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Viewing and Singing the Word of God  
in Lutheran Germany

Helga Robinson-Hammerstein

In April 1521 at the Diet of Worms Dr. Martin 
Luther stood for sola gratia – sola fide – sola scrip-
tura as the exclusive means of salvation. The 
papal bull excommunicating and the Edict of 
Worms subsequently proscribing the ‘obstinate 
schismatic and manifest heretic’ might have 
put an end to Luther’s public activities, per-
haps even to his life. He insisted that he had 
preached the ‘saving Word of God’ (logos) and 
– as an ‘extension of the voice’ – he had written 
pamphlets that were speedily printed by entre-
preneurs with an eye for lucrative sales. These 
pamphlets were in their majority expositions of 
biblical texts related to the burning issues that 
worried ‘good Christians’ in the early sixteenth 
century. Luther was convinced that ‘the Word’ 
as the ‘echo of God’s speaking’ was sufficient to 
reveal to those who had ears to hear the rela-
tionship between God and Man as determined 
by sola gratia – sola fide – sola scriptura. 1

Luther never abandoned this conception 
of the essentially verbal communication of the 
‘logos’ even when he encouraged like-minded 
friends to promote the Word by cognate me-
dia. Not only were these friends – like Luther 
– ‘captive to the Word’, they also possessed the 
necessary skills to produce ‘speaking pictures’ 
and write texts and tunes in the service of the 
pure Word.

 What had persuaded Luther that other me-
dia of communication of the Word had a vital 
contribution to make? 

The papal excommunication and the im-
perial prosecution followed by the enforced 
stay at the Wartburg (May 1521–March 1522) 
may have led to a deeper appreciation of 
a campaign to spread the pure Word, in which 
a great number of preachers participated. More 
importantly, however, the various responses 
to Luther’s absence from Wittenberg are likely 
to have speeded up the development of some-
thing like a ‘media strategy’. 2

Wittenberg parishioners and students had 
been excited by professor Andreas Karlstadt’s 
interventions to implement what was generally 
appreciated as Luther’s preaching and writing. 
Karlstadt had denounced the use of images in 
churches and had fashioned a German mass 
with common chalice. Almost simultaneously 
Lucas Cranach, Wittenberg court painter, and 
Philip Melanchthon, professor of Greek at the 
university, both very close humanist friends of 
Luther, had worked out their own contributions 
to the spreading of the Word: (a) antipapal po-
lemic in word and image – the Antichrist in the 
person of the pope as the antithesis of Christ 
– and (b) the calculated design of a ‘Luther im-
age’.3 This chimed well with several anticlerical 
songs that enjoyed great favour with the popu-
lace.

When Luther returned to Wittenberg he 
condemned Karlstadt’s efforts outright as 
a ‘trivialisation of the Word’. In Cranach’s and 
Melanchthon’s endeavours he recognised the 
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beginnings of a potentially effective communi-
cation strategy. He even participated in polemi-
cal propaganda.4 As to the cultivation of his 
own image – a personality cult – it is impossi-
ble to know whether he ever acknowledged it. 
During his stay at the Wartburg he had concen-
trated on preparing the most important tool for 
the dissemination of the pure Word by translat-
ing the New Testament into the vernacular. He 
had developed a new language which turned 
easily comprehensible words into powerful 
carriers of ‘the message’. Luther welcomed Lu-
cas Cranach’s contribution of illustrations to the 
production of the New Testament for church 
and household. The focus was not as yet on the 
provision of images to assist congregational 
worship.

Cranach’s transition from medieval to ref-
ormation image-maker seems to have been 
part of a natural evolution as an artist re-
sponding to his cultural environment as well 
as helping to shape it. After 1523 his repre-
sentations of the Marian legend, for which he 
was renowned throughout Germany, simply 
disappeared from his oeuvre. As far as con-
ventional images were concerned Cranach 
proved in many instances that his medieval 
art was indeed capable of transformation to 
serve the dissemination of the Word. He – like 
Albrecht Dürer – favoured the peaceful re-
moval of medieval ‘clutter’ that hindered the 
‘proper’ viewing of images. In the course of 
a few years, however, Cranach realised that 
it was not enough to insist on the removal of 
misleading images, rather he recognised the 
urgent need to direct people’s attention away 
from a false religion that relied on the interces-
sion by the ‘fabricated saints of the later Mid-
dle Ages and the co-operative grace of good 
works’.5 By contrast with Cranach’s naturally 
evolving artistic insights, Luther seems to have 
been quite unexpectedly forced to confront an 
‘evangelical image question’ for the first time 

