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Duration: 15 October 2016 — 15 January 2017

Organizers: The National Museum of Western Art / Kunsthistorisches Museum Vienna /

Tokyo Broadcasting Systems Television Inc. / The Asahi Shimbun
Number of visitors: 174,957
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The Reformation began exactly 500 years ago, in 1517 in Wittenberg
Germany. This event can be seen as the beginning of the groundbreaking
changes that would transform the church and history, all while paving
the way for modernism in the Western world. The painter Lucas
Cranach (the elder, c. 1472—1553) is widely recognized as one of the
close friends of the man who lit the reformation torch, Martin Luther,
and also counts alongside Albrecht Diirer as one of the major figures
of the German Renaissance. Thanks to the wholehearted cooperation
of the Kunsthistorisches Museum, Vienna, exhibition co-organizer, this
exhibition presented a thorough introduction of Cranach’s arts through
a selection of high quality panel paintings and prints, borrowed from
the Vienna museum, private collectors and museums worldwide. This
exhibition reconstructed the complex network connecting Cranach’s
diverse pictorial oeuvre with the powerful figures and intelligentsia of
the day, along with those in politics and social influence. The exhibition
continued with a presentation of the modern and contemporary artists
touched by his paintings, from Picasso and Duchamp to John Currin,
Yasumasa Morimura and Leila Pazooki, thus spanning five centuries of
the “temptations” that his arts evoked.

Over the course of a half-century, Cranach was patronized by three
generations of Electors of Saxony, all in the newly prosperous cultural
center of Wittenberg, a setting that made possible Luther’s reformation
movement. And yet, he was not simply a court artist working for the
ruler. In addition, he also established his own studio where he worked
with his pupils, sons and other artists in a system of collective artistic
production. He was also a pioneering businessman who realized the
mass production of paintings. From early on Cranach was known as the
“swiftest of painters.” This painter/businessman whose rapid production
earned him this moniker would put the emblem of a winged serpent
granted by the Elector Frederick the Wise in place of a signature on some
of his works. In this manner the name Cranach itself functioned as a
brand.

The extant works created by Cranach and his studio, namely those of his
sons and pupils, number in the several thousand. This mass production
of paintings contributed not only to the Electors’ and Saxony court’s
political strategies, it also contributed greatly to reformation propaganda,
namely the wide dissemination of Luther’s protestant beliefs through
the visual arts. This exhibition presented this wide-ranging oeuvre in
six chronologically arranged thematic sections. Thus said, however, we
might ask why do so many of the works of Cranach and his studio still
remain? One theory states that the “temptation” of these arts evoked a

sense of covetousness amongst the aristocracy and powerful citizens of

the day. This painter somehow whetted people’s desires, and without
questioning what stimulated his viewers’ desires to such magnitude, we
cannot know the true heart of his artwork.

In fact it was his particularly bewitching images of women that
ensured Cranach’s name lived on to the present. For example, the lush
eroticism found in unusual images of Venus, the cool splendor of the
naked form of Lucretia, or indeed, the images of Judith and Salome
who used their fascinating power to attach their male victims. The
anachronistic combining of Cranach’s works with those of the modern
and contemporary eras made this an unusual exhibition. There were
both positive and negative reactions to this display method and while
this display method has become somewhat standard in the West, here it
had the effect of highlighting the temptation emitted by his paintings,
and thus is one key to an understanding of their logic. We can then say
that this stance affirms the possibility that these works of an artist long
past may somehow overcome the temporal, linguistic, philosophical
and religious differences to inspire someone in the future, someone that

shares almost nothing with them. (Atsushi Shinfuji)
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