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Beyond Zoos:
Marianne Moore and Albrecht Diirer
Randy Malamud

Marianne Moore's poetry stands as a striking example of are that teaches a
great deal about animals without necessitating their constraint, and with-
out involving (even figuratively) people’s spectatorial presence, as all zoos
and most 200 stories do. A stay-at-home type who never ventured to exotic
foreign habitats (she infrequently even left Brooklyn, making friends from
Manhattan cross the river to see her), Moore read about animals and looked
ar picrures of them. She nurtured her imagination—and, in turn, her audi-
ence's—ereating poetry about animals without recourse to animal captiviry.
Otthers who write about animals may share Moore's attitude, determining
to integrate animals into art from a distance and without disturbing their
natural existence, but Moore is remarkable for the extent and determination
with which this ethos explicitly informs her poesis. With one exceprion, her
animal poems do nor derive from or relare firsthand encounrers wirth animals,
but rather, they come from a bestiary of her mind.

Moore's poetic bestiary is the best-known component of her ocuvre, Ani-
mals are "Moore’s most frequent concrete subject,” writes Margarer Holley.
“She wrote approximately forty poems featuring animal subjects from 'A
Jelly-Fish' in 1909 to ‘Tippoo's Tiger' in 1967."' Animals featured in these
poems include the buffalo, pipeon, arctic ox, ostrich, smail, elephant, rar,
horse, lizards, porcupine, ihis, poose, vulture, and loon. In a letter to T. S.
Eliot, Moore referred to some of her poems as “animiles™; Holley writes that
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negative energy surtounding zoo animals; zoo stories tend to be sad stories.
Moore's and Diirer’s animals combat this negativity with an imaginative
panache thar offers an exemplary ideal for cultural interaction with animals.
Moore specifically admires Ditrer's Rhinoceros in her essay on him, noting
“that in the best pictures he has obtained his sense of fact second hand,
filtered rhrough prior representarions, a rendency of course akin to her own
drawing of the particular from books, pictures, films. She writes of Diirer
that ‘liking is increased perhaps when the coneept is primarily an imagined
one—in the instance of the rhinoceros, based apparently on a rraveler's
sketch or description.™™

Diirer never saw a live thinoceros (as Moore presumably never saw a live
plumert basilisk or arcric ox}. His source was another picture and a descrip-
tion, by the Moravian printer Valentine Ferdinand, whose text Diirer repro-
duces on his woodeur:

They call it a thinoceros. It is represented here in its complete form. [t has the
color of a speckled turtle. And in size it is like the elephant bue lower on its
les, and almost invulnerable. It has a sharp strong hom on its nose, which it
starts to sharpen whenever it is near stomes. The stupid animal is the mortal
enemy of the elephant. . . . Because that animal is so well anmed, the elephant
cannot do anything to it. They also say thae the thinoceros is fast, lvely and
clever. The animal is called “Rhinocero” in Greek and Latin. In India i is
called “Ganda."™

In some ways, Ferdinand contextualizes this rhinoceros unfortunately—call-
ing it “stupid” (although he contradices himself subsequently) is an wrrelevant
exertion of human presumptions to superiority. Ferdinand experienced the
animal under conditions of imperialist domination and captivity, "in Lisbon
when the grear beast was shipped there in May 1515, sent from the farthest
reaches among Portuguese Maritime conguests, Cambay in northwest In-
dia.™ Diirer is implicated to a degree in this context—at a remove, so less
damningly, but nevertheless Ferdinand’s experience affects Diirer's cultural
interaction with the animal.

But I think the cultural outcome finally invokes praise, rather than
condemnation, of Diirer's ethics of representation. | acknowledge that this
ethical stance may have been unconscious or unintended: drawing animals
from life was not considered a necessary technique in the aesthetic of this
period, so Diirer was not necessarily rejecting the ethos of the immediate
captive animal subject; but nevertheless, especially in the legacy of Diirer's
representation, we can (as Moore did) acclaim his art as an important ethi-
cal statement for our oun time if it was not as clearly so for his own. The
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thinoceros had already been caught, and Diirer’s disseminated image allowed
people to experience a rhinoceros without any others having to be caught,
imprisoned, and exhibired. Direr himself (who often travelled under dif-
ficult conditions to get to something he wanted to draw) could have done
what Ferdinand did—witnessing and recording as a spectator the display of
a caprive animal as imperial booty—bur chose nor to. Diirer's audience, rhe
vast majority of which had never seen a rhinoceros, was “shown" one by the
artist, who similarly had never seen one. An important transmission, a recy-
cling, of culture has thus taken place, concerning animals, without the direct
implication in the dynamics of caprivity by either producer or consumer. If
Ferdinand was implicared at second-hand because he went to see the animal
an imperialist had captured, then Diirer is implicated ar third-hand, and his
viewers at fourth-hand: this complicity is not negligible, bur at least it lessens
at each remove. Direr's picture and rext do not in any way apologize for this
remove from nature, or attempt to atone for it or conceal it. On the contrary,
the work proudly proclaims its distance from the original subject—proudly,
because the artist is all the more talented for having produced this represen-
tation out of his own mind, without direct experience.

