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JIHIIE MASTER E. 5
AND THE ‘ARS MORIENDI’

— ———

HE fifteenth century of the Christian era marks an important epoch in the

history of human progress in the Western world. One by one the well-

guarded trenches and bulwarks of mediaeval convention and exclusion
yielded to the pressure of time and to the onset of a completely new set of ideas.
Not only were many inventions of the greatest importance brought to pass or to
perfection, but several useful practices, especially among the fine arts, were
freed from a kind of serfdom to mere utility and developed on lines considerably
divergent from those on which they had hitherto been exercised. The art of
painting, for instance, found a more open and far more profitable field in the
easel-picture and the portrait than it had before when practised as a mere adjunct
to the decoration of buildings or the embellishment of books. The sister-art of
engraving, in both its branches of relief and intaglio, was gradually elevated from
a mere utilitarian service to an important rank among the pictorial arts. The
art of engraving was practised by the human race even before it emerged from
a semi-feral existence. and from the roughly incised implements of the cave-dwellers
the progress of the art can be traced through its infancy to a state of adolescence
in Chaldaea and Assyria, Egypt and India, Greece and Etruria, in fact throughout
the civilized world until its maturity in the fifteenth century after Christ. It was
in truth an important branch of the applied arts, and owed eventually its chief
expression to the goldsmiths, metal-workers, and wood-carvers of the Middle Ages.
Two things were required before the art of engraving could be liberated from its
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2 THE MASTER E. 5 AND

chains and take its place as a means of pictorial expression. The substance on
which the block or plate could be impressed required to be both cheap and durable,
and capable of resisting the indispensable [riction and pressure. The earlier forms
of paper were too costly or brittle to endure this process, while parchment and
vellum were articles of luxury., requiring careful preparation and ill-suited for
rapid and repeated printing. A vehicle too was required to carry the pigment
or colouring matter necessary for the transfer of the design from the block to
the surface which was ready to reccive it. a vehicle fluid enough to be casily
spread and siccative enough to remain permanent when the impression had
been made. The ink of the scribe was ill-suited for the requirements of the
press, and the ordinary pigments of the painter were equally so.

Such a paper and such an ink were hardly forthcoming before the com-
mencement of the fifteenth century, and, given their discovery, engraving was
ready to make its appearance upon the scene as a new pictorial art, one moreover
which was destined after the lapse of very few years to give birth to what has
perhaps proved the most important invention ever made for the benefit of the
human race, that of printing with movable types.

In the history of engraving the precedence is usually given by historians to
wood-engraving, though this is an assumption rather due to an absence of evidence
to the contrary, than to any positive proof that the art of copper-plate engraving
was a subsequent invention. The earliest dates which appear on wood-engravings
are 1418, which s affixed, not without some doubt as to its authenticity, to a
coloured woodecut of *The Madonna and Female Saints® now in the Print Room
ol the Royal Library at Brussels, and 1423, an undisputed date, which appears
on a woodcut of *5t. Christopher,” pasted in a manuseript from the convent of
Buxheim in Bavaria. lately in the Althorp Library and now in the Rylands Library
at Manchester. The earliest date which appears on a copper-plate engraving is
1446, which is affixed to one of a series of small engravings of * The Passion,” now
in the Royal Print Room at Berlin, Early as these dates may seem, and rude
as the execution may be, especially in the case of the woodeuts, they can be only
taken as suggestive of something approximate to a fixed date for the invention of
engraving. There is nothing in any one of these instances to prove that they
were the very earliest production of the two respective branches of the art, or
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that some of the other undated engravings which are closely related to them may
not be quite as old, if not actually of an earlier date.

The historians of wood-engraving have been content hitherto with the above
dates as a starting-point for their narrative. The early history of copper-plate
engraving remained however under an unmerited cloud of obscurity. The legend
was generally accepted, in spite ol evidence existing to the contrary, that the art
was accidentally discovered by one Maso Finiguerra, an artist-goldsmith at Florence,
about 1452, and up to a very recent date the invention of the art has been credited
to Italy. It is possible that Finiguerra may in the course of his work in niello,
as Vasari narrates, have discovered the art so far as he and his companions in
Italy were concerned. It can however be shown that engraving on copper was
practised several years before in Germany and the Netherlands, and in all
probability in [Italy as well. In the ecarlier works on engraving, such as
Heinecken's [dée Gendrale d’une Collection Complette d'Estampes (1771), Bartsch’s
Le Peintre Gravenr (18o3-1821), and Passavant’s supplement to the same (1860
1864), a very large number of copper-plate engravings are catalogued as belonging
to the early German or Netherlandish schools.  They are all executed in a rough,
dry and angular style, such as used at one time to be meant by the epithet * Gothic.”
Few bear a mark or signature by which the artist can be indicated or discovered,
but the majority from internal evidence were capable of classification under certain
distinct heads and dates. A very large number however remained without classi-
fication or identification of any sort, and even the learned researches of students
like Willshire, Renouvier, Duchesne, and others threw but little light upon the
subject. It was left to Professor Dr. Max Lchrs, the present Director of the
Cabinet of Prints and Drawings in the Royal Museums at Dresden, to devote
his energy and leisure, aided by unflagging industry and most careful and accurate
powers of observation, to the examination and rearrangement of the copper-plate
engravings of this date. In this he was largely assisted by the great advance
shown in the arrangement of the engravings in the magnificent collections in the
British Museum, at Berlin, Amsterdam, and elsewhere.

