26. The Luther Memorials in Wittenberg and Eisleben

UNESCO World Heritage Site since 1996

Luther Memorial Sites

The Luther house and the Melanchthon house in Wittenberg, as well as the house where Luther was born and died, belong to the “Luther Memorial Sites in Sachsen-Anhalt” foundation.

Luther House

The Luther house was built around 1504 as a monastery.  After Luther married the escaped nun, Katharina von Bora in 1525 it became the family’s residence.  After Luther’s death, his heirs sold the house to the Wittenberg University in 1564.  Thereafter, it had various uses until 1883 when it became a museum.  After an extensive renovation, it was re-opened in spring of 2003 with a permanent exhibition.

Melanchthon House

The Melanchthon house was built in 1536 for Philip Melanchthon (1497-1560).  The heart of the house is its spacious study.  The building changed hands often and was reconstructed many times.  In 1954, the town converted it into a museum for local history and culture in which some of the rooms were dedicated to the memory of Melanchthon.  The building was renovated in its original condition in 1997 and the exhibition was renewed.  With the aid of modern technology, visitors can become familiar with Melanchthon’s original scripts. 

St. Marie’s Town Church

St. Marie’s town church, the oldest building in Wittenberg, is located in the middle of the town.  It was first documented in 1160.  In 1280 the altar area and the southern nave were built.  In the 15th century, the three-naved late gothic hall was built, the steeple was made higher and the north side of the altar was added.

After the so-called iconoclasts destroyed the interior of the church in 1521, Martin Luther returned from the Wartburg in 1522 and gave his famous “Invocavit Sermons.”  From this point on, the church became the center of the Wittenberg Reformation.  

Johannes Bugenhagen was the pastor and superintendent at the Wittenberg town church from 1523 until his death in 1558.  In 1547, one year after Luther’s death, Bugenhagen dedicated the reformation altar painted by Lucas Cranach.

After the chuch was plundered by the French during the Napoleonic Wars, only the Luther pulpit remained and in 1811 the interior of the church was renovated in neo-gothic style.   During renovations in 1928 the neo-gothic interior decoration was removed.  The Cranach alter was returned to its original appearance. Cranach’s epitaph is located in the altar area.

Castle Church (Schlosskirche)

The castle church, together with the resident castle of elector Friedrich of Saxony, was built between 1496 and 1509.  For 300 years it served as the place of worship and the auditorium for the Wittenberg University which was founded in 1502.  Additionally, it is the final resting place of some princes and 75 professors.  Martin Luther was buried here in 1546 and Philip Melanchthon in 1560.

The main tourist attraction of the exterior of the church is the “thesis door” or “proclamation door” to commemorate the historic moment, in 1517, when the monk and professor Martin Luther posted his 95 thesis or proclamations against the misuses of the sale of indulgences.  In 1760 a large part of the church’s interior was destroyed by a fire.  Its reconstruction followed the style of the time of the Enlightenment.  

From 1885-1892 the church was renovated.  Unfortunately, the renovations ignored the original documented style and followed the trend at the time of the 19th century in neo-gothic.  It was meant as a symbol of national importance.  This intention shaped the new church, but even so the original monuments of the Renaissance and some tombstones of some professors inside the church give you an impression of the beauty of the original decoration. The organ was built by Friedrich Ladegast in 1864 and it was restored in 1994.
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