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SPOTLIGHT: Printing for Propaganda

In the 16th century, the westward expansion
of the Ottoman Empire constituted a
menace to the West. From the years in
which the Turks conquered the southeast of
Europe until 1529, when Vienna was
besieged, the war to stop them was one of
the weightiest subjects of discussion.

Numerous times the precarious defence of
Europe was on the agenda of the Holy
Roman Emperor, the Pope, and the
Christian princes, who all tried in their own
ways to unite (and to divide) the Christian
nations.

The art of printing was put to use for anti-
Turkish propaganda, a ‘moral weapon’ that
was also used to raise money.



View of Constantinople, as imagined by a Nuremberg 
artist in the year Columbus returned from the West 
Indies - from the 1493 Latin edition of the Nuremberg 

Chronicles.

Long before the Fall of Constantinople, the 
growing dominance of the Turks had posed a 
threat, first to the Eastern Roman Empire, and 
then to all of Europe.        

Constantinople, Christian stronghold and 
capital of the Byzantine Empire, fell to Turkish 
forces under the Ottoman Sultan Mehmet II in 
1453. Its fall shocked the Christian world.

The Hagia Sophia was restyled as a mosque, with 
minarets added. The Ottoman emperors made 
the old imperial city their own and claimed the 
title ‘Caesar’. 

Hartman Schedel, [Liber chronicarum, in German] Das 
buch der Croniken unnd geschichten. Augsburg, Johann 
Schon̈sperger, 1500. 3rd German edition. 



Complaintes de la Foy, manuscript written in French, on
vellum, by ‘Nachier’, an otherwise unrecorded poet,
illuminated by the Master of the Entry of François I,
France , Lyon , c. 1504-1506.
281 x 185 mm, 16 leaves, 1 miniature.

In two anonymous poems possibly originating
from Lyon, Faith complains about
Christendom’s situation. She summons tous bons
vrays catholiques to embark on a crusade against
the ‘infidel’ Turks.

Holy Faith is kneeling before a vision of God in
Heaven while holding the H. Sacrament above a
chalice. Mounted knights and Christian leaders,
identifiable by the banners of their kingdom,
advance from the right.

First rides the King of France, on a white horse,
caparisoned in blue, decorated with golden fleur-

de-lis-

This is a unique manuscript, with no other
copies or printed editions known.



Complaintes de la Foy, manuscript written in French, on
vellum, by ‘Nachier’, an otherwise unrecorded poet,
Illuminated by the Master of the Entry of François I,
France, Lyon, c. 1504-1506.

King Louis XII (1462-1515), who was known as
the ‘Wise’ or as ‘Father of the People’,
conquered Milan in 1499 and Genoa in 1507.

He promoted himself as a knight-king (true, fair,
and Christian) and as a new César, who had
shown that he was capable to command the
Christian armies.

Diplomats and Italian authors put him at the
head of the Christian armies against the Turks.

The idea of the French King being a sacred ruler
(‘the most Christian king’) and his kingdom
holding a unique position vis-à-vis Christianity
was generally accepted.

These fascinating poems were lost in anonymity.



Robertus de Sancto Remigio, Historie wie die Türken
die christlichen Kirchen angefochten. Translated by
Heinrich Steinhöwel (?). Augsburg, Johann
Bämler, 22 April 1482.

278 x 200 mm, 95 leaves, 48 woodcuts, the majority
by the ‘Master of the Crusade’. First illustrated
edition in German, with lively illustrations and in a
contemporary, Augsburg binding. Extremely rare.

The First Crusade (1095-99) was the answer
to the Eastern Orthodox Church’s request
for help to halt the Seljuk invasion of
Anatolia. ‘Deus vult’ (God wills it), was the
cry of those assisting at the sermon of the
Pope. It next became the motto of the Order
of the Knights Hospitaller of Jerusalem.

The author, Robert de St. Remi, had
participated in the Council of Clermont-
Ferrand in 1095 where the First Crusade
was preached. At the end of the 15th century,
Crusade literature blossomed in printed
editions.



The Ottoman Turks’ advance on the
Balkans caused an increasing demand for
books like this – as witnessed by five
German translations of the 15th and 16th

centuries.

The present translation is attributed to
Heinrich Steinhöwel (1412-83),
distinguished Ulm humanist and town
physician.

