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CHAPTER 1

Confessional knowledge

How might the history of know-
ledge and the history of confessional
Europe influence each other?

Kajsa Brilkman

The history of knowledge understands knowledge more broadly than
being equivalent to modern science.! Some have argued that such a
wider concept of knowledge could also include religion.? In given his-
torical contexts, what we speak of today as ‘religion’ was so structuring
for people’s actions and their understanding of their surroundings it
assumed the same role as science in modern society. Some scholars in
recent years have shown how the history of knowledge and the concept
of ‘religious knowledge’ can breathe new life into the study of the rela-
tionship between science and religion in the nineteenth and twentieth
centuries.’ Thus, the potential of the history of knowledge is found to
be cross-disciplinary, transcending the boundary between the study of
religious conceptions and of rational ideas.*

Despite the notion that religious conceptions can be an object of study
in the history of knowledge, however, early modern religion has been
generally overlooked. I think one reason for this is that the term ‘religion’
is an imprecise concept for the forms of religious conceptions current
in Europe in the sixteenth to the nineteenth centuries. In this paper,
therefore, I reflect on the concept of confessional knowledge as a tool
for analysing the context-specific variants of Christianity that appeared
in early modern Europe, and combine it with a history of knowledge
perspective. I discuss what research on early modern confessions can
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bring to the history of knowledge, and how the history of knowledge
can contribute to research on Christian confessions.

Confessional knowledge

Western Christianity underwent a transformation in the sixteenth
century, when it split into three main confessions (the Catholic, the
Lutheran, and the Reformed). These confessions were what structured
religious conceptions after the Reformation. The process was roughly
as follows.” The purpose of questioning papal indulgences, as Martin
Luther did, was to prompt a discussion within the Church. His criticism,
however, led not to a discussion; rather, Luther was labelled a heretic.
The question of indulgences, which had arisen within the framework
of the new doctrine of grace, which several Wittenberg professors had
helped develop, soon became a matter of the Pope’s authority. As such,
the conflict between the various camps could never be resolved. A very
successful self-advertiser, Luther gained strong support and became
increasingly radical in his views. Although two camps formed very
soon, they were not defined by dogma, and they regarded themselves
to be the universal Church. After a military confrontation, the conflict
was temporarily resolved in the Holy Roman Empire by the Imperial
Diet in Augsburg in 1555, where the followers of Confessio Augustana
were granted the right to exercise their faith. This recognition had an
impact on the Protestants’ position in the rest of Europe.

In the mid century the conflict entered a new phase. The starting
point was now that the different churches were a fact: the battle was no
longer about how the universal church should be designed, but about
the power relationship between competing confessions. To define one
another, it became increasingly important to define (based on stand-
ardized, written confessions) which theological positions were true
and which could not be accepted.® In the later sixteenth century, three
major confessions crystallized: the Roman Catholic, the Lutheran, and
the Reformed. They each maintained an absolute claim of truth and
created documents where this was maintained: for the Catholic Church,
the Council of Trent was crucial; for the Lutheran Church, the Formula
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concordiae; and for the Reformed churches, the Confessio Helvetica,
among others.” These in turn generated texts, practices, and concepts
that together constituted a cluster, often called confessional culture.

Any history of knowledge that seeks to examine religious concepts
in early modern Europe has to take into account these context-specific
variants of Christianity, with parallel and competing absolute truth
claims made by representatives of the various confessions. A concept
such as ‘religious knowledge’ may not be sufficiently sensitive to this
context-specific variant, while ‘confessional knowledge’ may capture
knowledge production for the specific variant of Christianity that
occurred after Reformation.®

The distinction between religious knowledge and confessional know-
ledge also fuels the discussion about how the concept of knowledge
should be understood. Most scholars seem to endorse a definition of
knowledge as ‘what at some point is understood as knowledge’” With-
out rejecting this definition outright, Lorraine Daston writes that it is
unsatisfactory, because it tries to grasp too much. She points out that
in all cultures there are:

implicit systematics of knowledge, starting with an epistemological hier-
archy (often intertwined with a social hierarchy) of which kinds of know-
ledge are more or less valued, by whom, and why. These hierarchies also
rank knowledge and the epistemic virtues they are expected to display.’