By dint of examining in person every known and accessible specimen in public
and private collections throughout Europe, Dir. Lehrs has succeeded in elucidating

and constructing an almost complete history of copper-plate engraving north of
B 2



4 THE MASTER E. S AND

the Alps during the fifteenth century. The result of his researches, now in course
of publication, is likely to prove the final and standard work upon the subject.
It is on them that the remarks in the following pages are based, Dr. Lehrs having
generously placed the whole of his vast knowledge on this special subject at the
service of the present writer.

The first important discovery which Dr. Lehrs may be said to have made is
that among the engravers of the fifteenth century who preceded Albrecht Durer,
there are some who reveal themselves as original artists of great skill and merit,
while others betray themselves as being mere mechanical copyists, their skill lying
almost solely in the reproduction, or in all probability actual piracy, of the works
of other artists, All the engravers of this date appear to have been workers in
gold or other metals, and to have carried on this craft concurrently with that
of engraving.

In the category of original artists appears an engraver who is known from
his principal works as The Master of the Playing Cards (Meister der Spiel-
karten)'. Among other fruits of Dr. Lehrs’ researches has been the discovery
that the engravings of the early part of the fifteenth century, even the very earliest,
had sufficient vogue to be used as models for the miniaturist to copy from. In the
ornamental borders of an illuminated manuscript of Livy, now in the Bibliothéque
de I'Arsenal at Paris, and in another manuscript, ‘ Liber Alexandri de Proeliis,’
now in the library of St. Gall m Switzerland, Dr. Lehrs has been able to trace
figures, directly copied from those in the set of playing-cards engraved on copper by
the aforesaid engraver. Both these manuscripts are dated 1454, and it may be
assumed that the engravings must by that time have had a wide circulation. A still
carlier date can be discovered from the works of an almost contemporary engraver,
known from his two principal works as The Master of the Gardens of Love
(Meister der Liebesgarten), who, as it would appear from the costume of the figures
in his engravings, was of Burgundian extraction. Two engravings by this master
are evidently copies of engravings by The Master of the Playing Cards—a 'St
Anthony,” and the bordure of flowers to a ‘ Flight into Egypt,” the latter use of
the original designs being curiously parallel to that of the miniaturists mentioned
above. Now this engraver, who may or may not have been an original artist

! See Max Lehrs, Die ditester Dentschen Spielbarten (Dresden, 1885).
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at times, engraved a series of small prints illustrating ‘ The Passion,” of which
eight only have survived'.

This series of ‘The Passion’ appears to have been the original from which
three series of grisaille miniature-paintings were taken, which are found in manu-
scripts of the period. In an undated Latin book of prayers in the Royal Library
at Brussels twenty-two grisarlfe drawings appear, representing scenes from the
Passion and the lives of the Saints, in which the eight known engravings by The
Master of the Gardens of Love were copied. An undated Netherlandish book
of prayers in the Plantin-Moretus Muscum at Antwerp contains fourteen grisaille
drawings of a similar nature. In a manuscript of ‘Le Miroir de la Salvation
Humaine,” also in the Royal Library at Brussels, a similar series of grisaille
engravings occur, comprising a Passion series, in which the said eight engravings
are copied, and a series of Saints, among which figures the 5t. Anthony of The
Master of the Gardens of Love. Twice are found in this manuscript animals from
the set of playing-cards engraved by The Master of the Playing Cards. This last
manuscript was written for Philip, Duke of Burgundy, by Jean Miellot, and is
dated 1448. It is evident therefore that not only the engravings of The Master of
the Playing Cards but also those of The Master of the Gardens of Love enjoyed
a considerable vogue and popularity previous to 1448. The date therefore of 1446
on the Renouvier Passion series at Berlin can only be accepted as the earliest
known date which appears upon a copper-plate engraving, and not as any proof
of its being the actual date of invention.

The cight prints of the Passion by The Master of the Gardens of Love were
pasted in a small manuscript book of prayers of the fiftecenth century, which
has been broken up and dispersed. Fragments of this manuscript are in the
collections of engravings in the German Museum at Nuremberg, the National
Library at Paris, the Royal Library at Dresden, and elsewhere. The other prints
pasted in the same manuseript are by different hands, the greater number being by
the engraver known as The Master of St Erasmus, owing to the fact that an
original engraved plate by him with this subject exists in the German Museum
at Nuremberg =,

! See Max Lehrs, Der Meisicr der Lishesgarten (Dresden, 1893).