by Andreas Karlstadt’s radical ‘condemnation 
of images as deceivers’ that had power over 
the viewer and persuaded him to idolatry.6 
Luther’s common sense told him that images 
had no power over man. He argued that there 
was no need to reject traditional representa-
tions, they could not interfere with the faith, 
provided the heart was not attached to them. 
He diagnosed the problem as one originating 
in man’s ‘attitude’ or ‘disposition’.7 In fact, he 
recognised images as a human reality and de-
clared that he could not think of Christ, the 
Word of God incarnate, without visualising 
him on the cross. In Luther’s view certain rep-
resentations of the Virgin could enhance the 
efficacy of ‘the Word become flesh’. Mary was 
after all authenticated in the Bible as the wom-
an who enabled the Logos to assume human 
form. Cranach duly assisted in transmuting 
‘the intercessor’ into the Virgin of the Magnifi-
cat and other apostolic texts, in effect an ex-
empla of the faithful Christian woman. All this 
helped to ensure that there was hardly any 
Lutheran iconoclasm.8 

The collaborative friendship between Mar-
tin Luther and Cranach changed the artist’s 
style and eventually led to the elaboration of 
new themes that ‘reformed’ the existing visual 
world of Christians and found an appropriate 
way of communicating – among others – the es-
sential Lutheran message of ‘law and gospel’. 
In his Postilla of 1521 Luther had described the 
distinction between ‘law and gospel’ as ‘summa 
totius Christianae doctrinae.’9 For the purposes of 
the present paper I wish to concentrate on this 
issue without denying Cranach’s prolific mas-
tery in other religious and especially secular 
paintings.

By the late 1520s Luther and Cranach agreed 
that while images had no part to play in the 
experience of receiving the free gift of grace, 
‘suitable images’ could assist the communica-
tion of the message of salvation. In 1529, Luther 

Helga Robinson-Hammerstein Viewing and singing the Word of God in Lutheran Germany



14[2]



3

3-5



5



4. Gotha Panel



164

She stands behind the cross in the foreknowl-
edge of suffering. (This scene is not present in 
the Gotha panel.) Nearby shepherds in a field 
receive the good news. The most eye-catching 
scene occupies the lower part of the right hand 
side. John the Baptist pointing to the crucified 
Christ, whose blood (as announced in the Last 
Supper) is shed for the Christian whose chest is 
exposed to a gushing stream that issues from 
the wounded body on the cross. The crucial role 
of the Holy Spirit is indicated by the dove guid-
ing the blood from the dying Christ to the sin-
ner. The flow of Christ’s blood is the alternative 
parallel to the pole with which the devils spike 
the sinner into hell on the left hand side. This 
type of pictorial representation of the act of re-
demption is generally recognised as the inven-
tion of Lucas Cranach.20 The salvific message is 
rounded off by a prominent display of Christ 
risen from his cave tomb. (This cave is signifi-
cantly overarched off by the hill of the cross). 
The shaft of his banner of victory has stabbed 
death and hell into submission, another paral-
lel to the condemnation scene on the left. On 
the Gotha panel, by contrast with the woodcut, 
the lamb of God at the foot of the cross (which 
is only slightly elevated) overwhelms the devils 
of hell with the gonfalon. The most active fig-
ure on the panel is the risen Christ who ascends 
into Heaven from the hill that is level with the 
top of the cross.

