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Apocalypse

In 1498, just before the turn of the century, Diirer self-published the first edition of Apocalypse, in both German and Latin
editions. While Diirer clearly had the assistance of movable type from the Nuremberg printer Anton Koberger, Apocalypse
stands as the first book in European history that was created, planned, and published by a single artist. In other words, with his
publication of Apocalypse with its multiple technologies, both woodcuts and movable type, Diirer proclaimed that he had
discovered a new form of religious art. Then, in 1511, Diirer took the first edition's title page, which was text-only, and added an

image of The Virgin Appearing to St. John (no. 7) to create a revised Latin edition of Apocalypse. That same year he also published
book format editions of the Large Passion and Life of the Virgin, which had previously only been released as individual prints.

Diirer began creating his Apocalypse woodcuts shortly after returning from his first trip to Italy in 1494-1495, and
completed the work within just a few years. However, debate has long continued: Did he complete only the preparatory
drawings during that period, or both the drawings and the carving ot the woodblocks? That debate arises because woodcuts are
produced by many hands. In fact, undoubtedly Diirer's late period woodcuts were carved by specialists, not by the artist
himself. And yet, some art historians assert that Diirer was carving his own blocks during the period that saw his creation of
Apocalypse. He used the hatching line work characteristic of Martin Schongauer's copperplate prints (no. 4), and it must be noted
that the quality of the woodblock carving improved all at once. Each of the Apocalypse woodcuts, as noted later by Erasmus of
Rotterdam, allows the clearest experience of the potential in Diirer's arts for the depiction of that which cannot be experienced,
that which cannot be seen, solely in black lines.

Apocalypse, also known as the Book of Revelations, is the final chapter in the New Testament focusing on St. John's telling
of the mystical experiences he had on the island of Patmos. That chapter not only describes this vision of end times; it also
emphasizes God's victory over evil. Various theories have been proposed regarding why Diirer created woodcuts on the
Apocalypse theme at the end of the 15th century. It is probably not appropriate to surmise whether or not his impetus lay in the
realm of social change. In any event, it would seem that Diirer himself addressed the following artistic issues in the process of
drawing his Apocalypse images. Namely, he presents John's visions as real narrative scenes for the prints' viewers, while they are
also transported into the realm of imaginative experiences that surpass the actual world.

Undoubtedly Diirer utilized what he learned from the copperplate prints of Andrea Mantegna (no. 2). Without an
awareness of Mantegna's art, Diirer would not have been able to produce the harsh emotions made visual in figures or created
such rhythmic compositions of interwoven forms as those seen in The Four Horsemen (no. 11) and The Four Avenging Angels (no. 15).
In his creation of his Apocalypse, Diirer must also have had in mind the works of other predecessors, such as the altarpieces by
Schongauer and his studio. However, h undoubtedly referred to the woodcut illustrations in the Cologne Bible, which was

published ca. 1478.
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Large Passion

In his unfinished manuscript of Lehrbuch der Malerei, an art theory book for young people who wanted to be painters,
Diirer noted that one of the fundamental reasons for pictorial arts is the ability to depict the Passion of Christ. And as he stated,
Diirer produced various Passion of Christ images over the course of his career. Of those several series, his Large Passion was can
be regarded as the first one that Diirer conceived as a unified book. Published as a printed book in 1511 and just as with the
previously noted Apocalypse (first edition 1498), he began work on his Large Passion immediately after his return from his first
trip to Italy (1494-1495). In other words, starting in around 1496 he created seven works during a two-to-three-year period (nos.
28, 30-35), which circulated as single sheet woodcuts, without accompanying text. After he returned from his second Italian trip
(1505-1507), he then worked until 1510 on four woodcuts (nos. 27, 29, 36-37). Then, in 1511 he produced his The Man of Sorrows
Mocked by a Soldier (no. 26) as the title page, matched each print with a facing page of Latin text written by Benedictus
Chelidonius, a monk at the Abbey of St. Aegidius, to produce his Large Passion. Thus, it took about 15 years for him to finally
publish the work in book form.

