The Reformation’s first 100 years on Bornholm, Gotland and Saaremaa
(until 1645)

In conglomerate states the constituent parts showed remarkable differences in legal status, language and culture. During the early modern period, rulers tried to unify their territories, and one of the areas in which most stress was put on uniformity, was religion. This, however, has not been studied in much detail, and even less so in comparison between the different parts of a conglomerate state.

The impact of the Reformation, on the other hand, has been intensely studied in recent years, though not with a view to the functioning of conglomerate states. The current project tries to combine both approaches by applying them to three major islands in the Baltic Sea: Bornholm, Gotland and Saaremaa now belong to Denmark, Sweden and Estonia respectively, but in the sixteenth century and the first half of the seventeenth century they all were part of the Danish monarchy (Saaremaa, to be precise, only since 1559/73).

The Reformation in question is thus the Danish one, officially implemented in 1536 and codified through the Church Ordinance of 1539 (produced in close co-operation with Johannes Bugenhagen). What was the impact of this document on three rather different islands?

Saaremaa had an Estonian-speaking population – largely serfs – dominated by German-speaking landlords and served by pastors of German origin. The only town was dominated by German burghers. On Gotland all peasants were free. By the sixteenth century the local language (a branch of the Nordic languages) was not used in writing anymore and had been replaced by Danish. Gotland had – as did Saaremaa – only one town, Visby, which in this period had lost most of the splendour it had shown in the Middle Ages. Bornholm had always belonged to the Danish realm and spoke a Danish dialect. On the coast of this island there were several small towns.

Preliminary research suggests that the Reformation reached these islands in three different ways. It came first to Saaremaa. In 1524 the local prince-bishop allowed Lutheran preaching but did not support it actively, nor did his successors until 1559. This led to a situation well known from Eastern Europe: local noblemen had a significant influence on the religious development due to the weakness of the central powers, in short: a manorial Reformation. On Gotland, a civic Reformation started in Visby around 1525. In 1531 the governor sanctioned the changes that had taken place. The Crown took over the monastic properties – five years before the same happened in the rest of Denmark. Next to nothing is known about the Gotland countryside. Bornholm, closest to the Danish heartland, was subject to a princely Reformation in 1536. On this island there does not seem to have been any Reformation movement prior to that date. This chronology suggests that the periphery preceded the centre, but it trailed behind Riga or Tallinn on the eastern Baltic shore, which were well ahead of most other towns around the Baltic Sea closer to Wittenberg.
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Detail of the pulpit in the church of Grötlingbo, Gotland, showing portraits of Martin Luther and Philipp Melanchton, the Danish coat of arms as well as the names (in Low German spelling) of the governor and his wife and their coats of arms. The pulpit was produced in 1548 for Our Lady's church at Visby, Gotland, and sold to Grötlingbo parish in 1699. Photo: Jürgen Beyer.
Most of the project, however, will aim at tracing the changes occasioned by the Reformation in the following 100 years at parish level. Aspects to be investigated include - among several others - the clergy, ecclesiastical teaching, church furnishings and church discipline, studied in order to trace changes in doctrine and religious life.

On the one hand, the focus of the project is national: placing the three islands in the Reformation history of Denmark. At the same time it is transnational, since the results will have to relate to three different national historiographic traditions. They will also be compared to the Reformation in Germany which international research has a habit of viewing as a model against which to gauge other Reformations.

The project is financed by the Carlsberg Foundation of Copenhagen in the period March 2008 to February 2010 (with the possibility of an extension for a further year).
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