
















































































































































































































































































VI I I · Diirer as a Theorist of Art 

LE "ars" in Latin and "art" in English, the German word "Kunst" had originally two 
different meanings the second of which is now all but extinct. On the one hand, it de
noted "konnen," that is, man's ability purposely to produce things or effects as nature 

produces such objects and creatures as stones, trees and butterflies, or such phenomena as rain
bows, earthquakes and thunderstorms. On the other hand, it denoted "kerinen," that is, 
theoretical knowledge or insight as opposed to practice. In the first, or wider, sense the word 
"Kunst" could be applied to the activities of any producer of things, as the architect, the 
painter, the carver, the embroiderer or the weaver; but also to the activities of any producer 
of effects, as the physician or the bee-keeper. In the second, or narrower, sense-which still 
survives in the expression "Die freien Kiinste," or "The Liberal Arts"-astronomy could be 

called "Kunst der Stern" ("art of the stars"); the Biblical phrase "lignum scientiae boni et 
mali" ("the tree of knowledge of good and evil") could be translated with "Der Baum der 
Kunst des Guten und Bosen"; and when Diirer wished to express the idea that a good painter 
needed both theoretical insight and practical skill he could do it, as we remember from our 
discussion of the Melencolia I, by saying that he had to combine "Kunst" and "Brauch." 

"Art" in the narrower sense, then, is a prerequisite of art in the wider sense, and this idea 
is by no means peculiar to the Renaissance. The Middle Ages, which did not yet distinguish 
between the "Fine Arts" and humbler crafts and skills, emphatically recognized the fact that 
the practice of painting, sculpture, illumination, metal work, and, most particularly, carpen· 
try and architecture needed some sort of theoretical foundation, a "recta ratio aliquorum 
faciendorum operum," as Thomas Aquinas puts it; we still possess a number of medieval 
treatises on art, ranging from the eleventh to the fifteenth century, which supply informa
tion as to the handling of all kinds of media, the methods of draftsmanship, iconographical 
types, the plans and ornaments of buildings, the elements of mechanical engineering, and, 
above all, geometry. Theophilus's Schedula diversarum artium, Villard de Honnecourt's 
"Album," Jean Le Begue's "Treatise" on various arts, Martin Roriczer's Biichlein von der 
Fialen Gerechtigkeit, the "Painter's Manual" of Mount Athos-which, though compiled as 
late as in the sixteenth or seventeenth century, yet contains a considerable amount of genuine 
medieval workshop lore-and the Geometria deutsch of about 1500 are known to all. 

However, these and similar treatises are to the writings of Leone Battista Alberti, Piero 
della Francesca, Francesco di Giorgio Martini and Leonardo da Vinci as the pharmacopoeia is 
to a work on biochemistry. As the pharmacopoeia tells the druggist how to compound and 
how to use his drugs, but does not furnish any scientific explanation for their action on the 
human body, so do the medieval manuals give instructions according to which a man may work, 
but do not attempt to derive them from general principles or to support them by verifiable 

i 
'I 

MEDIEVAL AND RENAISSANCE ART THEORY 243 

facts. They constitute, in short, a· code of rules but not a theory, much less a "science" as 
envisaged by Leonardo da Vinci. 

A medieval treatise on architecture, for instance, whether covering the whole field or con· 
centrating on a special problem, shows only what things can be done and how they should be 
done; it makes no attempt to explain to the reader why they have to be done in this peculiar 
way, let alone to supply him with a system of general concepts on the basis of which he may 
cope with problems not yet foreseen by the writer. The reader is given praiseworthy examples 
of groundplans, elevations, structural details, ornaments, etc., partly selected from existing 
monuments and partly invented by the author himself; he is informed about the right way of 
joining the stones in a compound pier or erecting a scaffold; and he is taught such indispen· 
sable methods of geometrical drawing as parallel projection, magnification and reduction, 
construction of regular polygons, etc.; but he is not given a "theory of architecture." 

This was precisely what a writer like Leone Battista Alberti proposed to do. Basing him
self on Vitruvius, but varying, expanding and even correcting him in all directions, he derives 
his prescriptions from general principles such as practical purpose, convenience, order, sym· 
metry and optical appearance. He divides the tasks of the architect in different classes which, 
taken together, form a coherent and comprehensive system from city-planning to the construc
tion of fireplaces, and he tries to corroborate his statements both by deductive, though natu· 
rally not always critical, reasoning and by historical evidence. 

When we turn to treatises on the representational arts the difference between the medi
eval and the modern point of view becomes still more evident. In the Middle Ages paintings 
and sculptures were not thought of in relation to a natural object which they seek to imitate 
but rather in relation to the formative process by which they come into being, namely, the 
projection of an "idea" existing in-though by no means "created" by-the artist's mind 
into a visible and tangible substance. Master Eckhart's painter paints a rose, as Dante draws 
the figure of an angel, not "from life" but from the "image in his soul"; and in the excep
tional cases in which the procedure of the imitative arts was considered with regard to their 
relation to a visible model, this model was conceived, not as a natural object but as an 
"exemplar" or "simile"-that is, as another work of art which served as a pattern. "An artist 
conceives the form, after which he wishes to work, from some other work of art which he has 
seen," says Thomas Aquinas, and thereby relieves the individual artist of the necessity of 

facing nature itself. 
The Renaissance, on the contrary, established and unanimously accepted what seems to 

be the most obvious, and actually is the most problematic dogma of aesthetic theory: the 
dogma that the work of art is the direct and faithful representation of a natural object. "And 
thou must know," writes Durer, "the more accurately one approaches nature by way of 
imitation, the better and more artistic thy work becomes." Treatises on sculpture and painting, 
therefore, could no longer be limited to supplying generally accepted patterns and recipes but 
had to equip the artist for his individual struggle with reality. 
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This equipment had to be twofold. Since the artist was supposed to "reproduce" the things 
in nature "as they are" he had to be informed, first, as to how they are; and, second, as to 
how they can be reproduced. The art theory of the Renaissance, then, was faced with two 
main problems, one material and the other formal or representational. On the one hand, it 
had to furnish scientific information about the natural phenomena themselves: about the 
structure and function of the human body, the expression of human emotions, the character
istics of plants and animals, the action of light and atmosphere on solid bodies, etc. On the" 
other hand, it had to develop a scientific process by which the sum total of these phenomena 
-that is, three-dimensional space in general and any three-dimensional object in particular 
-could be correctly represented, or rather reconstructed, on a two-dimensional surface. The 
first of these pursuits falls clearly within the province of what we now know as the natural 
sciences; but since these were practically non-existent by the end of the Middle Ages, the 
theorists of art themselves had to become the first natural scientists. Antonio Pollaiuolo dis
sected corpses when professional physicians still lectured and were lectured to on the basis of 
Galen and Avicenna; Leonardo da Vinci laid the foundations of modern anatomy, mechanics, 
geology and meteorology, and Galileo owes more to him than to all the commentaries on 
Aristotle's Physics. The second pursuit was of a purely mathematical character: it resulted in 
that discipline which more than anything else deserves the title of a specific Renaissance 
phenomenon, perspective. 

Durer was the first artist who, brought up in late-medieval workshops of the North, fell 
under the spell of art theory as it had evolved in Italy. It is in his development as a theorist 
of art that we can study in vitro, as it were, the transition from a convenient code of instruc
tions to a systematic and formulated body of knowledge. And it is in his contributions to this 
body of knowledge, written and printed, that we can witness the birth of German scientific 
prose. 

The Italians had, since Dante, a language refined and flexible enough to do justice to 
technical details as well as to poetic and philosophical thought. In Durer's period, the German 
language had not yet reached what may be called a scholarly stage. The German of such 
semi-scientific treatises as Calendars, Herbaries, booklets on health or, for that matter, the 
Geometria deutsch, was of the crudest. The humanists wrote all of their books and pamphlets, 
and most of their letters, in Latin, and it was only in the field of religious, not scholarly or 
scientific, prose that the recalcitrant medium of the German language-made pliable, as it 
were, by the heat of a fervent mystical emotion-had yielded such masterpieces as Suso's or 
Master Eckhart's German Sermons; but even Master Eckhart wrote his more esoteric treatises 
in Latin. 

Durer, in his touching modesty, had thought of asking Pirckheimer and other humanistic 
friends to perfect his language and, more particularly, to write his Prefaces for him. But the 
res~lt was a dismal failure. Pirckheimer could write a very witty and straightforward German 
style in his private letters; but as soon as he tried to be "literary" he waxed rhetorical. He 
tried to duplicate the sonorous phrases of Ciceronian Latin in turgid sentences full of learned 
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allusions and elaborate metaphors and so complicated in structure as to become, at times, all 
but unintelligible-not to mention the humanistic habit of praising one's own performance at 
the expense of forerunners and "envious" competitors. 

Thus Durer, like Luther, had to create a German language of his own. Like Luther, he 
took a more or less standardized chancery style as a basis and infused life into it, not by a 
futile attempt at humanistic oratory but, on the contrary, by listening to the man in the 
street-"one must look people on the mouth," as Luther picturesquely puts it-and by tap
ping the sources of religious prose. For abstract mathematical concepts he used the graphic 
expressions which had been handed down from generation to generation of artisans-for 
instance: "Fischblase" ("fish's bladder") and "der neue Mondschein" ("crescent") for the 
figures resulting from the intersection of two circles, "Eberzahne" ("boar's teeth") for angles 
formed by circular arcs, "Ortstrich" ("corner stroke") for diagonal-and coined new terms 
on similar principles, e.g., "Gabellinie" ("fork line") for hyperbola, "Brennlinie" ("burning 
line") for parabola, "Schneckenlinie" ("snail line") for spiral, and so on. The "influxus 
sublimiores" ("influences from above") which play such a prominent part in Nco-Platonic 
literature were rendered, after the fashion of Suso and Eckhart, as "obere Eingiessungen"; 
and Ficino's "thesaurus penetralibus suis absconditus" was transformed, according to Luther's 
free translation of Matthew, xn: 35, into "der heimliche Schatz des Herzens" ("the secret 
treasure of the heart"). 

In the end the "poor painter" not only managed to describe complicated geometrical con
structions more briefly, more clearly and more exhaustively than any professional mathema
tician of his time, but also expressed historical facts and philosophical ideas in a prose style no 
less "classic" than Luther's translation of the Bible. Durer writes: "Wie alt nun diese Kunst 
sei, wer sie erstlich erfunden hab, in was Ehren und Wirden sfe etwan bei den Kriechen und 
Romern gewest sei, wie auch ein guter Maler oder Werkmann geschickt soli sein, davon ist 
jet; ohn Not zu schreiben. Wer aber das Wiss~n zu haben begehrt, der lese Plinium und 
Vitruvium" ("But how old this art may be, who may have invented it, in what honor and 
esteem it may have been held by the Greeks and Romans, and how a good painter or craftsman 
should be equipped: of this there is not need to write here; whoever desires to know about 
that may read Pliny and Vitruvius"). Pirckheimer had proposed the following: "Das Alles 
die Alten vergangner Jahr nit unfruchtbar vermerkt, bei Kriechen sunderlich, auch Romern 
mehr dann andern Nationen geachtt. Haben die Werkleut derselbigen hoch gepreist, geliebt 
und belohnt, unter denen Phidias, Praxitelles, Apelles, Policletus, Parhasi_l!_s, Lisippus und 
ander Fu,rtreffende diese Kunst fleissig ersucht, grundlich erfunden und endlich mit uber
treffenden ihren Werken lieblich, wunderlich und zemal kunstlich angezeigt und an Tag 
gebracht, _dodurch sie nit allein zu Aufnehmen Lobs, Reichtum, Liebung der Volker bekom
men, sunder mehr tapfer Freiungen, unsterblich Gedachtnis der edlen achtbaren Historici 
und Poeten haben erobert, sind auch Etlich zu der Spitz der zielichen Ehrung, Aufrichtung 
gebildter Siiulen, erhaben" ("All this having been noticed, not unfruitfully, by the Ancients 
of bygone years, it [sci!., the knowledge of proportions] was highly esteemed, especially by 
the Greeks, but also by the Romans, more than by other nations. They highly praised, loved 
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and rewarded their craftsmen, among whom Phidias, Praxiteles, Apelles, Polyclitus, Parrha
sius, Lysippus and other outstanding men industriously investigated, soundly ascertained and 
finally, by their excellent works, beautifully, marvelously and altogether artistically ex~ 
pounded and manifested this art, whereby they not only acquired fame, wealth and the love 
of the peoples but also attained to many brave privileges [ ~] and to the immortal memory of 
the noble, praiseworthy historici and poets, some of them having been raised to the acme 
of temporal honor, the erection of carved monuments"). 

Durer says: "Dieweil ich nun in keinen Zweifel setz, ich werde allen Kunstliebhabenden 
und denen, so zu lehren Begierd haben, hierin einen Gefallen tun, muss ich dem Neid, so 
nichts ungestraft Hisst, seinen gewohnlichen Gang lassen und antworten, class gar vielleichter 
sei ein Ding zu tadeln dann selbs zu erfinden" ("Since I have no doubt that I shall do a favor 
to all art lovers and those who are eager to learn I must leave it to envy, which leaves 
nothing uncensured, to take its usual course and only answer that it is very much easier to 
blame a thing than to invent it"). Pirckheimer had suggested: "Dazu nit allein mir geborn 

[Lucanus, Pharsalia, n, 383], diesen als bluhende Samen in dorngem unfruchtbarm Erdrich 
erstellet von Manniglich ungeachtt belie be, mittheile ich itzund solch mein viel fleissig erfahrn, 
lang, herzlich Muhe und Arbeit allen itz und kummenden Kunstnern, verhoffende, sie mir 
( wiewol Unbekannten) in rechtet Gunst, Lieb und Freundschaft ewig zu verbinden. Aber 
dieweil das durchdringend sterblich Vergift nachredender, gespitter Zungen allzeit bereit ist 
auszefliessen, dadurch aile Werk, wie gut, nutzlich die sein, gemeinglichen verunreint und 
aufgeblasen werden, bin jedoch solcher Zuversicht, dits mein Buchlein durch das unversehrt 
gifttriebig Einhorn der mehren und gerechtern Urtheilern solcher todtlicher Verletzung muge 
entfliehen" ("Also, not having been born for myself alone, and lest all this, like blossoming 
seeds sown in thorny, sterile land, be disregarded by one and all, I now communicate this my 
studiously experienced, long and whole-hearted labor and care to all artists present and future, 
hoping to tie them to myself eternally-although I am unknown to them-by true good-will, 
love and friendship. But while the penetrating, deadly poison of slandering, pointed tongues 
is always ready to flow forth, whereby all works, however good and useful they may be, are 
commonly polluted and blown up, yet I am confident that this my little book may escape such 
deadly injury by the scatheless, poison-chasing unicorn of more and fairer judges"). 

