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Albrecht Dhrer:
A Sixteenth-Century fnfluenza

Joseph Koerner

Iy the vear 1500, a5 the rwentv-eight- vear-sld arbist audsciomly commemaraded - his
‘Chrisicmoar |'|'||i|.‘ Kedf~Porerait (fig. 1), Albrechr | Marer was already I'.I.'II'I.I[IE"!- mwwst famous
living artist.’ %o armist before him had ever achieved such promineénce during a lifetime,
aml noee bad over affecual as wide a range of coleaeal production. From the Rritish 1sles o
Thessalomika, from Spain 1o Scandinavia, artizins of ¢very kind — painters, sculprors,
promtmakers and book lustrators; goldsmiths, cmmellers, medallisis and  furniture
desipners; producers of stain - glass, tapestry and maohica — were beginning te cxphat the
imiages he made. And, more novelly, they could discern than these were the products of one
man, an incdividiea] whose nestled il were ' 30°

This capacity 1o project bis mbucnoe over an entire continent and !'H:_'ﬂll.'ld,tl'ﬂx THICT T
imprl.pu what he had Feshimned on the far I1|||1||: wisrk of sthers, rested on three essendial
comditions. First, there needed o be cormain means of mansmission. allowing an image
designedd by Dhuirer to reach a multiple and distane sudience, Printing, wogether with the
network arismg from the mechamcally reproduced book, emabled the one image 10 be
putenitially cvervswhere. It was not enough that Diarer’s produces could be thus disseni-
mated worldwade, however. To ensure that his work was recognized as o, thar wherever o
ended up, and whatever smpact @ had, ot retaned some legible attachment w him, his
images neecled to register thesr origin. Signs of anthorship - the intertwined forms ol
signature, maoncgram, and self-partrart, plus the cultivanon of a consistent, recognizable
persimal style - constitmted the seonnd enabling comditian of Darer's influence. Third,
there was the ingredicns of mastery irself, the Facr thar whatever Dhirer issued was some-
thing he abone could make, thar the skill ir evidenced cervified its authority - in short, tha
peveple bisth condd pessess his produce and, for reasons of s qualite, avidly wewsed 1o

This casay considers the Grse centory of Dhises's influenoe through these enabling
ventdlitions: the copy, the tademark and masters . Trcing a trajectory from the mulnple,
via sagns of the sengubar, 1 the inmmiable performance of ane skalled hand allows us
to bravel between artst and influence. To discern Durer’s uniqueness, o amderstand the
mavelty, imvenliveness anid skl crmbodsed bt hc rr!u]l:ipbu that made bim famious, we mast
ubseryve the impact he made on athers, partcularly those wha, working in his shadow,
st vrgorowsdy to be ungue themselves.

The Cupy

It is hard for s o approciate the changes brought about 1n early modern visual calture by
new replicative technologies. Chur ahility eo post our holidey snapshots an the web the day
wit like them n:\::rui.n!} rehines the netwark of images that already enmieshed us. Hut the
shilt fraom album tn o3 berspace is small compared to the difference made by print. Much
has been written om the social, Inerary and epistemalogical revalutions wraught by the
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Fyrol, Masimilian [ of Bavana and Emperor Budalf 11, Direr's works were passicnaiely
admire, formiig e asthetic core of 2 collecting per se 10 northern Furope,® When a
collector coveted a partscular Diirer they did nol possess, they sometimes commissioned
copies by pamters skilled in this rrade “L'p]kahum shiliod vaszly i emlarion, a8
Fashin urose fur images 1 a | Harerin sevle ™ Mearwhile, originad Diirers enpoved slnsost
cultic veieration. When in 1 bob Rudddf 1] purchased the Fease af the Bave (arlends {1508)
and tramspurted it from Vensoe, he treated it ke a relse, convering it *careiully wrapped in
s amd mouch cotton wool and baled ina wased cloth’ and tcarried on pisles by & prop ol
srung men all the way w the Tmperial Besidence in Progue’." Manthizs von Kinckelbach,
im lns v accound af the |IJ'>1.|.I|:5- ol Cierman art, describes | Jarer's recreerinm i1 rtplirﬁ |:|.
rehigous terma: His manuscripts and other plainly designed drawings on paper and
parchmeni are regarded by artsis and other admirers a5 holy things; his [uwd-. il
paineings are displaved and preverved as the highest and noblese relics, so thar, for several,
ane mast pay moncy simply e see and scrutinize them ™ What wus the effect of such an
CRlrIvaE repotation on strang artists workimg in Durer’s shadow?

Mastery

The critme Harold Bloom contends thar ambations pocts connot begin o write withou
wraheig o have *mamed samething first, ' Like Adam in Paradise, they wane tohe the firs
o put 2 word b a thing. Perbaps artists, too, commaot begin o painn smbiciouwsly witloan
besirang to be the first portrainss of some thive, YVer in the wake of Thres there seenal o be
nathing keft e paint anew. The hisorical parsdigm of 2 work by this master coming o
stand fror the thing irsell is his Rbsa prog wondour of 1513 doar, me. 243}

The print is a third-hand porrraval o begin with, Tt replicares a drawang by Durer
which itsell amempts imaginarively o portray the beast on the busis ol a verbal description
—probably a newslerer aceount wranscribed in che inscription (car, no. 242} Famoasly, the
resilt s o menmerable g of Geor and famey. A goldaminh’s son anad himse §a desdgies of
armaur, DMirer treats tse losscly folded skin of the Indian species like embossed shoets
of metal. The heavier bnes of the woodeur enly enecrease this effeer, Throaph thewr snfl,
regular treatment, the linge convex wbercles of shin become like crafied ormaments.
Digspite these Lbulous ehibormmmms, weever, Dhire s became the stamdand mmage of this
creature, so much so that, even in the e coghacenth contery, a Britsh naturakisa, James
Trace, produced what he called ‘the first drwing of a thinoceros with a doable haen [ie,
the Afvican genus ficerar] . fram the bife™ un tee basis of the 1508 prant. Indeed, in the
1y3es Cierman science textbouls still Fatured Dharer's beast.” Thos persstence of the
stereoty e faccingred the art historian Ernse Comibrich, wis used the woodent 1o suppon
Tis theory that “the correct portrast” is oot 'a Fathful record of 4 vesual esperience bt e
faithful construction of a relatpnal madel”.* 1 would nowe thar niost ohscrvers unlirly
accuse Durer of concocting the smmiad s armmur ot ol hes ewn imagination, "The skin of the
almiost extimcr Tndian Bhimecenos warcormms has, in G, the facered appearance thar Dhirer
gives it, with the falds in just the spots be reprosents them, ™ In my view, he must have
worked Trom a Fairly securare mmage o produce his skech

What Piarer's wondemt was (o the rlino, as the creaturs itself rather than a parvreain of
the thing, his whisle prodlucien was to the fepertaire of sisteenth-century . Where we
think we see nagure i che art of the periosl, clsmees are we see Dhirer. Hans Hotimann's
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