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Albrecht Dürer, Peasant Couple Dancing, 1514
Copperplate engraving
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Albrecht Dürer: “The Apelles of Black Lines”

Introduction
Towards the end of the fifteenth century there was a revolution in
communication. The emergent printing press created a desire for the printed
word and in its wake came a growing interest in illustration. At first the simple
woodcut was used but, as the market for print grew, the techniques became more
sophisticated and publishers included complex engravings with their works. From
there it was a simple step to the emergence of the art print, the individual sheet
or series to be collected as a work of art in its own right. The print became a major
force for the circulation of ideas, whether in association with or independent from
the word. Foremost amongst the print artists was Albrecht Dürer (1471-1528),
whose works illustrate the restless religious and philosophical world of the early
sixteenth century. His prints are some of the most extraordinary and technically
proficient ever produced and caused Erasmus to describe the artist as ‘the Apelles
of black lines’.

Albrecht Dürer
Dürer was born in Nuremberg in 1471, the son of a successful goldsmith whose
family origins were in Hungary. After basic schooling he was apprenticed to his
father but, as he himself put it, was ‘more inclined towards painting’ and his
father sent him to the successful workshop of Michael Wolgemut, where the boy
could learn a broad range of techniques. Whilst there Dürer may have worked on
a project by his godfather, Anton Koberger, a publisher who owned twenty-four
printing presses, with operations in Germany and abroad. His Nuremberg
Chronicle (1493) contained a remarkable 1,809 woodcuts by the Wolgemut
workshop.

From 1490 to 1494 Dürer travelled to extend his knowledge and skills, returning
home to make an arranged marriage. Within three months he left his new wife at
home and journeyed to Venice, where he discovered new styles of painting and
was especially impressed by the works of the elderly Gentile Bellini. Dürer
returned home in 1495 and increasingly blended the styles and theories of Italy
into the paintings created in his workshop. This period also produced significant
woodcut prints, including his sixteen Apocalypse designs (1498), and the
subsequent illustrations for The Great Passion (1498) and The Life of the Virgin
(1503-5). He also established a reputation for portraits  and religious paintings,
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and continued to make detailed watercolour studies from nature, such as his Young
Hare (1502) and Great Piece of Turf (1503). At this period he also developed his
interests in perspective, anatomy and proportion, which he had first encountered in
Italy.

Between 1506 and 1507 Dürer was back in Venice, this time preceded by his
reputation as an eminent designer of engravings, but whilst there he experimented
with using colour in the Venetian painting style, creating glowing works such as The
Feast of the Rosary (1506). According to his own writings, Dürer was invited by the
doge to become the Republic’s official painter but refused the honour. Instead, he
returned to Nuremberg and continued to produce works that increased his status as
one of Europe’s foremost artists. In addition to paintings he also completed and
revised earlier woodcuts and produced The Little Passion (1512). But from 1513-16 he
produced no paintings and instead devoted his efforts to engravings. To this period
belong his most famous engravings, Knight, Death and the Devil (1513), St. Jerome in
his Study and Melencolia I (both 1514). The well-known woodcut Rhinoceros followed
in 1515.

Dürer’s most important patron was the Holy Roman Emperor Maximilian I, for whom
he worked on The Triumphal Arch between 1512 and 1515. This enormous woodcut
print (295 x 357 cm) was printed on 36 large sheets of paper from 195 separate wood
blocks, and was intended to be hand-coloured and then hung on the walls of city halls
or royal palaces as propaganda for the emperor. In 1520-21 Dürer journeyed to the
Low Countries, primarily to secure patronage and a renewal of his imperial pension.
Whilst there he met local artists and admired the works of earlier masters, such as Jan
van Eyck’s Ghent Altarpiece, but it was not a profitable trip. Back in Nuremberg
Dürer’s declining health slowed the output of works, both paintings and prints, but it
was at this point that he produced his own books, The Four Books on Measurement
(1525) and a book on city fortifications (1527). The Four Books on Human Proportion
was published posthumously in 1528. This last work also included an additional essay
on aesthetics that laid out Dürer’s ideas on ideal beauty and emphasised his belief
that artistic truth lies in nature, which is God’s creation and cannot be surpassed by
the artist.