Robertus de Sancto Remigio, Historie wie die
Türken die christlichen Kirchen angefochten.
Translated by Heinrich Steinhöwel (?). Augsburg,
Johann Bämler, 22 April 1482.



Letter of Indulgence (upper part) – Johannes Nixstein, Pateat universis presentes litteras inspecturis qualiter
Devota Katharina filia ... [Germany, perhaps Zwickau (?), Printer of Nixstein], 1482. Printed on vellum. 230
x 270 mm, one of two copies known printed on vellum.

Those who joined a crusade were granted an indulgence, forgiveness of sins, for
undertaking the difficult journey. Then, to support the defence against a Turkish invasion,
the Church of Rome issued letters of indulgence as a remission of sin – for payment.

The present indulgence was issued on 9 August 1480 by Pope Sixtus IV to raise money to
organize a new crusade.



Letter of Indulgence (upper part) – Johannes Nixstein, Pateat universis presentes litteras inspecturis qualiter Devota Katharina filia
... [Germany, perhaps Zwickau (?), Printer of Nixstein], 1482. Printed on vellum.

Johannes Nixstein at Leipzig was responsible for the sale of this indulgence in Central Germany. By printing
such letters instead of copying them by hand, reproduction was faster and cheaper. Today such indulgences
are rare. This particular example survives in only two copies printed on vellum (more are known on paper).

This system of paying for remission of punishment for sins made the sale of indulgences increasingly popular,
leading to considerable abuse. The sale grew to extraordinary magnitude and led to protests by reformers.



Certain books were printed to raise
funds for the defence against the Turks.

The Order of Knights Hospitaller of St.
John was founded in Jerusalem around
1023 to provide care for sick and injured
pilgrims.

When Jerusalem was conquered during
the First Crusade (1099), the Knights
became a religious and military order,
charged with the care and defence of the
Holy Land.

Driven away from the Holy Land, the
Order of St. John operated from the
island of Rhodes (1309). The history is
found in two volumes:

Guillaume Caoursin, Obsidionis Rhodiae urbis descriptio…. Ulm, Johann Reger, 24 October 1496. First and only edition.   
And:  Guillaume Caoursin, Stabilimenta Rhodiorum militum. Ulm, J. Reger, 23 August 1496. Third edition.

Both very rare in commerce.



The reign of Sultan Mehmed II (1451-81) was
one of almost relentless expansion for the
Ottoman Empire.

In May 1480 the Ottoman fleet of 160 ships
appeared before Rhodes, along with an army of
many thousands of men

At Rhodes, there were about 300 knights of the
Hospitallers of St. John. Together with
mercenaries and town militia, Rhodes might
have had no more than 3500 defenders in all.

The Turkish artillery kept up an unbroken
bombardment, while the infantry made a series
of attacks. Grand Master d'Aubusson himself
played an heroic role and after a fierce struggle
the enemy was repelled.



(At left:) Combat on sea and land.

More attacks were bravely averted. The
Grand Master, although wounded, directed
the battle. The Knights’ counter-attack
caused the Turks to retreat.

In all, the siege lasted three months but the
inspirational leadership of the Grand Master
Pierre d’Aubusson, and the work carried out
on Rhodes’ impressive fortifications by him
and his predecessors, allowed them to hold
off the Ottoman attack.

On August 17, 1480, the Ottoman fleet gave
up their attempt to capture Rhodes.

Sultan Mehmed II would have attacked the
island again, but his death in 1481 put a halt
to the attempts.



The Order of St. John was
organized under the
leadership of the Grand

Master.

The heroic defense of
Rhodes, main seat of the
Hospitallers until 1522,
induced the vice-chancellor
of the Order, Guillaume
Caoursin to publish his
eyewitness account to show
there was hope to win the

battle.

Guillaume Caoursin, Obsidionis Rhodiae urbis descriptio…. Ulm, Johann Reger, 24 October 1496. First and only edition.  And:  Guillaume 
Caoursin, Stabilimenta Rhodiorum militum. Ulm, J. Reger, 23 August 1496. Third edition. Both editions are very rare in commerce.



(At Right:) Counting the treasury in the
presence of those responsible.

The book was printed within months of the end
of the siege. The text aimed to win
Christendom’s support for the Hospitallers in
the fight against the Turks and to raise funds to
defend Rhodes.

Caoursin’s work became a bestseller, with many
editions and translations into several languages –
presumably by way of a deliberate propaganda
policy to reach the widest audience and to
generate funds.