It is evident that there are changing config-
urations of signifiers within the right and the 
left hand sides. There is only one standard ele-
ment that does not change its form but can be 
found on either side of the tree of life: the bra-
zen serpent scene. Since several representations 
of ‘law and gospel’ are supported by excerpts 
from biblical passages, it seems sensible to seek 
elucidation of the placing of the scene from 
these excerpts. To this end I am taking a closer 
look at the contemporary copy of the Prague-
type [6] and the Gotha panel [4]. The scene is 

accommodated on the left hand side in both, 
while the sketch [3] and the woodcut [5] show 
it on the right. Exploring the texts, it soon be-
comes evident that they throw light only on the 
prominent scenes in the foreground. The con-
temporary copy of the Prague panel, however, 
has short explanatory notes against the various 
scenes on the panel itself. The legend under the 
tents of the Children of Israel with the brazen 
serpent reads surprisingly: Figur der Rechtfer-
tigung / symbol or parable of justification. The 
inspiration of the illustration is from the Old 
Testament and is likely to have formed part 
of standard Christian instruction, even in me-
dieval times. The account relates that the Chil-
dren of Israel cursed God and Moses for having 
freed them out of their slavery in Egypt only to 
leave them to die in the wilderness.21 As a pun-
ishment for their lack of faith God sends fiery 
serpents to bite the sinners to death. The peo-
ple recognise their sin against God, whereupon 
God commands Moses to fashion a serpent of 
brass and put it up on a pole. With this God 
promises that every sinner bitten by a serpent 
who looks up at the brass image shall live. God 
keeps his promise to save sinners. Accordingly, 
the representation by Cranach shows inert bod-
ies on the ground and people looking up at the 
image of the serpent. In light of the New Tes-
tament this can be interpreted as a parable or 
forecast of man’s justification through Christ’s 
vicarious death lending additional force to the 
realisation of the need for redemption and its 
acceptance in faith. Irrespective of the placing 
of this scene on the left or the right hand side of 
the tree of life, the artist, by including it, reveals 
the change from temporary to lasting salvation. 
There is a further interpretation option. Since 
the Old Testament story ends with the destruc-
tion of the brass serpent by king Hezekiah be-
cause of the propensity of the Children of Israel 
to burn incense to it,22 Cranach may well have 
set out to counter the medieval image cult’s pre-
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While Andreas Karlstadt’s pronouncements 
had forced Luther to confront the problem of 
images, there was never any question about the 
vital role of music in the service of the Word. 
Analysing the medium of music by concentrat-
ing on Luther himself, I can only repeat what 
I said in an earlier article on Reformation mu-
sic. I do not consider him the ‘only begetter’ 
but the seminal influence of his appreciation, 
perception, intuition, writing and deployment 
of vocal music is incontestable.32 His musical 
creations had a lasting impact. They can still 
be found in hymnbooks today.33 The liberating 
Word seemed to suggest music as its sympa-
thetic medium to enhance the effect of speech. 
Luther himself realised the natural potential of 
music to express the message of ‘law and gospel’ 
well before he considered the role of the visual 
medium. This is evident first and foremost in 
his autobiographical hymn Nun freut euch lieben 
Christen g’mein.34 He developed a ‘theology of 
music’ observing that ‘sounds brings the text 
to life’.35 The reformer’s rhetorical understand-
ing of music was made possible by a paradigm 
shift in the arrangement of studies at universi-
ties under the influence of humanism some time 
before the Reformation of the Word. The har-
monic rules of scholasticism (numerus sonorus) 
had been replaced by the free harmony (musica 
poetica) when the teaching of music had been 
transferred from the mathematical quadrivium 
to the spoken arts of the trivium. Luther had 
already benefited from this change during his 
time at the university of Erfurt.36 From the start 
music in the proclamation of the Word differed 
in two respects from the creation of images that 
fulfilled the same purpose. It did not depend 
on the largesse of princes and their dedica-
tion to the new teaching. It could give Chris-
tians a voice to sing the preached Word well 
before the drawing of confessional boundaries 
in 1529/30. Reformation hymns consciously ig-
nored such potential divisions from the begin-

ning in 1523/4, and tunes also remained inter-
denominational in later years.

