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Michelangelo and Luther - a Parallel,

There ars four men in the world of art and literature
80 exalted above all others as to seem to belong to another
race, namely, Dante, Shakespeare, Beethoven, and Michelan-
gelo Buonarroti, Of these four, the story of NMichelangelo,
the greatest of kmown artists, has a background of history
80 extraordinary and tumltuous that it alone would give
importance to any blography. Similarly, there are four men
in the sphere of theology and religion so écnpletely supreme
by virtue of their peculliar achievements as to outdistance
thoroughly all remaining participants in this field of en-
deavor, namely, St.Paul, Augustine, Chemnitz, and Martin
Luther. And of these four the life of Luther, in an even
greater degree than that of Michelangelo, rests on an array
of events so imposing and so momentous that an account of
the great Reformer's activity gains lmmeasurable historical
worth by the mere inclusion of these tremendously signifi-
cant occurrences, which shaped and moulded the paths into
which they were destined to direct the history of subsequent
centuries. In both cases, then, the history of the man 1is
singularly and inextricably entangled with the history of
his time. Moreover, the lives of both men oscour at the end
of the 0ld World and at the beginning of the New. Both lived
at a time disturbed not only by soclal evolution but by great
religious dissensions, which later changed the very defini-
tions of Christian thought. And while i1t was Luther who con-
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tributed chiefly and most generously to the movement which
concerned itself primarily with questions of theological
interest, Michelangelo caused a similar upheaval in Italian
intellectual l1life affecting painting, sculpture, architec-
ture, and poetry. Giants.they were, these men, who, it is
true, were unusually plentiful in this hero-blessed six-
teenth century, but from whom also their names stand out

in solitary and inaccessible prominence by the immensity
of their achievements and by reason of the huge and colos-
sal proportions they assumed in after-years. Thelr names
belong to the highest class of genius and their lives, re-
blete with extraordinary and far-reaching works, offer some
of the most striking examples in history of the influence
that great men can have on their own time and on the time
of posterity. .

The student of history, and particularly the lover
of blography, coming upon two eminent and influentlial fig-
ures in the world's history as those of Michelangelo and
Luther, is tempted to engage in a juxtaposition of the two
men and their individual merits and qualities, to view them
from a standpoint of relative judgment, to compare and, where
divergences ococur, to contrast thelr respective activities,
character, genius, and the attendant circumstances in their
lives., In the case of Michelangelo amd Luther, whose labors
extend largely into the same periodof time, the parallel
becomes doubly attractive. For a comparison of this nature
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is not dependent on a similarity or an identity of occupa-
tlon of the persons concerned, unless, of course, the pur-
pose be that of setting forth the success in a single field
of human activity and learning. It may aim solely at a de=-
lineation of personal characteriastics and an evaluation of
historical importance, together with a summary deseription
of the man's chief works, without resorting to a detailed
presentation of his achievements which, in the case of Mi-
chelangelo, would presume a technical knowledge not present
with the average scholar. It is this procedure which will be
adopted in the following considerations.

Before entering upon a contemplation of moral and
mental qualities it will be well to give attention to cer-
tain external features in the lives of both men and to note
the interesting correspondence or contrast resulting from
the comparison. Indeed, considerations of this characterare
in this instance of a sufficient number and‘of ‘iich'an at-
tractive nature as to justify the assigmment of a reln.t:l.véli
large section for their discussion, although this be restric-
ted to the most striking circumstances. As indicated in the
introduetory paragraph, the birth of both men occurred near
the end of the fifteenth oeni:ury,'.liohelmgalo's preceding
that of Luther by a period of oiéht years, In their youth
both experienced parental and particularly paternal hos-
tility to the inclinations which they evinced in the choice
of a 1life's profession., Michelangelo's genius attracted him




irresistibly to art. But his father Lodovico, realizing .

that painting, at that time a less esteemed profession,

held out but small advantages, remonstrated with him and

‘ treated him harshly. Condivi, his pupil, friend, and faith-

# ful bilographer, reports that Michelangelo's father and uncles

| often beat him severely, for in their hatred of the profes-

i slon of an artist and "in their ignorance of the nobility of

| art they deemed it shameful to have one in the house". But
Michelangelo remained steadfast and Lodovico, whose opposi-

‘ tlon was more violent than obstinate, finally relaxed and

allowed the stubborn youth to follow his vocation.

In like manner, Luther's growing inclination to become

2 monk, culminating in his entrance of the Lusuatiﬁian clois-

ter at Erfurt, brought strong and energetic opposition from

his disappointed parents, with whom monastic life had no credit

nd wEo folt themselves disgraced by their son's adoption of the
cowl. And while Lodovico Buonarroti could be prevailled upon
to grant his son's wishes, Hans Luther remained inexorable
and refused to sanction his son's conduct. A reconciliation
was not effected until Martin's ordination to the priesthood,
and then only through exceptional circumstances.

