emperor

Clivanus (see Collin)
15. Coct, Anemund de
16. Collin, Rudolph
17. Cratander, Andreas

De Coct (see Coct)
De Falconibus (see Falconibus)
Dominik (see Zili)
Eberli, Bolt (see Bolt, Eberli)
Enderli (see Castelberger)

18. Engelhart, Conrad
19. Engelhart, Heinrich
20. Erasmus, Desiderius
21. Escher, Hans Conrad
22. Falconibus, William de

23. Falk, Jacob
Felix (see Mantz)

24. Ferdinand I, Archduke
25. Filonardi, Ennius
26. Francis I, King
27. Giger, Gabriel
28. Glarean, Heinrich
29. Grebel, Adrian
30. Grebel, Agatha
31. Grebel, Andreas
32. Grebel, Barbara {l)
33. Grebel, Barbara (2)
34. Grebel, Conrad
35. Grebel, Dorothy
36. Grebel, Euphrosine
37. Grebel, Felix
38. Grebel, Jacob
39. Grebel, John Leopold
40. Grebel, Martha
41. Grebel, Peter
42. Grossmann, Caspar
43. Hatzer, Ludwig
44. Hedinger, Jorg
45. Hochriltiner, Lorenz
46. Hofmeister, Sebastian
47. Hohenlandenberg, Hugo von
48. Hottinger, Claus
49. Hottinger, Hans
50. Hottinger, Jacob
51. Hottinger, Margaret
52. Hottinger, Rudolf
53. Hotz, Hans
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