That "envy" has a place in Durer's own version at all is his only concession to his erudite 
friends; for, in a letter to another humanist-perhaps Banns Ebner-who had also tried his 
hand at a Preface for the Vier Bucher von Menschlicher Proportion the thought of envy had 
been rejected altogether. Durer's letter-accompanied by many apologies for his criticism, 
and bearing witness both to his good taste and intellectual honesty-reads, in part, as fol
lows: "Sir, I beseech you kindly to formulate the Preface as indicated below: first, I desire 
that no glory nor pride be sensed therein; secondly, that no mention at all be made of envy; 
thirdly, that nothing be talked about but that which is contained in these Books; fourthly, 
that no use be made of subject matter stolen from other books; fifthly, that I prescribe only 
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to our German youths; sixthly, that I highly praise the Italians with regard to their nudes 
and, above all, to perspective." 

FoR PERSPECTIVE, in the sense of a scientific theory, Durer was indeed much indebted to the 
Italians. During the early and high Middle Ages the reconstruction of three-dimensional 
space on a two-dimensional plane had not constituted a problem. The "picture" had been 
conceived as a material surface covered with lines and colors which could be interpreted 
as tokens or symbols of three-dimensional objects, and a wavy strip of green or brown had 
been sufficient to indicate the ground on which the figures, trees and houses were placed. 
In the course of the fourteenth century, however, the forms appearing on the surface came 
to be thought of as something existing behind the surface until Leone Battista Alberti could 
liken the picture to a "transparent window through which we look out into a section of the 
visible world." Objects of equal size began to diminish as they moved away from the be
holder; the walls, floors and ceilings which delimited an interior, or the ground on which 
were disposed the elements of a landscape, began to "recede" toward the background; and 
such lines as were at right angles to the picture plane ("orthogonals") developed into per
spective "vanishing lines" which tended to converge toward one center. 

Around 1340 (in the Northern countries about thirty years later) this center had already 
assumed the character of a single "vanishing point" in which the "orthogonals" converged 
with mathematical precision, at least within one unobstructed plane; and as early as about 
1420-2 5 it had been observed that the horizontal lines of a cubiform building set slantwise 
into space seemed to converge toward two points symmetrically located on one horizontal 
("Perspectiva cornuta"). True, the "perspective" image thus developed-and, in part, 
already constructible by means of a ruler or a tight cord f~stened to a pin-was not yet 
unified, and it was not yet possible to determine the corre~t sequence of equidistant trans
versals; Alberti expressly condemns a practice, apparently still in vogue about 1435, by 
which the intervals between one transversal and the next were mechanically, and of course 
mistakenly, diminished by one-third each. But even these problems could be solved, and 
were solved by the Flemish painters of the fifteenth century, on a purely empirical basis. In 
the 'fifties it was discovered that all orthogonals, and not only those located in one plane, 
had to converge in one "vanishing point" which thus established the "general horizon" of 
the picture; and the problem of determining the gradual diminution of equidistant trans
versals was solved by the simple device of running an oblique line across the converging 
orthogonals. Such an oblique line, it was reasoned, would cut the converging "orthogonals" 
so as t6 form the common diagonal of a continuous row of small, equal squares which would 
automatically determine the correct sequence of as many transversals (text ill. 2). It was 

·.also discovered that this diagonal would intersect the "horizon" at the same point as the 
diagonals'of the adjacent rows of small squares, thus constituting a "lateral vanishing point"; 
that the foreshortening of the whole system became the sharper the smaller the distance 
between this "lateral vanishing point" and the "central vanishing point" (that is to say, the 
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point of convergence of the "orthogonals"); and that, if diagonals were drawn from left to 
right as well as from right to left, the two "lateral vanishing points" were equidistant from 
the "central vanishing point." 

--------------------------~ 
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2. Empirical Perspective Construction of a "Checker-Board Floor" 

These draftsmanlike methods were later codified by that Johannes Viator, or Jean 
Pelerin, who has already been mentioned in connection with Durer's Presentation of Christ 
(fig. 144) and Martyrdom of the Ten Thousand (fig. 166), and whose De artificiali per
spec/iva, in spite of its late date (ISOS, second edition 1509), is still a representative of the 
pattern-and-recipe type of art-theoretical treatise. But they were known already by the last 
third of the fifteenth century, and they were quite sufficient to ensure perfectly "correct" 
perspective representations. Dirk Bouts's Last Supper of 1464-67 is already as impeccably 
constructed as any painting by an I tal ian Quattrocento master, and the same is true, as we 
remember, of every one of Durer's works executed after about 1500. 

yet Durer undertook, in I so6, a special trip to Bologna-well over a hundred miles from 
Venice-"for the sake of 'art' in secret perspective which some one wants to teach me." 
After such engravings as "Weihnachten" (fig. 116) and such woodcuts as the aforemen
tioned Presentation Durer did not need any instruction in perspective as far as its practical 
application was concerned. What he was after was the theoretical foundation of a process 
which he had thus far learned only empirically, and this is exactly what he tried to express 
by saying that he wished to be instructed, not in perspective, but in "Kunst in heimlicher 
Perspectiva"-"Kunst" meaning, as we now know, theoretical knowledge or rational under
standing as opposed to mere practice. This knowledge was indeed a "secret" insofar as it 
had not yet been divulged in any printed book; but it had been accessible to experts for almost 
exactly three-quarters of a century: it was the method traditionally, and in all probability 
justly, ascribed to the great architect Filippo Brunelleschi. 

The procedure culminating in Dirk Bouts's Last Supper and Durer's pre-Venetian prints 
had resulted from a more and more successful schematization of such patterns-foreshortened 
floors and ceilings, receding walls, etc.-as had been handed down by tradition or were 
perceived by direct observation. It had developed quite independently of that mathematical 
analysis of the process of vision which was known as '01rnK7} or "Optica" in classical An-
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tiquity, and as "Prospectiva" or "Perspectiva" in the Latin Middle Ages. This discipline
formulated by Eu~lid, developed by Geminus, Damianus, Heliodorus of Larissa and others, 
transmitted to the western Middle Ages by the Arabs, and exhaustively treated by such 
scholastic writers as Robert Grosseteste, Roger Bacon, Vitellio and Peckham-attempted to 
express in geometrical theorems the exact relation between the real quantities found in objects 
and the apparent quantities which constitute our visual image. It was based on the assumption 
that objects are perceived by straight visual rays converging in the eye-so that the visual sys
tem can be described as a cone or pyramid having the object as its base and the eye as its apex 
-and that the apparent size of any real magnitude, and thereby the configuration of the en
tire visual image, depends on the width of the corresponding angle at the apex of said pyramid 
or cone ("visual angle"). 

Classical "Optica" and medieval "Prospectiva," then, were no more concerned with 
problems of artistic representation than the representational methods of Jan van Eyck, 
Petrus Cristus or Dirk Bouts were based on the doctrines of scholastic writers. A few of these, 
to wit Grosseteste and Roger Bacon, could already develop optical instruments-apparently 
not unlike our refracting telescopes-by means of which "that which is near and big can be 
made to appear very distant and small and vice versa, so that it is possible to read small let
ters from an incredible distance and to count grains of sand, seeds or other diminutive ob
jects"; but no one thought of applying the Euclidian theory of vision to the problems of 
graphic representation. This was precisely what Brunelleschi proposed to do. He conceived the 
truly revolutionary idea of intersecting the Euclidian pyramid by a plane inserted between 
the object and the eye, and thereby "projecting" the visual image on this surface just as a 
lens projects a picture on the screen or on a photographic film 9r.plate. A pictorial representa
tion thus came to be defined as "a cross-section through the visual pyramid or cone" (''l'inter
segazione della piramide visiva," as Leone Battista Alberti puts it, or "a plane, transparent in
tersection of all those rays which travel from the eye to the object it sees," to translate the 
formula adopted by Durer). To ensure perspective correctness one had only to evolve a 
method of constructing this cross-section by means of a compass and a ruler, and this was 
the essence of the new "Painter's Perspective" ( "Prospectiva pingendi" or "Prospectiva 
artificialis") in contradistinction to which the old-time theory of vision came to be called 
"Prospectiva naturalis." 

In its original and comprehensive form-described, as far as the wntmgs of the 
fifteenth century are concerned, only in the admirable De prospectiva pingendi by Piero 
della Francesca which was composed between 1470 and 1490 but was not printed until 
1899-this Brunelleschian construction requires two preparatory drawings, the elevation and 
~he groundplan of the whole visual system. In each of these, the visual pyramid or cone is 
represented by a triangle having its apex in a point standing for the eye while the projection 
(or picture) plane is represented by a vertical intersecting this triangle. In the elevation 
drawing the object has to be shown in a vertical diagram, and in the groundplan in a hori
zontal diagram. Either diagram is connected with the point representing the eye, and the 
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points of intersection between the connecting lines and the vertical will determine the required 
set of values, namely, the vertical and transversal quantities of the perspective image. The 
latter can be constructed by simply combining these two sets in a third and final drawing 
(text ill. 3). 
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3· Systematic Perspective Construction of a Three-Dimensional Body 
("Costruzione legittima") 

Since this "costruzione legittima" requires two diagrams of the object, one horizontal 
and one vertical, it presupposes a familiarity with the method of parallel projection by 
which any required diagram can be developed from any two others, provided that they are 
located in planes at right angles to each other. This method had already been practiced by 
the medieval architects and had been dealt with in their treatises. But it had now to be 
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applied to the human body in movement instead of being restricted to buildings and archi· 
tectural details, and thus developed into a special branch of Renaissance art theory indis· 
pensable both for the study of human proportions and for the application of the "costruzione 
legittima." It was extensively treated in Piero della Francesca's De prospectiva pingendi; 
it was practiced by Leonardo and his pupils; and if we can believe Giovanni Paolo Lomazzo, 
it was almost a speciality with other Milanese theoreticians such as Vincenzo Foppa and 
Bartolommeo Suardi, called Bramantino. 

Needless to say, this "costruzione legittima," born in the mind of an architect who thought 
in terms of elevations and ground plans, was too unwieldy for actual use. In practice, not even 
the most conscientious of painters would ever construct individual objects, let alone figures, 
by first developing two diagrams and then projecting these on the picture plane. It was 
deemed sufficient to build up a three-dimensional system of coordinates in foreshortening 
which enabled the artist to determine the relative magnitude, though not the shape, of 
any object he might wish to render. Such a system could easily be developed from a fore· 
shortened square correctly divided into a number of smaller squares; and to obtain this 
basic square, or rather checkerboard-a problem solved by the Northern artists on purely 
empirical grounds, as we have seen-was the purpose of that "abbreviated construction" 
which was actually used by the Italian Quattrocento painters. It was described by Leone 
Battista Alberti, and, later on, by Piero della Francesca, Pomponius Gauricus and Leonardo 
da Vinci, and its practical application can be observed in drawings by Paolo Uccello and 
Leonardo himself. This abbreviated method begins with the procedure already followed in 
the "pre·Brunelleschian" period: the front line of the future basic square is divided into 
an arbitrary number of equal parts, and the dividing point~,are connected with the central 
"vanishing point" P. But now the sequence of the equidist~nt transversals is determined on 
a strictly Euclidian basis, that is to say, by superimposing the now familiar profile elevation 
of the visual cone or pyramid upon the system of vanishing lines: we erect a vertical
representing the picture plane-at one of the front corners of the future basic square and 
assume, on the horizontal determined by the vanishing point, a point representing the eye. 
When we connect this point with the terminals and dividing points of the front line of the 
future basic square, the points of intersection between the connecting lines and the vertical 
will indic~te, on the latter, the correct sequence of equidistant transversals (text ill. 4). 

We do not know the name of Durer's "teacher" in Bologna. But whoever he was, he must 
have been .both well-informed and communicative. When Diirer returned from Venice he 
was acquainted with the "costruzione legittima" a written description of which could be 

, found~ as we have seen, only in the unpublished treatise by Piero della Francesca; with 
Fiero's elegant method of transferring any given planimetrical figure from an unfore· 
shortened square into a foreshortened one; and, more important, with his fundamental defini· 
tion of "perspectiva artificialis" as such: "Perspective is a branch of painting which comprises 
five parts: the first is the organ of sight, viz., the eye; the second is the form of the object seen; 
the third is the distance between the eye and the object; the fourth are the lines which start 
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from the surface of the object and go to the eye; the fifth is the plane which is between the eye 
and the object wherever one intends to place [that is, on which one wishes to project] the 
objects." In addition, Durer shows himself informed about such methods and devices as were 

A B C D E F 

cU..t.:.nc..e b e.twee.-.. ~ .. 
<11\.d. proj e.c..4.c> n. pl..a.n.e. 

4· Systematic, but Abbreviated Perspective Construction of a 
"Checker-Board Floor" (called by Diirer "Der nahere Weg") 

common to all Italian theoreticians of perspective, but had received, at least in part, the 
especial attention of the Milanese theoreticians. He knew the "abbreviated construction" first 
described by Alberti; parallel projection as applied to the human figure; apparatuses enabling 
the artist to draw directly from nature and yet to achieve "approximate" perspective ac· 
curacy; and the geometrical construction of cast-shadows, a speciality of Leonardo da Vinci. 
His "teacher," then, must have been a man familiar with both Fiero della Francesca and 
the theorists of Milan. This applies to the two most plausible candidates thus far proposed, 
the mathematician Luca Pacioli and the great architect Donato Bramante; but it may also 
have been true of many a nameless painter or professor of Bologna University. 

Characteristically, most of Durer's drawings dealing with problems of perspective date 
from the years betweeniSio and ISIS-the period of the Melencolia I (I700-17o6). The 
final presentation of the subject, however, is found at the end of the Fourth Book of his 
treatise on Geometry, the Underweysung der Messung mit dem Zirckel un Richtscheyt of 
IS2S (revised edition 1S38). Here Durer teaches: first, the "costruzione legittima," illus
trated by a cube placed on a square and lighted so as to serve, at the same time, as an example 
for the construction of cast-shadows; second, the "abbreviated construction" which he 
happily calls "der nahere Weg" ("the shorter route") ; third (in the revised edition only), 
Fiero della Francesca's method of transferring planimetrical figures from the unforeshortened 
into the foreshortened square; fourth, two (in the revised edition, four) apparatuses to en
sure an approximative correctness by mechanical instead of mathematical means. 

