
Erasmus 

Biography / Overview​
Desiderius Erasmus (1466–1536) was a Dutch scholar, writer, and priest who is known for his 
works that laid the foundation for the Protestant Reformation. Born in Rotterdam and orphaned 
young, he reluctantly became an Augustinian monk before obtaining permission to study abroad. 
As a wandering scholar, he lived across Europe, supporting himself through teaching, patronage, 
and his extraordinarily popular writings. His mastery of classical Latin and Greek, combined 
with his wit and learning, made him one of the most famous thinkers of the Renaissance. 
Erasmus believed in using learning and education to improve both the Church and society. He 
studied the Bible and classical texts, wanting people to return to simple Christian faith rather 
than focus on ceremonies and superstitions.​
He wrote many books, including In Praise of Folly, which humorously criticized the problems he 
saw in the Church and in human behavior. He also produced a new Latin and Greek edition of 
the New Testament, which became very influential. Erasmus did not break away from the 
Catholic Church like Martin Luther, but he also criticized abuses and called for reform. He is 
remembered as a “Prince of the Humanists” for his learning, wit, and efforts to bring together 
faith and reason. 

Bibliography / Primary Sources​
The primary sources attributed to Desiderius Erasmus include a diverse range of works that have 
captivated readers for centuries. Some of the notable primary sources attributed to Desiderius 
Erasmus include: 

In Praise of Folly: This is his most famous work, which is a satirical critique of the corruption 
and hypocrisy within the Catholic Church. 

The Education of a Christian Prince: This is a guide for young Charles V, advocating peaceful, 
wise rule over war and tyranny. It emphasizes that rulers should serve their people with 
education and moral leadership. 

The Handbook of the Christian Soldier: This work of Desiderius promotes personal faith through 
scripture study over empty rituals. It encourages readers to use prayer and biblical knowledge as 
spiritual weapons. 

The Complaint of Peace: This is Erasmus' powerful anti-war essay, where he gives Peace a voice 
to condemn the constant warfare among Christian nations. It argues that war is foolish, 
destructive, and fundamentally opposed to Christian teachings. 

Other works: Erasmus also produced numerous translations of classical texts and biblical 
commentaries that influenced the development of humanist thought. 



Birth Date / Death Date​
Birth Date: October 28, 1466, in Rotterdam, Netherlands, during the Holy Roman Empire​
Death Date: July 12, 1536 (at the age of 69), in Basel, Switzerland. 

Notable / Best-Known For​
Erasmus is best known for his critical views on the Catholic Church and his promotion of 
humanist ideals. He played a significant role in the intellectual movement of the Renaissance and 
had a profound impact on the Protestant Reformation. Erasmus's works challenged traditional 
beliefs and practices, advocating for a return to the original teachings of Christianity based on 
reason and morality. 

Famous Quotes​
"War is delightful to those who have had no experience of it." 

"Give light, and the darkness will disappear of itself." 

"The chief happiness for a man is to be what he is." 

Major Works / Textual Contents​
The Praise of Folly (1509) 

The Handbook of the Christian Soldier (1503) 

The Complaint of Peace (1517) 

On Free Will (1524) 

The Education of a Christian Prince (1516) 

Influences / Intellectual Context​
Erasmus was influenced by the humanist movement of the Renaissance, which emphasized the 
importance of classical learning and the individual pursuit of knowledge. He engaged with 
prominent thinkers such as Thomas More and Martin Luther, shaping his views on theology and 
philosophy. Erasmus's works were also influenced by the teachings of the early Church Fathers 
and the writings of classical authors like Cicero and Plato. 

Legacy and Modern Significance​
Erasmus's legacy lies in his promotion of intellectual freedom, critical thinking, and humanist 
values. His works continue to influence scholarship in the fields of theology, philosophy, and 
education. Erasmus's ideas on religious tolerance and the importance of individual conscience 
have played a significant role in shaping modern debates on ethics and morality. 



Modern Moments / Impact on 21st Century Society​
In 2016, the 500th anniversary of Erasmus's The Praise of Folly was celebrated with exhibitions 
and academic conferences.​
The Erasmus Program, a European Union initiative promoting international student exchange, is 
named in his honor.​
Digital archives and scholarly editions of Erasmus's works have made his writings more 
accessible to contemporary readers. 

Suggested Reading & Resources​
Erasmus of Rotterdam by Stefan Zweig (Project Gutenberg) – 
https://www.gutenberg.org/ebooks/40226​
The Essential Erasmus edited by John P. Dolan (Hackett Publishing) – 
https://www.hackettpublishing.com/the-essential-erasmus​
Erasmus and the Age of Reformation by Johan Huizinga (University of Chicago Press) – 
https://press.uchicago.edu/ucp/books/book/chicago/E/bo3638765.html 
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