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No 1 Bestseller of the 15th century
before the reformation
BRANT, Sebastian (1457—1521). Stultifera navis.
4° (20,4x15 cm). 145, [3] ff. With 117 woodcuts, of which one for the title, and the printer‘s device on
f. t1. 19th century boards covered with a vellum leaf from an antiphonary. Slightly thumbed and damp
stained in the margins, minimal worming to the six final leaves. A few headlines shaved towards the
end of volume. Basel, Johann Bergmann von Olpe, 1497.

First Latin edition containing the famous
Dürer woodcuts of the first German edition
of 1494.
Composed by the Strasbourg legal scholar and humanist, Sebastian Brant, during
his years in Basle, where he taught at the
university from 1484-1500, the Ship of
Fools, became the most important of a
long line of moralizing works in which the
weaknesses and vices of mankind are satirized as follies. The tradition goes back to
early medieval times both in England and
on the Continent (e.g. Lydgate‘s Order of
Fools and Wireker‘s Speculum Stultorum).
In a ship laden with one hundred fools,
steered by fools to the fools‘ paradise of
Narragonia, Brant satirizes all the weaknesses, follies, and vices of his time.
Composed in popular humorous verse
and illustrated by a remarkable series

Cabinet of the Month August 2021
of woodcuts – of which seventy-five are now
attributed to the young Dürer - the book was an
immediate success. Brant‘s purpose was a moral
one: he wanted to improve the life of his contemporaries and to help in the regeneration of the
Holy Roman Empire and the Church. The follies
of the clergy did not escape his censure ... there
is much criticism and a strong feeling that man,
in striving for his salvation, deals directly with God
and not necessarily through the Church; a foretaste of the movement for reform. Incidentally, the
book also contains the earliest literary reference
to the discovery of America; the Columbus Letter
had been published by the same printer the year
previously.
The Ship of Fools was the first original work by
a German which passed into world literature
and its influence was extensive and prolonged.
Its most immediate imitators were Geiler von
Kaisersberg, Thomas Murner, Hans Sachs and
Johannes Fischart in Germany, Erasmus‘s Moriae
Encomium was directly inspired by it. Its influence is demonstrated in France by the translations
of Rivière and Drouyon and the works of Robert
de Balsac – probably known to Rabelais - Pierre
Gringore, Jean Bouchet and others; in England
by the translations of Alexander Barclay and
Henry Watson, both published in 1509, and the

works of John Skelton, Robert Copland and
Richard Tarlton. Thus, Brant‘s book played an
important part in European literature, and helped
to blaze the trail that leads from medieval allegory
to modern satire, drama and the novel of character (cf. PMM).
Of the many editions and translations of the
Narrenschiff, the most important is this Latin
version, Stultifera Navis, which appeared in Basel
in 1497. The translator, Jacob Locher, collaborated with Brant himself on this edition which is,
not so much a translation as a free adaptation of
the Narrenschiff. It is the Locher version which
served as the basis for nearly all the fifteenth- and
sixteenth-century reprints and translations (Carl
Belz, The Illustrations in the Grüninger Edition of
the Stultifera Navis, 1497. In: The Princeton University Library Chronicle Vol. 23, n° 1, 1961, pp.
16–17).
The huge success of the book is significantly due
to the congenial illustrations. While it was first
thought that Brant himself was the fundamental
contributor to the design of the cuts, the bulk of
the work is now most commonly attributed to
Albrecht Dürer of Nuremberg. He seldom, if ever,
did the actual cutting of his own blocks. This was
assigned to a highly skilled Formschneider. To
Dürer are attributed 75 of the woodcuts, whereas
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the rest is ascribed to the master of the ‚Heintz
Narr‘ (a provisional name deriving from the woodcut on f. 15 recto) and other local artists.
With some scattered marginalia and some contemporary and later inscriptions on the final leaf
verso.
Provenance: Johann Conrad Feuerlein (1725–
1788), Nuremberg jurist and councilor, with his
engraved armorial bookplate; Dambacher, presentation inscription, dated 1819.

References: ISTC ib01086000; Goff B1086; HC
3746; Walsh 1258; Pr 7776; BMC III 795; BSBInk B-817; GW 5054; Schoch/Mende/Scherbaum, Dürer: das druckgraphische Werk 266.II.
Schreiber 3567; Meder VII, 1497; Hieronymus I
197; cf. PMM 37.
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