She sees knowledge as systematized knowing in a historical context, given
that different historical contexts hold different knowledge to be impor-
tant, and that this knowledge should be systematized. She thus makes
the systematization (and not the subjective understanding of historical
agents) the crucial criterion when defining knowledge. The question then
becomes how best to elaborate on the context in which a certain type of
knowing is systematized and shaped into knowledge. The distinction
between religious knowledge and confessional knowledge in the early
modern period serves as an example of Daston’s definition of the object
of history of knowledge: confessions were a specifically early modern
way of systematizing the Christian faith. Religion was systematized and
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became confessional. Confessional knowledge is the systematic know-
ledge of creation and salvation that was developed in the framework of
the early modern confessions. That salvation was only offered as a gift
from God was one example of Lutheran confessional knowledge, as was
the statement that the Reformers had antecedents in the Late Middle
Ages who, like Martin Luther and subsequent reformers, had preached
the gospel but were persecuted by the Roman Catholic Church.

Any definition of confessional knowledge necessarily begs the ques-
tion of what the concept can contribute to the history of knowledge,
and indeed to research on confessional Europe. I see the concept of
confessional knowledge as an adaptation of the concept of kowledge
to a particular historical context, and therefore a tool in the history of
knowledge. One can imagine a plethora of attributes, such as ‘sexual
knowledge’ or ‘political knowledge of subsidies’;'* however, the point
here is not to define separate research fields, but to make the concept
of knowledge useful in a specific context.

What research on confessional Europe
can offer a history of knowledge

The competing confessions generated texts, practices, and concepts that
together constituted a cluster that is often referred to as confessional
culture.'” Primarily, it is the Lutheran confessional culture that has been
studied.” In that sense, it bears clear similarities to the issues facing
the history of knowledge: how did certain forms of knowing come to
be regarded as knowledge (even if one does not term it knowledge, and
instead speaks of it as Lutheran theology)? Which agents, institutions,
and practitioners collaborated in the process? In what follows, I will
look at the answers given in the research on early modern Lutheranism,
at how researchers have addressed the creation of confessional norms,
and which agents and institutions were involved in making those truth
claims, and in the process I will chart how Lutheran confessional culture
can be studied as an example of religious concepts that had the status
of systematic confessional knowledge in early modern society. Thus,
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Daston’s definition of the subject matter of the history of knowledge is
found to extend far beyond modern scientific knowledge.

The early modern confessions emerged after a long process in which
certain doctrinal standards were given the status of truth—as doctrine.
Examples of confessional documents have already been discussed in
the text. However, attempts to standardize the various belief systems
in writing, and thus fix them, never fully succeeded. For example, the
Formula of Concord of 1577, the statement of faith drawn up in order
to achieve Lutheran unity, was a source of bitter and prolonged strife."

Lutheranism was realized in territorial churches that were unrelated
to one another, and thus lacked uniform dogmatics and any real insti-
tutional centre (unlike Catholicism). The absence of central agents and
shared institutions that had at least the appearance of being norm-
regulated meant local agents and institutions were the more important.
Above all, this was true for the professors of theology at the Lutheran
territorial universities, who took on the role of chief interpreters of
scripture as well as correctors, advisers, and educators.'” The main task
of this cluster of local agents and institutions was to maintain, manage,
and disseminate the true doctrine. Except the professors these clus-
ters included village schools, superintendents, and parish priests. The
universities had a central role in training parish priests, who in turn
were responsible for teaching parishioners about Christianity, through
preaching, worship, and the catechism.

