Shorter Notices

The Source for the Rhinoceros

The story behind Albrecht Diirer’s woodcut broadsheet

(fig. 38). On

the Rhinoceros is well-known

ruler of Portugal, Dom Manuel 1, received the gift of a live
governor in India. The rhino

was of the Indian variety and had been given by Sultan

rhinoceros from his provincial
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Muzafar 11 of Gujarat. For his part, Dom \anuel was eager
10 test the validity of Pliny’s writings that the rhinoceros was
the mortal enemy of the elephant, so on Trinity Sunday, 3
June, he arranged a confrontation of the two animals. The

combat was short, since at first sight the elephant turned in
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38. Albrecht Direr, Rhinoceros, 1515, pen

and ink, 213 x 300 mm (London, British Museum).
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fright. By the end of the year, Dom Manuel decided to send
his ganda, as the Indians called it, to Pope Leo X. The tale
ended wragically when the boat transporting the beast was
swamped and sank in heavy seas ofl the Bay of La Spezia,
south of Genoa. Nevertheless, the presence of the rhino-
ceros on European soil was an immediate and newsworthy
sensation.

"The importance of Diirer’s image can hardly be overstat-
ed, since it had a lasting effect on the representation of the
species in illustrated natural histories as well as in more pop-
ular publications for centuries. It has often been pointed out
that Diirer’s drawing (fig, 39}, and the woodcut made after it
distort many features of the animal. It is covered with hard
plates like armour, with a scallop at its jaw and scales on its
feet. The most curious element about the beast was the
addition of a smaller second horn at the base of the neck, the
utility of which puzzled naturalists for centuries afierwards.
Faults aside, Diirer’s rendition was commonly accepted as
accurate for some 200 years. Diirer never actually saw the
beast himself. He apparcnly based his version on a drawing
and a written account sent from Lishon. Valentin Ferdinand,
a Moravian printer in Lisbon, is said to have had a drawing
made of the animal that he then sent to his humanist
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39. Albrecht Diirer, Rhinoceros, 1515, pen and ink, 247 x 420 mm {London, British Museum).
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acquaintances in Nuremberg along with a brief description.
Ferdinand’s letter and the accompanying drawing have long
been regarded as lost.

Diirer was not the only artist to depict the rhinoceros in
1515. Hans Burgkmair also made a woodcut that many
would consider a more accurate depiction of the creature
{fig. 40. Curiously, only onc impression of this print is known
to have survived, in the Albertina collection in Vienna.
Close examination reveals some similarities with Diirer’s
woodcut, but the dillerences are more evident. For example,
the animal is covered with a spotted skin and not thick
plates. The second horn is absent, and there is hair on the
shoulders. Could both of these prints have been inspired by
the same drawing sent from Lishon?

In 1988 Ingrid Rowland uncovered a drawing of a rhi-
noceros in the Vatican Library, also dated 1515. The draw-
ing is pasted into a manuscript that forms part of the Historia
Senensium, a ten-volume work compiled by Sigismondo Ticci
{fig. 41). The Historia was Ticci’s lifelong effort, a rambling
encyclopaedic account of his epoch. The drawing is insereed
next to an account of the Lisbon rhinoceros. In 1989
Hermann Walier published Rowland’s discovery in an
attempt to reconstruct the recension of the artist’s famous

- L«'.L.s,-.,»:..-;..y.‘..,_..;.,)_,,‘ﬁ £S7

Jrbrw froe poia



(&1
[&]

SHORTER NOTICES

<RHINOCER.OS -

== p | SEERR

e
o )
.

e &

s

40. Hans Burgkmair the Elder, Rhinoceros, 1515, woodcut, 213 x 317 mm {Vienna, Albertinaj.

image.' Walter proposed that Direr first made an initial
sketch, now lost, before he made the well-known drawing in
the British Muscum collection, and that the Vatican draw-
ing derived from this first lost sketch. Of course, Diirer
might well have made more than one drawing, and au first
glance the Vatican drawing looks like just another of the
many copics inspired by Diirer’s print. However, closer
examination reveals that there are elements in the drawing
not found in the Darer prine and, more importantly, other
clements in the drawing found only in the Burgkmair
print.