There was, however, a popular tradition of 
music-making that might have presented fun-
damental difficulties. Communal singing of sec-
ular and spiritual songs was greatly favoured 
by all levels of the population throughout the 
Middle Ages. Much of this kind of singing did 
not belong to the realm of mere entertainment. 
Primarily on pilgrimages songs and leis were 
addressed to saints as a means of obtaining in-
dulgences. Luther does not seem to have been 
particularly bothered about the connection of 
singing with the kind of devotion he wished 
to replace by encouraging congregations to 
endeavour to understand and internalise the 
Word of God. He appreciated old songs. Even 
more than in the case of his attitude to images 
he essentially performed an act of trimming 
and cleansing, not an act of removal or destruc-
tion. Adopting the method of contrafactum he 
matched old tunes with powerful new texts so 
that they would no longer hinder but assist the 
spread of the Gospel. He was also convinced 
that old tunes, stripped of their self-indulgent 
embellishments, must be retained and re-inter-
preted ‘for the sake of simple folk’. In fact he 
carefully selected old and new melodies, not 
infrequently new tunes by Catholic composers, 
to use them in the service of the proclamation 
of the Word. Furthermore, he had no compunc-
tion about adapting Bänkelsänger tunes for topi-
cal ‘news stories’ that recounted recent events 
of the persecution of the Gospel. The earliest 
and best known of these, Ein newes Lied wir he-
ben an (‘We raise a new song’) (1523), gives an 
account of the death of the Brussels martyrs. It 
gained extraordinary popularity because it was 
available as a broadsheet.37 

More importantly, however, Luther pos-
tulated that music must be used program-
matically as exemplified in one of the earliest 
rhymed psalm texts, a category he ‘invented’ 
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and valued above all others. In this case it was 
Aus tiefer Not (In deep distress I cry unto Thee). 
A striking fifth thrusts the words into the deep. 
The ancient Phrygian key capably assists the art 
of translating words into music.38 Such hymns 
soon became recognised and could do service 
even in areas where the new teaching was per-
secuted, when they were merely hummed. The 
intoning of such hymns must be considered an 
unimpeachable and at the same time audacious 
act of defiance perpetrated in several places 
outside Saxony.39 All this indicates that Luther 
himself was the capable initiator, writing texts 
and tunes and drawing attention to the poten-
tial of music as a ‘divinely willed’ medium of 
communication of the message of salvation.

It is noteworthy that the search for the right 
form of music to carry the Word started five 
years before the creation of appropriate images. 
While Luther may have had no difficulty devis-
ing musical expressions of the Word, especially 
the conflict between ‘law and gospel’, the task 
of persuading congregations to ‘sing well’ re-
quired carefully considered educational strate-
gies. It was not necessary to wait for reports of 
any Visitors to know that good congregational 
singing was difficult to attain. What caused 
special concern among Luther’s friends and 
helpers was the evidence that people adhered 
to the ‘trivial’ and were ‘ignorant of the Word’. 
Furthering congregational singing called for 
systematic measures. Several determinants 
governing the definition of the role of music 
in the service of the Word emerge in a letter of 
1523 when Luther summoned the help of oth-
ers.40 Characteristically in the first instance he 
called upon writers of appropriate texts. The 
tentative strategy was to ‘follow the example 
of the prophets and the Early Church Fathers’ 
by creating ‘psalms for the people in the native 
tongue, so that the Word of God may remain 
among the people through song’. A further 
aim of psalm versification was to make people 

generally aware of the connection between the 
Word and the two remaining Sacraments, to 
persuade congregations to affirm their faith by 
singing together.41

In 1524 several compilations of hymns and 
leis were indeed printed. The first is the Achtlie-
derbuch, a fairly random collection for ‘ordi-
nary Christians’.42 It opens with one of Luther’s 
seminal hymns, the joyful Nun freut euch lieben 
Christen g’mein, a signal statement of the con-
flict between ‘law and gospel’ written in 1523. 
This autobiographical account is offered as the 
basic experience of every Christian ‘captive to 
the Word’. The two printings in Erfurt of the 
so-called Erfurt Enchiridion of the same year ex-
plicitly say on their title-pages that they should 
be considered the iron ration every Christian 
would do well to keep by him.43 It presents 
25 hymns, 18 of these by Luther although not 
identified as such. The publication can only be 
properly appreciated in the context of Luther’s 
‘Address to the Councilmen of every city to keep 
schools’ (1524).44 The Erfurt Enchiridion opens 
up an individual as well as a congregational 
perspective, but it was specifically intended for 
the young, as the preface announces. The un-
derlying assumption is that the young must be 
taught to ‘sing well’ to persuade adults to aban-
don the ‘devil’s chorales’ sung in Latin by those 
‘who do not understand them’. According 
to the anonymous preface, singing in church 
‘blasphemes holy scripture and the psalms’. It 
is more like shouting, ‘as if God were deaf’.45

