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Woodcut and letterpress

119.1
H.24.8cm; W.30.2cm

GNM, inv. no. H7589, on long-term
loan from the Sammlung Bernhard
Hausmann

Photo: GNM/Georg JanBen

119. 2 (not illustrated)
H.21.2cm; W.29.8cm

Universitatsbibliothek Erlangen-Nirn-
berg, Erlangen, inv.no. H 62/AH 266

References:

Schoch, Mende, and Scherbaum
2002, pp. 420-24, cat.no. 241
(Yasmin Doosry).

1 See the essay by Benno Baumbauer
and Sven Jakstat in the present volume.

RHINOCEROS

Albrecht Diirer
Nuremberg, 1515

ore than almost any other work of art, Albrecht Diirer’s Rhinoceros woodcut epitomizes

Nuremberg’s global connectedness in the early modern period. The Indian rhinoceros that

is the subject of this print was shipped as a diplomatic gift from Goa to Lisbon in May 1515.
It caused a sensation at the royal court of Portugal. No living rhinoceros had been seen in Europe since
antiquity; they were known only from hearsay and ancient texts. That same year, Diirer created his
iconic Rhinoceros based on a description sent from Lisbon to Nuremberg, presumably accompanied by
a sketch.

Diirer, who never encountered this nor any other rhinoceros firsthand, depicted the animal in pro-
file. Above its head, he placed the title “‘RHINOCERVS,” the year of the woodcut’s creation, and his fa-
mous “AD” monogram, which identifies him as the author of the image. The rhinoceros is framed
tightly against the border lines. It appears to stand motionless, its powerful hooves firmly planted on
the patch of ground below. Bold lines describe the textures and patterning of the armor-like plates cov-
ering the animal’s body. The profile view and absence of a background cause the viewer to focus on the
subject’s physical features. For that reason, scholarship has repeatedly raised the question of whether
Diirer’s main interest lay in creating a zoologically accurate depiction, or rather in spreading the spec-
tacular story surrounding the animal. That story took a dramatic turn when, after surviving the long
journey from India to Portugal, this rhinoceros drowned in a shipwreck on its way to Rome.

It is unsurprising that news of the sensational diplomatic gift reached Nuremberg in just a few weeks
and was then quickly disseminated in the medium of woodcut. In 1505-6, Nuremberg trading firms had
been involved in a major expedition to India organized by the Portuguese crown |see cat.no.116]|. In the
same years, hastily printed pamphlets advertising Indian travel and trade were issued to attract inves-
tors for further ventures |cat.no.115|. Prints published in Nuremberg supplied the public with projec-
tions of what the people there looked like |cat.no.117|. Nurembergers were always well informed about
current events in Lisbon and the global enterprises initiated there, thanks to intermediaries such as the
cartographer Martin Behaim |see cat.nos.1,114| and the printer Valentim Fernandes, the latter being
the one who sent news of the rhinoceros to Nuremberg. With the help of Diirer’s woodcut, which has the
character of an illustrated broadsheet, the sensational story of the Indian rhinoceros spread like wild-
fire, reaching far beyond Nuremberg and southern Germany. Renditions of the motif in other visual
media are found as far away as the Colombian Andes |fig. p.29|.!

Sven Jakstat
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