The Vatican drawing is titled with the name for rhinocer-
os, first written in Greek, then as Naricornis, followed by the
Hebrew word, then Ganda and a line of Latin: Sunt qui dicant
habite duo cornua {There are those who say that it has two

1 would like o thank Dr Klaus Stopp of Mainz lor encouraging me
to write this article and Dr Ingrid Rowland for her assistance.

L. H. Walter. *Contributi sulla recezione umanistica della zoologia

horns’). Finally there is the Biblical reference, from Psalm
28, one of several passages referring to the single-horned
beast. The drawing is inserted into the manuscript vertical-
ly, and at the top of the sheet are four lines ol Latin text pre-
ceded by the date M. D. X1, presumably Ticcl’s annotations.
The Vatican drawing was made by a less talented hand, and
one can imagine the sense of obligation felt by the compe-
tent artist to transtate and ameliorate his material. The crea-
ture has short legs and almost comically large feet, which are
chained and linked to a collar, It faces left, as in Direr’s
drawing and Burgkmair’s woodcut.

In Diirer’s version the animal is filled out to more realis-
tic proportions, with a fuller belly and a larger head. The
horn is of monumental importance and perfectly shaped.
The artist seems to have been caught in a sort of hornoma-

antica: Nuovi documenti per la genesi del 1515 Rhinocervs™ di
Albrecht Diirer, Res Publica Litterarum. Studies in the Classical
Tradition, xu1. Lawrence KS 198g.
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41. Anonymous Artist, Rhinoceros, 1 515, pen and ink, sheet 160 x 280 mm {Vatican, Biblioteca Apostolica Vaticana, Ms Chigi

G-11-38, fol. 14).

nia. His virile animal even has litde horns at the base, along
its forchead, and hindquarters. Walter points out in his
article* the different placement of the rear ear in the Vatican
drawing. There are very few changes in the transition from
Durer’s drawing to the woodcut, the most obvious being the
elimination of a back collar-plate, which hears a strong
resemblance to the second car in the Vatican drawing,
Another pronounced difference is the inclusion of an addi-
tional decorative layer of plicae or body folds typical of the
Indian rhinoceros on the hindquarters not present in the
two woodcuts. Of primary importance in the Vatican draw-
ing is the absence of a second horn on the shoulder. There
is, however, a protruding node just at the point where Diirer
placed his litle dorsal horn. This critical discrepancy is
especially noteworthy, because the inscription on the
Vatican drawing mentions a second horn although the
drawing itself does not includle it. Ditrer's adldition of the sec-
ond horn and other differences point to the conclusion that
the Vatican drawing was not dirccty copied cither from
Diirer’s drawing or woodcut.

Furthermore, there are elements in the Vatican drawing
that are closer to the Burgkmair print. The heavy chain that
binds the feet has been changed in the woodcut 10 a cord
and a few links of chain that bind the forefet. In the draw-
ing, pen strokes behind the head strongly suggest hair,

2. Walter, up. cit., p. 273,

Burgkmair’s version includes a mane. The principal nasal
horn in the drawing is rounded and worn, As already noted
by Walter, Burgkmair’s has a stronger base, but a compara-
bly modest size. Unlike Diirer, but in conformity with the
Vatican drawing, Burgkmair’s rhinaceros lacks the second
hornlet. The body proportions and placement of the feet are
likewise similar. The plicae follow the same segmentation in
the drawing. In both the Direr and the Burgkmair woodcuts
as well as the Vatican drawing, the animals have three-toed
feet and legs covered with scales, although in the Burgkmair
print this could be construed as skin texture. In Direr's ren-
dition there is a pronounced breastplate under the head.
Burgkmair has instead drawn sofi folds of flesh as suggested
in the Vatican drawing,

There is no disputing a close relationship among all three
versions, and vet it is curious that there are some elements of
the Vatican drawing found in one of the two woodcuts but
not the other, and other clements that scem exclusive to each
print. It is as if cach artist chose a different approach 1o
interpreting the drawing. Diirer chose the hard option, a
body and head completely covered by plates of armour:
while Burgkmair chose the solt option, with distinctive folds
of soft spotty skin. Could it be that an image like this mod-
est pen drawing was the instigator and not an emulator of
these well-known prints?



