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The biblical Psalter influenced the creative imagination of the early modern era. Today, as then, people of various traditions — whether Roman Catholic, Lutheran, Reformed, or Anabaptist are familiar with the application of the psalms in the Christian tradition. Similar to the importance of the Psalter for medieval theology, the psalms played an integral role in incipient Protestant theology, its devotional and edificational literature, and the restructuring of worship liturgy. Psalms, versifications of psalms, and other adaptations of this Biblical poetry proliferated during the early modern era. Preoccupation with the psalms reached, as a result, deep into the era’s creative and literary imagination. The history of this phenomenon has been recently traced in a study by Inka Bach and Helmut Galle titled Deutsche Psalmendichtung vom 16. bis zum 20. Jahrhundert.
 

Luther and Calvin essentially ushered in a new genre of vernacular psalm adaptations. It comes as no surprise that Lutherans and the Reformed developed distinct versions of the genre.
 My remarks in this paper will be limited to the German tradition in the sixteenth century. To begin, I will note Luther’s role in determining the scope of the genre. Next I will turn to a second generation reformer, Nicolaus Selnecker, and offer a critical reading of one of his versifications to demonstrate how he used the genre to grapple with existential issues of the day. My purpose is to probe a piece of the vernacular literary tradition that has often been take for granted or relegated to the ranks of church history, theology, or music history.

Luther and the Psalms
Luther typified in some respects the transition from the medieval to the early modern interpretation of the psalms. With Augustine’s Ennarationes in Psalmos as foundation, the psalms were interpreted according to their prefiguring sense during the middle ages. Particularly during Lent, the psalms were prominent in the Breviary and the liturgy. Following to some extent on the heals of the late medieval theologians (Nicolas de Lyra and Lefevre d’ Etaples), Luther abandoned the traditional fourfold sense of scripture, moving particularly away from the allegorical toward the literal sense, which for him was at the same time historic and prophetic of Christ.
 With the advent of Luther’s widely circulated Psalter translations and his Old Testament, the psalms attracted increased literary attention. Given the availability of Luther’s Psalter, the psalms, set to music, naturally began to fill the vacuum created by the gradual removal of the Latin liturgy.
 

Luther, who himself wrote eight metrical psalms,
 commented on the purpose and method of psalm versification in a letter to Georg Spalatin (1523).
 In this letter Luther asks Spalatin and Hans Dolzig to assist him and his Wittenberg colleagues in writing psalms for music (“psalmos vernaculos condere pro vulgo, id est spirituales cantilenas”).
 Here he describes the purpose and intention, including his poetological concerns, of versified psalms set to music. The Spalatin-letter has received considerable scholarly attention; the following gives an excerpt and brief interpretation: 

[Our] plan is to follow the example of the prophets and the ancient fathers of the church, and to compose psalms for the people [in the] vernacular, that is spiritual songs, so that the Word of God may be among the people also in the form of music. Therefore we are searching everywhere for poets. Since you are endowed with a wealth [of knowledge] and elegance [in handling] the German language, and since you have polished [your German] through much use, I ask you to work with us on this project; try to adapt any one of the psalms for use as a hymn as you may see [I have done] in this example. But I would like you to avoid any new words or the language used at court. In order to be understood by the people, only the simplest and the most common words should be used for singing; at the same time, however, they should be pure and apt; and further, the sense should be clear and as close as possible to the psalm. You need a free hand here: maintain the sense, but don't cling to the words; [rather] translate them with other appropriate words. I myself do not have so great a gift that I can do what I would like to see done here. So, I shall find out whether you are a Heman, or an Asaph, or a Jeduthun.

By calling to mind the practice of the prophets and church fathers, Luther seeks to legitimize the practice of versifying psalms. Yet the purpose for adapting the psalms is neither for the sake of this tradition, nor is it a literary pursuit.
 The ultimate goal is to present the Word of God — in this case in the form of song. The poetological concerns, as carefully as Luther articulates them, are secondary to the concerns of his theology of the Word. Accordingly, for the Scriptures to be broadly effective, they need to be conveyed in the vernacular. In liturgical terms, this manifests itself in the vernacular Scripture readings (Lesungen), sermons, prayers, and songs.
 

