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A MYSTERIOUS IMPRINT, NARRATING 
THE STORY OF A LOST RELIC

No. 4620

FREMPERGER,  Thomas.  Historia  translationis  tunicae  Jesu  Christi.  Cologne:  Ludwig  von 
Renchen, c1500. 

ONLY ANTIQUARIAN EDITION. A strange work—part legend, part memoir—that narrates 
the history of a splendid Christian relic. The book is materially odd as well. It is undated, 
but with a misleading date (1474)  in the last sentence. It was printed with a mixture of 
Dutch  and  German  types,  possibly  by  someone  other  than  the  printer  named  in  the 
colophon. It is illustrated by five woodcuts (one repeated),  certainly cut for this specific 
work, all but one of which were based on famous engravings. And it was printed on paper 
manufactured in the Low Countries.

In 1474, Thomas Fremperger, chaplain and physician at the court of Frederick III, traveled 
to Cologne with the Emperor and his fifteen-year-old son, the future Maximilian I. While in 
the city,  they visited the Convent of  the Magdalens of  the White Sisters,  a  Dominican  
monastery founded in 1229, where was held a fabulous relic: the Christ child's blue tunic, 
with the left sleeve removed. In our short book, Fremperger recounts the legend and history 
of the tunic, beginning in the middle of the 13th century, when the Hungarian queen Mária 
Laszkarisz's court chaplain began praying fervently for a vision of Christ. God appeared to 
the chaplain, and offered him a choice: he may see Christ in his suffering, or Christ as a 
child. Unwilling to bear the pain of seeing the Savior on the cross, the chaplain chose to see 
Christ as a child, who appeared in a great light, dressed in a blue silk tunic. Christ vanished, 
but the tunic remained. The Chaplain gave the holy relic to his Queen, who sealed it in a 
gilded coffret. In 1262, a soldier in the service of the Teutonic Knights of Jerusalem, who'd 
fought for  the Hungarian king in their  war  against  the Tartars  (Fremperger  erroneously 
referred to them as Turks), asked the aging queen for this tunic in exchange for his services, 
so that he could give it to a nun residing in the monastery of the Magdalens of the White 
Sisters in Cologne. The queen agreed, but kept the left sleeve, which became a prized relic 
at the Dominican Convent on Margaret Island in Budapest.  The tunic itself  traveled to 
Cologne and was given to the nun, but she soon died with her secret, and the tunic, in its 
splendid  coffret,  was  forgotten  for  a  century  and  a  half.  On  12  June  1412,  a  group  of 
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Hungarian pilgrims on their way to Aachen stopped at the Cologne convent, and asked to 
see the tunic; the sisters were surprised, having no knowledge of it. The pilgrims said it had 
but one sleeve, and was stored in a beautiful gilt box. The sisters found it, and it was placed 
in a reliquary in the convent for all to see. Fremperger concludes the legend of the tunic 
with the story of the Emperor, the archduke Maximilian, and royal entourage viewing the 
tunic in the convent of the Weißen Frauen in Cologne in 1474. The tunic was lost when the 
convent was dissolved in 1802. 

Two manuscripts of the text exist;  one is perhaps a Fremperger autograph, with colored 
drawings  of  the  tunic.  The  tense  of  the  narrative  suggests  that  Fremperger  wrote  it 
sometime shortly after 1474, which date occurs in the last sentence of the text. A number of 
very  competent  early  bibliographers  of  incunabula  (including  Hain  and  Copinger) 
erroneously interpreted this as the date of the imprint. But the BMC, and independently, 
Voullième, assign a date of "after 1500," based on type analysis, asserting that some of the 
characters in the title fount are of Dutch origin, c1500. (GW conjectures um 1500?; Schüling 
c1505,  without authority.)  A pot watermark in the paper stock is clearly of Low-Country 
origin (most closely related to WILC 58380: Antwerp, c1496).  Adding to this stewpot of 
biblio-facts  is  a  note  in  TW that  suggests  some  of  the  printer  Ludwig  von  Renchen's 
assigned works may have actually  have been printed by Ulrich Geyswinz of Heidelberg. 
Most of von Renchen's 89 imprints are before 1495; only a handful of undated works are 
assigned by GW and other authorities as 1500 or later. We note with extreme interest that 
in 1486, Pope Innocent VIII restricted printing of "heretical" books in the HRE with his 
bull Inter multiplices nostrae solicitudinis curas contra impressores librorum reprobatorum—targeting 
Cologne in particular—and printing activity there slowed. But in 1501, 14 Cologne printers 
(Ludwig von Renchen possibly, but not certainly, among them) challenged this directive in 
court. The outcome of this suit is unknown. Was Fremperger's text considered heretical in 
these salient years? Why is the paper stock, and the title fount, of Low-Country origin? Was 
it printed in 1501, after the Cologne printers' lawsuit, suggesting the suit was successful?