¥ See Max Lehrs, Kafalag der i Germanischen Muscwm befindfichen dentschen Kupfersticke des XV, fafrdunderis
(Niirnberg, 1888),
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The Master of St. Erasmus was an engraver (or perhaps a school of
engravers) in a very rough manner, whose very numerous works do not show
evidence of any originality as an artist. He may be presumed to have been
a prolific producer of copies from engravings, and perhaps from miniature-paintings,
all executed in such a size as to admit of being pasted into the books of prayers
which were small enough to be carried in the hand. A large number of such
prints, many of them still inserted on their original pages of manuscript, are to be
seen in the collections at the British Museum and in the Grand-Ducal Library
at Darmstadt. This engraver copied among others the engravings ol The Master
of the Playing Cards, The Master of the Gardens of Love, and the still more
important engraver, with whom this essay has chiefly to deal, The Master E. S
or The Master of 1466.

The engraver, who is known sometimes by his initials E. S., which appear
on a few engravings, sometimes by the date of 1466, which appears on others,
is the first artist of real importance in the history of art who devoted his skill
to engraving. In his hands the art of copper-plate engraving reached a high
level, both in actual technical execution and in pictorial ereation and sentiment.
He did not however succeed in liberating it from the cramped and dry angularity
which is so characteristic of Northern art at this date.” There can be little
doubt but that he was a working goldsmith, and practised in his craft, yet he
shows a painter’s eye in the new appearance of colour and relief, which he gives
by shading in his engravings those portions of the composition which earlier
engravers or miniature-painters had been content to leave open, to be completed
by the addition of colour. In this The Master E. S. showed the way for the
more advanced productions in ‘black and white * of such famous artists as Martin
Schongauer and Albrecht Diirer.

The art of The Master E. 5. shows many traces of the influence of the
famous painter of Bruges, Rogier Van der Weyden. The gentle suavity of the
types combined with the lean angularity of the figures is characteristic of the great
Fleming, but in the case of The Master E. S. they are enlivened by an unexpected
vivacity and realism, which is sometimes carried even to audacity, and appears
as the precursor of the subsequent realistic art of the Netherlands and the

districts of Lower or Western Germany. Such a spirit is found in some of



THE ‘ARS MORIENDI’ )

the works of Martin Schongauer, and still more so in those of the great original
“dry-point* engraver who is known as The Master of the Amsterdam Cabinet
or of the ‘ Hausbuch.’

The subjects depicted by The Master E. S, in his engravings are of the
most varied description, sacred and secular, ranging from the Bible and the
Saints to scenes from every-day life, sometimes of a very free description, with
heraldry, playing-cards, and designs for goldsmiths. Upwards of 320 distinct
original engravings by The Master E. S. have been identified, and some forty
more can be recognized as copies made by other engravers from originals by
The Master E. S., of which no impressions are as yet known to exist.

Many attempts have been made to localize the home of this engraver, but
it is difficult to prove anything more than that he scems to have belonged to
the region of the Upper Rhine between Alsace and the Black Forest, probably
somewhere about Freiburg or Breisach'. It is noteworthy that his great
successor, Martin Schongauer, was a native of Colmar in Alsace and died at
Breisach in 1491. It is not impossible, and it is at all events pleasing to con.
jecture, that Schongauer’s early studies in the art of engraving were made under
the superintendence of The Master E. S., with whose works he could hardly have
failed to have been acquainted. It would appear from the most recent researches
that the engraver known as The Master of the Amsterdam Cabinet was one
of a group of artists working at Mayence. As the Rhine was the great highway
of all traffic at this date, it is not surprising to find the chief works in printing
and engraving issuing from such important riverside towns as Breisach, Mayence,
and Cologne. The engravers in one town can hardly have escaped familiarity
with the works of their contemporaries in other Rhenish cities.

A feature common to the engravings of these three great artists is that
their work is always entirely original. In no case can they be shown to have
stooped to copy or even borrow the designs of another artist. Copies innumerable
are known of the works of The Master E. S., as of those of Schongauer, but his
designs with their good and their bad points are invariably his own. The works of
The Master E. 5. show also a gradual and steady progress both in technical skill
and artistic conception, His earlier works are so much rougher and so immature

! See Max Lehrs, Dir Spielbarten des Meisters E. S, (Inmern. Chaleogr., Soc. Publications, 18g1).
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that they have been separated by some writers from his later works and classified
as the work of a separate engraver, known as The Master of the Sibyl

Among the earlier copyists or pirates of The Master E. 5s engravings was
The Master of St. Erasmus, whose copies cease at an early date in the career
of The Master E.S. As The Master of St. Erasmus was also busied in copying
the works of The Master of the Playing Cards and The Master of the Gardens of
Love, it is almost safe to attribute the early work of The Master E. 5. to a date
contemporary with that of the two last-named engravers. It would appear that
later on, when the engravings of The Master E. 5. attained greater finish and
excellence, the frequent piracies of them by such industrious goldsmith-engravers
as Wenzel von Olmitz and Israhel van Meckenem caused The Master E. 5. to
protect himsell by adding on his plates his initials and the date of the year in
which the engraving was executed. The dates 1465, 1466, 1467, all occur on
engravings by him, and as the engravings bearing these dates show him at the
height of his skill, it can be assumed that his work and probably his life terminated
about 1467, and when his powers were still in full maturity.