Luther nevertheless shows interest in the structure or form of psalm writing and offers various criteria both theological and poetological.
 First the theological considerations. Luther appears to offer conflicting advice when requiring the authors to remain as close as possible to the biblical psalm, and yet not to cling to the words. The key to understanding Luther's directive is in the phrase “the sense [sententia] should be clear and as close as possible to the psalm.”
 Luther speaks of the “sense” (sententia) of the psalm later in reference to his commentary on the “Seven Penitential Psalms” where it is clear that the sententia of the psalms means their Christological implication. Understanding the Christology of these psalms is central for Luther, for the message of Christ must come through in the psalms. If this is the aim of the author, it is no contradiction, on the one hand, to remain as close as possible to the psalm, and conversely, to translate with a free hand using other appropriate words. 

As for Luther’s poetological concerns, he says the language must be simple, using common idiom. He discourages the ‘new’ or courtly terms typical of the literary ‘genus grande’ (“novas et aulicas voculas omitti.”
 Luther gives a tall order to the authors, however, for the versifications must nevertheless use pure and apt words (“amen munda simul et apta verba”). Ostensibly he shows disinterest in the beauty of the language by prohibiting the courtly style. Yet he prefaces his request by praising Spalatin's dexterity with the language. By employing rhetorical humility when bemoaning his own lack of skill (“I myself do not have so great a gift.”), Luther subtly focuses attention once again on his concern for the deftness of the language. In these sentences Luther establishes the direction of the genre of psalm versification.
 He demonstrates a confidence that simple vernacular German can properly and correctly express the ‘sense’ of the Psalm. To be sure, the task would demand effort and experimentation. Indeed, Luther edited and revised his own Psalter translation no less than three times (in 1524, 1528, and 1531). Luther's confidence in the sufficiency of vernacular liberated authors to undertake the task of versifying, which they then did prolifically. 

Nicolaus Selnecker and the Psalms

Nicolaus Selnecker, who lived from 1530-1592, belongs to the second generation of Lutheran reformers.
 As a lad he played the organ in the castle chapel in Nürnberg, and then moved to Wittenberg to study under Melanchthon. Later he served the Elector August I. in Dresden as Court Chaplain. He also resided for a time in the court of the Duke of Brunswick and was active in Jena and Leipzig as Professor of Theology. His legacy in Protestant theology is owed to his co-authorship of the Formula of Concord, the landmark document of Lutheran orthodoxy. In addition to his prolific theological writings, he composed some 400 hymns, including vernacular versifications based on all the psalms.
 Selnecker first published dozens of these versifications within a 1400 page Psalter commentary which would see seven editions. Other versifications appeared in similar edificational texts and in his own hymnal of 1581. Like Luther, and in fact to a greater degree, Selnecker was captivated by the psalter for it permeated the main of his creative work. 

Selnecker’s versifications are of interest in the literary arena for a number of reasons which can be placed into two groups, the first concerning form and the second concerning theme. Formally, Selnecker falls into an extreme end of the spectrum of those who followed Luther’s poetics as outlined into the Spalatin-letter. On the one end of this spectrum were those who prided themselves in paraphrasing as close to the Lutheran text as possible. Others, including Selnecker, employed often a “free paraphrase” in the spirit of Luther’s Psalm 130 or “Ein Feste Burg,” which was inspired by Psalm 46.
 This technique meant that the versifier would embellish portions of the source text with extensive versification that diverged from the literal text of the psalm. This technique has been called troping, based on the medieval practice of free paraphrase (Fuchs).

A recent study has demonstrated that Selnecker appropriated the notion of the adversary (das Feindbild) in the psalms to address various trials and temptations (Anfechtungen), be they corporal, i.e. concerning the church, or spiritual, i.e. concerning the individual (Fuchs, Pt. III). The adversaries decried by the Old Testament Psalmist, become, in Selnecker’s versions, the Turks, Papists, Enthusiasts, Rationalists, Anabaptists — groups scorned by the orthodox Lutheranism which was beginning to consolidate during the second half of the sixteenth century. Personal Anfechtungen become matters of faith, theology, and conscience, and even physical peril as experienced during plague and pestilence.

