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The Index of Prohibited Books has its roots in the 1520s, following Martin Luther's revolt in 1517 and the rise of the printing press as a means for spreading the Protestant Reformation. Initially, universities, ecclesiastical authorities, and local inquisitors published lists of condemned books and authors, paving the way for the Index. The first printed
version was released by the University of Paris' Faculty of Theology in 1544, followed by subsequent editions appearing in various countries. The Roman Inquisition prepared the first Roman Index in 1559, which contained over a thousand interdictions divided into three categories: authors, individual books, and anonymous writings. The Index
compiled by the Council of Trent's commission, published by Pius IV in 1564, introduced ten general rules that became the foundation for Catholic censorship policies throughout the modern era. The Congregation of the Index was established by Pius V in 1571 as a permanent government organ. Over time, the Index evolved to include new
condemnations and decrees, with editions appearing at intervals incorporating these changes. Two notable catalogues were published in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, while the Spanish and Portuguese Inquisitions also issued their own indices, which held authority not only in Europe but also in their colonies. In 1758, the constitution
"Sollicita ac Provida" reorganized Roman Index materials, making procedures for new work inclusion more liberal.The total number of writers and works in the index from mid-sixteenth century until late eighteenth was around four thousand.Brought to prevent Protestant writings, the Index evolved over time with a dual aim: defending Catholicism
against external threats and protecting its internal homogeneity against moral dangers.Lawyers and censors focused on combating Protestantism, while also safeguarding church rights, privileges, and hierarchy.The Index condemned works like those supporting Gallicanism or favoring civil authorities' intervention in ecclesiastical affairs.Also
targeted were writings supporting Jansenism and debates over casuistry and probabilism.Mystical literature, such as Quietism and pure love of Madame de Guyon, was included.Although the struggle against superstitions led to many prohibited prayers and indulgences, philosophical works like Pascal and Descartes were surprisingly allowed.In 1616,
Nicolaus Copernicus' writing was banned, while Galileo's in 1634, until its removal in 1822.Among those opposed to Index constraints were heterodox groups and intellectuals, but many Catholics saw these restrictions as acceptable practices.Censorship undoubtedly hindered literary productivity and original ideas, but the close surveillance also
influenced publishing growth and may have shaped the modern world. The Roman Catholic Church's Index Librorum Prohibitorum, a list of banned books, played a significant role in shaping its authority and response to the Protestant Reformation. By maintaining religious unity within Catholicism and reaffirming its authority, the Index could have
neutralized centrifugal forces, but it ultimately relied on censorship and the Index to achieve these goals. The publication contains numerous primary sources, including the Index des livres interdits, which provides information on banned authors and books. Secondary sources, such as Fragnito's "La Bibbia al rogo," offer in-depth analyses of the
Church's censorship activities and their impact on literature and culture. The Counter-Reformation, spanning from 1545 to around 1700, aimed to restore the Catholic Church's authority. This movement established the Vulgate Bible translation as the sole authoritative scripture and reformed Church practices by clearly defining terms such as
"justification," "sacraments," and "penance." The Council of Trent held a total of 25 sessions between 1545 and 1563, culminating in the Index's creation. This Index was ratified by the pope in 1564 and sought to prevent the spread of heresy by controlling access to unapproved literature. Prior to the printing press's invention around 1440, books were
handwritten or produced through time-consuming woodblock printing methods. Martin Luther's 95 Theses marked a significant milestone in the challenge to Church authority. Between 1517 and 1522, Luther published numerous works criticizing the Church, followed by those of Huldrych Zwingli, John Calvin, and others. The Counter-Reformation
also saw women like Argula von Grumbach, Katharina Zell, and Marie Dentiére publishing works critical of the Catholic Church. The Index was not the first attempt to control literature; medieval Church policies had banned and destroyed heretical writings, including those of proto-reformers John Wycliffe and Jan Hus. The Index, first issued in 1559
under Pope Paul 1V, differed from earlier attempts by systematically naming works and authors condemned for heresy or deviation from officially sanctioned doctrine. At the Council of Trent, this policy was refined to ensure specificity and prevent claims of ignorance as an excuse for non-compliance. The text that follows is an excerpt from a 10-point
introduction to the Index of 1563, highlighting the Church's efforts to control access to literature and maintain its authority in the face of growing dissent. I: All condemned books published prior to 1515 are subject to the same penalties as before. II: Books by heretics, including Luther and Zwingli, are forbidden. However, Catholic books that focus on
religion but have been approved by theologians or the general inquisition may be permitted. III: Translations of condemned authors can be allowed if they do not contradict sound doctrine. Some translations of the Old Testament may be permitted to learned men for understanding, but not as a replacement for the Vulgate edition. IV: The reading of
vernacular translations is left to the discretion of bishops or inquisitors, who must assess whether such reading will bring harm or increase faith and piety. Certain types of writings are restricted, and their readers may not receive absolution until they have been surrendered to the appropriate authority. Those selling vernacular Bibles without