Two of these apparatuses (361 and 364) were already known to Alberti, Leonardo and 
Bramantino. The eye of the observer is fixed by a sight, and between it and the object is 
inserted either a glass plate (fig. 310) or a frame divided into small squares by a net 
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of black thread ( "graticola" or grill, as Alberti calls it). In the first case, an approximately 
correct picture can be obtained by simply copying the contours of the model as they appear 
on the glass plate and then transferring them to the panel or drawing sheet by means of 
tracing; in the second case the image perceived by the artist is divided into small units 
whose content can easily be entered upon a paper divided into a corresponding system of 
squares. The other two apparatuses-one invented by one Jacob Keser, the other apparently 
by Durer himself-are nothing but improvements on the ones already described. Keser's 
device (363) removes the difficulty that the distance between the eye and the glass plate 
can never exceed the length of the artist's arm, which entails an undesirably sharp fore
shortening: the human eye is replaced by the eye of a big needle, driven into the wall, to 
which is fastened a piece of string with a sight at the other end; the operator can then "take 
aim" at the characteristic points of the object and mark them on the glass plate with the 
perspective situation determined, not by the position of his eye but by that of the needle. 
The last apparatus (362) eliminates the human eye altogether: it consists, again, of a needle 
driven into the wall and a piece of string, but the piece of string has a pin on one end and 
a weight on the other; between the eye of the needle and the object is placed a wooden frame 
within which every point can be determined by two movable threads crossing each other 
at right angles. When the pin is put on a certain point of the object the place where the string 
passes through the frame determines the location of that point within the future picture. 
This point is fixed by adjusting the two movable threads and is at once entered upon a piece 
of paper hinged to the frame; and by a repetition of this process the whole object may be 
transferred gradually to the drawing sheet (fig. 311 ). 

APART FROM THIS TECHNICAL INVENTION Durer added nothiEg to the science of perspective 
as developed by the Italians. Yet the last section of his "Unterweisung der Messung" is 
memor~ble in two respects. First, it is the first literary document in which a strictly repre
sentational problem received a strictly scientific treatment at the hands of a Northerner; 
none of Durer's forerunners and few of his contemporaries had any understanding of the 
fact that the rules for the construction of a perspective picture are based on the Euclidian 
concept of the visual pyramid or cone, and it is a remarkable fact that the methods taught in 
a treatise by one Hieronymus Rodier, published as late as 1S31 and even reprinted in 1546, 
are partly purely empirical and partly downright wrong. Second, it emphasizes, by its very 
place at the end of a "Course in the Art of Measurement with Compass and Ruler," that 
perspective is not a technical discipline destined to remain subsidiary to painting or architec
ture~, b~t an import~nt branch of mathematics, capable of being developed into what is now 
known as general projective geometry. 

·c The· Preface of this "Course in the Art of Measurement," which, like the Treatise on 
Human Proportions, is dedicated to Pirckheimer, is the first public statement of Durer's 
lifelong conviction, to be repeated many a time and alluded to in our discussions at various 
points: that -the German painters were equal to all others in practical skill ("Brauch") and 
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power of imagination ("Gewalt"), but that they were inferior to the Italians-who had 
"rediscovered, two hundred years ago, the art revered by the Greeks and Romans and forgot· 
ten for a thousand years"-in a rational knowledge ("Kunst") which would prevent them 
from "errors" and "wrongness" in their work. "And since geometry is the right foundation of 
all painting," Durer continues, "I have decided to teach its rudiments and principles to all 
youngsters eager for art .... I hope that this my undertaking will not be criticized by any 
reasonable man, for ... it may benefit not only the painters but also goldsmiths, sculptors, 
stonemasons, carpenters and all those who have to rely on measurement." 

The "Unterweisung" is, therefore, still a book for practical use and not a treatise on 
pure mathematics. Durer wanted to be understood by artists and artisans. It has already 
been mentioned that he appropriated their ancient technical language and took it as a model 
for his own. He liked to explain the practical implications of a given proposition even if he 
had to interrupt his systematic context, as when he teaches how to use the constructed spiral 
for capitals or for a foliated crozier. He refrains from learned divagations and gives only 
one example-the first in German literature-of a strict mathematical proof. But on the 
other hand his erudite friends kept him informed of those new ideas and problems which
to quote from the excellent Johannes Werner to whom Durer appears to be indebted in 
more than one respect-"had wandered from Greece to the Latin geometricians of this age." 
Besides his first-hand knowledge of Euclid, he had established contact with the thought of 
Archimedes, Hero, Sporus, Ptolemy and Apollonius; and, more important, he was, him
self, a natural-born geometrician. He had a clear idea of the infinite (for instance when he 
says that a straight line "can be prolonged unendingly or at least can be thought of in this 
way" or when he distinguished between parallelism and asymptotic convergence) ; he em
phasized the basic difference between a geometrical figure in the abstract and its concrete 
realization in pen and ink (the mathematical point, he says, is not a "dot," however small, 
but can be "mentally located so high or so low that we cannot even reach there physically," 
and what applies to the point applies a fortiori to lines) ; he never confused exact with ap
proximate constructions (the former ones being correct "demonstrative," the latter ones 
merely "mechanice"); and he presented his material in perfect methodical order. 

The First Book, beginning with the usual definitions, deals with the problems of linear 
geometry, from the straight line up to those algebraic curves which were to occupy the great 
mathematicians of the seventeenth century; Durer even ventures upon the construction of 
helices, conchoids ("Muschellinie," "shell line") and epicycloids ("Spinnenlinie," "spider 
line"). One of the most interesting features of the First Book is the first discussion in 
German of conic sections, the theory of which had just been revived on the basis of classical 
sources. 'l:'here can be little doubt that Durer owes his familiarity with Apollonius's terms 
and definitions (parabola, hyperbola and ellipse) to the aforesaid Johannes Werner who 
lived in Nuremberg, and whose valuable Libel/us super viginti duobus elementis conicis had 
appeared in 1522, three years before the "Unterweisung der Messung." But Durer ap
proached the problem in a manner quite different from that of Werner, or, for that matter, 

THEORY OF CURVES; TWO-DIMENSIONAL FIGURES 255 

of any professional mathematician. Instead of investigating the mathematical properties 
of the parabola, hyperbola and ellipse, he tried to construct them just as he had tried to 
construct his spirals and epicycloids; and this he achieved by the ingenious application of 
a method familiar to every architect and carpenter but never before applied to the solution 
of a purely mathematical problem, let alone the ultra-modern problem of the conic sections: 
the method of parallel projection. He represented the cone, cut as the case may be, in side 
elevation and groundplan and transferred a sufficient number of points from the former 
into the latter. Then the normal hyperbola-produced by a section parallel to the axis of 
the cone--can be directly read off when a front elevation is developed from the two other 
diagrams, while parabolas and ellipses, produced by oblique sections and therefore appearing 
in a reduction in any diagram except the side elevation, must be obtained by proportionately 
expanding their main axes. Crude though it is, this method, which may be called a genetic 
as opposed to a descriptive one, announces, in a way, the procedure of analytical geometry 
and did not fail to attract the attention of Kepler who, with a smile, refers to the only mistake 
in Durer's analysis. Like any schoolboy, Durer found it hard to imagine that an ellipse 
is a perfectly symmetrical figure. He was unable to get away from the idea that it should 
widen in proportion with the widening of the cone, and he involuntarily twisted the con• 
struction until it resulted, not in an orthodox ellipse but in an "Eierlinie" ("egg line"), 
narrower at the top than at the bottom (text ill. 5). Even with Durer's primitive methods 
the error could have been easily avoided. That it was committed, not only illustrates a 
significant conflict between abstract geometrical thought and visual imagination, but also 
proves the independence of Durer's researches. After the publication of his book he invented 
an ingenious compass which would have saved him from this error (1711): but, needless to 
say, this instrument solves the problem of the ellipse only "mechanice," not "demonstrative." 

The Second Book proceeds from one-dimensional to twoidimensional figures, with special 
emphasis on the "quadratura circuli" and the construction of such regular polygons as cannot 
be developed from the square and the equilateral triangle, viz., the pentagon, the enneagon, 
etc. Of these, only the pentagon (which also furnishes the decagon) and the pentecaidecagon, 
or fifteen-sided figure, had been treated in classical times; the pentagon because it is the 
basic element of one of the "Platonic" solids, namely, the dodecahedron; and the pente
caidecagon because it was necessary for the construction of an angle of 24 degrees, then 
generally considered as the correct measurement of the obliquity of the ecliptic. In the 
Middle Ages, however, the problem had gained a wider and more practical importance. Both 
Islamic and Gothic decoration-and, after the invention of firearms, fortification-required 
methods of constructing all kinds of regular polygons. Durer, in fact, at once proceeds to 
develop these into tracery patterns and to combine them into "pavements" which anticipate 
Kepler's "Congruentia figurarum harmonicarum" in the Second Book of his Harmonices 
mundi libri V. The medieval constructions of these polygons were, of course, approximate; 
but they were, and had to be, simple, preferably not even calling for a change in the opening 
of the compass (which had no device to recapture an opening once changed) ; and it was 

.. 
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5· Diirer's Construction of the Ellipse 

Durer rather than Leonardo-who also tried his hand at the construction of the more compli
cated regular polygons-who transmitted these constructions to the future. 

The construction of the regular pentagon, for instance, is not described by Durer accord
ing to Euclid. He gives, instead, the less well known but likewise exact construction of 
Ptolemy and, in addition, an approximate construction "with the opening of the compass 
unchanged" which, but for him, would have remained forever buried in the Geometria 
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deutsch; and his approximate construction of the enneagon (the exact construction of which 
is impossible) is not described in any written source but was taken over directly, as we happen 
to know, from the tradition of the "ordinary workmen" ("tagliche Arbeiter"). Thus the 
"Unterweisung der Messung," published in Latin in 1532, 1535 and 1605, served, so to 
speak, as a revolving door between the temple of mathematics and the market square. While 
it familiarized the coopers and cabinetmakers with Euclid and Ptolemy, it also familiarized 
the professional mathematicians with what may be called "workshop geometry." It is largely 
due to its influence that constructions "with the opening of the compass unchanged" became 
a kind of obsession with the Italian geometricians of the later sixteenth century, and Durer's 
construction of the pentagon was to stimulate the imaginations of men like Cardano, Tar
taglia, Benedetti, Galileo, Kepler, and that Pietro Antonio Cataldi who wrote a whole mono
graph on the "Modo di formare un pentagono ... descritto da Alberto Durero" (Bologna, 
1570). 

The Third Book of the "Unterweisung," on the other hand, is of purely practical char
acter. It is intended to illustrate the application of geometry to the concrete tasks of archi
tecture, engineering, decoration and typography. Durer was an admiring student of Vitruvius 
-we still possess his German excerpts from several important chapters of the De architectura 

~and recommends him highly in the "Unterweisung," but he was far from being dogmatic 
about it. His praise of Vitruvius is directly followed by the statement, already referred to in 
our Introduction, according to which the German mind always demands "new patterns the 
like of which has never been seen before," and he proceeds to describe two columns not to be 
found in Vitruvius and submitted to the reader without obligations: "and let anyone cull 
therefrom what he likes, and do as he pleases." From a most interesting report unfortunately 
not included in the "Unterweisung" (1685) we learn that J!)urer favored the classical roof, 
with a slope of little more than 20 degrees, against the steep Gothic one; and his ideas about 
city-planning-laid down in his Treatise on Fortification and possibly connected with one 
of the earliest "slum-clearing projects" in history, the Augsburg "Fuggerei" of I5I9/2o
reveal his familiarity with such modern theoreticians as Leone Battista Alberti and Francesco 
di Giorgio Martini. But his designs for capitals, bases, sun-dials and whole structures such 
as the tapering tower to be placed in the center of a market place are anything but classical. 
He also describes, among other things, triumphal monuments to be composed of actual guns, 
powder barrels, cannonballs and armor, yet accurately proportioned more geometrico. When 
celebrating a victory over rebellious peasants, these monuments are to be composed of rustic 
implements such as grain chests, milk cans, spades, pitchforks and crates; and a humorous 
extension of this principle leads-"von Abenteuer wegen" ("for the sake of curiosity")-

·- to an epitaph in honor of a drunkard, consisting of a beer barrel, a checkerboard, a basket 
with food, etc. It should, however, be noted that these absurd contrivances met with the ap
proval of Fran~ois Blonde!, and that at least one of them-a slender monument crowned by 
the figure of a wretched conquered peasant (fig. 314)-may have been inspired by certain 
fanciful designs of Leonardo's (fig. 315). 
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6a. Construction of Roman Letters 
according to Sigismundus de Fantis, 
Theorica et Pratica .•• de modo scri
bendi • .• , Venice (J. Rubeus), 1514 

6b. Construction of Roman Letters 
according to Diirer's Underweysung 

der Messung of 1525 

At the end of the Third Book, Durer familiarizes the Northern countries with another 
"secret" of the Renaissance, the geometrical construction of Roman letters, "litterae 
antiquae," as they were called by Lorenzo Ghiberti, thereby anticipating Geoffroy Tory's 
famous Champ Fleury by precisely four years. In Italy, this problem had been taken up by 
Felice Feli~iano, the friend and archeological adviser of Andrea Mantegna, and had sub· 
sequently been treated by such authors as Damiano da Moile: or Da~ianus Moyllus (about 

148o); Luca Pacioli (published 1509); Sigism~ndus de F.anus (~ubllsh~d 15 14); and-pos
sibly-by Leonardo da Vinci. Diirer-introducmg the subJect by m~truct!O~~ on h~w to deter· 
mine the suitable size of inscriptions high above eye level-was not m a positiOn to Improve on 
the methods of these Italian forerunners. As far as the Roman letters are concerned he had 
to limit himself to the role of a middleman (text ills. 6a and 6b). The Gothic letters, how· 
ever-or, to use his own expression, the "Textur" type-he constructed on a principle not 
to be found in any earlier source. Gismondo Fanti had dealt with them in the same fashion 
as with the "antiqua" type, that is to say he had inscribed each lefter into a square, had 
established its proportions by dividing the sides of the square in a certain. way, and .. had 
determined its contours by combining straight lines with circular arcs (text Ill. 7a). Durer, 
on the other hand, constructs his Gothic letters according to an entirely different principle. 