A example Selnecker’s creative troping can be seen in his version of Psalm 51. This psalm, often referred to as the Miserere (from the Latin “have mercy on me”), was perhaps the preeminent of the penitential psalms and frequently used in the Lenten liturgy. Luther and Selnecker both keyed on this psalm because of its application to the Reformation's theological emphasis on sin and grace. The following offers an interpretive reading of the versification by exploring in particular how the author uses the free paraphrase, and also how he weaves theological interpretation and thematic images into the verse (see text in appendix).

It is immediately apparent that Selnecker’s versification is not a transliteration. Whereas the titulus of the scriptural version gives the context as David’s penitent confession of adultery and murder, Selnecker leaves this unadapted. The initial thirty three lines of verse that have no base in the biblical text further underscore this notion of free paraphrase. Selnecker’s generous use of the poetic “I” is also striking in this opening section. Compare this with Luther's version which uses the first person pronoun a total of six times in the entire psalm. Critics have observed this trend in versifications by Selnecker and his contemporary, Burkard Waldis, and have read here a “subjective voice” (subjektive Stimmung) and an expression of “an individual’s experience with God” (individuelles Gotterleben).
 In the case of Waldis they cite his prison internment during which he penned his psalter.
 For Selnecker, they cite the polemic highlights of his biography as the experience behind many versifications.
 

One must, however, be careful not to read an autobiographical voice into this early modern verse. Indeed, the term ‘experience,’ as understood in Dilthey’s Das Erlebnis und die Dichtung, is out of place with respect to early modern verse.
 Instead, the emphasis on the “I” of the psalm must be seen as a convention indicative of the genre of edificational literature. One must keep in mind that edificational literature, like Selnecker's text, is Gebrauchsliteratur — that is it was meant to be used, to be applied, to be read aloud, to be recited, etc. In this context the first-person of the poem or song allows the person using the text to make the words his or her own sentiment. This technique, as Selnecker uses it, responds likewise to the Lutheran emphasis on the individual. That is, Luther said every person must do his own believing. Selnecker's frequent use of the word Herz (heart) serves likewise to underscore this focus.

The theme of the blood and wounds of Christ also emerges in this versification. The so-called “Blut und Wunden Kult” surfaced in mystic circles during the Middle Ages and was renewed with intensity centuries later in seventeenth and eighteenth-century Pietism.
 Traditional discussion on this theme has indicated its dormancy during the age of the Reformation. However, Selnecker's appropriation of this image demonstrates its vitality in the sixteenth-century. Two passages work with this theme: 

lines 57-60

Bespreng mich Herr mit Isop schon /

Mit Blut deins aller liebsten Son /

Das auß sein heyligen Wunden floß /

Dadurch werd ich der Sünden loß.

and lines 99-106
Dein Gnad acht kein Brandopffer nicht /

Zuknirscht ein Herz das nider sicht /

Ein geengster Geyst / von leyd gedrenckt /

Mit Christi thewrem Blut besprengt /

Voll Glaub / Lieb / und gutem fürsatz /

ist dir der angenehmste Schatz / 

Selnecker uses the “blood and wounds” image to convey the quintessential Lutheran “salvation theology “ (Erlösungstheologie). In the first passage we see how the hyssop of the psalm becomes Christ's blood which can wash the psalmist white as snow. The second passage highlights the blood of Christ in conjunction with a contrite heart. This sort of blatant Christology in versifications of Old Testament texts — which was common among Lutherans but not among Calvinists — permeates the entire body of Selnecker’s psalm versifications. 

These images of the “Blut und Wunden” are at work in the versification on at least three levels. First, they intensify Selnecker's Christological interpretation of the biblical psalm by creating a clear image of the Passion of Christ. (Compare Dürer's print series of the Passion of Christ, or the passion plays, both which demonstrate the receptivity of this image in the early modern imagination). These words do more than incorporate Christology or soteriology in the psalm: They specifically locate Christ crucified in the psalm's narrative. The suffering Christ is visible with his open wounds and his blood pouring forth — an image, incidentally, akin to that of the stigmata of Saints Francis or Catherine.