Martin Schongauer's work (no. 3) could have been the impetus for Diirer to create these series of Passion woodcuts.
Schongauer's set of twelve engravings which depicted The Garden of Gethsemane through the Resurrection were the important
example of a Passion of Christ print series, and it exerted an exceptionally wide-reaching influence. During Diirer's wandering
years (1490-1494) he was able to see late Gothic altarpiece paintings and other depictions of the Passion, which he would have
remembered as he was creating his own Large Passion. Most of the woodcuts in Diirer's Large Passion depict this type of densely
packed group expression with its myriad figures posed in often violent postures. Diirer's artistic expression in his Large Passion,
in which the scenes are created by these chaotic groups of figures which emphasize the physical and emotional anguish of
Christ in their midst, was a pictorial style that continued on from the preceding period of late Gothic Passion of Christ imagery.

And yet, in addition to the above, Diirer's Large Passion must be considered an artistic experiment not seen in earlier
Passion of Christ images. This was the transfer of various pagan forms dating back to antiquity, which he learned about through
the prints of Andrea Mantegna (no. 2) and other Italian Renaissance artists, into traditional German Passion imagery, and thus
experimented with translating those forms into Christian iconography. For example, Christ Carrying the Cross (no. 32) includes the
pathos formula that Diirer learned from Mantegna school prints depicting tragic scenes from Greek mythology which he
transferred to the figure of Christ collapsing under the weight of the Cross. Diirer's transfer of imagery across ditferent narrative
contexts and change in signification meant that people were all the more strongly moved by Diirer's images. From the late
medieval period onwards, a Christian belief system called taking on Christ's suffering (imitatio christi) spread amongst the
faithful. Diirer's depiction of Christ's Passion in forms that made his viewers feel as if they too are experiencing his suffering
was even further heightened by his use of just black woodcut lines, resulting in an unprecedented, forceful narrative expression.
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Lite of the Virgin

Around 1501-02 Diirer began work on the group of woodcuts that illustrate Life of the Virgin as the last of his "Three Great
Books" project. Of the 20 total, 17 works were completed prior to his second sojourn in Italy from 1505 to 1507. Starting
immediately after the completion of those prints, he issued those 17 in the form of single sheet woodcuts, without their
accompanying text. This distribution was noted both in Germany and Italy. Finally, he produced three works thought to reflect
the etfects of his second trip to Italy, The Death of the Virgin (no. 56), The Assumption and Coronation of the Virgin (no. 57), and the
title page The Virgin on the Crescent (no. 39). Then in 1511, he published the entire set which recounts the Virgin's life, from before
her birth to after her death, as a single volume book titled the Life of the Virgin.

The artistic vocabulary that Diirer brought to his Life of the Virgin reveals his experience of new subjects, not found in the
majority of the woodcuts illustrating his preceding Apocalypse and Large Passion. In other words, this was almost essentially his
first experiment with narrative structures in which figures are depicted in three-dimensional spaces through the concentrated
introduction of perspectival methods learned from Italian Renaissance art and the frequent depiction of classical architectural
settings. The Life of the Virgin announced how from 1500 onwards Diirer had a heightened interest in art theory, including
perspectival methods, and was an unprecedented opportunity for artistic experimentation. In fact, the emotion-filled, violently
posed figures which frequently appeared in his action-packed Apocalypse and Large Passion are greatly overshadowed in each of
the Life of the Virgin woodcuts by the prints' strong structural nature. Life of the Virgin does not show us dramatically depicted
scenes, but rather is a subdued, quiet narrative enacted by more worldly images of the Virgin and others. For example, The
Betrothal of the Virgin (no. 45) depicts a figure dressed in the garments that would have been worn by women in Nuremberg
around 1500. Thus, the contemporary viewers of the prints would have had a more intimate sense of the historical Biblical
scenes, they would have felt a sense of familiarity as they experienced the Life of the Virgin woodcuts.

When the book was published in 1511, the poetic verses in Latin written by Benedictus Chelidonius, who was both monk
and Humanist, were printed on the page facing each woodcut. The Large Passion text was also prepared by this same author,
who was an essential contributor to Diirer's publishing activities at the time. The Life of the Virgin clearly stated that this book
was devoted to Caritas Pirckheimer, the abbess of St. Clara convent in Nuremberg. Thus Diirer's Life of the Virgin including
Chelidonius' text which was presented to this woman can be considered a publication created within the context of the highly
intellectual environment of monastic humanism.