He dispenses with circular arcs altogether, and instead of inscribing the letter i~ a large 
square, he builds it up from a number of small geometrical units .such ~s .squares, tnan~les or 
trapezoids (text ill. 7b). If of anything, this cumulative method IS remm1scent of Arab1c, and 

not of Italian, calligraphy. 
After this excursion into the domain of the practical, the Fourth Book resumes the thread 

where the Second had left it: it deals with the geometry of three-dimensional bodies or 
stereometry, a field entirely disregarded during the Middle Ages. At the beginning, Diirer 
discusses the five regular or "Platonic" solids, a problem brought into the limelight by the l 
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7a. Construction of "Gothic" Letters 
according to Sigismundus de Fantis 

4 

7b. Construction of "Gothic" Letters 
according to Diirer 

revival of Platonic studies on the one hand and by the interest in perspective on the other. 
Whether or not Diirer was acquainted with the work of the two Italian specialists in this 
field, Luca Pacioli and Piero della Francesca, is an open question. Certain it is that, as in 
the case of the conic sections, he tackled the problem in an entirely independent way. Pacioli 
discusses, besides the five "Platonic" or regular bodies, only three of the thirteen "Archi· 
medean" or semi-regular ones, and he illustrates them in perspective or stereographic images. 
Diirer treats seven-in the revised edition of 1538 even nine-of the "Archimedean" semi· 
regulars, plus several bodies of his own invention (for instance, one composed of eight 
dodecagons, twenty-four isosceles triangles and eight equilateral triangles), and instead of 
representing the solids in perspective or stereogra:phic images, he devised the apparently origi· 
nal and, if one may say so, proto-topological method of developing them on the plane surface 
in such a way that the facets form a coherent "net" which, when cut out of paper and 

·properly folded where two facets adjoin, will form an actual, three-dimensional model of the 
solid in question (text ill. 8). 

This section is followed by the discussion of another problem which had "wandered 
from Greece to the Latin geometricians of the time," namely, the problem of doubling 
the cube. This "Delian problem," as it was called, had been treated, almost simultaneously, 
by a mathematician named Heinrich Schreiber or Grammateus, who gives only one solution, 
and by the aforesaid Johannes Werner who, in a paraphrase of Eutocius's Commentary on 
Archimedes, gives no less than eleven. That Diirer, who gives three, made use of Werner's 
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treatise is all the more probable a,s it is printed together with the Libel/us super viginti duobus 
elementis conicis. Yet it can be shown by the very lettering of Durer's figures that he also 
consulted Eutocius himself, with Pirckheimer dictating to him the text in a German 

translation. 

8. Durer's "Net" of the Cuboctahedron Truncum 

As the "Delian problem" concerns the cube its discussion formed a welcome transition 
to the last section of Durer's Underweysung der Messung, the chapter on perspective which, 
we remember, exemplifies both the "costruzione legittima" and the "shorter route" by t~e 
construction of a lighted cube placed on a horizontal plane. To Durer, as to many of hts 
contemporaries, perspective meant the crown and keystone of the majestic edifice called 

Geometry. 

THIS STRANGE FASCINATION which perspective had for the Renaissance mind cannot be 
accounted for exclusively by a craving for verisimilitude. There was, of course, an immense 
satisfaction in a method which could "deceive the eye" like Brunelleschi's vista of the 
Piazza di S. Giovanni, Alberti's demons/rationes (which were certainly actual pictures and 
not mere models of the geometrical process), or the feigned dining~ room and colonnade in the 
house of a famous mathematician in Vienna. But it is undeniable that, from a physiological or 
psychological point of view, exact perspective is not always "natural." We do not see with 
one eye, but with two. Our retina is not a plane surface but a spherical one (as was recognized 
in classical and medieval optics where the apparent magnitudes depend on the visual angles 
and not, as in the Brunelleschian construction, on the linear distance) ; and our mind auto
matically rectifies the visual diminutions and distortions in favor of a more "objective" 
relation among the various quantities. The Renaissance theorists, or at least somt! of them, 
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knew perfectly well that the results of their perspective construction could vary widely 
from actual visual experience-just as a modern photograph may distort the appearance 
of things so as to make buildings seem to tumble down or a protruding foot appear four 
times as large as a face. But they decided in favor of the construction, or merely advised 
the artist to avoid "extremities," and none of them thought of denying or even doubting 
the indispensability and fundamental rightness of perspective as such. . . 

This universal enthusiasm can be accounted for by a variety of reasons. First, there was c' 
0 

a curious inward correspo!l:c!~nc~_petween perspective and what may be called the general /0 l 
mental attitude of t~<(R~naissance:-=the process of projecting an object on a plane in such 
a way that the resultin~·irriage is determined by the distance and location of a "point of 
vision" symbolized, as it were, the Weltanschauung of a period which had inserted an 
historical distance-quite comparable to the perspective one-between itself and the classical 
past, and had assigned to the mind of man a place "in the center of the universe" just as 
perspective assigned to his eye a place in the center of its graphic representation. Second, 
perspective, more than any other method, satisfied the new craving for exactness and pre
dicta~ility (it is chiefly with reference to it that Leonardo defended his assertion that paint
ing, more than sculpture, music or poetry, was a "science"). Third, in a space built up 
according to the rules of perspective a series of equal magnitudes receding from the picture 
plane-for instance. the sequence of equidistant transversals in the aforementioned "checl,ter
board floors"-diminishes gradually and regularly; and this diminution, expressible by a 
mathematical formula, intrinsically agrees with that great principle of classical and Renais
sance aesthetics which we shall reencounter toward the close of this chapter: "Beauty is the 
harmony of the parts in relation to each other and to the whole." '·· 

From the point of view of the Renaissance, then, fo6used perspective was not only a 
guarantee of correctness but, even more, a guarantee of aesthetic perfection; it was abandoned 
in periods which shared the Renaissance belief in naturalism while no longer sharing the 
Renaissance enthusiasm for "beauty." In fact, the harmonious gradation of perspective dis
tances found in Renaissance paintings and drawings expresses the same ae~thetic attitude as 
the equally harmonious gradation from heavy rustication to a less heavy one and finally to 
ordinary masonry, or from the Doric order to the Ionic and Corinthian, which can be observed 
in fifteenth century palaces; while the preceding centuries preferred a uniform treatment of 
the wall surface throughout the three stories. Perspective, one might say, is a mathematical 
method of organizing space so as to meet the requirements of both "correctness" and "har
mony," and is thus fundamentally akin to a discipline which sought to achieve precisely the 
same· thing with respect to the human and animal body: the theory of proportions. 

When Jacopo de' Barbari had refused to disclose the secret of the "man and woman 
which hehad constructed by means of measurement," Durer "set to work on his own and 
read Vitruvius." 'fhe first results of his efforts are already known to us: apart from the 
isolated case of the "Large Fortune" (fig. 115), where the Vitruvian data are exemplified 
by an almost motionless figure pictured in pure profile, they are laid down in the series of 



Dtl"RER AS A THEORIST OF ART 

drawings which culminates in the engraving "Adam and Eve" ( 1596-1601, 1627-1639, 
458). These figures are posed after classical models which had come to Durer's knowledge 
through Italian intermediaries, the men-except for a heavily built Sol or Samson of about 
1500 ( 1596/97 )-in the pose of the Apollo Belvedere, the women-except for a Reclining 
Nude of 1501 (1639)-in that of the Medici Venus. The standing figures are constructed 
as follows. The total length and general axis of the body is determined by a basic vertical 
which runs from the heel of the standing leg to the top of the head and goes through the 
pit of the stomach. The pelvis is inscribed in a trapezoid, and the thorax in a square (or, 
in the female figures nos. 1627-1634, in a vertical rectangle), and the axes of these, meeting 
at the pit of the stomach, are slightly shifted against the basic vertical. The knee of the 
standing leg, and thereby the length of both thighs, is found by bisecting the line which 
connects the hip-point with the lower terminal of the basic vertical. The head, if turned to 
full profile, is inscribed in a square, and the contours of the shoulders, hips and loins-in some 
of the female figures also those of the breasts, the waist, the abdominal muscles and the geni
tals-are determined by circular arcs (figs. ll8, ll9, 316). 

The purpose of this scheme, then, was threefold. First, it established the proportions, 
and this, as far as the figures in the drawings 458, 1598-1601 and 1635-1639 are concerned, 
according to the canon of Vitruvius: the length of the head is one-eighth of the total height, 
that of the face (divided into three equal parts, viz., the brow, the nose and the rest) one
tenth, and the width of the breast from shoulder to shoulder one-quarter. Second, it auto
matically produced a "classical contrapposto pose," that is to say, a differentiation between 
standing leg and free leg whereby the hip of the free leg and the shoulder above the stand
ing leg are slightly lowered and vice versa. Third, it reduced as many contours as possible 
to the simplest of geometrical curves. 

To determine the historical locus of this scheme we have to bear in mind the funda
mental difference between the classical and the medieval treatment of the problem involved. 
The Greek theoreticians, beginning with Polyclitus-whose efforts are known to us only in 
principle, but not in tangible details-and ending with the anonymous author whose .state
ments are transmitted by Vitruvius, thought of the theory of human proportions as what 
may be called aesthetic anthropometry. They wished to establish the proportions of the 
human body regardless of its representation in a work of art. While the Egyptians had 
devised a method of building up figures from a considerable number of equal squares-so 
as to facilitate the process of transferring the design to the surface of a block as well as to 
a wall or panel-Polyclitus and his followers took as a point of departure not a graphic 
network of equal units but the organic structure of the human body itself: they tried to 
establish a relationship among the various members, such as leg, head, face, hand, fingers 
and so forth, toward each other and the whole. They thus elaborated a system of proportions 
in the stricter sense of the term-that is, a system of relations expressible either in aliquot 
fractions of the total length, as does Vitruvius, or in a series of individual equations (the 
hand is to the cubit as one to two, the cubit to the foot as seven to four), as was allegedly 
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the case with Polyclitus. And since this system of relations expressed the measurements not 
as they are in any individual person but as they "should be" according to the accumulated 
experience of the great masters, it constituted what was called a "canon"-no longer a 
technical device but a formula of beauty. To Vitruvius even an originally cosmological idea 
assumed the character of an aesthetic principle: it is not "the" body, but the "well-made" 
body ("homo bene figuratus") which will fill a square when represented with arms out
stretched and feet together, and a circle described around the navel when represented 
spread-eagled. 

As may be expected from what was said at the beginning of this chapter, the medieval 
writers of manuals on art abandoned these anthropometric and aesthetic aspirations. They 
did not try to inform the artists as to the "perfect" proportions of the human body, but to 
supply them with an easy way of drawing figures-a "maniere pour legierement ouvrier," 
as Villard de Honnecourt defines what he calls "pourtraicture." The artists were told that 
they could ·take the length of a face and multiply it by nine to get the whole length of "a 
figure," by two in order to get its width, and by two and a half to get its width in case the 
figure were clothed. A human head, including the halo, could be built up from three con
centric and equidistant circles described around the root of the nose-or, in the case of fore
shortened heads, around the pupil or the cotner of one eye-the intervals between the circles 
being determined by the length of the nose; and in the "Album" of Villard de Honnecourt 
whole human figures, faces, hands and animals are constructed not only out of circles and 
simple straight lines but also out of triangles, swastikas and pentagrams, this construction 
determining the measurements as well as, in certain cases, the contours and the poses or 
movements. 

In this respect, Durer's earliest studies in human proportions are still related to the figures 
of Villard de Honnecourt-so much so that the expression "studies in human proportions" is, 
strictly speaking, inaccurate. They, too, are not so much dimensioned on the basis of an anthro
pometric canon as actually constructed by means of geometrical operations which do precisely 
what they did in Villard's "pourtraicture," that is, determine the measurements as well as the 
contours and postures; the text belonging to one of these drawings ( 1627/28) reads, mutatis 
mutandis, like the description of the pentagon construction in the "Unterweisung der Mes
sung." 

In another respect, however, the medieval procedure is very different from Durer's, even 
before the latter had been rationalized on the basis of the Vitruvius canon. With Villard de 
Honnecourt the geometrical concept precedes the zoomorphic form, whereas, with Durer, the 
zoomorphic form precedes the geometrical concept. A pentagram and a triangle have little or 

·- nothing to do with the natural structure of the human body; but it is anatomically under
standable, if not justified, to schematize the thorax and the pelvis into a rectangle and a 
trapezoid, one movable against the other. Villard's figures come about by entering natural 
forms intoa geometricaf scheme; Durer's geometrical scheme comes about by superimposing 
a suitable construction on natural forms. In fact, it can be explained as an ex post/acto 
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application of the compass and the ruler to his own studies from life, such as the Female 

Nudes of 1493 ( 1177, fig. 45), 1496 ( 1180, fig. 95) and 1498 ( 1181 and 911 ), and to such 
Italian drawings and engravings as reflected classical statuary (fig. 120 ). Thus Durer's 
earliest constructions, perhaps already influenced by Barbari's elusive communications, con
tain an element of naturalism and classicism utterly absent from their Gothic forerunners, and 
this classical element was further strengthened by the incorporation of the Vitruvius canon; 
indeed, after 15oojo1 the female figures, including the Eve in the Fall of Man, show an 
unfeminine broadening and shortening of the thorax-suggested by Vitruvius's statement to 
the effect that the breast of a "well-made" figure had to be as wide as one-quarter of its total 
length-which had to be corrected in the drawings of 1506 (464-469, figs. 161, 162). 

Nevertheless, Durer's original scheme did violence, in some measure, to nature. It denied 
individual differences and hardened into geometrical curves what should be an organic undu
lation. At a comparatively early date the number of the circular arcs determining the,contours 
was restricted to three, and we have already seen that they w~re abandoned altogether in the • 
drawings, just mentioned, for the painted version of the Fall of Man (figs. 164/165); later on, 
Durer was to state explicitly that "the boundary lines of a human figure cannot be drawn with 
a compass or ruler." However, even these-Venetian-drawings for the Fall of Man were still 
practical "constructions" ready for direct transportation into a panel or engraving, and not 
yet documents of a theoretical discipline which is to the medieval "pourtraicture" as the 
"costruzione legittima" is to the perspective practices of Petrus Cristus or Dirk Bouts. In this 
respect a fundamental change occurred in Durer's outlook only when he had come into contact 
with the work of Italian theorists greater than Jacopo de' Barbari, which must have happened 
shortly before he returned to Nuremberg in 1507. 

These great Italian theorists were, to omit a host of less important ones, Leone Battista 
Alberti and Leonardo da Vinci. They had reinstated the classical idea of "aesthetic anthro
pometry," that is to say, they were no longer interested in constructing figures but in investi
gating the proportions of the "homo bene figuratus" pure and simple; and both endeavored 
to put this undertaking on a new and scientific basis. They actually measured classical statues 
and, more important, they collected statistical data from living models. 