The attractive woodcuts by the unidentified
Caoursin Master undoubtedly contributed to the
success of the book, which was considered a
masterpiece of early printing.



Another story in the same volume is the
adventurous Story of Rex Zyzymy, Dschem, a
son of Sultan Mehmed II, conqueror of
Constantinople (d. 1481).

Following succession disputes with his
elder brother Bayezit (1481-1512), Dschem
sought protection with the Hospitallers at
Rhodes (1482). They kept him as a well-
treated prisoner, as, in fact, they were paid
by Bayezit to prevent his return to the
Ottoman Empire.

Guillaume Caoursin, Obsidionis Rhodiae urbis
descriptio…. Ulm, Johann Reger, 24 October 1496.
First and only edition.



1. (Left) Speaker of Rhodes hands over letter to the Turks. 2. (Centre) Turkish Sultan: Rhodes wants peace. 3. (Right) 
Turkish ambassador speaks with the Grand Master. The illustrations contain the first accurate depictions in Europe of the 
costumes and weapons of the Turks. 



The oldest known owner of the
second volume added his name as
‘Udalricus Vögeler von Uberlingen’.

There was indeed a Commandery at
Ueberlingen on Lake Constance from
1257. Nearby Andelshofen was also a
part of their possessions.

Udalricus Vögeler remains unknown,
but he may have been a knight
himself. Likely he bought the book in
support of their activities.

Guillaume Caoursin, Obsidionis Rhodiae urbis
descriptio…. Ulm, Johann Reger, 24 October
1496. First and only edition. And:
Guillaume Caoursin, Stabilimenta Rhodiorum
militum. Ulm, J. Reger, 23 August 1496.
Third edition. Both editions are very rare in

commerce.



The adventures of Jörg of Nürnberg were first printed in 1482/1483, then in 1496, and expanded in 1500. The
author was a Buchsenmeister (master gunsmith) in the service of Stephen the Great of Bosnia, when he fell into the
hands of the Turks. He was then forced to serve Sultan Mehmed II in the foundry of cannons until he escaped to
Italy in 1480 and became gunsmith to Pope Sixtus IV.

Jörg von Nürnberg,
Antzeygung kurtzlichen und
volfurung den ursprung deß
Thurckyschen unnd
hundtyschen volcks und deß
gewaltyger unnd poeslicher
zue nemung mitsampt der
grossen und schoedlychen
verderblikeyt die sie byß her
wider das christglaublich volck
haben begangen.

[Nuremberg: Peter Wagner], 1500.
195 x 145 mm. 78 leaves, third
enlarged edition. Extremely rare.



Jörg von Nürnberg, Antzeygung kurtzlichen und
volfurung den ursprung deß Thurckyschen unnd
hundtyschen volcks….
[Nuremberg: Peter Wagner], 1500. 195 x 145 mm, 78
leaves, third enlarged edition. Woodcut of Mehmet II on
his horse attributed to Michael Wolgemut. Extremely
rare.

After the death of Mehmet II in 1481, Jörg wrote
this eyewitness account of his adventures that
was supplemented later in the present edition by
stories on the siege and fall of Constantinople
(1453), the fall of Negroponte (1470), and the
description of the siege of Rhodes (1480).
Various tracts discuss the faith and customs of
the Turks, the Jews, and different Christian sects
in the Levant.

Only 16 copies known worldwide; no other copy in
commerce in the past four decades.



Guillaume Caoursin, Der vermaledigsten unfromen
Türggen anschleg unnd fürnemen wider die heilgen
Cristenheit. Strasbourg, Bartholomäus Kistler,
23 August [1502].

German translation of Caoursin’s Obsidionis Rhodiae
descriptio with 12 woodcuts, 200 x 142 mm, 11 leaves,
Extremely rare.

Caoursin had written this pamphlet on recent
events to seek help against the Turks. The
Knights’ timely success gave hope that the
Christians could win the battle.

The conflict between the West and the Ottoman
Empire flared up again around 1498-99 when
sultan Bajezid II’s fleet appeared against Venice,
resulting in a war that would last until 1503.

This might explain the new release of this
treatise in support of Maximilian’s appeal for
operations against the Ottomans.



Guillaume Caoursin, Der vermaledigsten unfromen
Türggen anschleg unnd fürnemen wider die heilgen
Cristenheit. Strasbourg, Bartholomäus Kistler,
23 August [1502].