During the period of youth and early manhcod both formed
contacts which bore unusual significance for their later activ-
1ty. Michelangelo received a highly important influence while
attending the school of the famous Ghirlandajo, which, if not
affecting his style or method of working, certainly provided
a healthy point of view and a physical and moral vigor which |




acted as a powerful balance to the neuroticism of the Botti-
cellian school, This influence has been denied on the ground
that there is no direct trace of it evident in his works with
the exception of only two drawings, a circumstance, however,
vhich is due simply to Michelangelo's refusal to stoop to
exact imltation. He was unwilling to be swayed by masters or
surroundings, but the time spent in the school of Ghirlandajo

"wae by no means without effect on him., Indeed, there can be

no doubt that the calm, simple, and serene spirit of Ghirlan-
dajo helped to lay those foundations from which arose Michel-
angelo's unusual devotion to the expression of force and his
contempt for morbid sentiment. Similarly, Luther's thorough
acqualntance with monastic existence, in fact, with all pha=-
ses of Roman eccleslastical 1life, together with his own
serious and strenuous efforts:to become saved according to
the sevorest and most rigorous Roman Catholic prescriptions,
exerted a tremendous influende on his reformatory activity.
He himself prized this far-reaching familiarity and stated

it to be of inestimable value in the oft-recurring hours of
troublesome doubts and misgivings, already at that time

when he regarded his activity as a vindication of the Church,
but partiocularly after the final rupture, when his work took
on the nature of direct opposition. - It 1s interesting to note
the seemingly unlimited capacity for work possessed by both
men and the ceaseless diligence with which they applied them-
selves to thelr tasks. While working at the celling of the
Sistine Chapel Michelangelo wept at "losing his time useless-




1y". And while in the service of Clement VII he labored to
the point of complete and almost fatal éxhaustion until Cle=-
ment, conquering the characteristic and insatiable greed of
his thoroughly Medicean nature b:- the rational argument of
the inevitable result of this continued strain on Mjchelan-
gelo's resources, forbade him, under pain of excommunication,
to ococupy himself with anything but the tomb of Julius II,

Equally remarkable 1s the stupendous literary activity
of Luther, embracing no less than three hundre and fifty
treatises and a great number of pamphlets. And this fertility
ls with him not merely quantitative; on the econtrary, he ap-
pears almost inexhaustiblé in expression as well as in ideas,
And when we consider that particularly in his last years ILu-
ther suffered from a ne:-vous-mlndy and fromother painful
dleeases, due partly to overwork and lack of exercise, partly
to the abuse his body sustained in his monastic l1life, this im-
mense productivity seems to be the result of superhuman capa=-
bilities. =~

Noteworthy, too, and worthy of mention here because it
sheds light on their character, is the faot that both men gave
attention to poetry. Michelangelo chose the form of the sonnet,
his productions, in the opinion of Varchi, possemsing "the
clarity of the classic and the richness of the thought of
Dante", Luther restricted himself chiefly to the composition
of hyyms but with such rich results, that these masterly pro-
ductions, to which he imparted force, purity, and beauty of
style together with a lofty and sublime sentiment, have onu-e,d'

|
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|
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him to stand forth as the founder of German hymmology and
church music. - There are other elements in the lives of
both men which likewise had at least some bearing on their
inner development, as for instance, Luther's married life
with Katharina von Bora contrasted with the unmarried state
of Michelangelo, in which he remained until his death., Mi-
chelangelo, too, spent barely more than half his life in
hls native country, while Luther never left Germany after
his return from Rome in 1511, But a further discussion of
these facts is impossiblehere, since ocur purpose is not that
of engaging in a comparative survey of incidents for their
own sakes, but rather a setting forth of personal w1:::-:!.1-.-
vhich will bring to light the convictions and conception
of 1life entertained by each man and which will answer the
question, Which view is truly great, which the more heroics?
It 1s only natural that the religious views of the
two men should be based on diametrically opposed beliefs,
for Michelangelo, in spite of heated disputes with the Popes
and a bold disregard of their instructions, never abandoned
the dootrines taught inthe Catholic Church. His synergistic
notion of earning redemption 1s clearly revealed 1n the
statement made on his deathbed to Cardinal Salviati, in which
he expressed regret over the fact that he had not done all
that he should have for his salvation. This, of course, was
in glaring ontradiction to the doctrine of Luther on the
complete impotency of man to do or be goqd, and the neces-
8lty to receive salvatin as a gift of God by faith. Never-
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the other masters of the sixteenth century. His immense
achievement in decorating the wault of the s:l.ut;lne Chapel,

his sublime and at the same time overwhlpming painting of

the Last Judgment caused even the most hostlile factions to
recognize his triumph, to worship him as their master, their
leader, and the god of drawing. - Luther's stupendous work of
church reform, his matchless abllity to direct the hearts of

an entirenation by which he prevented the Reformation from
becoming a radical and violent revolution, his phencmenal

mind, vhich was capable of the most childlike faith as well

as of the most sophistical dogmatical digtinctions, and his
ceaselessly creative genius in oamstructive reform stamp him
one of the greatest figures in eccleslastlical and secular
history. His activity marks a new era in European history

and 1ts influence is felt in all Christian nations at the
present day. If,then,ws measure both men by the results each
attained, by the scope of thelr activity and by the sphere in
vhich they exerted an influence, the person of Luther would un=-
questionably be regarded as the greater, But even when we disre-
gard thelr work and, as far as 1t is possible to discomnect a-
chievement and character, restrict the gquery to the character :
of the two men, asking, Who possessed tralts that gave proof of
a truly herolic nature? we are Justified in pronouncing a judg-
ment which favors the Germen reformer, The mere fact that the
character of the cne man is to a great extent melancholy and

that of the other chiefly sanguine, does not stamp the latter

a8 the greater. But when this melancholy is combined with a
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decided pessimism, which can detect no good in nature and
which succumbs to hopeless gloom and despalr, the Justice
of the decision becomes evident. The most prominent element
in the character of MNichelangelo 1s a tragic one = despondency;
the predominant tralt in the nature of Luther 1s undeniably
herolec = implicit and confident trust in the benevolent, bscause
dlivine, guldance of events. The study of Luther's life calls
forth particularly one emotion - admiration; and while the
story of the life of Michelangelo likewise arouses unbounded
wonder for the tremendous achlevements which were his, never-
theless, the predomminant sentiment which a contemplation of
his activity creates 1s ﬂmt:or pity and sympathy, pity for
him who

"wrought in a sad sincerity:

Himself from God he could not free",
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