The Life of the Virgin was the first book published by Diirer which had a woodcut image on one page with movable type
text on the facing page, creating a complete pair of pages both in terms of form and content. In that sense, Life of the Virgin marks
one of the conclusions towards which Diirer's book arts had been progressing.
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*1 LU Oima NDIEERICE LD KHIERTdH %, Erwin Panofsky, "Erasmus and the Visual Arts," in Journal of the Warburg and Courtauld Institutes, vol. 32, 1969, p. 225.

The Art of Black Lines

Diirer lived from the latter half of the 15th century and into the first half of the 16th century. He visited Italy twice and
was surrounded by a Humanistic intellectual circle as he broke new ground, creating Renaissance arts in Germany, then a
backwards region. These accomplishments and his works have been praised many times, with one phrase, he was the "Apelles
of the black line" particularly well-known. It is an honorific title that likens Diirer to the legendary ancient Greek painter
Apelles, thereby celebrating his greatness. To be sure, the practice of comparing Diirer to Apelles predates Erasmus. However,
the specific characterization of Diirer as the "Apelles of the black line" and the clear appreciation of the value of his
monochromatic art originate in Erasmus’s Dialogue on the Correct Way of Pronouncing Latin and Greek 1528, as follows:

"Durer, however, though admirable also in other respects, what does he not express in monochromes (monochromata),
that is, by black lines? Shade, light, radiance, projections (eminentias), depressions. Moreover, from one object [he derives] more
than the one aspect which offers itself to the beholder's eye. He accurately observes proportions and harmonies (symmetrias et
harmonias). He even depicts what cannot be depicted: fire; rays of light; thunderstorms; sheet lightning; thunderbolts; or even,
as the phrase goes, the clouds upon a wall; characters and emotions — in fine, the whole mind of man as it shines forth from the
appearance of the body, and almost the very voice. These things he places before our eyes by the most felicitous lines, black ones
at that, in such a manner that, were you to spread on pigments, you would injure the work. And is it not more wonderful to
accomplish without the blandishment of colours what Apelles accomplished only with their aid?"

This passage refers to the ancient Roman writer Pliny the Elder's praise of Apelles which appears in his Naturalis Historia
(Natural History, book 35, p. 96). Erasmus further referred to other classical texts to produce his text. For example, the term
"monochromata" was directly borrowed from Pliny the Elder. In Pliny's usage, this term referred to paintings executed in a
single color, either red, or rarely white. Conversely, when Erasmus noted "nigrae lineae" he was not thinking of paintings, but
rather clearly the graphic arts, prints. Erasmus notes that Diirer's graphic arts actually depict both the visible and the invisible,
indeed, that which is unrepresentable, and thus his prints reveal all of the fundamental potential contained within them.
Further, it seems that Erasmus more highly valued and accorded a higher ranking to Diirer's works expressed solely in "black
lines" than Apelles' "color." This set new critical standards for art, expressing an aesthetic that had never before existed. He
acknowledged that black line arts are by no means inferior to richly colored paintings, but rather, they are an art form with
different value. The works from the "Three Great Books" featured in this exhibition, will reveal how Diirer explored various
approaches to narrative expression through woodcuts that offers possibilities distinct from those of painting.

*1 Erwin Panofsky, "Erasmus and the Visual Arts," in Journal of the Warburg and Courtauld Institutes, vol. 32, 1969, p. 225.
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who inspired h1m1

Diirer began work on the woodcuts for his "Three Great Books" displayed here after he returned to Nuremberg from his
first sojourn in Italy in 1494-95. Undoubtedly, he had many of the works of his predecessors in mind when he began creating his
own. Here let us look at the works by other artists that Diirer may have evoked in his creation of the woodcuts for Apocalypse,
the Large Passion, and Life of the Virgin.