Alberti was especially interested in perfecting the metrical system. He devised a scheme 
called "Exempeda" whereby the whole length of the body was divided into six "feet" 
(pedes), the "foot" into ten "inches" ( unceolae, deriveeil, as our word "inch," from 
Latin uncia), and the "inch" into ten "smallest units" ( minuta). Every part of the body 
could thus be expressed by three integers (as 14.7). Leonardo, on the other hand, was satis
fied with the traditional units-Vitruvius's "head" (from the chin to the top of the skull) and 
"face" (from the chin to the roots of the hair) which are one-eighth and one-tenth of the total 
length, respectively, and the "face" of a medieval, probably Byzantine, canon where it 
amounted to one-ninth of the total length. But he went much farther than Alberti in measur
ing and remeasuring living models; and, more important, he developed a personal method 
which rendered the metrical system irrelevant. Convinced of the intrinsic unity of the human 

THEORY OF HUMAN PROPORTIONS 

1 organism, he was anxious to discover "correspondences" or, to use the expressio'n of Pom
ponius Gauricus, "ana)ogies," rather than isolated data: he compared various parts of the 
body, whether or not they are related to each other from an anatomical point of view, and 
expressed their relationship, preferably an identity, in statements reading about as follows: 
"The width of the arm across its junction with the hand corresponds with the length of the 
thumb; and with the combined width of the three middle fingers; and with the inner length 
of the .small finger; and with the combined width of the four toes excluding the big toe; 
and Wlth the length of the ear;" etc., etc. Ultimately, these quantities would have to be 
referred, of course, either to the total length of the body or to such units as "head" or "face"; 
but from Leonardo's point of view it was much less important to ascertain their numerical 
value than to establish their relationship. 

The drawings illustrating Alberti's and Leonardo's observations are naturally very differ
ent from Durer's early constructions. They were not intended for direct use in works of art but 
merely served to visualize the measurable proportions of the human body as objectively and 
completely as possible. The figures are therefore rigidly erect and are represented in three or 
at least two elevations (frontal, profile and, in some instances, dorsal), aligned on a common 
standing line. In order that the beholder may "read off" the dimensions with ease, the figures 
are often plotted against a "uniform grating," its intervals determined by "feet," "heads" 

"f " h b or aces as t e case may e; and the arm of the profile figure is either cut off or forced back 
as far as humanly possible so as not to obstruct the view of the chest. 

Three drawings which correspond to the above description bear witness to the fact that 
Durer's epcounter with Leonardo marks the turning point in his career as a theorist of human 
proportions. Two of these are obviously traced from Leonardesque models because they show, 
in addition to the "uniform grating" and the characteristic _motif of the forced-back arm, 
masculine types of unmistakably Leonardesque cast ( 1602 ~nd 1603). The third, executed 
in 1507 and revised in 1509, is an independent study of a woman in profile with her arm cut 
off, but it retains the "uniform grating" and is accompanied by a long-winded text containing 
no less than nine Leonardesque "analogies" ( 1641, fig. 317). 

A whole group of other drawings executed between 1507 and 1509-all representing 
female figures in pure profile-show Durer well launched upon his new course toward strict 
anthropometry. Technically, he emancipated himself from the influence of Leonardo in a 
surprisingly short time ( 1642, 1643). He gradually abandoned the search for "analogies" in 
favor of directly referring each quantity to the total length, and soon rejected the idea of a 
"uniform grating," which entailed a somewhat schematic distribution of one large unit over 
the w~ole figure. He developed instead a more organic and flexible system according to which 
the dividing horizontals-whether drawn out as actual lines or replaced by a scale placed at 
the margin of the diagrams (1605·1613)-are no longer spaced at equal intervals but at 
intervals deter~ined by th~ actual divisions of the human body, these intervals then being 
expressed by ahquot fractwns of the .total length at times as meticulously calculated as 
1/30, 2/19- or 1/14 + 1/15. In principle, however, the contact with Leonardo had the 
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lasting effect of breaking the spell of the "ideal proportion." Before 1506, the postures, types 
and shapes of the figures had been based on accepted classical models and their proportions 
had been determined by the Vitruvius canon, excepting only the above mentioned Sol or 
Samson (1596/97) and several feminine figures. After his return from Venice Durer 
was forever convinced that there was not one absolute beauty-not even in the Apollos 
and Venuses of classical Antiquity-but ·many forms of relative beauty expressing or, 
to put it the other way, conditioned by the diversity of breeding, vocation and natural 
disposition. The anthropometrical drawings of 1507-1509 already include specimens of 
extreme slenderness, extreme stoutness and a "happy medium" normally preferable to but no 
longer excluding the more exaggerated possibilities. A few years later, Durer was to discover 
that even the "mean" type admitted an untold number of subtle variations, and was to state 
explicitly that it was impossible to capture or to define "the" beautiful; that one and the 
same figure could appear more or less beautiful in different contexts; that, conversely, a 
thinner or stouter figure could be equally praiseworthy each in its own way; that the artist 
had to make his selection from all sorts of types according to his task, except that he had to 
avoid abnormalities "unless he deliberately wanted them"; and that, therefore, the purpose 
of the theory of proportions was to provide him, not with one canon but with specimens and 
methods which would enable him to produce, within the widest limits of human nature and 
on the basis of sheer measurement, all possible kinds of figures: figures "noble" or "rustic"
leonine, canine or fox-like-choleric, phlegmatic, melancholy or sanguine-wrathful or 
kindly-timid or cheerful-figures, even, "from whose eyes shine Saturn or Venus." 

Working on these entirely original lines-not even Leonardo had thought of developing 
the theory of proportions into what may be called comparative or differential anthropometry 
-and, according to his own words, "investigating about two or three hundred living persons," 
Durer accumulated and organized his material so rapidly that he could contemplate a printed 
publication as early as in 1512 and 1513. As we can infer from the numerous drawings dated 
or datable in these two years, this publication would have been nearly identical with what 
now constitutes the First Book (brought into final shape in 1523) of Durer's comprehensive 
treatise on human proportions, the Vier Bucher von Menschlicher Proportion of 1528. As 
published, this First Book contains five different types of the male and female figure measur~ 
ing seven, eight, nine and ten "heads" respectively; furthermore-apart from a description 
of some technical procedures such as parallel projection ( 1647-1649)-the detailed measure
ments of the head-both male and female-the hand, the foot, and the baby; all the propor
tions are given in three dimensions and expressed in aliquot fractions of the total length. 

In Durer's opinion none of these five types deserved to be called deformed or even ugly, 
though he certainly would have considered the "mittelmassige" ("mean" or rather "mod
erate") types B and C, descendants of the early Apollos, as closer approximations to the 
"rechte Hubsche" ("true beauty") than the "grobe baurische" ("coarse and rustic") type A 
which, as A. M. Friend has shown, is of Herculean ancestry ( 1624a, fig. 318) or the "lange 
dunne" ("long and thin") types D and E. It is with the two moderate types that Durer's 
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measurements of "the" head, "the" hand and "the" foot agree, and both of them still con
form, in general, to the eight-heads canon of Vitruvius. Apart from this concession to a 
classical authority, all the figures are built up on the basis of empirical data collected by the 
painstaking investigation of many individuals and coordinated into "types" much as a 
physicist will condense the results of a thousand experiments into a few charts where minor 
deviations are smoothed out in favor of coherent curves. There is only one other non-empirical 
element, likewise suggested by a classical· source: the "rule" that the length of the torso 
(from the pit of the throat to the hip-bone) should be to the thigh (from the hip-bone to the 
knee) as the thigh is to the shin (from the knee to the ankle). We happen to know that it was 
through the study of Euclid that Durer had conceived the idea of applying this magic formula 
to the human body. He even invented a device-named "Teiler" ("divisor") and described 
at length in the First Book of the printed treatise-which, given the distance between the 
pit of the throat and the ankle and the length of the torso, would determine the locus of the 
knee. But it is characteristic that this construction-necessarily erroneous because the problem, 
as posed, cannot be solved by methods of elementary geometry-is applied to only five figures 
out of ten, three women and two men. 

In 1513 Durer abandoned the idea of a publication for both external and internal reasons. 
On the one hand, he had been appointed by Maximilian I for tasks which, in conjunction with 
his normal activities, left little room for theoretical work. On the other hand, he could not 
help realizing that, from his own point of view, the content of the First Book had to be sup
plemented in two directions: by a theory of movement, and by a theory of variation. 

As we have seen, Durer's earlier scheme of construction had taken care of the postures of 
the figures, as well as of their proportions. When he abandoned this scheme in favor of pure 
"aesthetic anthropometry" the figures turned into motionless diagrams which, to quote Durer's 
own words, "are of no use whatever so stiffly erect as they are," and the problem of move
ment had to be dealt with separately. In 1512/13 Durer tried, in a tentative way, to manipu
late these diagrams into the familiar poses of the Apollos and Adams of 1500-1504, and this 
explains what is generallY. referred to as a "retrospective" group of drawings executed in those 
two years ( 1616-1621 (But it was not until1519, after the Emperor's death, that he tackled 
the problem methodicaliy and worked out what was to constitute the Fourth Book of the 
Vier Bucher von Menschlicher Proportion. As has already been mentioned in our discussion 
of his latest style, he endeavored to make human movement constructible by means of parallel 
projection. On the one hand, he devised a series of figures which systematically illustrate all 
the possibilities of bending, turning and stepping in which every part of the figure, however 
shifted'against the other, remains either parallel or at right angles to the picture plane so that 
each figure can be conveniently rotated 90 degrees ( 1656a and fig. 324). On the other hand, he 

-tried tofacilitate the construction of unrestricted postures by dissecting the whole figure into 
a number of units which were inscribed into such simple stereometrical bodies as cubes, 
parallelepipeds and truncated pyramids; by shifting these around in space any number of 
poses could be produced in what may be called a synthetic fashion ( 1653-1656 and fig. 322). 
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The shortcomings of both these methods are all too evident. Di.irer knew, of course, that human 
movement is of an organic and not of a mechanical character and that it admits of inexhaust· 
ible variety. But in contrast with Leonardo-whose studies in this field he copied whenever 
he had an opportunity ( 1663 and 1664)-he had no chance of familiarizing himself with 
human anatomy; and he could not as yet conceive of movement as a continuous process. 
Leonardo, basing himself on a more advanced interpretation of infinity or continuity, had 
envisaged a graphic scheme-to be developed by a late follower-by means of which human 
movement could be described as a continuous succession of an infinite number of "phases" 
(fig. 323). Di.irer could think of it only as an abrupt transformation of crystallized "poses." 

Having established the principle, as early as 1512/13, that a geometrical theory of pro· 
portions could, and would, do justice to all imaginable variations of human physique and 
character, Di.irer very naturally felt that the five types described in his First Book were not 
sufficient; he decided to more than double the material by adding eight further types, both 
male and female, as well as two new male heads. These are described in the Second Book of 
the Vier Bucher von Menschlicher Proportion which differs from the First in two respects. 
First, the idea of the "rule" has been abandoned, and the influence of Vitruvius no longer 
manifests itself in actual measurements but merely in the fact that some of the figures are 
inscribed in a square or circle. Second, the dimensions are no longer expressed in aliquot frac· 
tions of the total length but are indexed according to Alberti's "Exempeda" system which 
must have come to Di.irer's attention after 1523, possibly through Francesco Giorgi's De 
harmonia mundi totius of 1525. Di.irer translated Alberti's pedes by "Masstabe" ("meas· 
ures"), unceolae by "Zahlen" ("numbers") and minuta by "Teile" ("parts"), and even 
tried to outdo Alberti in accuracy by subdividing this smallest unit into three "Tri.imlein" 
("particles") each of which is equivalent to about one millimeter. Materially, Alberti's 
method does not differ very much from the one employed in the First Book; formally or rather 
psychologically, however, it means a final disavowal of a geometrical approach in favor of an 
arithmetical one. When expressing the parts of a whole in aliquot fractions, we still stress 
spatial rather than numerical relations because the sequence of those fractions-1/1, 1/2, 
1/3, etc.-is wholly different from that of the natural numbers. When expressing them as 
multiples of a given unit (even if this unit is in turn a fraction of the whole), we do the 
opposite: the results appear as a tabulation of integers which do not convey the idea of a 
geometrical division but invite the arithmetical processes of addition and subtraction: 
Alberti's pedes, unceolae and minuta can be added and subtracted as easily as modern 
decimal fractions-which indeed they are. 

By the addition of the Second Book the number of types placed at the artist's disposal was 
increased from five to thirteen, or, counting the men and women separately, from ten to 
twenty-six. But 5-ven this did not satisfy Di.irer's desire not to restrict the infinite complexity 
of nature. In th~ Third Book he submitted various methods which would enable the artist to 
change the proportions of any basic figurefthat is, of any figure described in the First and 
Second Books-ad libitum, yet on th~/!Sasis of a consistent geometrical principle. These 
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methods consist of divers kinds of projections by which any given set of quantities can be 
enlarged or reduced uniformly as well as progressively. They could be applied to any of the 
three dimensions of the basic figure (for, as Di.irer says, "if I have failed it must be either in 
regard to height, or to width, or to depth"), and to the whole body as well as to the single 
parts, in which case the resulting relations could become "inexpressible in terms of aliquot 
fractions" ("unnennbarlich in derZahl, die man messen will"), that is to say, irrational. They 
could also be combined with one another, which opened up still further possibilities. The 
crowning achievement is a device by which the dimensions are projected on a circular curve 
from which result distortions like those produced by concave or convex mirrors (fig. 319). 

Di.irer was fully aware of the fact that an indiscreet use of all these methods could easily 
result in unwanted ugliness and, ultimately, in monstrosity. He warns his readers that he 
had purposely exaggerated the variations in his comparatively small figures, and untiringly 
admonishes them to use discretion ("Bescheidenheit") lest they might produce "intolerable" 
distortions. On the other hand, however, he attributed a special educational value to ugliness 
as such: the beautiful, he thought, resides in the middle' between two extremes ("neither a 
pointed nor a flat head is considered beautiful, but a round one is, because it is the mean 
between the two others"); therefore the artist had to know these extremes in order to avoid 
them whenever he wished to achieve a beautiful shape: "Who knows and understands what 
makes ugly and awkward can infer therefrom that he must keep away from it"; and: "No
body knows what makes a good shape unless he knows before what makes a bad one." 

It is for this twofold purpose-of doing justice to nature's variety and of capturing beauty 
by way of defining the mean between two opposites-that Di.irer devoted a further section of 
his Third Book to a geometrical analysis of human physiognomies. "Beautiful" faces had 
already been illustrated by the Apollos, Adams, Eves and~-classicizing Goddesses of 1500· 
1504; and the detailed measurements of such ideal, or at least perfectly normal, physiogno· 
mies had been established in numerous drawings (e.g. 1645/46) and had ultimately been laid 
down in the First and Second Books of the Vier Bucher von Menschlicher Proportion. In the 
Third Book, now, Di.irer wishes to teach how to vary the features of the face as infinitely, and 
by similar methods, as he had taught to vary the proportions of the whole body. 