In the University Galleries at Oxford there is a remarkable and extremely
valuable collection of carly engravings, bequeathed to the Bodleian Library by
Mr. Francis Douce, F.5.A.' The collection contains several important examples of
the engravings by The Master E. S., some of great beauty and many of extreme rarity.
Among them is a series ol eleven small prints, measuring 3§ inches by 3 inches
(95 x 72 millimetres), illustrating the Ars Moriendr, or * Art of Good or Evil Dying.’
This series of engravings is complete at Oxford alone, and of only three prints in
the series are other impressions known, in each case a single one and scattered as
far apart as London, Berlin, and Schloss Wolfegg in South-west Bavaria =

The importance of this series was hardly recognized by any authority prior
to Dr. Lehrs. Duchesne ® and Renouvier * ascribed them rightly to The Master E. S.
Bartsch did not know them, but Passavant saw them, and, confusing them with

' 1t is understood that these engravings will probably be rearranged under a proposal made by Mr. T. W,
Jackson, Fellow and Tutor of Worcester College and one of the Visitors of the University Galleries, to whom
the author s indebted for both assistance and advice in the preparation of this work.

* See Max Lehrs., D Kinstler der drs Mortendi wnd die analiee Erste duspabe devsalben { falirbuch der Kl
Preossizsehen Konstsamriluongen, 18g0, Heft i),

Fovare dun feonophile, p. 364.
Y Histoire ae Tovigine ¢f des progres de la Gravuee, p. 136,
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sets of copies at Cologne and Vienna, classed them all as the same thing under
the general heading of ‘School of The Master E. 8" Passavant’s error, once
published to the world in print, was followed by such wellknown writers as
Dutuit? and Willshire . To any student of the works of The Master E. 5. it is
at once evident that these prints are from his hand, and, apart from internal
evidence, the fact of their having been copied by The Master of St. Erasmus
would point to their being among his earlier works.

The Ars Moriends, or Speculum Artis bene Moriends, the ‘Art of Good or
Evil Dying,” was a religious treatise, used with conspicuous force and authority
by the Church during its long ascendency in the Middle Ages. At this date the
keys of knowledge as of salvation were entirely in the hands of the Chureh, and
the lay public, both high and low, were, generally speaking, ignorant and illiterate.
One of the secrets of the great power exercised by the Church lay in its ability
to represent the life of man as environed from the outset by legions of horrible
and insidious demons, who beset his path throughout life at every stage up to his
very last breath, and are eminently active and often triumphant when man’s fortitude
is undermined by sickness, suffering, and the prospect of dissolution. From such
attacks and pitfalls only the continuous presence and protection of the Church
could protect the hapless pilgrim through life.  In aid of such a mission certain
doctrines were adopted by the leaders of the Church, and inculcated in treatises
drawn up by the most eminent divines of the day, such as the famous Jean
Gerson, Chancellor of the University of Paris. In this teaching the .Ars
Moriends, linked as it was with the doctrine of eternal punishment, played
a most important part. It was on his deathbed that a man was most amenable
to advice, and in need of consolation to give him hope at the moment when his
soul was about to depart into the unknown.

When pictorial art began to lend its aid to the minister of religion, it was
of great service, for often, when the mind was too illiterate to understand or the

Y Maned e [ Amatenr o Estanapes, vol, i, p. 28,

LI | Dleseriptive Catalogne of Eardy Prinds in the Britrsh Mazeoom, by William HI.IE hes .l\‘l'.iuf»-ll-lrfl M.I. {London,
i554).
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car too fecble to comprehend the good doctrine which was being expounded at
the bedside, the eye could follow in the print or illuminated page the subject to
which the patient’s thoughts were to be directed. According to the treatise for
which the series of engravings by The Master E. S. was probably executed, there
are five stages of danger, which the dying man must survive before the triumph

of the Church is assured. These stages are—

I. Infidelity.
II. Despair.
I11. Impatience.
IV. Vainglory.
V. Avarice.

The purport of the treatise is to reveal to the sufferer the temptations to which
he will be subjected, and also the way in which he will be aided by Divine inter-
vention to overcome them. Hence the prints, eleven in number, contain five
pairs of subjects, representing the temptation and the protection afforded by
angelic assistance, leading up to the general triumph of the Christian religion at
the final moment of death. The cleven prints therefore represent—

L. a. Tempiatio Dinboli de Fide (Versuchung im Glauben).
B. Bona lnspivatio Angelr de Fide (Ermuthigung im Glauben).
1. a. Templatio Diaboli de Desperatione (Versuchung durch Verzweiflung).
8. Bona fnspivatio Angelt contra Desperationem (Trost gegen Verzweiflung).
HIL a. Temptatio Diaboli de Dnpaticntia (Versuchung durch Ungeduld).
B. Bona [uspiratio Angeli de Patientia (Trost gegen die Versuchung durch
Ungeduld).
IV. a. Temptatio Diaboli de Vana Gloria (Versuchung durch Hoffahrt).
B, Bona [uspiratio Awgeli contra Vanam Gloriam (Eingebung der Demuth
gegen die Hoffahrt).
V. a. Templatio Diaboli de Avardia (Versuchung durch Geiz).
B, Bona Inspiratio Angeli contra Avaritiam (Eingebung der Freigebigkeit
gegen den Geiz).
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Leading up to No. VI, the final Triumph over all Temptations at the Hour of Death
(Triumph aber alle Versuchungen in der Todesstunde).