The second effect is the clearly Lutheran statement that is made by the incorporation of these images, and the selective vocabulary describing them. The essence of Lutheran theology is the tenet of solafideism — salvation by faith alone. Luther's understanding of the Bible in this context is that the “point” of all Scripture was its fulfillment in Christ. That is, the point of the Old Testament is ultimately the New Testament. A sort of duality, thus, exists in Luther's theology wherein the emphasis is both on Christ, who is the ultimate fulfillment of the Word of God, and on the individual whose obligation it is to believe. A strictly Lutheran image of salvation will show a balance of these two elements.

In the first “blood and wounds” passage emphasis is solely on Christ and his crucifixion. The blood is the agent for cleansing of sin (“Dadurch werd ich der Sünden loß”). Christ's wounds are holy. In the second passage it is not the concept of purification that is expressed, rather atonement. Line 89 sets the scene almost identically to verse 16 of the biblical text. The words “Blutschulden” and “Brandopfer” call to mind immediately the Old Testament understanding of transgression and atonement via animal sacrifices and burnt offerings.
 The point in Selnecker's versification is that these offerings are no longer useful (“Dein Gnad acht kein Brandopffer nicht”) because God desires a lowly spirit and a contrite heart sprinkled with Christ's blood. The vocabulary of the biblical psalm is, however, the “geengestes vnd zuschlagen Hertz.” Selnecker's Lutheran Christology justifies for him this leap in versification. The second passage offers a more complete Lutheran theological image, for in addition to the picture of Christ crucified (102) is the mention of faith as part of what God desires: “ist dir der angenehmste Schatz” (103-4). Both the tenets of Christ as the fulfillment of the Old Testament Law, and the solafideism of Lutheran theology are present.

Thirdly, the image of the wounds of Christ is used to strengthen Selnecker's emphasis on the concept of original sin. Lutherans used verse seven of Psalm 51 as a key proof-text for the doctrine of “original sin” (Erbsünde). Although Selnecker devotes a good deal to this point in his prose commentary, his versification of verse seven does not essentially intensify the thrust of the biblical verse. The phrase, “Das auß sein heyligen Wunden floß,” (60) shifts the image away from a focus on the wounds as the locus of inflicted pain, as in the biblical narrative “they pierced his side”. In fact, Selnecker's verse avoids that image of pain altogether, and the wounds are now presented as the source from which this powerful cleansing-force flows. The wounds become the essence of the sin-conquering omnipotence of Christ. They are, in this light, the essence of Christ, giving the adjective “heylig” a powerful connotation. The description is not merely of a flesh wound of the crucified Jesus, but of the essence of Christ. This image is then juxtaposed with the essence of mankind, which is sin. Verse seven of the biblical psalm — the traditional proof-text for original sin — and Selnecker's corresponding lines make this most explicit. This posture of the guilty speaker permeates the psalm; burdened by the load of his sin he cries out in penitence for mercy. 

In short, we have noted that Luther’s guidelines for psalm versification call for both a free hand as well as an accurate rendering of the meaning (sententia) of the psalm. Selnecker, taking up this task a generation later, takes ample liberty in his rendition of the Miserere. He embellishes the psalm notably with a liberal troping that amplifies the poetic “I.” This personalization is to be seen within the conventions of edificational literature. Selnecker also draws on the period’s imagination of the “blood and wounds” of Christ to promote Lutheran teaching in three ways. It transforms the narrative of the psalm to the setting of the passion of Christ. It secondly supports the Lutheran teaching of solafideism and atonement, and it thirdly is used antithetically to magnify the reality of mankind as being subject to original sin.


Appendix

The following shows Selnecker's versification of Psalm 51 (left column) as it appears in volume two of Der gantze Psalter Dauids (1564)
. Printed in the form of a poem, without regular strophic divisions, it opens the volume’s commentary section. The right hand column shows Luther's translation of the 1545 Wittenberg edition of his Bible.

1  Ach Gott/ wie bin ich so unwerdt


1Ein Psalm Dauids/ vor zu singen/ 

   Im Himel/ vnd auch auff der Erd.


2Da der Prophet Nathan zu jm kam/ 

   Kein Menschen ich ansehen darff/


Als er war zu BathSaba eingangen.

   Das macht/ O Gott/ dein Rute scharff.