Dürer died a wealthy and successful man in Nuremberg in April 1528 at the age of 56.
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Albrecht Dürer, The Four Horsemen of the Apocalypse, 1497-8
Woodcut
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Albrecht Dürer, Melencolia I, 1514
Copperplate engraving
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Techniques
Dürer designed both woodcuts and engravings, the latter mostly copperplate
engravings but also including drypoint and etching.

His print of The Four Horsemen of the Apocalypse (c.1496-8) is probably the most
famous of his woodcuts. In this technique the scene is cut into the surface of the
wood block so that the remaining surface areas carry the ink and therefore leave an
impression on the paper during printing, whereas the areas cut away leave no
impression. The result is known as a relief print. Typically, the artist does not cut the
block itself and this part of the process is left to a specialist block cutter who works
with chisel-like tools called gouges. The artist’s drawing can either be made directly
onto the block, which is first whitened, or a drawing made on paper can by glued to
the block. Whichever way, as the block cutter works he inevitably cuts away and
destroys the artist’s original work. The completed blocks can then be used in a
printing press and can, if desired, be combined with blocks of text to create
illustrated books.

Dürer’s great master prints, such as Melencolia I (1514), were created using an
intaglio technique, predominantly by engraving on copper plates. Unlike woodcuts,
which produce a relief print, with intaglio printmaking the ink is carried by the
incised lines in the plate, and the surface itself is cleaned and makes no mark on the
paper. The copper plate is cut by a tool called a burin and any raised debris on the
surface after cutting is smoothed away. Ink can then be applied and the print
produced in a press.

Drypoint prints are a variation on this, where the incisions are made with a ‘needle’
of sharp metal. This throws up a raised ridge, called a burr, to the side of the
incision. Unlike an engraving, this burr is allowed to stay rather than being removed,
and the resulting print is softer and less precise than an engraved line. Repeated
printing from a drypoint plate can remove the burr. The technique was probably
invented in south Germany in the fifteenth century. Dürer only produced three
designs by this technique, including The Holy Family with St. John, the Magdalen and
Nicodemus (1510).

Etching is also an intaglio technique but in this technique the metal plate is cut away
not by hand-held tools but by acid. The plate is covered in wax, which is then incised
with an etching needle, leaving the metal surface unmarked. When the plate is
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dipped into acid the wax preserves the untouched areas of the plate but the acid bites
into those parts exposed by the etcher’s needle. The plate is then cleaned and ink
applied so that it enters the incised lines. Etching had been used by goldsmiths and
others as a way of decorating metal objects for a century or so before it was directed
towards making prints around 1500. Dürer designed only six etchings, including The
Abduction of Proserpine on a Unicorn (1516), before returning to copperplate
engravings.

Woodcuts and copperplate engravings predominate amongst Dürer’s prints, with 148
copperplate engravings and 246 woodcuts attributed to him. Some of these were
created as individual prints or series, and others as illustrations for texts. These are all,
of course, collaborative efforts between the artist, the printer and the men who made
the blocks or plates, although it is likely that Dürer, with his early training as a
goldsmith, could have made a reasonable job of engraving copper plates had he so
chosen.

The Apelles of black lines

In 1528 the humanist scholar Erasmus compared Dürer to the legendary ancient Greek
painter Apelles who, according to Pliny, surpassed all other artists both living and dead.
He was, however, outshone by Dürer, who

even depicts what cannot be depicted: fire, rays of light, thunder, sheet lightning,
thunderbolts or, as we say, the ‘clouds on the wall’; all sensory impressions and
emotions, in short, the entire human spirit as reflected in the reactions of the human
body, almost including the voice. He presents these things with the most appropriate
lines – black lines, but such that if you added colours, you would spoil the work.

And so, today, we search for the ‘clouds on the wall’.

Suggestions for further reading
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Landau, David and Peter Parshall, The Renaissance Print 1470-1550 (Yale, 1996)

Strauss, Walter L., The Complete Engravings, Etchings and Drypoints of Albrecht Dürer
(Dover Publications, 1973)

Wilhelm, Kurth, The Complete Woodcuts of Albrecht Dürer (Dover Publications, 2000)
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Albrecht Dürer, Rhinoceros, 1515
Woodcut