In relation to the defined confession, a canon of texts emerged that was
considered to be better communicators of the confessional knowledge
than others. The catechism has already been mentioned as such a text.
In Lutheran territories, the canonization of text became an important
instrument in preserving and disseminating confessional knowledge.
Since the Protestants recognized the authority of scripture alone, and
not of the Pope and the councils, in matters of doctrine, they were bereft
of such norm-regulating institutions. Scripture proved intractable as
anorm. Luther and the professors at the University of Wittenberg and
other nearby Lutheran universities took it upon themselves to establish
the norms, but Luther’s death meant that this norm-regulating function
halted, leaving the Lutheran leadership to rancorous division. Instead of
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Luther in person, the Lutherans turned to his texts as the norm-giving
authority. What followed was an intense effort to preserve, disseminate,
and protect Luther’s texts. This resulted in a series of florilegium, and
the first editions of Luther’s collected works, which were published in
one edition in Wittenberg and one in Jena.'

This confessional knowledge was far from merely theoretical, rather
it permeated society, politics, and everyday life. Systematized knowledge
was made into a lived practice. In preaching and catechesis, Lutheran
dogmatics became social norms and an integral part of people’s life-
worlds. Doctrine and life existed in close relation to each other:'” con-
fessional knowledge characterized the practices of marriage, household,
and princely power.

The maintenance of confessional knowledge was linked to various
mechanisms designed to counteract distortion or the questioning of
the truth, and which included censorship and residence laws to exclude
other confessions.'"® Here again the professors of theology played an
important role, as they were often called in as experts to investigate
whether or not certain documents were compatible with true doctrine.

These various expressions of knowledge formation and institution-
alization constituted a first draft of what could be subsumed into the
concept of confessional knowledge—a concept that thus clarifies how a
particular form of knowledge in early modern Europe was systematized
and institutionalized to have the maximum impact on society. Seen in
this way, the study of confessional knowledge feeds into the history of
knowledge. If the history of knowledge is more than the modern concept
of knowledge, free of religious belief, and instead stretches far beyond,
the concept of confessional knowledge is a way of capturing know-
ledge’s role in the religious divisions of early modern Europe.'” An early
modern history of knowledge can thus be more than the early modern
history of science.>® Research on confessional Europe can contribute to
the history of knowledge, making good on the promise that the history
of knowledge is more than history of science in new clothing.
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What history of knowledge can offer
research on confessional Europe

Having established what the study of confessional Europe can offer the
history of knowledge, the opposite remains: what is the influence of the
history of knowledge on research on confessional Europe? Although the
history of knowledge can draw impetus from research on confessional
Europe, the concepts of confessional culture and confessional knowledge
seem to be interchangeable, and thus a history of knowledge approach
would not have much to give the study of early modern confessions, since
what is studied as the history of knowledge has already been studied,
just by a different name. The concept of confessional knowledge trains
the spotlight on the status of religious confessions as knowledge, but,
one might think, offers no new perspective for the study of confessional
Europe. It is not that simple, though.

In answering, however, my ambition is not to develop a new, alternative
model for the study of confessional Europe, but rather to contribute to
the debate in which scholars together seek new ways to solve set prob-
lems. Birgit Emich and Matthias Pohlig have recently pointed out that
the concept of confessional culture is in need of further theorizing.*' I
draw inspiration from this debate, and use some of the tools from the
history of knowledge to contribute to it. First, however, an overview of
the concept of confessional culture, and something about its criticism.