Di.irer's interest in abnormal physiognomies can be traced back to his first stay in Venice 
which had given him an opportunity of becoming acquainted with Leonardo's so-called carica
tures. This interest, first manifesting itself, we remember, in the Christ Among the Doctors 
of 1506, soon took a direction toward scientific research. Occasionally we find physiognomical 
series, one of which begins with a normal profile altering itself into a number of more or less 
monstrous varieties so that the last looks like a cross between a Negro and an ape ( 1124 [fig. 
320], 1125, 1129). Soon, however, Di.irer began to base his physiognomical studies upon the 
principle of opposition: they illustrate the contrast between two profiles as widely disparate 
as possible, for instance one with extremely large eyes, a sharp, drooping, aquiline nose and a 
protruding, pointed chin, and the other with extremely narrow eyes, a blunt, turned-up pug 
nose and a flat and fleshy chin ( 1126, cf. also 1139). Finally-again from 1519 (839)-
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these and all other variations were reduced to geometrical principles. Each head is inscribed 
in a square, and in each case the proportions, the placing of the features and the very contours 
of the profile are determined by geometrical lines drawn within the square. Lines which in a 
normal face are parallel will either diverge or converge; straight lines will be replaced either 
by concave or convex curves; horizontals will either he raised or lowered; verticals will be 
shifted either to the right or to the left; and the basic contrasts thus created can be diversified 
ad infinitum. To take two pairs from the printed Treatise as an example: in one case, a profile 
with all lines slanting down is opposed to a profile with all lines slanting up; in the other, 
features distributed as widely as possible, with the ear pushed upwards and the skull reduced 
to a minimum, are contrasted with features compressed into a small triangle, with the ear 
pushed down and the skull prevailing over everything else (fig. 321). "And the more of such 
ugliness is left out," to quote the conclusion of Durer's physiognomical discussion, "the more 
remains of the lovely and beautiful." 

THE Underweysung der Messung was respectfully quoted by Galileo and Kepler; hut Pirck
heimer's sister Eufemia-a nun in the convent of Bergen near Neuburg on the Danube-wrote 
to her brother: "There has just come to hand a book by Durer, dedicated to your name, about 
painting and measurement .... We had a good time with it, hut our pain tress says she does not 
need it because she can paint just as well without it." The Vier Bucher von Menschlicher 

Proportion-translated into Latin by Durer's friend Joachim Camerarius as early as 1532-34 
and then into many modern European languages-laid the foundations of scientific anthro
pometry; hut Michelangelo and a host of other Italian artists and theorists, in part misin
terpreting Durer's intentions hut on the whole not without reason, called it a futile enter
prise and a mere waste of time. 

In point of fact the usefulness of Durer's two books for the practicing artist is more than 
questionable. Originally, the problems treated therein should have been dealt with, in a far 

·less exhaustive and theoretical way, in a few chapters of a general Treatise on Painting, or 
rather on "That which Makes a True Painter, Mastering His Art." But gradually the train
ing camp for painters had developed into the playground of a scientist-a means had become 
an end in itself. 

This general Treatise on Painting, conceived under the impact of Durer's experiences on 
his second journey to Venice, would have comprised three principal parts, each part divided 
into three sections, and each section subdivided into six chapters. 

The First Part, or "Preface," would have dealt with the selection and education of the 
"ideal" young painter and would have ended with a praise of painting on six different counts, 
such as piety, fame, "richness in joys," glory for God, and worldly prosperity. All this, partic
ularly the emphasis on fame and joyfulness, bears witness to the fact that Durer wished to 
join forces with those Italian writers who fought the great battle for the recognition of 
painting as one of the "liberal" arts; and this tendency-one of the most characteristic Ren
aissance phenomena-can also be observed in what may be called his educational program. 
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The young painter should he selected and· trained with due regard to his horoscope and 
humoral disposition (which, to some extent, amounts to the same thing) ; he should he 
brought up whh love rather than harshness, in quiet, agreeable surroundings, in temperance, 
chastity and in the fear of God; he should learn Latin in order to understand works of litera
ture; he should not he overworked, and he should he treated with cheerful music "in case his 
melancholy should superahound because of too much exertion." Injunctions like these are, as 
such, by no means original. Durer could, and probably did, appropriate them from such 
medieval treatises as Conradus's De disciplina scholarium which formerly sailed under the 
flag of Boethius. What is original is their application to a profession which, in the North, was 
still thought of as a mere handicraft; that Durer claimed for young painters what had been 
deemed the privileges of young scholars would have struck his father and old Michael 
Wolgemut as something revolutionary. 

In the Third Part, or "Conclusion," on the other hand, Durer would have discussed the 
problems of the mature painter having achieved the highest rank in his profession: where he 
should practice his art; that he should charge high fees for his work-"for no money is too 
much therefor, and this is right according to divine and human law"; and that he should praise 
God for his exceptional gift. 

These pedagogic and sociological disquisitions, then, would have formed, as it were, a 
kind of frame for the piece de resistance of the whole treatise: the Second Part, entitled 
"Exposition of Paintihg." This would have set forth the practice and theory of painting 
itself, rising from a discussion of manual skill ("Freiigkeit," chiefly to be acquired by copying 
from good masters) to the theory of human and architectural proportions, the theory of color 
and, finally, perspective. 

Durer soon came to realize the unfeasihility of this over-ambitious program. He planned 
to isolate the content of the second and third sections of the "Exposition of Painting," that 
is to say, to confine himself to art theory pure and simple; according to this more modest plan, 
his "Buchle" (little book) would have covered the following points: first, the proportions of' 
a young child; second, the proportions of a mature man; third, the proportions of a mature 
woman; fourth, the proportions of a horse; fifth, "something about architecture"; sixth, per
spective; seventh, the theory of light and shade; eighth, the theory of color; ninth, compo
sition ("Ordnung der Gemal"); tenth-a notion shortly to be explained-the production 
of paintings "out of one's head ("aus der Vernunft") without all other aid." 

But even this "restricted program" proved too large for Durer's conscientiousness. As 
early as 1512 he decided to cut it up, so to speak, and to develop its parts into separate, 
specialized treatises. The first of these-covering, or rather more than covering, points one, 

c two and three of the "restricted program"-was that treatise on human proportions which, 
as we have seen, was ready for publication as early as 1513 hut was ultimately incorporated, 
as the First Book, in the Vz"er Bucher von Menschlicher Proportion. The second (points five, 
six and seven of the "restricted program") was to deal with architecture, perspective and the 
theory of light and shade, and gradually developed into the "Unterweisung der Messung." 
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The third-a book on the proportion of the horse (point four )-never went beyond the stage 
of practical experiments (witness the drawings culminating in the Knight, Death and Devil, 
1674-1676). And the fourth-the book on painting proper which Durer still hoped to write 
in 1523 (points eight, nine and ten)-did not get beyond a paragraph to the effect that the 
unity of a given color ought never to be jeopardized by the process of modelling: "Supposing 
a layman looks at thy picture, which, among other things, contains a red coat, and says: 
'Look here, my friend, how nicely red is the coat on one side, and on the other it has a white 
color or pale spots !'-then thy work is objectionable, and thou hast not satisfied him. Thou 
must paint a red thing in such a fashion that it is red throughout, and yet appears relieved, 
and so with all the other colors. The same thou must observe in shading lest one might say a 
beautiful red is soiled with black. Therefore be careful to shade each color with a color which 
harmonizes therewith. For instance, take a yellow color: if it is to remain true to its kind 
thou must shade it with a yellow darker than the principal color; wert thou to set it off with 
green or blue it would depart from its kind, and would never be called yellow but turn into a 
changing color as in those shot fabrics of two different colors." 

We would give much for knowing what Durer thought about "composition" or "Ordnung 
der Gemal" (point nine of the "restricted program"). But-recent assertions to the contrary 
notwithstanding-he has not left a single line, written or printed, which would transcend 
the problem of the individual figure; what he calls "Versammlung" is not the whole of a 
picture but the ensemble of parts which constitute the human organism, or even a mere unit 
within the human organism as in the phrase "die ganze Versammlung des Haupts" ("the 
whole ensemble of the head"). Thus a whole group of categories and problems which play a 
considerable role in Italian writing, such as "invention," "decorum" and the relationship 
among painting, sculpture, music and poetry, are not even touched upon in Durer's literary 
remams. 

Durer's Underweysung der Messung.and Vier Bucher von Menschlicher Proportion, then, 
are both more and less than they were intended to be. They are less in that they are only a 
fragment of a much wider program; they are more in that they are richer in content and more 
scientific in method and presentation than would have been possible within the framework 
of the original plan. There is, of course, an intrinsic logic in this development. Both by inclina
tion and by conviction, Durer could not have written on color or atmosphere as he could 
write on geometry, human proportions, architecture-or, for that matter, fortification. Con
versely, if he did write on geometry, human proportions, architecture and fortification the 
results were bound far to outgrow the purposes of a "Malerbuch." 

However, Durer was not only a geometrical genius and a great technician, he also was a 
thinker; and, no matter how specialized and at times abstruse his researches became, he never 
lost sight of those fundamental problems which, later on, were to constitute the domain of 
what is, not very felicitously, called Aesthetics. He first attempted to discuss these problems 
in an essay, started afresh and rewritten time and again but never completed, which was to 
serve as an Introduction into the treatise on human proportions prepared for publication in 
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1512/13. When he resumed his work in later years-with particular intensity in 1523-he 
decided to develop these earlier drafts into an exhaustive and self-contained chapter to be 
appended to the Third Book of the Vier Bucher von Menschlicher Proportion, that is to say, 
at the end of the theory of proportions propd (the Fourth Book, we remember, being devoted 
to the theory of movement). It is in this "aesthetic excursus," as it is commonly referred to, 
that we find the final statement of what may be called Durer's philosophy of art. 

MANY POINTS OF DuRER's DOCTRINE-which is, of course, not a "system" but an organism 
of living, interpenetrating and, in part, conflicting thoughts-belong to the basic tenets of 
the Early and High Renaissance. Like all his Italian contemporaries and predecessors, Durer 
demanded verisimilitude and was specific in his repeated exhortations to observe those 
"strange lines" which delimit "the brow, the cheeks, the nose, eyes, mouth and chin with 
their indentations, projections and individual shape," to elaborate on the smallest details, 
and "not to omit the tiniest wrinkles and prominences" ( "Ertlein," rendered as "globuli" by 
Camerarius whose splendid translation is indispensable for the understanding of Durer's 
archaic German). Like them, he felt, and never ceased to feel, that the highest aim of art 
was to capture the beauty of the human body; for he believed that "above all things we love 
to see a beautiful human figure," and it had been for this very reason that he had decided 
"first to work on human proportions and to write about other things later if God gives me 
time." Like them, he was convinced that neither beauty nor even verisimilitude could be 
attained without that theoretical knowledge or insight which he calls "art" in the narrower 
sense; for he had realized that practice without "art" was a "deception" or a "prison" (that 
is, a place both lightless and confined) while, on the other hand, "art'' could not "grow" 
and would "remain hidden" without practice. Like them, fipally, he trusted geometry with 
the power of dispelling "errors" and "wrongness" and of "proving things to be right," 
though he found himself compelled to admit that this power was limited and that many 
things "had to be left to human opinion." When Durer says "But if thou hast no right 
foundation it is impossible for thee to make something correct and good even though thou 
mayst have the greatest practice and freedom of hand in the world," he is in complete 
agreement with Leonardo who wrote: "Those who are enamored of practice without science 
are like sailors who board a ship without rudder and compass, never having any certainty 
as to whither they go." When he asserts that the hand of an artist whose "head is full of 
'art' " ("sci entia plenus," as the Latin translation puts it) will be "obedient" so that "thou 

. wilt n~t do a stroke or blow in vain ... and needst not think about it very long," he almost 
literally repeats a sentence of Leone Battista Alberti: "And the mind, stimulated and 

._ warmed. up by practice [ exercitatione], will apply itself quickly and adroitly to the work, 
and th~t hand will follow most speedily which is well guided by the unerring insight of the 
mind [ ragione d' ingegno]." 

In other respects, however, Durer's ideas were heretical rather than orthodox from the 
point of view of the rank and file of Italian theorists. With all his longing for beauty, he 
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did not accept that kind of idealism which requires the artist always to embellish or, as 
Alberti literally says, to "emend" reality and "not only to give lifelikeness to all the parts 
but also to add beauty because in painting loveliness is not so much desirable as necessary." 
He felt, on the contrary, that the crude, the ugly, the fantastic and even the monstrous had 
their legitimate place in art, and he attributed, as we shall see, a peculiar virtue to those 
who can display their skill in "coarse and rustic things." Nor did he share Alberti's belief 
that one objective norm of beauty could be laid down in one canon. He had come to realize 
that perfect or absolute beauty (in Camerarius's translation of the Vier Bucher the expres
sion "rechte- Hubsche" is actually rendered by "absoluta pulchritudo") transcends the 
human mind and is known only to God, the "Master of all beauty," as the Book of Wisdom 

has it; that it does not reside in any individual body and reveals itself to the mortal eye in 
many shapes according to taste and changing conditions. In this respect he sided _with 
Leonardo da Vinci who demanded, above all other things, variety ("variedt," rendered by 
"Unterschied" in Durer's writings); who gave advice as to the representation of beauty, 
not by way of a decree valid under all circumstances but only "in case thou wantst to make 
a figure showing gracefulness"; and who contended that there was not one Beauty but as 
many beauties as there were beautiful faces and competent judges: "Facial beauty can be of 
equal excellence, yet divers in shape, in different persons; therefore it is of as many varieties 
as the number [ scil., of faces] to which it adheres." And: "As there are different beauties, 
all of equal grace, in different bodies, different judges of like intelligence will judge them 
to be of great variety among themselves, each according to his predilection." 

However, Durer did not approach the writings of his Italian predecessors as an eclectic 
who would pick out whatever utterance seemed plausible to him, now taking sides with 
Alberti, and now with Leonardo, as the case may be. Being, as it were, an "outsider" and 
therefore unencumbered by an established tradition which demanded either adherence or 
opposition, he was free to accept or to reject according to his personal experiences and con· 
victions; and the very freedom of this choice was bound to make him critical where Alberti 
had been naively dogmatic, and Leonardo no less naively skeptical. Alberti believed in 
absolute beauty and thought of it as a prerequisite of artistic value; Leonardo believed in 
relative beauty and disregarded rather than expressly denied the contention that "in paint· 
ing loveliness was not so much desirable as necessary." But neither of them was worried by 
the question whether and to what extent the concept of beauty had a determinable signifi
cance in art. Alberti's position precluded such a question by definition, and Leonardo did 
not even think of posing it: after having proved the relativity of beauty both on objective 
and subjective grounds, he considered the case as closed. Like Raphael who, in matters of 
beauty, trusted "a certain idea" which "came into his mind," and of which he "did not 
know whether it contains any artistic excellence," he did not conceive of reality as a be
wildering mass of phenomena which had to be conquered by a philosophical effort, but as 
a cosmos, ordered by "necessity," which could be penetrated by simple "experience." "Good 
judgment," he says, "comes from good understanding, and good understanding comes from 
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a principle derived from good rules, and good rules are the daughters of good experience, 
the ~9mmQ~ mother of all sciences and-~ts." 

