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The purpose of the foundation
Make accessible
the as yet unpublished
correspondence of the Zurich Reformer

H EINRICH B ULLINGER (1504-1575)

For more detailed information see
https://bullinger-stiftung.ch

Account: Zürcher Kantonalbank, Postfach, 8010 Zürich, No 1148-4531.511
IBAN: CH41 0070 0114 8045 3151 1 / BIC/ZWIFT-Adr.: ZKBKCHZZ80A
Address: Heinrich Bullinger-Stiftung – c/o Institut für Schweizerische
Reformationsgeschichte – Theologische Fakultät – Kirchgasse 9
CH-8001 Zurich – Switzerland
Donations are tax-exempt in Switzerland

(Imprint of Bullinger’s seal)
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HEINRICH BULLINGER FOUNDATION
https://bullinger-stiftung.ch/

1. Significance and relevance
Following Huldrych Zwingli’s untimely death (October 1531), Heinrich Bullinger, from
the Guild “Zur Meisen”, took up the reins of the Zurich church while still a young man.
Under his leadership, Zurich became a Protestant centre with a Europe-wide impact.
Thanks to his correspondence, he was able to provide the Zurich Council with relevant
information coming from the neighbouring regions and from far away. In doing so, he
became essential for the authorities of his city.
His correspondence served him also, even long after he died, to enhance the image of
Zurich, both in the Confederation and abroad, since it had been tarnished through Zwingli’s
death in the Second Kappeler War.
Bullinger left behind some10,000 incoming and 2,000 outgoing letters – one of the
largest surviving corpora of the sixteenth century. This correspondence constitutes a rich
and varied resource especially suited for studying the history and culture of Switzerland
and Europe in the early modern age. Few extant collections of letters from that period
cover such a long time-span (1523-1575, i.e., fifty-two years) and such a wide geographical
area (from Scotland to Belarus and from Denmark to Italy) with comparable frequency (four
and a half letters a week on average) and in such a captivating and manifold way.
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Bullinger’s correspondence brim with political, church-historical, sociological, economic,
climatological, astronomic, and biographical information and shed light on the history of
mentalities and culture. They often contain otherwise unknown references to contemporary
prints and their origins, thus providing precious clues to the identification of anonymous or
pseudonymous publications. In addition, these letters constitute valuable tools for
monitoring the development of Early Modern High German and Neo-Latin.
Most of Bullinger’s correspondence has never been published before and is preserved
in manuscript form, accessible only to the few scholars who can decipher handwritings.

(Bullinger’s handwriting – A Latin letter written on August 11, 1547
– State Archives of Zurich, E II 342, 175)

(Handwriting of Bullinger’s correspondent Johannes Gast – A letter in Early Modern High
German, written on June 3, 1547 – State Archives of Zurich, E II 366, 194)
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Approximately 90% of this correspondence is currently preserved in the Zurich State
Archives (Staatsarchiv) and the Zurich Central Library (Zentralbibliothek). Some 80% of
the letters are in Latin and the remaining 20% in Early Modern High German.
In order to make these letters available to a broader circle of users, the handwritten originals
are deciphered and typed into a word processing program. Concepts, historical events, and
personages unfamiliar to modern readers are briefly explained in footnotes. In a final step, a
detailed German abstract is drawn up for each letter, since few people today are able to
understand texts written in Latin and Early Modern High German. Only after the completion of
all these steps do these letters become intelligible for modern readers and available for further
study.

2. The editorial project
In the 1960s, a file with the key data of the 12,000 letters of Bullinger’s correspondence
was compiled at the Swiss Reformation Studies Institute.
The first volume of this correspondence was published in 1973. Up to the end of 2020,
twenty more volumes comprising about 3,120 letters were published, each letter with the
necessary explanations and an extensive German summary.
Since October 2013, all the previously printed volumes of the correspondence are freely
available in the form of an electronic edition (http://teoirgsed.uzh.ch/), offering advanced
search capabilities and combined search functions.
In 2019, the University of Zurich launched a new project called “Bullinger-Digital”. Under
the direction of Prof. Martin Volk from the Institute of Computer Linguistics and Prof. Peter
Opitz of the Swiss Reformation Studies Institute, a database encompassing all the key
data of the hitherto unpublished 9,000 letters is being compiled based on the abovementioned file from the 1960s. The original letters are digitalised, with the digital pictures
being linked to the new database. An OCR process with the aim of deciphering the digital
photographs is being developed. This is an undertaking which will not be easy, since in
the case of Bullinger’s correspondence we are dealing with the handwriting of not just one
man, but with that of more than 1,000 different persons, and are faced by the added
problem of the fragile state of preservation of many of those letters.

(Handwriting of Bullinger’s correspondent Ambrosius Blarer – A letter written in Latin
on June 30, 1547 – State Archives of Zurich, E II 357, 245)
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Until the end of 2020, the project was generously financed by the Swiss National
Science Foundation and the Reformed Church of the Canton of Zurich. Beyond this point,
funding for the project is no longer guaranteed since the National Science Foundation has
opted for new guidelines ruling out long-term projects and since the Zurich Reformed
Church can no longer afford to continue its sponsorship. In other words, further publication
of this unique source is jeopardized as of 2021.
That is why in December 2020 the “Heinrich Bullinger Foundation” (Heinrich BullingerStiftung) was created. The funds raised are used to hire an editorial team consisting of two
professionally competent persons with the task of pursuing the publication of the hitherto
unpublished letters from the years 1548 to 1575. The project will be based at the Swiss
Reformation Studies Institute, just like it was the case during the publication of the earlier
letters. The mission of this team is:
- To correctly transcribe the text of each letter in its entirety into a word processing
program
- To elucidate the content of the letters through investigations, in order to make them
intelligible for modern readers and available for further study, since they are written in
languages and are dealing with topics which are no longer familiar. The results of this
research have to be recorded in concise footnotes accompanying the transcription of
the letter
- To supply every letter with a detailed abstract so that it becomes intelligible for modern
readers and available for further study.
The project anticipates an annual budget of approximately 250,000 Swiss francs
(covering gross wages, social security contributions, data-processing expenses, and
printing costs). We are most grateful for every donation. Your support will allow us to
continue making Bullinger’s copious and captivating correspondence accessible to the
broader public. Donations enjoy tax exemption in Switzerland.
***
The historical sciences can arrive at new insights only by opening up new sources.
Without this foundational work, there can be no advances in historical scholarship. The
mere digitization of sources – valuable though this first step may be – is not enough. Texts
that bear witness to an earlier time must also be subjected to the meticulous craftsmanship
of editors before they can speak again to the world of today. These editorial labours
demand broad knowledge, methodical and hermeneutic intuition, and patient endurance.
In the case of a letter collection as vast as Bullinger’s, the amount of time required is
correspondingly greater. But cathedrals were not built in a few years either.
Christoph Sigrist and Reinhard Bodenmann
President and vice-President of the Bullinger Foundation
E-mail address: info@bullinger-stiftung.ch
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Do you want to support the project
and
get into conversation with us?

Then visit our Website
https://bullinger-stiftung.ch
or
write to us
at: info@bullinger-stiftung.ch
in order to make an appointment

8

(Zurich, from Johannes Stumpf’s chronicle printed 1548)

