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ABSTRACT

The Reformation of Luther and Lucas Cranach the Elder

Lee, Hansoon
Lecturer of Art History
Graduate School of Duksung Women's University

The Christian Reformation started in 1517 as Martin Luther(1483-1546) nailed his 95
Theses on the door of the Castle Church in Wittenberg, This paper is concerned with
his religious movement and the roles of image in it. Lucas Cranach the Elder, narely,
contributed in his own fvay to Luther's Reformation.

Luther was proféssor in theology at the Wittenberg University and at the same
time a priest and preacher in the municipal church, when he challenged the pope in
Rome, demanding explanations about the effect of indulgence. This implied that the
avthority of the Catholic Church as well as its foundation were ca]led. in question.

" Luther's Theses spread very fast in the entire Christian world to bring about responses
on an unexpected scale,

Ore of the issues which were ntensely discussed during the Reformation was
the question of image. Ever since the: foundation of the Christian Church the problem
of using sacred images in worship conunualiy led to vehement argument and woient
action. The Church had t© accept the usage of i nnage each time, since the msnmuon
itself was based on the idea that a man cannot reach the spirit of God without
material intermediation of the Church. To this belonged the Eucharist and holy

The argument about holy images reached its peak during the Reformation. It
first resulted from the criticism that to use images is not in accordance with the Bible,
is especially against the first Law of Moses. It was also connected with the situation

* that the holy images were involved in the practice of the Church such as the
decoration of churches with artistic objects and the indulgence. The arguments tumed
into violent action which became a signal for a real atternpt to reform the Church.
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The central figure of the iconodlastic movement was Andreas Bodenstein von
Katstadt who was 2 colleague professor of Luther at the Wittenberg University. Under
- his influence most of the reformators were against the usage of images, so that in
Switzerkand, the Netherlands and France the ﬁrﬁg&s in churches were tom down,
brought out and destroyed. Being opposed io the disorder and violence in
Wittenberg, Luther began 1o support the use of images, arguing in his preaches and
* writings. He maintained that the jmage i in itself neutral, nefther good nor evil, thus
the abuse lies not in the image itself but in ouf wrong practice. Furthermore, Luther
continued, there are two kinds of images. Cne of them is éomected with the idolanry,
while the other includes the art works that can teach and instruct. The former should
be removed according to order, but the latter can remain, especially because the man
has by vinue of his reason the freedom and power to discem between the two.
Luther finally became convinced that the visual aris with functions to teach and help
kéep in memory can be very useful for the simple people and the illiterate. By 1530
Luther began 1o establish the protestant art

Hence it was to be expected that Luther toék visual arts as one of his weapons
during his religious struggle. Cranach played here an almost exclusive role by
proxlucing art worlks for the reformator.,

Cranach worked at the time of Reformation as cowrt painter of the Elector of
Saxony, Frederic the Wise, His high social position was further confirmed by his
contact with Hurmanist intellectuals of the Wittenberg University as well as by his
success in business. Being 4 man of means and high standing he also participated in
city affairs and was continuously elected as member of the municipal assembly or
mayor. _ .
' Craniach had véty deep relation with Luther which lasted throughout his life,
Based on this friendship Cranach tock part in the religious movement of Luther with
his art works. Between 1519 and 1521 when ﬂerce disputes between Luther and the
Catholic Church were going on, Luther's ideas were disseminated very fast and
widely through printed leaflets and pamphlets, Cranach's woodaut fflustrations were
added in these in order o help people easily understand the arguments of Luther. As
a result Luther's teachings could even reach the illiterate. The first systematic and
significart work that was.composed of word and image was Passional Christi 1und
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Amzcbﬂsiz which was produced in the tumulwous period of 1521 after the Imperial
Diet in Worms, This booklet is composed of antir_heu‘éal pairs conirasting thé humble
life of Christ full of sufferings with that of the pope which was characterized by
lavishness and arrogance. It enjoyed great popularity and was sold in large quantities '
to serve propagandist purpose. '

~ One of the most important achievernents of Luther is the transiation of the
Bible into German. For the first edition, the so-called September Bible, Cranach
desigried 21 woodeuts illustrating the scenes of the Apocalypse, which were again
taken over in the December Bible with few variations. Considering. the number of
copies which were sold over years, we can imagine what kind of contribution
Cranach made to the Reformation of Luther.

As Tnther reoogmzed the educationa! value of the visual arts, he attermpted o
develop a protestant iconography. The categories referred to at this time included
portraits of reformators, visual representation of ﬂle'Sacrameni, pictorial depiction of
the biblical stories, and allegories of protestant dogmas. Cranach visualized these
under the guidance of Luther in vatious iconographic themes. They are for instance
the Fall of man and Salvation, the holy Famnily of St Anna, Prayer before the Crucifix,
Christ blessing the children, Christ and the Adulteress, and Baptism, Supper and
- Preach. These themes belonged to the old tradition which already existed before the
Reformation. Cranach just took over their formal characteristics and transformed them
into the new context of Luther's theology. The protestant art was therefore not created
as the product of original artistic atempts but developed through the combination of
old tradtion and new content,

In this paper the research is confined to the portraits of Luther executed by

In 1520 Cranach engraved the first portrait of Luther, in which the reformator
appears as young and thin monk. A man of conviction, Luther is here represented as
a type of hero, This monumental image seemed however not to have been accepied
by the Wittenberg court, since it might exaggerate the figure Luther too much who.
wasfadhgthelmpedleietinWomls. Cranach thus created a second version, also a’
copper engraving, in which a few more details were added to the first Luther. Now .
the reformator shows himself before 2 niche, equipped with a book and the left hand
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wifh preaching or explaining gesture. These new elements serve to define the place
and moment of the image. Other details are also described more smoothly, so that
the sense of tension is less strong. In this type of hoiy saint who looks for dialogue
and peace, Luther was suppaosed to present himself in the world. This image of
Luﬂlér seems o have been approved by the court of Saxony and was indeed
inumerously printed and copied, sometimes with vaﬁatioﬁs, in succeeding yea:s

Each of these fisst two portraits contzins an inscription at the bottom of the
picture. Its content relates to the theological idea that distinguishes between the image -
of the spiritual achievements and that of the external countenance. i}

The third portrait of Cranach was executed just before Tuther's departure to
Worms. Here the reformator is seen in profile with the result that the image creates
the amosphere of monumentality appropiate for the milers, The religious hero is
now changed into a national, political one.

Right after the Worms Diet Luther disappeared from the world to stay in
Wartbung in disguise as Junker Jorg. In December he shortly visited Wittenberg in
secret, and at that time Cranach portraved him as Junker Jorg. Executed both in
woodcut and oil painting when Luther finally came back to Witenberg to ke
necessary action against Kar]S_tadJ;, this image thus represented Luther as worldly
nohle rman, based on real situation. People were anxious about the fate of Luther-and
hence this picture gained great popularity. '

~ To make'a summary, in the tumultious period between 1520 and 1522
Cranach represented the reformator Luther as saint, hero and noble man, as situations
required. These various roles indicate that the reformator was concemed not fust in
religion but in politics and sodial problems as well. The early portraits of Iuther which
reflected the political interests of the Wittenberg court thus always functioned as
instruments of religious struggle and had influence on wide public. They express
both the peculiar historical situation and the inner state of the reformator. This
enabled Cranach, who wé.s in close contact with the reformator, t© preserve the

young and vigorous Luther to us.

=He 8% o T 2RIE 133




