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The Afterlife of Ludolph of Saxony’s Vita Christi on the Early Modern Press
Emily A. Ransom, Holy Cross College, Notre Dame

Without exaggeration, the fourteenth-century Carthusian Ludolph of Saxony’s Vita Christi was an early modern best-seller. This
work of late medieval affective devotion had already been influential in the 150 years before the Protestant Reformation. It was a
benchmark text for the devotio moderna , a movement of lay semi-monastic men and women that spread throughout Europe and
was thriving on the eve of the reformations. From that position it highly influenced the mystic Henry of Herp, and also potentially
influenced the highly popular Imitatio Christi of Thomas a Kempis. Dozens of medieval manuscripts survive in libraries across Europe.

But its most profound influence extended far beyond the Middle Ages and has been obscured due to some of the scholarly blind
spots of periodization. In 1521 it inspired the conversion of Ignatius of Loyola, the founder of the Jesuits, and (as | have argued
elsewhere) it highly influenced his Spiritual Exercises . In 1580, the Society listed it among the handful of texts to be given to novices,
and thus it continued to influence the early generations of Jesuits such as the English poet Robert Southwell. Another early Catholic
reformer, Juan de Valdés, also recommended it in his 1529 Dialogo de Doctrina Cristiana . It had probable influence on Thomas
More through his connections with the London Carthusian Charterhouse, and almost certainly on Desiderius Erasmus through his
early education and upbringing with the devotio moderna in Deventer. The mystic Juan of Avila recommended reading it in his Audi
filia , and Teresa of Avila directly mentions it in her 1588 Libro de la vida and in the Constitutions for Carmelite nuns. Other Catholic
reformation luminaries influenced by the work include Mary Magdalene de Pazzi and Francis de Sales.

But fascinatingly, its influence was not only within the Catholic reformations but also among the Protestants they countered. To the
extent that the work influenced Erasmus’s spirituality—his Paraphrases that were ordered to be put in every parish in Elizabethan
England, his Enchiridion that was translated into English potentially by William Tyndale himself—it also influenced the spirituality of
Protestants. It appears the records of at least twenty two personal libraries in England. Scholars have argued for its influence upon
Luther, Calvin, the Anabaptists, and on the general climate that made people especially receptive to the interiorization of piety
among Protestant reformers. In its emphasis on affectivity, interiority, personal relationship with Jesus, mental prayer, biblical
study, and imagination, the Vita Christi is in some ways connected to all the major religious movements of the turbulent sixteenth
century.

During the 2022 NEH seminar “Printing and the Book During the Reformation,” | laid the foundation for further research into the
early modern print record of this highly influential and underexplored benchmark text of reformation spirituality. Utilizing various
databases and electronically available copies of the text and comparing them beside the edition in the private collection of OSU’s
rare books archivist, | documented the variation of editions of the Vita Christi and works that included and anthologized excerpts of
the Vita as major components. In the end | counted approximately 246 editions printed across Europe between 1470 and 1660,
including translations into seven vernaculars. Furthermore, | noted variations in the editions, including variant endings and
paratextuals, and made notes of marginalia and other reader-specific marks in the electronically available material. In the end, |
produced a solid resource for further study into this significant best-seller of affective devotion that spans periods, confessions, and
languages.
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La tercera parte del vita Christi cartuxano

Le grant vita Christi

La vie de Jesucrist

Dit es dleven ons liefs heren Jhesu Cristi derdewerf gheprent, gecorrigeer
Le second volume du grant vita Christi

Le grant vita Christi

Dit es dleven ons liefs heren Jhesu Cristi
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tr. Bernardo de Alcobaga, add. translation commissioned by
f.[182] tr. Rois de Corella vol.3
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La vita Christi cartuxano Sevilla

Le premier et second volume du grant vita christi Paris

Vita Christi, ex evangeliis et scriptoribus orthodoxis cum Vita gloriosissim Paris

La vie de Jesuchrist Paris

Vita Jesu Christi Paris
Antwerpen

Ditis dleven ons heeren Jhesu Cristi Antwerpen

La primera [-quarta] parte vita Christi Sevilla

Vita Jesu Christi ex fecundissimis evangeliorum sententiis et approbatis a Lyon

Esta quarta parte que se sigue deste libro del vita Christi Sevilla

La segunda parte del vita Christi cartuxano Sevilla

Vita Jesu Christi redemptoris nostri excerpta per Ludolphum de Saxonia ~ Lyon

La primera parte del vita Christi cartuxano Sevilla

La tercera parte del vita Christi Sevilla
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La vie de nostre seigneur Jesus Christ Paris

La vie de nostre seigneur Jesus Christ Paris
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La tercera parte del vita Christi cartuxano Sevilla
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Le grand vita Christi Paris
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folio vol. 4 4
octavo ff.[101, 3 Dorlander van Diest, Petrus (Principal Author); Bade, Josse (¢ 2
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