The designer and engraver of the five woodcuts are not known. The Virgin and Child on the 
title was certainly based on Martin Schongauer's "The Small Madonna and Child," (c1480), 
and  Christ  as  Savior  of  the  World,  also  on  title  (and  repeated  verso),  is  based  on 
Schongauer's  "Das  segnende  Christuskind"  (c1470-90).  The  third  woodcut  on  title, 
illustrating  angels  introducing  the  one-sleeved  tunic  to  the  sublunary  world,  has  no 
obviously  identifiable  source,  but  its  style  (particularly  in  the  modeling  of  the  angels' 
garments) is consonant with the other two title cuts. The final woodcut, of "Hairy" Mary 
Magdalene's Assumption by four angels (verso of the last leaf), seems to have been inspired 
by Michael Wolgemut's cut for the Nuremberg Chronicle, f.CVIII (1493).

Tipped  to  the  lower  pastedown is  H.  P.  Kraus's  early  1980's  typewritten  and  xeroxed 
description of the book. In the corner of the pastedown is a cataloguer's penciled note: "1/9 
12995  OOBB."  In  1982  a  copy  of  Fremperger's  book  was  bound  as  the  first  work  in  a 
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Sammelband with eight other early 16th-century works, and sold at Sotheby Parke Bernet as 
part  of  the  the  property  of  German  Mailhos  and  Johana  Auersperg  de  Maihos,  of 
Montevideo, Uruguay, for an unknown amount. The "1/9" in Kraus's penciled note suggest 
this copy of Fremperger is from that Sammelband.

The Historia translationis tunicae was very likely produced as a souvenir for sale to pilgrims 
visiting the convent of the Weißen Frauen in Cologne at the end of the 15th century. The 
unusual book demands study by incunabulists, historians of Christian relics, and scholars of 
book censorship in the early letterpress era. One copy located in US libraries (Princeton; the 
Goldwater copy, lacking title). 

Quarto, 194 x 143 x 4 mm (binding), 191 x 141 x 1 mm (text block). π4, [8] pp. Modern drab boards, 
titled on spine. Interior: good antiquarian condition.   

Provenance:  Senhor  German Mailhos  and  Senhora  Johana  Auersperg  de  Maihos,  of  Montevideo, 
Uruguay (the first work in a Sammelband  with eight other early 16th-c works),  sold Sotheby Park 
Bernet 14 June 1982;  in  the stock of  H.  P.,  Kraus later  that  year.  Apparently  offered in a  retail 
catalogue by Konstantinopel Books in 2020.

GW 10324;  ISTC if00309000;  Goff  F309.  Nelson,  "The  Fifth  Lateran  Council  and  Preventive 
Censorship of Printed Books," Annali della Scuola Normale Superiore di Pisa. Classe di Lettere e Filosofia, 
Series  5,  Vol.  2,  No.  1,  pp.  67-104;  Schüling,  Die  Inkunabeln  der  Universitätsbibliothek  Gießen, 
Universitätsbibliothek  Gießen  1966,  introduction  and  passim;  Schramm,  Der  Bilderschmuck  der 
Frühdrucke VIII: 26 & illus. 47; W. Salgó Ágnes, [Modern translation of Fremperger into Hungarian, with 
introductory essay], Budapest: Országos Széchényi Könyvtár, 2007; Potthast, Bibliotheca historica medii 
ævi I: 616; Sajó Géza-Soltész Zoltánná: Catalogus incunabulorum quae in bibliothecis publicis Hungáriáé 
asservantur, Vol. 1., Budapest: 1970, no. 1360; Simon, Andre, "L'ordre des Penitentes de Ste. Marie-
Madeleinde en Allemagne au 13e siecle." [Dissertation] Fribourg: 1918. On the manuscript tradition 
of Fremperger's text, see: Köln, Hist. Archiv der Stadt, Best. 7020 (W*) 128, and Best. 7050 (Hss.-
Fragm.) A 75. Full references on request.
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