5  Wo sol ich denn hin keren mich?

   Wer wil doch mein erbarmen sich?

   Es ist zu groß mein Missethat  

   Bey keinem Menschen ist kein rath.

   Und ob ich wil die augen mein

10 Doch heben in den Himel nein/

   Hab ich doch/ gegen dir/ O Herr/

   O lieber GOtt/ gesündigt sehr/

   Der Welt ein ergernuß gewest.

   Was thu ich/ das mir sey das best?

15 Sol ich verzweiffeln? Jesu Christ/

   Weyl du allein der Heyland bist/

   und ist bey dir Barmherzigkeit?

   Leben und ware Seligkeit/

   Sey weyt von mir / das wil ich nicht/

20 Zu dir ist all mein zuuersicht/

   Bey dir mein arme Seel jetzt sucht/ 

   Trost/ rath/ huelff/ rettung/ und zuflucht.

   Dein Creatur/ hoff ich gewiß/

   Verachstu nicht/ und dein Bildniß:

25 Gar trawrig/ rewig/ doch nicht gnung/

   Komm ich zu dir/ O mein Hoffnung.

   Ach lieber GOtt/ was ich doch sol

   Jetzt fürbringen weiß ich nicht wol/

   Weil ich nicht darff mit künem herz

30 Mein augen heben auff für schmerz/

   Mein Zunge fürt klegliche wort 

   Mein Trost/ Mein Hülff/ mein höchster Hort/

   Erbarm dich mein/ wann es ist zeyt/
 

3Gott sey mir gnedig/ nach deiner Güte/ 

   Nach deiner grossen Barmherzigkeyt. 


vnd tilge meine Sünde 

35 Wasch ab/ tilg auß im Hertzen grund


nach deiner grossen Barmhertzigkeit.

   Mein Missethat zu aller stund.

   Mach du mich rein/ denn ich/ O HERR/


4Wasche mich wol von meiner Missethat/ 

   Erschrick/ und zag von hertzen sehr/


und reinige mich von meiner Sünde.

   Ich seh mein ungerechtigkeyt/ 

40 Mein Sünd mir für den augen leyt.


5Denn ich erkenne meine Missethat/ 

   An dir allein mein GOtt/ ich han



und meine Sünde ist jmer fur mir.

   Unzelich vil der Sünd gethan/



6An dir allein hab ich gesündiget/ 

   Für dir vil vbels angericht/



Vnd vbel fur dir gethan/ Auff daß du

   Dein Wort ist war / vnd es geschicht/


recht behaltest in deinen worten / 

   Bleybt doch dein Wort recht stets bestehn.


Vnd rein bleybest/ 

45 Ob du schon richtest mich vnd ihen/


wenn du gerichtet wirst.

   Sieh HERR/mein Mutter mich empfieng


7SJhe/ Jch bin auß sündlichem Samen gezeuget/

   Inn Sünden/ da ich von jr gieng/



Vnd meine Mutter hat mich in Sünden empfangen.

   War ich voll args vnd messethat/

50 Inn Sünden sie mich herbracht hat.

   Du HERR die Warheyt allzeyt liebst/


8SJhe/ du hast lust zur Warheit/ 

   Die heimligkeyt vnd weißheyt giebst /


die im verborgen ligt.  

   Und was verborgen/ offenbar 



Du leßt mich wissen die heimliche weyßheyt.

   Machstu mir / drumb ich danck zwar/

55 für deine Güt und groß wolthat/

   Die mir dein Gnad erzeyget hat.

   Bespreng mich HERR mit Isop schon/


9Entsündige mich mit Jsopen/ daß ich rein werde/      

   Mit Blut deins aller liebsten Son /


Wasche mich / daß ich schneeweiß werde.

   Das auß sein heyligen Wunden floß /

60 Dardurch werd ich der Sünden loß.

   Wasch mich/ das ich bald werd schneeweiß/

   Gib in mein Herz dein heyligen Geist/

   Laß frewd vnd wonne meine ohren


10Laß mich hören frewde vnd wonne/ 

   Vergebung meiner Sünde hören/ 



daß die Gebein frölich werden/  

65 Das frolocken mein matt Gebein/


die du zeschlagen hast.

   Und wider stark vnd frölich sein.