The concept of confessional culture was developed in the late 1990s
and early 2000s by Thomas Kaufmann, and, while not always explicit,
has clear links to ‘the cultural turn’ in history. It was formulated as a
criticism of the starting point of the concept of confessionalization
that the different confessions had structural similarities, which made
it difficult to study the specifics of the different confessions. Kaufmann
used his concept to study the interpretive frameworks, symbolic worlds,
worldviews, self-understandings, enemy images, and lifeworlds that were
the specifics of early Lutheranism, seeking to bridge the tension implied
by previous research between the theology produced by the elite and
the lived world. Confessional culture arises when the written confes-
sion meets and adapts to different lifeworlds, Kaufmann writes.>* This
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means that the written confession to some extent stands as a producer
of culture in Kaufmann’s concept, although he emphasizes that culture
is not equivalent to the confession, but takes different forms in different
contexts. Confession and lifeworld are not identical, but in the lifeworld,
the expression of the confession is transformed to fit the specific con-
text.”* The concept of confessional culture intended to capture both the
specificity of Lutheranism and the plurality of expressions that this unity
gave rise to. To explain the connection between the two, he uses a model
of concentric circles, where the Lutheran identity is at its strongest in
the centre, becoming weaker the further away from the centre one is.>*
When Pohlig summarizes this, he writes that research on confessional
culture explores ‘Diffusion—including the transformation—of official
confessional requirements into social and cultural contexts’*’

Closely linked to this are Kaufmann’s thoughts on central and periph-
eral relations in different geographical territories. He formulated a
dissemination model of Lutheran confessional culture that had the
Lutheran territories of the Holy Roman Empire as the centre of cultural
production, and Scandinavia, among others, as the recipients.?® Steffie
Schmidt counters by pointing to some examples when the reverse was
true, theologians in Scandinavia were producers of ‘culture’ for their
German colleagues. However, as she shows, this was rather the excep-
tion than the norm.”’

In the debate about confessional culture, Pohlig and Emich note the
difficulties with the concept of confessional culture used thus far: that it
is poor at analysing processes; that it is based on an essentialist under-
standing of confessions of faith, which means that it does not permit
an analysis of how confessions were situated; and that it cannot wholly
resolve the inherent tension between Lutheran unity and Lutheran plu-
rality.”® One way of tackling these problems—especially the question
of unity or plurality—is to draw inspiration from the history of know-
ledge, a field where analyses of movement and changes in knowledge
are central, and the starting point is that knowledge is not produced
and then communicated, but rather that the relationship between pro-
duction and communication is circular.?® This can be linked to the
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fact that movement and circulation have been mentioned increasingly
frequently in historical investigations in the 2000s.>

A circular understanding of the confessional knowledge transfer
processes could provide tools that could resolve some of this. Possibly,
the concept of confessional knowledge could serve as a bridge between
research on confessional Europe and on the history of knowledge. If
confession is seen as the essence of a culture, as Kaufmann has formu-
lated the concept, the culture is to some extent based on the confession.
The unity of confessional culture is then seen as something that can
be found in a core that then diffuses. By extension, this means that the
production of meaning in confessional culture is seen as a contextual
interpretation of the normed confession. However, the concept of cir-
culation points to the fact that knowledge is not produced and then
communicated, but that there is constant feedback which sees knowledge
reinforced, clarified, or gone. Hence, the meaning-creating function
does not accrue to the content as much as to the circular relationship
between production and communication.

I would argue that such a circular understanding of meaning-mak-
ing is difficult to reconcile with the notion that Lutheran confessional
culture has certain elements that are at its core or that form a common
ground and create unity. If the meaning-creating function is a circular
relationship between production and communication, confessional
culture cannot be understood as something that arises when that con-
fession, which exists as the written word, operates in a lifeworld; instead,
it must be studied as a constantly changing product of the circular pro-
duction and communication process that was integral to early modern
Lutheranism. By studying this process rather than ‘culture’, the history
of knowledge is partially freed from the framework of cultural history.

The value of such an approach will be determined by empirical stud-
ies. I would argue it can be useful for understanding the relationship
between learned theologians and the local communities. It can also be
used to shed new light on the connections between different Lutheran
territories. My own research on translations of Lutheran literature from
German to Swedish and Danish around 1600 gives examples of the latter.>
The translations—which accounted for a significant proportion of the
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Swedish- and Danish-language publications in print at this point—have
largely been seen as examples of the spread of Lutheranism from the
centre of the Holy Roman Empire to the periphery of Scandinavia.’* A
closer analysis, however, problematizes this sort of linear distribution.
Studies of book production show that confessional knowledge, meaning
normed and systematic confessional Lutheranism, is not disseminated
in straight lines. In Lutheranism, the communication of confessional
knowledge is better understood as agenda setting, as certain texts or
sections of text became and remained important (or were dropped)
according to whether agents chose to reproduce them (or not). At the
same time, each reproduction of that knowledge always meant a change,
sometimes linked to the communication opportunities offered by the
chosen medium.

