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Wheat was grown during this  
era, but because it was more difficult and 
expensive to grow, the use of wheat flour 
was common only among the very wealthy. 
The wheat grown by farmers on their small 
fields helped pay the noblemen who owned 
the land. 

The production and 
consumption of 
wine and beer was 
important during this 
era. Since there was 
no reliable method 
of refrigeration, the 
consumption of milk 
was limited to what the 
family cow gave each 
day (and what was not 
used for cooking). The 
purity of water could be 
questionable, and coffee 
was virtually unknown. 
So the use of fermented 
beverages was quite 
common.  
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Covered tankards, like 
this pewter example, 
were used for holding 
beer or ale. Pewter and 
silver were commonly 
used for everyday plates 
and cups in wealthy 
households. Rough  
pottery mugs and 
tankards were used in 
lower-class families. 
Everyday meals might 
be served on stale bread 
crusts. Common people 
rarely had forks and 
spoons; instead, they 
used their hands to eat.  

© Shutterstock, Inc.

Noblemen hunted many varieties of 
game animals to feed their extended 
households. Common game birds 
included duck and pheasant. Other 
game animals included deer and boar. 
Farmers and even some town dwellers 
kept chickens, doves, pigs, goats, and 
beef cattle for meat. Those meats not 
eaten right away had to be preserved 
by smoking, potting, or salting. Fresh 
fish were only common in coastal areas; 
otherwise, they were pickled, smoked, 
or salted. The wealthy took pride in 
serving elaborate banquets with exotic 
food such as roasted peacock decorated 
with its own feathers. 

food and drink

Oats and barley were commonly 
grown grains in this time period. 
Working-class families depended 
on these grains for their baking 
and cooking needs. Both could 
be ground into flour for making 
porridges. 

Bread was a food staple during 
the Reformation.  Dark whole 
grain breads were eaten by most 
people because wheat flour would 
be reserved for use in households 
of noble or wealthy individuals. 
Before the use of loaf pans, bread 
came in many shapes, including 
round or oval loaves formed by 
hand and baked in a wood-fired 
oven. 

© Amit Erez/iStockphoto.com

Honey was readily available as a 
sweetener rather than the more 
expensive sugar. Sugar was such 
an expensive commodity, it was 
usually kept locked in special 
sugar chests and used in small 
quantities. 



A chest like this would have been used to hold 
money collected through the sale of indulgences. 
The selling of indulgence led Martin Luther to 
post his Ninety-five Theses, inviting debate on this 
practice. 

The massive building project at 
St. Peter’s Basilica drained the 
financial resources of the Catholic 
Church. Church leaders needed 
to raise funds in order to keep 
the project moving; the sale of 
indulgences was their solution. 
Salesmen like Johann Tetzel told 
the public that the good works of 
Jesus Christ and the saints had 
been stored up over the years 
and could now be distributed in 
return for a financial contribution. 
In essence, church leaders took 
Jesus’ free gift of forgiveness and 
attempted to sell it for profit.  
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Johann Tetzel was appointed to distribute 
indulgences throughout most of Germany. Tetzel 
was known for his motivational preaching and 
creative salesmanship. Tetzel’s actions angered 
many, and leaflets like this one, objecting to the sale 
of indulgences, soon began to appear.

Indulgences

Because paper and velum used for printing 
were very valuable, printers did not waste 
misprinted or miscut pages. Instead, they 
bound these mistakes into other books as the 
end paper. In 1520, a printer in Wittenberg, 
Germany, reused misprinted indulgences 
as the end papers in this volume of Luther’s 
writings. 

Photo © CPH/Concordia Seminary Library
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 Some original indulgences  
survive to this day. This  
unused indulgence from 
1517 was found bound 
inside of a book. Notice 
the blank spaces in the 
document where the name 
of the person granted the 
indulgence would be filled 
in by hand. Look carefully in 
the lower left-hand side  
of the indulgence for the 
small pointing-hand icon 
used to direct the reader’s 
attention to an important 
point. 



Knights used horses to travel from place to place and in battle. 
This knight wears chain mail formed by linking together 
thousands of small, overlapping metal rings. Chain mail was 
very heavy but allowed for greater freedom of movement than 
sheet-metal armor. Chain mail was used to protect the body 
while a helmet, chest protection, and gloves covered other vital 
body parts. The knight’s brightly colored clothing and insignia 
helped identify who he fought for, much like how uniforms 
identify teams today. 
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Knights

Knights not only had very real 
enemies, but they also faced 
temptations and dangers every 
day. This woodcut by artist 
Dürer, first printed in 1513, 
shows a knight on horseback 
pursued by Death and the Devil. 

Knights worked for noblemen to protect their property and 
enforce the laws. a knight depended on different kinds of 
armor and weapons for protection. 

In addition to protective armor, a knight 
needs weapons to use in battle. The pointed 
tips and curved blades were put on long 
poles called “pikes.” In the hands of an 
experienced knight, a pike could unseat 
and severely injure a knight on horseback. 

This medieval helmet shows the 
careful construction designed 
to protect the knight. The heavy 
trim along the nose and around 
the eyeholes provides added 
strength where the user needs 
extra protection. The wide 
eyeholes allow the knight to scan 
the battlefield without having to 
turn his head.  

Protecting your hands was very important for 
the knight. These armored gloves, made of 
many separate pieces of metal joined carefully 
together, allowed the wearer to move their 
hands easily while still being fully protected. 
The long cuffs protected the knight’s wrists 
from sword or dagger blows. 
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This set of Spanish armor 
is actually from a time 
after the Reformation. 
The breastplate protected 
the soldier’s vital 
organs while the helmet 
protected his head. Both 
pieces of armor are 
heavily engraved. 
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