11Verbirg dein Andlitz vor meinen Sünden 

   Die ich gemacht/ gib mir dein huld.


und tilge alle meine Missetat.

   Tilg auß in disem Jammerthal/

70 Ehe ich verzag/ mein Sünde all.

   Schaff mir ein rein vnd züchtig Herz/


12SChaffe inn mir GOtt ein rein herz/ 

   Von vnzucht frey/ und bösem Schertz/


vnd gib mir einen newen gewissen Geist.

   Ein rechten Geyst in mir vernew/

   Glaub/ Lieb/ Trost/ Demut/ ware Rew.

75 O HERR/ von deinem Angesicht

   Verstoß ja/ vnd verwirff mich nicht.


13Verwirff mich nicht von deinem Angesichte/ 

   Dein heylgen Geyst von mir nicht nim/


Vnd nim deinen heyligen Geist nicht von mir.

   Und straff mich nicht in deinem Grimm.

   Denn niemand ist/ der mag bestehn

80 Für dein Zorn/ er muß gar vergehn.

   Gib mir wider/ ach mein Heyland/ 


14Tröste mich wider mit deiner Hülffe/ 

   Die frewd / das thewr vnd werde Pfand/


vnnd der freidige Geist enthalte mich.

   Der Gnaden dein/ und mir bescher

   Ein willigen Geist/ damit ich lehr



15Denn ich wil die Vbertretter deine Wege lehren

 85 Die Ungerechten deine Weg/



daß sich die Sünder zu dir bekeren.

   Den Gottlosen getrost fürleg

   Dein Wort/ auff das sie mögen sich 

   Zu dir bekern bestendiglich.

   Von Blutschulden vnd grosser not

90 Errette mich/ meins Heyls O Gott/


16ERrette mich von den Blutschulden Gott/ 

   Auff das frölich zu aller zeyt



der du mein Gott vnd Heiland bist/ 

   Mein Zung dein Ehr vnd Rhum außbreyt.


Das meine Zunge deine Gerechtigkeit rhüme.

   Eröffne auch die Lettzten mein/ 



17HERR thu meine Lippen auff/ 

   Auff das mein Mund das lobe dein


das mein Mund deinen Rhum verkündige.

95 Auß sing / vnd weyt verkünde das/

   Hertzlich getrost  on allemaß.

   Kein Opffer hastu je begert/



18DEnn du hast nicht lust zum Opffer/

   Du werst von mir sonst des gewert.


Jch wolt dir es sonst wol geben/ 

   Dein Gnad acht kein Brandopffer nicht/


Vnd Brandopfer gefallen dir nicht.

100Zuknirscht ein Herz das nider sicht/

   Ein geengster Geyst/ von leyd gedrenckt/


19Die Opffer die Gott gefallen sind ein  

   Mit Christi thewrem Blut besprengt/


geengster Geist/

   Voll Glaub/ Lieb / und gutem fürsatz/


Ein geengestes vnd zuschlagen Hertz  

   ist dir der angenemste Schatz /



wirstu Gott nicht verachten.

105Ein solch Herz nicht verachten wilt/ 

   Du bist sein Leben / Schutz vnd Schildt.

   Thu wol/ O HERR Gott/ an Sion/



20Thu wol an Zion nach deiner Gnade/ 

   Von wegen deines lieben Son/



Bawe die maueren zu Jerusalem.

   Das werd erbawt Jerusalem/



21Denn werden dier gefallen die 

110Und du gar reiche Opffer nem/



Opffer der Gerechtigkeit/ 

   Opffer des Lobs auß vnserm mund/


Die Brandopffer vnd gantzen Opffer/ 

   Das vnser Hertz teglich all stund



Denn wird man Faren auff 

   Dich lob vnd preyß durch Jesum Christ/


deinen Altar opffern.

   Der vnser aller Heyland ist.

115Der Tröster auch/ der heylig Geyst/

   Mach vnser Herzen allermeyst

   Geschickt/ zuthun dein Wort vnd willen.

   Auff das wir nun das alls erfüllen/

   Hilff HERR/durch deinen grossen Namen/

120Wer das begehrt/ sprech hertzlich/ Amen.

A M E N
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