As stated before, the only complete set of these illustrations by The Master
E. S. to the Ars Moriends is that in the Douce Collection, now in the University
Galleries at Oxford. A single example of No. L. & is in the royal Print Room at
Berlin', one of 1. B in the British Museum, and one of 11. B in the remarkable
collection preserved in the castle of Wolfegeg-Waldsee in South-west Bavaria.
No person, who is acquainted with the engravings of The Master E. 5., could fail
to recognize the Awrs Moriendr engravings as the work of his hands.  The thin dry
figures, with their irregular and incorrect proportions, the stiff and angular contours
of the drapery, the arrangement of the hair in both male and female figures, the
grotesque antics of the demons, the homely vivacity of the domestic scenes, coupled
with a certain pleasingness in the whole effect, are all characteristic of the Master
E. 5. The very evident faults to be discerned in the technique, perspective and
composition all point to an early stage in his career before he had attained his
full powers as an engraver.

It could not be likely that so important a serics of engravings as the Ars
Moriends, illustrating a subject for which there must have been a frequent demand,
should have escaped the notice of a copyist. The earliest engraver to lay hands
upon them was The Master of St. Erasmus, who executed two sets of copies, one
apparently copied directly from the originals by The Master 12 S, the other copied
from this set of copies. The copies by The Master of St. Erasmus are very rough
and free renderings of the originals, containing divers omissions and alterations.
The first set of copies is in reverse to the originals, showing the engraver to have
been a mere mechanical engraver and not an artist ; the second set, being copied in
reverse from the first set of copies, brings the subjects round to the same positions
as in the original series.

These sets of copies are almost as rare as the originals. Of the first
scries of copies only two sets are known, one in the British Muscum®, much dis-
figured by its having been coloured by hand, the other in the Hofbibliothek at

¥ Purchased at the Firmin-Didot sale in 1877 for g0 franes,
* Bought in 1845 at the Heywood-Bright sale; described by Waagen, Freasives of At i Greal Britain,
i. 309. Transferred in 18ga from the Library to the Print Boom,

c2
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Vienna'. Of the second series only one set is known, that in the Stadt-Archiv
at Cologne =

Another set of copies from the original prints was executed at a later date by
an engraver who is known by his initials of M. Z.  This engraver has been some-
times classed with the primitive engravers of the fifteenth century, but it is clear
from his works that he really belonged to the latter part of the sixteenth century,
and worked sometimes in imitation of the archaic manner.  Such an engraver was
Matthes Zandt, but this engraver M. Z. appears to be distinct from him. He must
also be carefully distinguished from the fifteenth-century engraver with the same
initials, who is sometimes known as Martin Zasinger. The copies by the engraver
M. Z. are not uncommon, and they were subsequently published with a German
text in 1623 by a bookseller named Peter Konig in M unich.

One of the results of the careful examination of the engravings executed in
Germany during the fifteenth century, initiated by Dr. Lehrs and continued by
Dr. Lippmann of Berlin and other independent experts, has been to show that
many engravings on wood or on metal, which from their rude method of
execution have been attributed to the infancy of the art, are really nothing more
than unskilful copies of better engravings. It follows therefore that mere roughness
of execution can no longer be taken as a criterion of antiquity. Among such
engravings are some of the felgen, or prints of Saints, and some of the so-called
Schrotblatter, or prints in the manrére criblée, which had been regarded as the
mecunabula of the art, whercas they are really nothing but copies from ecarly
copper-plate engravings which in many instances have not survived.

The same remark applies to the famous Block-books, so well known to
bibliographers, and of such extreme importance in themselves, owing to their
having led the way to the invention of printing with movable types. These
Block-books have been allotted a special place in the early history of both biblio-
graphy and xylography, and have been treated with a deference, to which it

! Fully described by Fricdeich von Bartsch, Dic Kupferstich-Sawonivng der K. K. Hofbbliothek s Wies,

pp. 124-128 Mo, 1303 a-m. In 18353 this set was in the possession of the antiquary Fidelis Butsch at Augsburg.
1 See Reperdorin fior Kunstwissenschafi, vols. x. p. 137, xi. pp- 51, 52, xiv. p. 116
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would appear, especially as regards their artistic value, that they are but partially
entitled. They served as compendiums of moral and religious instruction, compiled
in their well-known illustrative form as a handy one for conveying the precepts
which they contained before the eyes of the sick or the illiterate, much in the
same way as the frescoes, sculptures or painted windows did in the cathedral
or the parish church. The best known of the Block-books are the Bibfra
Pauperum, the Canticum Cantrcorum, the Speculwm Humanae Salvationis, the
Specilum Ariis bene Mortends, the Ars Memorandi, and others. In most cases it
would appear that the designs were taken from drawings of an carlier date or from
the illuminations in manuscripts.