A few examples will suffice to illustrate this. Martin Luther left behind
a tremendous amount of writing in print.** The translations of Luther’s
works in the second half of the sixteenth century did not reflect the full
range of his textual production, however. Some texts were the subject
of translations, compilations, and new editions; the majority were not.
It should be no surprise that Luther’s Small Catechism belonged to this
group of frequent reproductions, but there were others.>* If one studies
the publication of Luther’s texts in Northern Europe in this period, it was
common for one such print to be accompanied by another of the same
text. It seems that the deciding factor in whether a text was reproduced
in one territory was that it had already been printed in another.” This
circulation of texts in the Lutheran sphere, whether in translation or as
new editions, is only partially known today. Older bibliographic research
tends to be national, listing works published in a defined language area,
and only occasionally with notes on editions in other languages. This is
compounded by the fact that the bibliographic works do not always list
which texts were included in compilations, largely because the compilers
had not specified which works they had excerpted.

Luther’s Ob man fiir dem sterben fliehen muge can serve as an exam-
ple. The Weimar edition of Luther’s collected works lists nine editions
in German in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, after it was first
printed in 1527.°° As early as 1534, the text was published in Danish in
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Malmo, in 1577 it was included in a Danish compilation, in 1588 it was
translated into Swedish, in 1619 subject to a new Danish translation, in
1623 another Swedish translation, and in 1658 it was part of a Danish
compilation.’” Luther’s text was frequently referred to in texts on the
medical arts.>® The point here is that central elements of what is usually
called Lutheran confessional culture—in this case, the content of a text
or Luther’s role as an authority—only became central because of a cir-
cular relationship between production and communication.

Consider too the many editions and translations of Girolamo Savon-
arola’s Miserere mei Deus. He wrote the text shortly before his execu-
tion in Florence in 1498, and it was published soon after. In the early
sixteenth century, it was published repeatedly in Latin, Italian, and
German—including an edition in Latin, printed in Wittenberg in 1523,
with a Latin preface by Luther.” In the preface, Luther emphasized that
Savonarola had not put his trust in his own good deeds for his salva-
tion, but only in the grace of God. Luther went on that Savonarola had
spread the gospel among the people, but that he had been thwarted by
the Pope, who had him executed.*’

Luther’s foreword and praise of Savonarola led to his inclusion in
the Lutheran canon. He was portrayed in Lutheran texts as Luther’s
predecessor, as a martyr who died for pure doctrine, and an example
of how the Pope killed those who preached the truth. Savonarola was
incorporated into Lutheran historiography and subsequently made into
an advocate of the Reformation. One step in this process was the trans-
lation and dissemination of Savonarola’s texts, and especially Miserere
mei Deus—duly provided with forewords that placed him in the context
of the Lutheran historical writing described above. Between 1522 and
1580, 46 editions were published, mostly in Latin, followed by German
and English, along with Italian, Flemish, and Spanish. It was not only
Lutheran Europe that read Savonarola, then, but it was there that the
translations were accompanied by the presentation of him as Luther’s
predecessor. However, the most successful version of Savonarola’s text
was not Luther’s edition, but the translation into German published by
Johann Spangenberg in 1542 (and published without Luther’s foreword).
It was also this text that was the source for the Danish translation of
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1551, the Swedish translation of 1591, and probably the Dutch publica-
tion of 1548.*'

The many editions and translations of Savonarola are by no means
unknown to scholars, but in this context they confirm the importance
of translations, editions, and paratexts in establishing Savonarola as
an important reference point. The interpretation of Savonarola’s work
was decisive per se, but the same was also true of the practice of repro-
duction and recontextualization, and thus the circulation of his texts
in Lutheranism. The idea that Savonarola was Luther’s forerunner was
launched by Luther himself in his foreword of 1523, and continued in suc-
cessive editions, publications, and translations throughout the sixteenth
century and into the seventeenth—but without Luther’s own foreword.