(~urer,)lowe~er, thought o{ ~eality/as something infinitely enigmatical, holding some 
sort of-seC'ret whtch had to be "pulled out." To his way of thinking truth was "hidden" or, 
still more significantly, "buried" in nature; and we can easily see that, from this point of 
view, the realization that beauty was relative could not put' an end to the discussion but 
merely placed it on a new basis. 

In the first place, Durer explicitly stated, in sharp and deliberate contrast with the 
Albertian doctrine, that there was a fundamental difference between the aesthetic value 
of the object represented in a work of art, and the aesthetic value of the work of art itself: 
"Therefore I leave it to anybody," he wrote about 1523, "whether he wishes to make 
beautiful or ugly things, for every workman must be able to make a noble or rustic figure; 
he is a great artist who can give evidence of his true power and 'art' in coarse and rustic 
things." And, in 1528: "It must be noted, however, that a well-instructed and experienced 
artist may show more power and insight in a coarse, rustic image of small size than another in 
his great work" ("Etsi peritus exercitatusque artifex in minime subtili ac in exiguo opere 
quid possit ingenium et ars magis et melius probarit quam alius in grandi et subtili"). 

In the second place, Durer, having resigned himself to the fact that mortals will never 
attain to that Beauty which is known only to God, all the more earnestly sought to determine 
the criteria of that beauty which can be known to men. After having dwelt on that rich 
variety ("Unterschied") of human shapes which is the subject of the whole Third Book, 
Durer concludes with the statement that some of these varieties are ugly while others are 
beautiful, and therewith prepares the reader for the decisive question: "When we now ask 
how to produce a beautiful figure .... " In this connection appear the famous sentences: 
"I believe that there is no man alive who might think out the maximum of beauty in the 
lowliest living creature, let alonein man who is a special creation of God and master of the 
other creatures. This I admit that one man may contemplate and produce a figure more 

beautiful tha~ can another, and may demonstrate it with good natural reasons plausible to 
our understanding; but not to that extent thatit could not be still more beautiful. For this 
does not enter the mind of man." 

Having thus established that the original question is not answerable, or rather that it 
was posed under an erroneous assumption-for, instead of asking "how to attain absolute 
beauty" it should have been asked "how to attain relative beauty"-and having ironically 
dealfwith those who still might claim to know "which the right measure is and none other," 

~ Durer deliberately proceeds to restate the problem. "Now," he says, "since we cannot attain 
to the very best, shall we give up our research altogether~ This beastly thought we do not 
accept. For, men having good and bad before them, it behooves a reasonable human being 
to concentrate on the better ("meliora capessere quamvis optima negata sint," as Camerarius 
puts it). So, then, let us ask how a better figure may be made .... " 
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Even with this qualification, it was not easy for Durer to define the criteria-or, as he 
expresses it, the "parts"-of beauty. In the drafts of 1512/13 he had considered three such 
criteria: utility or, as we would call it in the language of today, "function" ("Nutz"); 
na!ve approval ("Wohlgefallen"); and the rule of the happy medium ("Mittelmass" or 
"recht Mittel"). Utility means that there is neither a deficiency ("Mangel") such as the 
absence of a leg, a lame foot or a crippled arm, nor a superabundance ("Ueberfluss") such 
as the presence of a third eye or hand. Na!ve approval means, not the individual sanction of 
any one man, least of all of the painter who is too easily swayed by a personal predilection 
similar to a mother's love for her own child, but a kind of consensus omnium: "What all the 
world holds to be beautiful, that we shall think beautiful, too, and shall endeavor to produce 
it." The rule of the happy medium, finally, means, we remember, that a round head is more 
beautiful than a flat or a pointed one, that the movements must neither be "sleepy" nor rash 
("frech"), etc.: "Between too much and too little there is a right mean; this thou must try 
to hi! upon in all thy works." 

The criterion of utility still figures prominently in Durer's later drafts and in the 
"aesthetic excursus." Approval, however-even in the sense of a general consensus-was dis
carded altogether ("But if we ask how to make a beautiful image, some will say: according 
to the judgment of men; but others will not admit this, and neither will I"); and the rule of 
the happy medium, though still maintained and eloquently exemplified by the physiognomical 
contrasts which have been discussed, was qualified by the statement: "This does not prove 
that every mean between all things is the best; I only propose to apply it to certain things, as 
if one says 'this is too long or too short a face, or, with regard to parts, this is too long, too 
short, too bulging or too concave a forehead.'" Durer had come to realize that, as far as 
beauty is concerned, the judgment of many men could not be trusted any more than that of 
one-it is only with respect to errors of fact that he remained willing to accept the verdict of 
Apelles's cobbler; and he had finally discovered that the rule of the happy medium was only 
the corollary of a concept which had been barely touched upon in his drafts of 1512/13, but 
which was ultimately to become the leading principle of his theory of beauty. 

This concept-developed by the Stoics, unquestioningly accepted by a host of followers 
from Vitruvius and Cicero to Lucian and Galen, surviving in medieval Scholasticism and 
ultimately established as an axiom by Alberti who does not hesitate to term it the "absolute 
and primary law of nature"-was the principle called UllfLfLETp{a or app,ov{a in Greek, 
"symmetria," "concinnitas" or "consensus partium" in Latin, "convenjenza," "concordanza" 
or "conformita" in Italian, and "Vergleichung" or, more frequently, "Vergleichlichkeit" 
in Durer's German. It meant, to quote Lucian, the "equality and harmony of all parts in 
relation to the whole," or, to quote Alberti, that which is achieved if "all the members, in 
size as well as in function, kind, color and other similar things concur toward one beauty." 

That this principle of harmony, congruity or "symmetry" (in the original, now obsoles
cent sense) implies the rule of the happy medium would be evident even if Galen had not 
expressly said: "We will mentally experience as 'symmetrical' whatever is equally removed 
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from either extreme." For, since the excessive greatness or smallness of any one part would 
destroy the harmony of the whole, the harmony of the whole necessarily depends on the 
"medial" character of the parts and vice' versa. It is therefore quite logical for Durer to 
affirm, in trying to define what he means by "Vergleichlichkeit": "As everything must be 
appropriate and right in itself, so the entire ensemble [die ganze V ersammlung] must 
harmonize [sick wohl zusammen vergleichen] ; thus the throat must well rhyme with the 
head and shall be neither too short nor too long, neither too thick nor too thin." 

In one respect, however, the principle of harmony transcends that of the happy medium: 
it covers not only that which can be expressed in terms of "too much" or "too little" but 
also that which can be expressed only in terms of "this" or "that"; in other words, not only 
quantity but also quality. Alberti is careful to define his "convenienza" as a congruity in 
"size" on the one hand, and in "function, kind [specie], color etc." on the other, and he 
goes on to specify the concept of "kind" by warning the artists not to represent Helena or 
Iphigenia with elderly and gnarled hands, or Ganymede with a wrinkled forehead and the 
thighs of a stevedore. Leonardo, basing himself on Alberti, but significantly omitting his 
classical examples, repeatedly stresses the same idea: "By quality we mean that, in addition 
to the correspondence of the measurements to the whole, thou must not mix the members of 
young persons with those of old ones, nor those of fat people with those of lean ones; and, 
further, that thou must not give feminine members to males or mix graceful members with 

awkward ones." 
This principle of "convenienza," "concordanza," "conformita" or "Vergleichlichkeit," 

then, covering as it did both the symmetry of proportions and the accordance of qualities, 
was Durer's final refuge in his quest for the criteria of beauty. "But in all these things," he 
sums up his discussion of physiognomies, "I believe the ~~rmonious things [die vergleich
lichen Ding, rendered by a simple convenientia in Camerarius's translation] to be the 
most beautiful ones; the other, extravagant things [die andern abgeschiednen Ding-aliena 
et praerupta], though causing astonishment, are not all lovely"; and almost a full page of 
the "aesthetic excursus" is devoted to paraphrases of Alberti's and Leonardo's admonitions 
not to mix the r,nasculine with the feminine, the fat with the lean, the "smooth, even and 
full" forms of youth with the "uneven, gnarled, warped and emaciated" forms of old age. 
As we have seen, Durer extended the postulate of "Vergleichlichkeit" even to the handling 
of color: he requested that each color be shaded with a color which harmonizes ( "sich 
vergeleich") therewith, yellow with a darker yellow, red with a darker red, etc., and thereby 
rejected, for the sake of a theoretical principle, the more progressive method of modelling 
with complementary colors which had been practiced in the Netherlands for more than a 
century and was particularly in favor with the Antwerp School at the time of his writing. 

·One question, however, remained as open as before: the question of which proportions 
were "harmonious" or "symmetrical." That an athletic, youthful body would not fit in with 

·an aged, wrinkled face or that, to quote one of Durer's more picturesque examples, "a figure 
must not-be made young in front and old behind, and vice versa" is more or less obvious and, 



D"URER AS A THEORIST OF ART 

in fact, a common rule of nature rather than a specific requirement of beauty. But whether 
one-twentieth or one-twenty-first of the total length is the more satisfactory diameter of a 
knee cannot be verified by objective observation. How, then, can we "arrive at a good 
proportion and thereby implant, in a measure, beauty in our work~" Durer, clearly perceiv
ing the difficulty, excluded two possibilities from the outset: the "good proportion" cannot 
be derived from any individual person ("thou canst not take it from a single human being, 
for there is nobody alive on earth who has all the beauty about him"; and, later on: "one 
does not often find a person with all his members well shaped, for every one has some fault"). 
Nor can it be established a priori, for: "Some talk about how human beings ought to be ... ; 
but I consider nature as master and human fancy as a fallacy; once for all the Creator 
has made men as they should be, and I hold that the true shapeliness and beauty is inherent 
in the mass of all men; to him who can properly extract this [or "can extract the right 
measure": der das recht herausziehen kann] I will give more credence than to him who wants 
to establish a newly thought-up proportion [ eine neu erdichtte Mass] in which human beings 
have had no share." 

There remains, then-as indicated by the verb "to extract" ("herausziehen")-a process 
of selection which does justice to the natural data without tying down the artist to any 
particular case. At the beginning, Durer's interpretation of this process was influenced, to 
some extent, by an immortal anecdote quoted ad nauseam in Renaissance writing and then 
justly ridiculed by men like Bernini and Francis Bacon: Zeuxis, when asked to paint a Venus 
-or Helen-for the city of Croton, was said to have used the five-or seven-most beau
tiful virgins in town as models, selecting the most beautiful part of each for the corre
sponding part of his picture, and thus achieving the "perfect composite": "If thou wantst 
to make a good figure," Durer writes in 1512, "thou must take the hea~ from some, the 
breast, arms, legs, hands and feet from others, thus exploring all kinds throughout all 
members; for, from many beautiful things one gathers something good in a similar way as 
the honey is collected from many flowers." Later on, the still somewhat "Zeuxisian" idea of 
combining the measurements of single heads, breasts and arms gave way to the more subtle 
concept of collecting, comparing, averaging and tabulating the dimensions of many whole 
bodies, generally believed to be beautiful. The final version of the above sentence (in the 
"aesthetic excursus") thus reads as follows: "To me, the most effective method seems to 
take thy measures from many living human beings; but choose people therefor who are 
regarded as beautiful, and such thou must copy with all possible diligence; for, from many 
different persons a knowledgeable man may collect something good throughout the parts of 

·their members." It is obvious that the clause "but choose people therefor ... " opens a 
back door, so to speak, to the much-maligned ·consensus omnium: the persons from whom 
the beautiful proportions are to be derived have to be approved by public opinion before 
being measured just as had been the case with the virgins of Croton before being painted. 
But Durer cannot be blamed for having been unable to escape from one of those circles the 
seeming viciousness of which is in reality the inevitable consequence of what the philosophers 
call an "organic situation." 
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Be that as it may, in Durer's opinion the process of selection was the best method of 
avoiding both the Scylla of the "newly thought-up proportion in which human beings have 
had no share" and the Charybdis of the dependence on one individual and necessarily faulty 
model. Now, had this process always to be carried out by rational and purposeful research~ 
Durer's answer is: No. He thought it perfectly possible that an experienced master can solve 
the task of "fusing that, which is scattered, into one," as Aristotle admirably puts it, by 
an inward selection instead of an outward one-by an intuitive synthesis in the artist's 
mind or eye instead of an analytical operation with compasses, rulers and statistical tables: 
"It is not my opinion that an artist has to measure his figures all the time. If thou hast 
learned the art of measurement and thus acquired theory and practice together ... then it 
is not always necessary to measure everything all the time, for thy acquired 'art' endows 
thee with a correct eye [gut A ugenmass]" ( "Quin etiam de arte oculi instructi pro regula 
esse incipiunt"-"thy eyes, instructed by 'art,' will begin to operate as a rule," to quote once 
more from Camerarius' s translation) . 