In 1872 the Trustees of the British Muscum acquired at the great Weigel
sale in Leipzig a Block-book of the utmost rarity, for which the large sum of
A1o7z2 1os. was paid, exclusive of commission. This book has always excited
great interest for its text and its illustrations, and in the British Museum Cata-
logue it is described as ‘believed to be the first edition of this often-repeated work,
by reason of the beauty and originality of the designs, and the sharpness of
outline, which proves its impression to be an early one.”  All that is known about
its history is that it was purchased by Herr Weigel for a moderate price from
a private owner at Cologne. In 1881 the Block-book of the Aws Moriendi was
selected for reproduction by the Holbein Society, being published in lithographic
facsimile from carefully drawn copies made by Mr. F. C. Price, and edited by
Mr. W. Harry Rylands, with an Introduction by Mr. George Bullen, at that time
Keeper of the Printed Books in the British Muscum., The title of this work
describes the Block-book as the Ars Moriends (Lditio Princeps, circa 1440).
In the Introduction Mr. Bullen gives some valuable bibliographical information
concerning the Ars Mordendy as a treatise, but with regard to the illustrations he
has been content to adopt the views of Dr. Willshire, who had himself done little
more than transcribe the statements, erroncous as will be seen, of ather and earlier
authorities.

The designs of the illustrations to the .4»s Moriendi Block-book are very
different from those in the Biblia Pauperum, the Canticum Canticorum, and others.
They show a great advance in composition and pictorial sentiment. No student
of the engravings by The Master E. S. can fail to recognize in the designs of
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the Ars Moriends Block-book the style of this engraver, with the peculiar types
and mannerisms which are so characteristic of his work.

At the time when this Block-book was acquired by the British Museum, the
history of early copper-plate engraving had hardly been studied at all in England,
and but imperfectly on the Continent.  The works of The Master E. S. were not
unknown nor their merit unrecognized, but their number, their originality, and
their important position in the history of Art still remained unrevealed. Since
that date the rescarches of Dr. Lehrs, aided by the immense assistance given by
the advance in photographic reproduction, have rendered it possible to classify
the works of this engraver, even without immediate access to the originals. In
this way the individual characteristics of The Master E. 5. have become as easy
to discern as those of an Albrecht Direr, a Rembrandt, a Claude Mellan, or
a Whistler. It is also possible to trace the distinet progress in both artistic and
technical skill throughout the immense series of engravings by The Master E. S.
Duchesne, who had seen the Ars Moriendr engravings in the Douce Collection,
recognized in the designs of the Block-book the hand of The Master E. 5. The
originality however of these latter designs was generally maintained. Passavant,
who saw not only the Douce prints at Oxford but also the copies by The Master
of St. Erasmus at Cologne and Vienna, not only mistook these three serics for
different impressions of the same set of engravings, attributing them to the school
of The Master E. 5., but pronounced them all to be copies from the well-known
and highly-esteemed designs in the drs Moriendi Block-book. In this he was
followed by Willshire, Dutuit, and other experts, whose knowledge of the whole
series of engravings seems to have been confined to some indifferent photographs,
on a reduced scale, from six of the Oxford engravings, which happened to have
been done for the British Museum as far back as 1871

[t was left to Dr. Lehrs to show that the much-vaunted designs of the Ars
Meoriendd Block-book are little more than enlarged copies from the set of
engravings by The Master E. S, of which original engravings the only complete
series at present known is in the University Galleries at Oxford.

A description of the designs in the prints by The Master E. 5. will explain
the subjects of the .Adrs Moriends as a didactic treatise. The differences in the

designs when copied by The Master of St. Erasmus and by the draughtsman



of the British Museum Block-book are immaterial so far as the meaning of the

designs is concerned, but in some cases the errors or imperfections in the original

designs of The Master E. S. have been corrected or improved by the later artists,
In the following descriptions the series referred to are denoted as—

(@) The prints of The Master E. 5. in the Douce Collection at Oxford.

(&) The copies by The Master of St. Erasmus in the Print Room at the British
Museum,

{€) The designs of the Block-book in the Library at the British Museum.

I. a. Tempracio Dvaporl pE Fine (Fersuchung tm Glanben) .

(@) The dying man lies in bed, the head of which is directed towards the right.
He is much emaciated, and his naked chest with one arm is seen above the
bed-clothes. Four demons assail him. One is drawing away the sheet from behind
his head. A second, on his right behind the bed, points to a group of learned men
engaged in animated discussion, evidently heretics. A third, in the air in the left
upper corner of the print, points downwards to a group of Solomon and the Queen
of Sheba adoring idols. A fourth demon, on the right-hand side of the bed, points
to two figures, of a woman, semi-nude, who holds a scourge in her leflt hand and
a bundle of rods in her right, and a man who is represented in the act of cutting his
throat with a knife. Behind the bed are seen figures of God the Father, Jesus
Christ, and the Virgin Mary.

(#) The composition is the same, but in reverse, and the third demon in the

air has been omitted,

{¢) The composition is similar to (a), but to the second demon is attached a
scroll with the words fae sicuf pagani®, to the third a seroll with the words ifernus
Jactus est, and to the fourth a scroll with dnferficias fe ipm.