By analysing such patterns of circulation (or partially interrupted
circulation), where production and communication were intertwined,
early modern Lutheranism not only appears as the sum of its cultural,
confessional variants, but as a product of lasting practices. The tension
between unity and plurality could possibly be resolved, to be replaced by
a situated understanding of the confessions. These examples are by no
means exhaustive, but indicate a possible direction for research to take.

Final reflections

I have reflected on what two different fields can learn from each other
in solving the challenges both fields are facing. It is not my intention
to argue that the two fields should merge, only that both can find new
impulses by studying each other. The history of knowledge could ful-
fil its promise of being more than the history of science, for example
by incorporating the study of early modern confessional knowledge.
Research on early Lutheran confessional culture has largely been based
on diffusion models, with a centre that is meaning-producing, which
then spreads it to the periphery, transforming the meaning in the
process and adapting it to the context of the periphery. The concept of
circulation, which sees the production and communication of meaning
as mutually dependent, offers an opportunity to think outside such a
diffusion model. I have therefore drawn on examples of what a circular
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understanding of meaning-making in the early modern confessions can
be. It is possible that the tension between unity and plurality, which
has been recently discussed and which is embedded in the concept of
culture, can be resolved.

I also introduce a new concept: confessional knowledge. I would
argue that as a concept it is more useful than religious knowledge when
analysing the systematization of knowledge on which the early modern
confessions were based, and which resulted in competing truth claims. It
is for future research to determine the extent to which these reflections
can be used empirically.
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Kenneth G. Appold, ‘Academic Life and Teaching in Post-Reformation Luther-
anism, in Robert Kolb (ed.), Lutheran Ecclesiastical Culture, 1550-1675 (Leiden:
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(Giitersloh: Giitersloher Verlagshaus, 1997).
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der Werke Martin Luthers im 16. Jahrhundert (Tiibingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2016);
Ernst Koch, ‘Lutherflorilegien zwischen 1550 und 1600: Zum Lutherbild der
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For early modern Lutheranism, see Sabine Holtz, Theologie und Alltag: Leben und
Lehre in den Predigten der Tiibinger Theologen 1550-1750 (Tiibingen: Mohr, 1993);
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373-374.
The most commonly used definition of the concept confessional culture is found
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Martin Luthers Werke. Kritische Gesamtausgabe (Weimar: Hermann Bohlaus
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A. Walter (eds.), Reformatio Baltica: Kulturwirkungen der Reformation in den
Metropolen des Ostseeraums (Berlin: De Gruyter, 2018); Stig Lindholm, Cate-
chismi forfremielse: Studier till catechismus-undervisningen i Svenska kyrkan
1593-1646 (Uppsala: Uppsala universitet, 1949).
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WA 23, 327-329.

Om mand maa fly for doden oc Pestilentze: En Christelig underwisning (Malmo,
1534); Hieronymus Weller, En Aandelig Recept, Preeservativa oc Laegedom, huorledis
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Examples in E. A. Oftestad, “Sla ihjel denne syndige kropp, men bevar dog
min fattige sjel”: Lidelsens religiose funksjon i Niels Palladius’ dedsforberedelse
(1558) og i samtidige likprekener’, Teologisk Tidsskrift (2015), 14.
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Witness of Christ”: Protestant Uses of Savonarola in the Sixteenth Century; in
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On these translations see Kajsa Brilkman, ‘Savonarola i Norden: Reception av
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talet; in Erik Bodensten, Kajsa Brilkman, David Larsson Heidenblad & Hanne
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