Thus reinterpreted as a process of inward and intuitive synthesis, the principle of selec
tion assumed a much wider and indeed fundamental importance in Durer's philosophy. Not 
only did it seem to enable the competent artist to arrive at a good-not "newly thought
up"-proportion without actually "measuring everything," and thus to capture beauty as 
far as humanly possible: it also seemed to enable him to produce all kinds of valid-not 
"arbitrary" or "purely private''-images without resorting to natural models, and thus 
to bring forth "new creature!;" at will. This is what Durer means by that "painting out of 
one's head without all other aid" which he believed to be the ultimate consummation of 
his art (it was to be treated, as we have seen, in the last chapter of his never written "Buchle" 
on painting) ; and this is what he thus describes in the most widely known passages of the 
"aesthetic excursus": "But life in nature manifests the fruth of these things. Therefore 
observe it diligently, go by it and do not depart from nature arbitrarily, imagining to find 
the better by thyself, for thou wouldst be misled. For, verily, 'art' [that is, knowledge] is 
embedded in nature; he who can extract it has it. If thou acquirest it, it will save thee from 
much error in thy work [Dann wahrhaftig steckt die Kunst in der Natur, wer sie heraus kann 
reissen, der hat sie. Oberkummst du sie, so wirdet sie dir vielFehls nehmen.in deinem Werk
Prorsus enim in natura demersa est ars, quam si extrahere potueris, iam adeptus errores 
multos vitaveris in opere tuo] . ..• Therefore, never put it in thy head that thou couldst or 
wouldst make something better than God has empowered His created nature to produce. 
For thy might is powerless against the creation of God. Hence it follows that no man can 
ever make a beautiful image out of his private [ eigen] imagination unless he have replenished 
his niind by much painting from life. That can no longer be called private [ Eigens] but 
has become 'art' acquired and gained by study [iiberkummen und gelernte Kunst-acquisitum 
ac comparatum studio artificium], which germinates, grows and becomes fruitful of its kind. 
Hence it comes that the stored-up se.cret treasure of the heart [ versammlet heimlich Schatz 

des II erzens-recondz'tus in mente thesaurus] is manifested by the work and the new creature 
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which a man creates [schOpft-concipit] in his heart in the shape of a thing. This is the 
reason an experienced artist needs not copy from life for every picture; for, he sufficiently 
pours forth what he has stored up from the outside for a long time." And: "The mind of 
artists is full of images which they might be able to produce; therefore, if a man properly 
using this art and naturally disposed [genaturt] therefor, were allowed to live many hundred 
years he would be capable-thanks to the power given to man by God--of pouring forth 
and producing every day new shapes of men and other creatures the like of which was never 
seen before nor thought of by any other man" ("Animus artificum simulacris est refertus, 
quae omnia incognita prius [ ! ] cum in humanis tum alia.fum rerum effictionibus in dies 
prolaturus sit, si cui forte multo rum seculorum vita et ingenium [ ! ] ac studium artis huius 
ususque divinitus con tiger it"). 

THESE TWO JUSTLY FAMOUS PASSAGES-in which the inward selection Or intuitive synthesis 
ceases to be a mere process of coordination and purification and assumes the character of a 
"creative" power-grew out of the following sentences penned in 1512: "The art of painting 
is hard to acquire. Therefore, who does not find himself gifted therefor should not undertake 
it, for it will come from influences from above [ obere Eingiessungen, meaning, according 
to common usage, the influences of the stars] .... This great art of painting has been held 
in high esteem by the mighty kings many hundred years ago. They made the outstanding 
artists rich and treated them with distinction because they felt that the great masters had 
an equality with God, as it is written. For, a good painter is inwardly full of figures [inwendig 
voller Figur], and if it were possible for him to live on forever he would always have to 
pour forth something new from the inner ideas of which Plato writes." 

That this passage is the nucleus of the two later ones cannot be questioned: the phrases 
"full of figures," "to pour out something new" ("etwas Neus auszugiessen") and "if it were 
possible for him to live on forever" recur almost word for word in the final versions. Yet 
there is a remarkable difference which sheds an interesting light on Durer's development 
between 1512 and 1528. In the "aesthetic excursus" the artist is no longer likened to God 
but merely credited with a "power given by God." His special talents are no longer accounted 
for by "influences from above" but, less astrologically, by a natural disposition ( "genaturt"). 
And, still more important, the mysterious fountainhead of inward images "the like of which 
was never seen before"-it should be noted that the German verb "schopfen" means both 
"to create" and "to draw water from a well"-is no longer thought of as a flow of notions 
a priori but as an accumulation of a posteriori experiences-as a "treasure," "stored up from 
without" instead of "the ideas of which Plato writes." In other words: what appears, in the 
"aesthetic excursus," as a theory of selecte've inward synthesis had originally been conceived 
as a theory of spontaneous inward creation and had assumed its final form only by way of a 
compromise after the fact. 

This compromise can be accounted for, first, by Durer's growing awareness of the fact 
that the doctrine formulated in 1512 had to be moderated in order to remain compatible with 
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the dogma of rational naturalism; second, by his conversion from a humanistic and therefore 
more or less anthropocentric point of view to the uncompromisingly theocentric convictions 
of Luther. To introduce the Platonic ideas led, or at least might lead, to the emancipation 
of the artist from reality-as actually stated by Plotinus when he wrote: "Phidias has 
formed his Zeus, not after anything visible, but in such a way as Zeus himself would appear 
were he to show himself to human eyes"; and to compare or even equate the painter with 
God would have seemed blasphemous from Durer's later point of view. The medieval 
scholastics had not infrequently drawn an apparently similar parallel, but not in order to 
exalt the artist by comparing his production with the creation of God, but to make the 
creation of God more understandable by comparing it with the production of the artist; 
Thomas Aquinas had been especially careful to distinguish between the genuine "ideas" in 
the mind divine and the "quasi-ideas" in the mind of a sculptor or architect. It was only in 
the proud thought of the Renaissance that this metaphorical comparison was twisted into 
a glorification of the artist, as when Leonardo writes: "The divine nature of the painter's 
science transforms the painter's mind into an image of the mind divine, since he [or "it"], 
with free power, proceeds to the production [generatione] of various entities, divers animals, 
plants, fruits, lands, regions and so forth." 

However, with Leonardo the medium of comparison is the painter's "scientia," his 
"science." He shares with God the insight into the universal principles which underlie the 
individual things in nature and is thus able to "generate"-not to "create," which expression 
Leonardo deliberately avoids, as though remembering the distinction laid down by Thomas 
in Summa Theologiae I, 45. 5-as many specimens as he sees fit; there is, at bottom, no 
contradiction between this statement of Leonardo's and his other, more famous, assertion to 
the effect that "the mind of the painter must resemble a nHrror which permanently trans
forms itself into the color of its object and fills itself with as many images as there are 
things placed in front of it." With Durer, on the other hand, the medium of comparison is 
not the painter's ability to reproduce all that is, but his ability to call into being something 
that never was. He shares with God the power to "create"; and the very "ideas of which 
Plato writes" appear in Durer's text, not as the unchangeable foundation of knowledge, 
but as the inexhaustible source of novel inventions, "incognita prius." 

The passage of 1512 does not only go farther in its assertion of creative originality than 
the "aesthetic excursus," it also goes farther than the sources from which it is derived. It is 
composed, almost verbatim, of two sentences, both Platonizing (though not Platonic) in 
character, one of which is found in Seneca, and the other in Marsilio Ficino. Seneca writes 
"Plenus hie figuris est, quas Plato ideas appellat" ("he .is full of figures which Plato calls 

·-ideas"), and Ficino: "Uncle divinis inf/.uxibus oraculisque repletus nova quaedam inusita
taque semper excogitat" ("thus full of divine influences and oracles he always thinks out 
what is new and unheard-of"). But Seneca speaks of God Himself, and Ficino of philoso
phers, poets and prophets. It was for Durer-encouraged, perhaps, by Agrippa of Nettesheim, 
who, we remember, was the most important intermediary between Ficino and Germany, 
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and who had already dared to include architects, painters and other "craftsmen" among 
those who may become inspired by the Saturnian "furor melancholicus"-to claim for artists 
what the Florentines had res.erved tor "seers" ("vates"): the quality of genius. 

Marsilio Ficino had not cared for art and-as a true Platonic-could not care for art, 
and the Italian artists and art theoreticians had originally not cared for Ficino; Leonardo, the 
"scientist," would have been much surprised, and possibly somewhat offended, had anybody 
called him a "genius." It was not until the middle of the sixteenth century that a great 
sculptor and painter, named Michelangelo, could be called "divino," and some more decades 
had to pass before the philosophers of Mannerism, such as Giovanni Paolo Lomazzo, could 
transform Ficino's theory of beauty, celestial influences and "creative" ideas into a meta
physics of art. Diirer, however, could fuse the Neo-Platonic theory of genius with the axioms 
of German mysticism-the acceptance of the irrational, the idea of a direct communion or 
even fusion with the mind divine, and the respect for the irreducibly individual-into what 
may be called, with all due reservations, a Proto-Romantic interpretation of art. 

If carried a little farther, this interpretation would have jeopardized-and, in fact, 
did jeopardize, when the time had come-the very raison d' etre of any general and scientific 
theory of art, including Durer's own lifelong researches in the field of geometry and human 
proportions. For, if the talent for painting was really a gift infused into a chosen few by 
"influences from above" or by the grace of God; if the truly creative power of an artist 
resided in the "ideas of which Plato writes"; if his chief virtue was to "pour forth" some
thing "new" the like of which had never been in the mind of any other man:. what could be 
the use of those mathematical disciplines which, to quote Federigo Zuccaro, the champion 
of "inward design," are not only tedious but also "enslave the mind of the artist to mechani
cal restrictions and deprive it of judgment, spirit and savor~" Why should it be necessary 
to bother about "rules" at all since, as Giordano Bruno was to write in 1585, there are as 
many rules as there are geniuses~ 

That Diirer himself was not unaware of this danger is evident from his later attempt 
at softening down the anti-naturalistic and anti-rational accent of what he had written, in 
1512, under the fresh impact of Neo-Platonic doctrines and with the Melencolia I already 
germinating in his mind. But even the less radical and, so to speak, de-Platonized versions 
of his original statement, with the "influences from above," the "ideas" and the name of 
Plato left out, oppose creativeness to imitation, originality to "demonstrable" rules, the 
value of the gifted individual to the value of general, teachable principles. Even in the 
"aesthetic excursus" Diirer maintains the power of the artist-well-instructed, to be sure, 
but also "naturally disposed therefor"-to create a "new creature in his heart" and to "pour 
forth something new"; and when discussing the problem of beauty and ugliness he could not 
resist the temptation to restate the individualistic and-here for once admittedly-mystical 
aspect of his convictions in a manner which he himself acknowledged to be startling and 
understandable only to his peers. 

-THE UNICJUENESS OF GENIUS 

He had established, as we have seen, that the aesthetic value of a work of art is not con
tingent upon the aesthetic value of its object-in other words, that a picture representing 
a "coarse" or even ugly figure may be better than a picture representing a beautiful one. 
From the poi,nt of view of the layman this statement was-and, to a degree, still is
shocking enough. But Durer, with a bold metabasis eis alto genos, went a considerable step 
farther. As he had separated the commonly overestimated value of the natural object from 
the value of the work of art, so he separated, within the artistic sphere itself, the equally 
overestimated external qualities of the work-size, medium and careful execution-from 
its internal or, as we would say, "purely artistic" ones. "The right masters," he says, "will 
understand this speech, that I speak the truth: tb.at a man of minor insight will not achieve 
in a beautiful work what another will achieve in a plain one; this is the reason one man 
sketches something with his pen on a paper ih one day and is a better artist than another 
who strenuously labors at his work for a year" (about 1 523). And, in the somewhat amplified 
and even more emphatic version of the "aesthetic excursus," directly following the sentence 
quoted on p. 27 5, line 14: "Only the powerful artists will be able to understand this strange 
speech (Haec inusitata novaque aliis facile ac soli intelligent potentes intellectu et manu), 
that I speak the truth: one man may sketch something with his pen on half a sheet of paper 
in one day, or may cut it into a tiny piece of wood with his little iron, and it turns out to 
be better and more artistic than another's big work at which its author labors with the utmost 
diligence for a whole year. And this gift is miraculous [ wunderlich]. For, God often gives 
the ability to learn and the insight to make something good to one man the like of whom 
nobody is found in his own days, and nobody has lived before him for a long time, and nobody 
comes after him very soon." 

We take it for granted that a pen-and-ink sketch by Rembrandt is worth more than a 
five by seven yards canvas by Ferdinand Bol. But in Durer's time, when his own paintings 
were evaluated, more or less, on the basis of the cost of the materials and the number of 
working hours, his statement was, indeed, a "strange speech"; and even in Italy the time 
had not yet come for the drawings of great masters to be looked upon with that mixture of 
aesthetic admiration and almost sentimental affection with which we are in the habit of 
approaching them. When Aretina already begged for a scrap of paper hallowed by the 
pencil of Michelangelo--the first "divino" !-Vasari still collected drawings from a purely 
historical point of view and put them in an enormous volume which, however much cherished, 
was little more than a corollary to his biographies. In Durer's sentences we have a remarkable 
anticipation of the modern point of view, and this attitude was not only stated in a theo
retical way but also governed his practice as an artist and, if one may say so, as a collector. 
He was the first to sign and date .a large percentage of his own studies and sketches even 
if he had no intention of selling them or giving them away; he inscribed several of them 
with notes regarding the subject and the circumstances of execution-as in the portrait 
of Maximilian I (1030), made "high up in the palace in his tiny little cabinet"-and he 
did the same with the drawings of other, mostly earlier artists which he systematically 
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acquired and preserved (see, e.g., our nos. 629, 1235, 1277). In one instance he expressly 
stated that he had written the inscription "in honor of the author" who in this case was Martin 
Schongauer. 

To some extent all this can be accounted for by the specifically Germanic ·preference for 
the particular as against the universal, for the curious as against the exemplary, and for 
the personal as against the objective; and this explains the fact that the signing and dating 
of drawings did not become the fashion in Italy even after hero-worship had been extended 
to artists. It is illuminating that no European language has an equivalent for the German 
words "Handriss" and "Handzeichnung" ("hand-drawing") which stress the fact that the 
hand of an individual person has rested on this very piece of paper, imparting to it a senti
mental value not unlike that of a personal souvenir or even a relic-a hand-written letter, a 
hand-signed document, a hand-embroidered handkerchief. But in Durer's case this general 
German propensity was merely the fertile soil on which could· thrive the seeds of the Italian 
doctrine of genius. This is confirmed by his "seltsame Red" which clearly indicates that he 
looked upon a drawing as the most distinctive manifestation of that divine, or, as he puts it, 
"miraculous," gift which raises the "great" artist above all others. 

How this reverence for genius could merge in Durer's mind with what may be called the 
spirit of relic-worship is illustrated by an almost pathetic incident. In 1515 Raphael had 
sent him a stately sanguine drawing showing two splendidly posed and modelled nudes. Durer 
first noted on it the date of receipt, and after Raphael's death in 1520 he characteristically 
added the following in memoriam: "Raphael of U rhino, who was so highly esteemed by the 
Pope, has made these nudes and has sent them to Nuremberg, to Albrecht Durer, in order to 
show him his hand." Now, modern critics have come to realize that this drawing was never 
made by Raphael himself. They have rightly ascribed it to a member of his workshop (either 
Francesco Penni or, more probably, Giulio Romano) and have hence concluded that the 
inscription was a forgery. This conclusion, however, is erroneous. The inscription is unques
tionably written by Durer. He himself was mistaken, and this mistake shows more than 
anything the irreconcilability of his point of view with that of his Italian fellow-painter. 
For Raphael it was a matter of course to present his German colleague with the best available 
specimen of a style for which he felt responsible, no matter whether the manual execution 
was his or a pupil's. Durer, on the contrary, took it for granted that an Italian master, whom 
he respected and loved, could only have wanted to "show him his hand"-the hand of an 
individual chosen by God. 
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