German translation of Caoursin’s Obsidionis Rhodiae
descriptio, 200 x 142 mm, 11 leaves with 12 woodcuts.
Extremely rare.

At Strasbourg, Sebastian Brant (d. 1521)
facilitated publishing texts written by others, as is
the case for this German translation of
Caoursin’s story on the failed attempt to
conquer Rhodes. It was promoted by Raymond
Pérault (1435-1505), who was a legate sent to
Germany to collect money for a new crusade.

Perault visited Strasbourg in the years 1501-1504
and was supported by Brant in order ‘to make
public the horror the people endured by the
Turks’.



Desiderius Erasmus of Rotterdam, Adagiorum chiliades quatuor cum
dimidia, ex postrema autoris recognition. Basel, Hieronymus Froben and
Nicholas Episcopius, 1546. 331 × 224 mm. [43] ff., 3-1071 pp.

Erasmus (1466-1536) is one of the greatest figures of European
intellectual history. His Adagia, an annotated collection of Greek and
Latin proverbs, is a most celebrated humanist text, serving as a quasi-
encyclopaedia of antiquity, printed in many editions. This edition of
1546 is a reprint of the 1539 edition, preserving the large folio format
and well provided with indexes.

In a contemporary, probably Augsburg binding, with an early
provenance from Bonaccorso Grino’s library, which was assembled at
Schloss Burtembach, near Augsburg, where Bonaccorso was in imperial

service.

His library was acquired by the related Pillone family at the Villa
Casteldardo outside Belluno. In the 1580s, the Pillone family
commissioned Cesare Vecellio to decorate the fore-edges of a portion of
their books with scenes related to the contents. Erasmus is portrayed as
a scholar at work in his study.



Desiderius Erasmus of Rotterdam, Adagiorum chiliades
quatuor cum dimidia, ex postrema autoris recognition. Basel,
Hieronymus Froben and Nicholas Episcopius, 1546.

Erasmus condemned the inhumanity of war and
bitterly deplored the constant random of warfare
between the so-called Christian princes. He
feared a large-scale war against a powerful non-
Christian aggressor, a conflict in which the
survival of Europe and Christendom itself might
be at stake.

He used religious metaphors: the Turks, being
the instruments of God, punished the Christians
for their sins. The real danger for Europe was not
so much the Turkish power, as the sins of the
Christians themselves.

Erasmus was more disappointed with the
Christians of his time – more with their sins and
and political disabilities than with the terrifying
image of the Turks (Enarratio Psalmorum XXVIII,
Consultatio de Bello Turcis inferendo (1530). Turcae
pugnamus cum Turcis…



Desiderius Erasmus of Rotterdam, Adagiorum chiliades quatuor
cum dimidia, ex postrema autoris recognition. Basel, Hieronymus
Froben and Nicholas Episcopius, 1546.

The tremendous growth of Turkish power could not be
attributed to their piety or virtue. They owe their
victories to the vices of the Christians, whose God was
angry with them. Both were pushed by the same
passions. If the Christians had fought a righteous war
with the Turks, in concord and union under the banner
of Christ, with pure souls, then their Christian
territories would not have been so diminished.

There was a fear in Europe that the princes would use the war against the Turks to increase their own 
power and that the Pope and the Emperor would betray the Christian territory to the Turks. Still, 
Erasmus professes his trust in the Pope, in the Emperor, in King Ferdinand, in King Francis and in the 
German Princes. 



Philipp Lonicer (and others), Chronicorum
Turcicorum, In quibus Turcorum Origo, Principes,
Imperatores, Bella, Praelia, Caedes, Victoriae, Reique
Militaris Ratio [...] Frankfurt on the Main,
Sigmund Feyerabend, 1578. First Latin edition,
with over 200 woodcuts by Jost Amman et al.

The text describes the Turks, their culture,
customs, traditions as well as numerous
confrontations, battles, and sieges.

More than 200 woodcuts show spectacular
portraits of Sultans, turbulent battles, violent
scenes and executions, as well as receptions or
gatherings at embassies.

Most of the engravings bear the monogram IA or
JA, which stands for Jost Amman (1539-91),
illustrator, engraver, woodcutter, and painter.



SPOTLIGHT

Printing 
for 

Propaganda

DR. JÖRN GÜNTHER· RARE BOOKS AG
Manuscripts & Rare Books

Basel & Stalden