permission face financial penalties, with the bishop deciding how to allocate the funds for pious purposes. Regulars must also obtain permission from their superiors before reading or purchasing such texts. Works containing heretical authors' writings are permitted if the problematic content is removed and corrected according to the suggestions of
the bishop, inquisitor, and Catholic theologians. However, vernacular books addressing contemporary controversies between Catholics and heretics may not be allowed indiscriminately but can be permitted if they adhere to guidelines similar to those for vernacular Bibles. Books written for instructing people on the right way to live, contemplate, or
confess are permitted as long as their doctrine is sound. Conversely, books dealing with lascivious matters are completely prohibited due to concerns about both faith and morals. Readers of such texts are subject to severe punishment from the bishops. Ancient heathen writings can be allowed because of their literary value but may not be read to
children. Some books that contain good content but also reference heresy or ungodliness might be permitted if they have been purified by Catholic theologians through a general inquisition. However, prefaces, summaries, or annotations added by condemned authors should not be printed until corrected. Lastly, writings on various forms of divination,
magic arts, and sorcery are entirely rejected. Bishops must ensure that books and treatises promoting such practices do not circulate. The dissemination and possession of certain written works are subject to strict regulations. Permitted are writings that provide practical information on navigation, agriculture, and medicine, as well as the opinions of
experts in these fields. However, any work affirming a future event as inevitable is not allowed. Before publishing books or other written materials, they must undergo an examination by authorized officials. This rule applies uniformly across different localities and dioceses. The approval process involves the bishop and the inquisitor of each respective
city or diocese. It is mandatory for these individuals to sign their names as proof of approval without any charge. Books circulated before undergoing this official examination will incur similar penalties as those incurred by printers who violate this rule. Additionally, readers of such books without the knowledge of the authors may be considered co-
authors themselves. The process of giving approbation includes a written record and must be visibly displayed on the front page of both printed and written works. Moreover, examination and approval should be done at no cost. To ensure adherence to this rule, regular visits by appointed persons will take place in all cities and dioceses where printing
activities are carried out or books are sold. This oversight aims to prevent prohibited materials from being printed, sold, or possessed. Book vendors must maintain a list of their available books signed by the aforementioned officials. They cannot sell books without permission, and doing so would result in penalties such as confiscation of books and
other consequences determined by bishops and inquisitors. Similarly, readers, printers, and book vendors will face punishment according to the judgment of those in authority. Anyone bringing books into a city is required to notify the appointed officials or, if no specific official is available, public officials in that place should inform them about the
arrival of such materials. No one is allowed to give someone else a book to read unless they have first shown it and obtained permission from the designated authorities, or if everyone is freely permitted to read it. This rule also applies to heirs and executors of wills, who must present any books left by the deceased along with their list for permission
before using them or transferring them to others. Furthermore, public places where such goods are sold must notify these officials when books arrive, ensuring that only authorized materials are circulated within their jurisdiction. A penalty shall be imposed on all cases involving such infractions, with confiscation of books or other measures deemed
suitable according to the severity of the transgression and the nature of the offense. For those books previously examined and expurgated by designated fathers or permitted for reprint under certain conditions, book dealers and others must adhere to the prescribed guidelines. The bishops and general inquisitors retain authority to prohibit additional
works deemed necessary, even if they are initially approved by these rules. A written record of expurgated books and those entrusted with this task must be submitted to the holy universal Roman Inquisition's notary by order of the pope. All faithful are commanded to refrain from reading or possessing prohibited books, lest they incur
excommunication for reading or possessing heretical works or writings condemned due to heresy or suspected false teachings. Those found guilty shall face punishment according to the bishops' judgment, while those who read prohibited works under a different title shall also be punished for mortal sin. Before publishing, we verify the accuracy,
reliability and adherence to academic standards in line with our editorial policy. Gregory's "Salvation at Stake: Christian Martyrdom in Early Modern Europe" (2001) and other primary texts like Janz' "A Reformation Reader: Primary Texts with Introductions" (2008), MacCulloch's "The Reformation: A History" (2010), Roper's "Martin Luther: Renegade
and Prophet" (2018), Rublack's "The Oxford Handbook of the Protestant Reformations" (2019) and Wilson's "Women Writers of the Renaissance and Reformation" (2000) are referenced. As an Amazon Associate, World History Encyclopedia earns a commission on qualifying book purchases. The Index of Prohibited Books, first published in 1559 but
revised at the Council of Trent in 1563, aimed to prevent heresy by prohibiting works deemed heretical or injurious to Christian faith. Although suspended in 1966, Catholics are still expected to adhere to its basic principles to protect their personal faith and relationship with God. World History Encyclopedia is a non-profit organization committed to
engaging people with cultural heritage and improving global history education. Join us for only $5 per month to support our mission and gain access to free history education worldwide. Submitted by Joshua J. Mark, published on 21 June 2022.



