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Desiderius Erasmus (ca. 1466-1536) was the leading intellectual light of the
early sixteenth century. An orphan, Erasmus was educated in a monastery and
became a monk. His intellectual gifts were so great that he was allowed to
travel throughout the continent searching for ancient manuscripts and
perfecting his skills as a linguist, philologist, and writer. His principal scholarly
achievements, an edition of the Greek New Testament and of the Writings of
Saint Jerome, were both published in 1516. But Erasmus was better known for
his popular writings, especially his Adages and the satirical In Praise of Folly.

In Praise of Folly was written for Sir Thomas More, with whom Erasmus had
made friends on his first trip to England. It is a spoof in which Folly demands
praise for all of the ways of the world. It is under Folly’s influence that people
behave as they do and that institutions are organized with an upside-down
logic. Erasmus was particularly scathing in his description of the state of

religion and of the Catholic Church. Historians are fond of saying that
Erasmus laid the egg that Luther hatched.

The next to be placed among the regiment of
fools are such as make a trade of telling or
inquiring after incredible stories of miracles and
prodigies: never doubting that a lie will choke
them, they will muster up a thousand several
strange relations of spirits, ghosts, apparitions,

raising of the devil, and such like bugbears of
superstition, which the farther they are from
being probably true, the more greedily they art
swallowed, and the more (levouily believed. And
these absurdities do not only bring an empty
pleasure, and cheap divertisement, but they 4