I. 5. Boxa Inspiracio Axcenl pe Fine (Ermuthicung im Glawben).

(@) The dying man lics on a bed, directed towards the right, with a wooden
canopy to it. An angel stands in front of the bed in an attitude of exhortation.

V' The Latin titles are taken from the Block-hook : the German from Dr. Lehrs's deseriptions,
* These inscriptions are cut in type similar to that used for the text of the Block-book.
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Behind the bed stand God the Father, Jesus Christ, the Virgin Mary, with Moses
and a company of Saints with halos, numbering nineteen in all. The dove of the
Holy Spirit rests on the canopy of the bed. On the ground are three demons
in an attitude of despair.

(#) The same composition very roughly executed in reverse. The caterpillar-
shaped demon in the foreground is omitted. Only seven distinct halos seen in
the background.

(¢) Similar to (@) : the angel holds a scroll with the words sis firmus | fide. By
the three demons on the floor are three scrolls with the words fugiamus, Vicli sumus,
Srustra laborawem”.  The dove of the Holy Spirit has been shifted from the right
corner of the canopy to the left, and is barely recognizable. The number of halos
in the background is twenty-one.

Il &, Temeracio Dyasor pe Desreracione (Fersuchung durch Verzwerfiung).

(@) The dying man lies in bed, the head of which is directed towards the
right. His left arm rests upon the coverlet. He is tormented by six demons.
They point to various figures of men and women denoting the sins of fornication,
perjury, murder, robbery, &c., while one holds up a sheet of paper, on which
may be supposed to be inscribed a list of the dying man's misdeeds.

(#) The same composition in reverse, but some alterations in the characters
of the figures.

{¢) The same composition as (@), on an enlarged scale ; the demons are accom-
panied by scrolls with the words forwcatus es, periurus es, ecce peca tua, occidisti,
aware wivestt,. A wooden head has been added to the bed.

I1. B. Boxa Ixspiratio ANGELT coxTRA DEspErRATIONEM (Trost gegen Verzwerflung).

(@) The dying man lies in bed towards the right, his arms under the bed-clothes.
An angel stands in front of the bed pointing to various typical instances of repentant
sinners—Mary Magdalene, 5t. Peter (whose emblem, the cock, is perched on the
head of the bed), the Penitent Thiefl on the Cross, and the Conversion of St. Paul.

Two defeated demons lic on the floor by or under the bed.
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() The same composition in reverse, with a few alterations in the figures;
St. Peter especially being made much younger in appearance.

(¢) The same composition as (@), with scrolls attached to the defeated demons
inscribed Neguagua desperes, Victoria michi nudia.

ITL. o. Temeracio Dvasont pe IMpaciexcia (Persuchung durel Ungeduld).

{#) The dying man lies in bed towards the right, both arms disengaged above
the bed-clothes; a demon with bat’s wings is near the bed on the floor to the right.
With his left foot the dying man is kicking away his medical attendant, while
a woman (his wife?) stands in a deprecating attitude. In front of the bed is
a maid-servant with food and drink, looking in astonishment at a table, which with
its contents has been capsized, evidently by another kick of the dying man's foot.

(8 The same composition in reverse.

(¢) The same composition as (@). By the women is a scroll with the inscription
Eece gtam pend patits, and by the demon one inscribed § bene decepi eum.

[II. . Bowa Inspiracio ANGELL DE Paciexcia (Trost gegen dic Versuchung durch

Ungeduld).

{#) The dying man lies in bed towards the right, his hands in an attitude
of prayer. An angel stands in front of his bed, round which are scen figures of
four martyrs, St. Stephen, St. Catherine, St. Lawrence, and St. Barbara, with
God the Father holding an arrow and a scourge, and Jesus Christ crowned with
thorns and holding a scourge and a bundle of rods. A demon is seen creeping
under the bed, and another is lying prostrate on the floor

(£) The same composition in reverse.

(€) A similar composition to (@), scrolls accompanying the demons, with the
words sum captivatus and fabores amisi.

IV. o. Tempracio Dyasour e Vana Groria (Fersuchung durch Hoffalri).

(@) The dying man lies in bed to the right, tormented by four demons, three of
whom offer him crowns, Behind the bed stand God the Father with three little

I
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children, typical of simplicity, and Jesus Christ and the Virgin Mary as types of
humility. Portions of the figures of three other Saints are seen behind them.

(&) The same composition in reverse, with no traces of the additional Saints and
a more decorative head to the bed.

{¢) The same composition as (g). To the figure of God the Father is attached
a scroll with the inscription Tu es firmus in fide, and to three of the four demons

scrolls with Glariare, Corondg meruisty, Exaltate ipsiom, Tnpatiécia psenerasta.

IV. B. Bowna Ixseiracio Ancenl coxtra Vanam Gurorian (Emgebung der Demuth
gegen die Hoffald).

(@) The dying man lies on a bed to the right, his arms under the bed-clothes :
three angels attend him, one of whom holds up a blank sheet of paper to show that
his sins have been wiped out. In the sky behind float figures of God the Father,
Jesus Christ, and the Virgin Mary with the dove of the Holy Spirit, and on the left
stands 5t. Anthony the Hermit, as a type of humility. Two demons lie defeated on
the floor, and in the lower corner on the right are seen the jaws of hell, in which
three figures are being engulfed, including one of a monk and a woman in an
embrace.