It is thought today that in 1494 Diirer saw copperplate prints by the major north Italian Renaissance artist Andrea
Mantegna. This surmise is based on the fact that he made pen and ink reproductions that year of Mantegna's The Battle of the Sea
Gods (the right Half) and other engravings. These copy drawings have often been considered evidence that he encountered
Mantegna's copperplate prints during his first Italian sojourn. However, many scholars believe that Diirer had encountered
Mantegna's prints even prior to that first Italian trip. That is because prints are a reproductive medium which allows images to
spread far and wide. In other words, Diirer would have had opportunities to encounter Mantegna's art in the form of prints in
his own hometown of Nuremberg. It could have been from that impetus that he then set out across the Alps to Italy in order to
further understand the arts of the Italian Renaissance.

For example, in his The Battle of the Sea Gods (the left Half) (no. 2) in the NMWA collection Mantegna may have created a
pagan battle scene from a complex recombining of gestures learned from ancient reliefs. Diirer, in fact, transplanted the visual
language of classical antiquity—revived by artists such as Mantegna—into the traditional Christian narrative framework of
Germany, and through a kind of translation, transformed the semantic function of forms. In doing so, he depicted the
tumultuous scenes and tragic events found in his Apocalypse and the Large Passion.

On the other hand, prior to his encounter with Italian Renaissance art, Diirer was already strongly stimulated by the
works of Martin Schongauer, one of the important printmakers north of the Alps at the time. Schongauer was primarily active
in his birthplace, Colmar. Not only did he greatly improve copperplate print technologies, he also was an artist who absorbed
the pioneering naturalism of Netherlandish painting of the first half of the 15th century onwards as he developed his own style.
Even without mediation through Schongauer, it can be assumed, especially as recent scholarship has emphasized, that the
legacy of Early Netherlandish painting flowed directly into Nuremberg. It is therefore highly likely that Diirer was exposed to it
at a young age. Nevertheless, via Schongauer he probably learned a different expressive vocabulary from that of the Italian
Renaissance. Among these works that influenced Diirer, Schongauer’s engraving series Passion (no. 3) and unfinished Life of the
Virgin (no. 4) can be regarded as having extensively influenced on the woodcuts for Diirer's Three Great Books.

In this manner, Diirer assimilated the artistic approaches of the South and the North, represented by Mantegna and
Schongauer across the Alps, and by fusing them, created his own series of woodcuts for the Apocalypse, the Large Passion, and

the Life of the Virgin.
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The Influential Power of

Diirer's Prints and the Copyright of Art Worksﬁ

Not only did the woodcuts from Diirer's Three Great Books reflect influence from the works of earlier generations, they
were also the starting point for various artists of later generations, they became the seed for their own artworks. However, we
must not overlook how Diirer understood the dissemination, circulation, and reception of prints as a reproductive medium, in
our consideration of the international influence of Diirer's arts. This is because Diirer appears to have been the first person in
the history of art to think of asserting something akin to an artwork's copyright. This context is particularly important for his
Three Great Books.

The January 3, 1512, records of a Nuremberg town council state that "Albrecht Diirer's art has been stolen." The document
states that a foreigner is selling artworks under the town hall, and that some of these works bear signs in place of Albrecht
Diirer’s signature. If these signs have been fraudulently forged, the document declares, such activity must be prohibited. In
cases where the works are determined to be inauthentic, the individual must be required to remove all such signs and must not

be allowed to sell the works. In this instance, Diirer's "sign" was presumably his monogram, combining his initials A and D,
which he draw in many of his works.

Originally, Diirer's prints led to simultaneous copies by his contemporary German artists, which were then sold to the
world like pirated editions. However, this practice did not remain in Germany. Marcantonio Raimondi, the Italian engraver
known for his print versions of Raphael's paintings, was also actively engaged in copying Diirer's works, particularly the
woodcuts in Life of the Virgin. Moreover, Raimondi imitated Diirer's prints in their entirety, even including his monogram. In the
1568 edition of his Lives of the Artists, Vasari noted this practice. According to Vasari Diirer was incensed that Raimondi was
making elaborate copies of his works and people were unwittingly buying these forgeries. So Diirer visited Venice and warned
name and this Italian artist. However, Vasari then went on to note that in the end Diirer was only able to get Raimondi to not
use his name and monogram in the future. In other words, he allowed the actual production of copies.