In the late summer of 1524, Johann Wal-
ter (1496–1570), the Torgau court composer, 
Luther’s close friend, a humanist whom he 
trusted implicitly, produced, with Luther’s 
knowledge and approval, a much more com-
prehensive compilation, printed by Joseph 
Klug in Wittenberg. Significantly, this was also 
not intended for congregational singing, rather 
it was another means of inculcating ‘Lutheran 
music’. The collection was designed for choir 
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with three- to five-part settings of 38 German 
and 5 Latin hymns, 24 of these by Luther. Jo-
hann Walter’s Geistliches Gesangbüchlein may 
lack liturgical orientation, but the work became 
immensely popular and the individual choral 
voices were only slightly adjusted in later edi-
tions. There were altogether seven between 
1524 and 1551, re-ordering and extending the 
repertoire.47

A fruitful collaboration had begun without 
Luther exercising any direct influence on Jo-
hann Walter’s selection. That Luther did not 
consider himself competent enough is evident 
from the preface he supplied. It contains some 
revealing observations. He defends singing 
as a ‘good and God-pleasing practice’ encour-
aged by many scriptural examples. In this pref-
ace he aims for more than ‘keeping the Word 
among the people’, as he had put it in his let-
ter of 1523. He calls for didactic measures to 
wean ‘the young’ – the next adult congregation 
– from ‘fleshly’ songs. He shows himself confi-
dent that by teaching them good songs the bad 
would be defeated. He also includes a veiled 
attack on what he considered the ‘premature’, 
‘misconceived’ liturgical efforts of Karlstadt 
and Thomas Müntzer. The Arts in general must 
be cleansed to make them useful in the ‘serv-
ice of Him who created them’. Teaching music 
to the young is to be the necessary first stage, 
proper congregational singing will then follow 
naturally. 48

Only in 1525 did Luther consider that the 
time had come to create a new liturgy. Johann 
Walter’s musical understanding and his skills 
were indispensable to find the ‘right form’. He 

was invited to Wittenberg together with his 
cousin Conrad Rupf. They stayed with Luther 
to discuss the complete liturgy.49 After much 
consideration and careful preparation the first 
choral German Mass was sung in Wittenberg 
at the end of the year 1525. The congrega-
tion, however, was not to be relinquished to 
a passive receptive role. In 1526 Hans Lufft of 
Wittenberg transformed Johann Walter’s Chor-
büchlein – retaining only the cantus firmus – ‘for 
the laity’. The year 1529 saw the production of 
a proper congregational hymnbook. As in the 
case of visual communication the purpose of 
congregational singing was to overcome peo-
ple’s general ignorance that had become so evi-
dent during the territorial visitations. 

Johann Walter’s prolific contribution to the 
shaping of Lutheranism can only be briefly in-
dicated here. Already in the early 1520s he had 
gratefully acknowledged Luther’s teaching as 
the dogma salutionis. In his later years he ex-
pressed Luther’s central paradigm of the ‘hap-
py exchange of divine grace and the sin of man’ 
in poetry as well as compositions, with sophis-
ticated psalm paraphrases. His texts in praise 
of music reflect his dedication to the sounds of 
the Word, Johann Walter’s greatest gift to the 
Lutheran musical tradition was the creation of 
the choral culture in the Kantorei in Torgau. 50

Even if congregational singing and view-
ing in the manner intended by Luther and his 
friends remained an unattainable ideal, there 
will be general agreement that the carefully 
designed ‘media strategy’ of the Lutheran ref-
ormation certainly merits further interdiscipli-
nary scholarly investigation.
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