The enduring popularity of Diirer's Rhinoceros further restifies to the power
of an aesthetic representation derived wholly from the artist’s mind. The rhi-
noceros as Direr depicts it has striking idiosyncrasies: “the complicated cut of
the fierce beast's covering recalls those of courtly armor,” writes Eisler. “The
animal has a strangely ‘dressed’ look, like some revolting pet lovingly clad by
a proud owner." But “this personal quality is one of the many reasons why
Diiirer's print remained the definitive image of a thinoceros centuries after its
many inaccuracies and strange lictle additions—such as the spiral dorsal horn
above the shoulders. . —had been noted. ™ A contemporary of Diirer's, Hans
Burgkmair, also made a rhinoceros print the same year, but without the extra
horn and stylized armor: “Burgkmair’s more accurate rhino never caughr on.
People wanted to believe in the rhinoceros just as Diirer firse showed ir. If
nature was demonstrably different, he was right and reality was wrong.™ Joan
Barclay Llovd confirms that “Direr’s beautiful, but larpely imaginary, figure
... became the standard picture in Europe of a rhinoceros for nearly two hun-
dred years."™™® The cause of art triwvmphs in Diirer's work, and most importantly
(as Moore and her cat would appreciate), without cost to nature. Rhinoceros
had cight printings; by the seventeenth century, when the woodblock was
showing signs of decay, two Dutch printers restored the image by preparing
“an additional woodcut, inked in grey to be printed over the first one to cre-
ate a chiaroscuro effect, lengthening the old block's life and enhancing the
image's rich graphic quality to suit the new Baroque style."™
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Ditirer's work thus shows one of the consummate indications of enduring art,
the modification by artists of subsequent eras who combine both the original
and more contemporary attributes. Other subsequent representations of a rhi-
noceros indebted to Diirer's—situating viewers at a fifth-hand remove from the
oniginal animal imprisoned by Portuguese imperialists—include appearances in
Maximilian's Howrs and the triumphal arch on his coar of arms, as a statue in
Paris celebrating the ascension of King Henri [1 (1547), in sculprured reliefs in
Schimbom castle, in white china for the Porcelain Palace in Dresden (1731),
in Jan Joesten's 1660 book Caumious Descriptions of the Nature of Fower-Footed Ani-
mals, Fish and Bloodless Warer Animals, Birds, Crocodiles, Snakes, and Drvagons,
and in a silk painting based on Joesten's drawing (thus, ar sixth-hand remove
from the original), by the Japanese artist Tani Buncho in 1790.7 Diirer's image
demonserated an energy of recirculation and proliferation, exhibiting a vitality
generally absent from the cultural representation of zoo animals (as Moore's pre-
dominantly dim recollection in “The Monkeys" typifies). When a zo0 animal
dies, it is dispatched to the prosector or the glue factory and another is acquired
to replace it, whereas Moore’s and Diirer's animals have an enduring power and
worth that testify to the strength of animals’ cultural potency in a context free
from capriviry.

| like Costello's characterization of both Moore and Diirer as *realist|s] of
the imagination and not of nature.” | do not mean to argue that an animal
of the imagination is inherently better than a natural animal. Rather, an
animal of the imagination is a more fitting thing to expect from artists, from
people and for people, as a representation of nature, than an imperial ap-
propriation of the thing itself. Moore and Diirer recognize the vast potential
and also the limits of human perception, cognition, and appreciation. They
give their audience as much as they can in the realm of the imagination,
forgoing as irrelevant and inappropriate any attempt to “capture” the narural,
Moore herselfl provides a fitting terminus to the centuries of recycling Direr's
animal representation (and the dual aesthetic and environmental connora-
tions of “recycling” are appropriate—both are ways to conserve our planet’s
resources). Her "Apparition of Splendor,” about the attributes of the plain
old porcupine, begins by recalling Diirer's fabulous creature:

Partaking of the miraculous
since never known literally,
Diirer's rhinoceros
might have startled us equally
if black-and-white spined claboratcly. (158)

Moore does not mean to deny the imaginative sense of rhinocerosness
Diirer achieved when she suggests it could have been just as amazing if it
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were a porcupine. Rather, she implies that any animal transformed through
art into the realm of vivid aesthetic consciousness has an equally fabulous
potential.

Moore's poetry pays homage to the “miraculous” power of animals in
purely imaginative art, a miracle in which she invites like-minded readers
to partake.
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