It is unlikely that Diirer's second trip to Italy from 1505 to 1507 was specifically related to this production of copy prints,
and while the veracity of Vasari's comments has not been confirmed, it is a fascinating episode.

Indeed, Diirer hated the fact that his prints had become the object of copying. In fact, on the last leaf of Life of the Virgin,
which was published as a printed book in 1511, directly below the image of Praise of Our Lady, he wrote an 11-line inscription
clearly stating that he not only strictly condemned those who stole the efforts and ideas of others, but also stated, because the
book had been granted a privilege by Emperor Maximilian I of the Holy Roman Empire, the reproduction and sale of pirated
copies were prohibited within the Empire. Unfortunately the NMWA version of Praise of Our Lady (no. 58), does not include that
inscription, which is thought to have been cut off at some point in its history. That said, the Life of the Virgin was not the only
work to end with a warning against the reproduction. The 1511 Latin edition of the Apocalypse, the Large Passion, and the Small
Passion, published in the same year, also include prohibitory statements, although these were not placed beneath the woodcuts
themselves. While Diirer’s Three Great Books do not have modern legal copyrights, they are noteworthy as among the earliest

printed works to have been protected by copyright-like statements.
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Not only was Diirer a revolutionary painter and printmaker, he was also a noteworthy
publisher, book designer, and author who published numerous epoch-making books. It was
about the mid 15th century that the Mainz goldsmith Johannes Gutenberg made the use of
movable type technology practical. This transformed book production, which had been
primarily a case of hand-transcribed manuscripts and their distribution. Thanks to the use of
movable type, texts with their information and thoughts could be distributed to far more people
than ever before.

In 1471, in the midst of this printing revolution, Diirer was born in Nuremberg to a family
headed by a goldsmith. His godfather was Anton Koberger, who worked in the printing
industry in their town. Koberger was responsible for such important printed books as
Hartmann Schedel's Nuremberg Chronicle (1493) and is thus a major name in the history of
European books. It can be said that Koberger cast a not-inconsiderable shadow on Diirer's life. It
was the studio of Diirer's painting teacher Michael Wolgemut that produced the woodcut
illustrations for the Nuremberg Chronicle published by Koberger, and other works. Given that
Diirer was raised in this Nuremberg cultural nexus of art and new technology, it is not at all
surprising that he was the transformative artist who eventually greatly expanded the potential
for the reproduction medium of prints, as well as quickly discerned the potential for movable
type printed books.

In 1498, at the age of 26, Diirer published the first edition of his Apocalypse (both German
edition and Latin edition) with the assistance of Koberger. After that, he became more
independent as he published various movable type printed books. It must be said that he did not
merely produce these volumes as means of dispersing knowledge or devotional media, but
rather produced them as book art. And yet, it wouldn't be appropriate to use the term "book art"
for the books that Diirer himself authored, the many theoretical books he published in the 1520s,
even though each is richly illustrated with woodcuts. But the “Three Great Books” he published
in 1511, namely his Life of the Virgin, the Latin reprint version of Apocalypse, and the Large Passion,
can surely be called book art.

When these books, printed by Diirer’s collaborator Hieronymus Holtzel, are opened the
page on the right is almost filled with a woodcut illustration, accompanied by movable type
printed text on the facing page. In this case, text and image have a mutually supporting
relationship. However, it is important to note that the group of woodcuts published in Diirer's
“Three Great Books” are different from most of the illustrations seen in other printed books of
the period, both in terms of form and content. They are more than just an adjunct to the movable
type texts, they provide a visual experience not reproducible in words. They can be considered
by the viewer as independent "visible" narrative interpretations. The readers and viewers of that
period would have interpreted them as a new form of ground-breaking artistic space.

Later, modern artists often took up books as a stage for their diverse range of expression.
Further, from the 1960s through the present-day, numerous experimental "artist books" have
been produced. Diirer, hundreds of years before such experiments, can thus be seen as a
pioneering artist who saw books as a form of art.

Durer's Book Art