{#) The same composition in reverse, but the figures of the monk and woman
have been greatly modified.

(¢) The same composition as (a), but the angel behind the bed holds, instead
of the empty paper, a scroll inseribed Sis funufis. By the prostrate demon in front
is a scroll inscribed Fietus swm, and by the jaws of hell one inscribed Superbos punio.

V. a. Tesxeracio Dyvasornt pE Avaricia (Fersuchung durch Geis).

(a) The dying man lies in bed to the right, both his arms under the bed-
clothes. He is tormented by three demons, one of whom points to a group
of people representing his family and relatives, and the other two to his house,
which occupies the lower part of the print, showing a man leading a mule into
a stable, and a ecllar stored with barrels, three of which are seen.



THE ‘ARS MORIENDI’ 19

() The same composition in reverse ; five barrels are seen in the cellar.

(¢} The same composition as (a), but not only are five barrels seen in the
cellar, but also a man drawing wine from one of them. Attached to the demons
are scrolls inscribed Prowideas amicis and Infende thesauro.

V. 5. Bowna Inseiracio ANGELI conTRA Avariciam (Edigebung der Freigebighert
Legen den Ges).

(@) The dying man lies in bed to the right, exhorted by an angel. Behind
the head of the bed are seen the crucified Saviour and the Virgin Mary, and
in the background stands God the Father (?) as the Good Shepherd between
a flock of sheep and a group of female Saints. In the foreground to the left an
angel is enveloping a man and woman in a cloak, and on the floor to the right
is seated a demon in an attitude of despair.

(6) The same composition in reverse, very roughly rendered.

(¢) The same composition as (@). The angel by the bedside has a scroll
inscribed Nou sis anarus, and the other angel one inscribed Ne infendas amicis.
The demon on the floor holds a seroll inscribed Owid faciam.

VI. The last print represents the final Triumph over all Temptations at the
Hour of Death (Zrimmph siber alle Versuchungen in der Todesstunde).

(@} The composition is a very crowded one. The dying man lies in bed to
the right, holding a taper in his /e hand, which is crossed over the right. A monk
is placing the taper in his hand. His soul in the shape of a child issues from his
mouth and is received by a company of angels. In the background on the left
is seen the crucified Saviour with St. John the Evangelist standing on the gl
of the Cross and the Virgin Mary on the loff of it. Behind St. John are seen
portions of four Saints, and behind the Virgin Mary St. Mary Magdalene,
St. Paul, and portions of cight other Saints. Six demons stand in angry derision
at the foot of the bed.

(6) The same composition, but in reverse, thus correcting the faults of {a), in
which the taper is held in the dying man’s wrong hand, the Virgin and St. John
stand on the wrong side of the Cross, and the Redeemer’s head leans to the
left instead of to the right shoulder, as accepted by tradition.

D2
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(¢) The same composition as (&), with which the draughtsman of the Block-
book would scem to have been acquainted, for he has followed the engraver
of () in correcting the errors into which The Master E. S. had been betrayed.
Five scrolls are attached to the demons, inscribed Hew insanio, Confusi suinus,
Furore consumor, Animd amistmus, Spes nobis nulla.

[t will be noticed that in the last subject especially certain mistakes have
been made by The Master E. 5., which have been rectified by the draughtsman
of the Block-book, but at the expense of reversing the whole composition, thus
destroying the symmetry of the position of the dying man throughout the scenes.
As Dr. Lehrs has pointed out!, such defects are not unfrequent among the
earlier works of The Master E. S, and those in the .4rs Moriend:, together with
the imperfections of the technique, help to prove that these engravings belong to
his carlier work. The Master of St. Erasmus copied the whole series simply
in reverse.  The sixteenth-century engraver M. Z. copied the whole series by
The Master E. S. in the same direction as the originals, and all the mistakes
of the originals are repeated in this last version.

Another noteworthy difference in the Block-book series is the addition of
the scrolls with the inseriptions in large cursive letters deseribed above. When
the crowded and cramped designs of The Master E. 5. were copied on a larger
scale the increased spaces left room for the introduction of these scrolls, which
are introduced without much regard for the beauty of the composition, but
serve to clucidate the meaning of the designs, a meaning which is not always
quite evident at first sight. In IV. B (¢} especially the substitution of the scroll
for the empty paper points to an alteration by a later hand.

All subsequent wood-cut copies have been taken from the Block-book®, and
through constant translation by various hands some of the designs in the later
copies are hardly to be recognized as the same.

To the eye of the ordinary observer the designs of the Block-book, in their
enlarged and more intelligible form, may appear to be more pleasing and attractive
and of greater artistic merit than the cramped and crowded compositions of the

' Lehrs, Der Kiinstler der Ars Morviendi, &e.

* See Dutuit, Maweel de FAmalenr of Esfamipes, vol. 1, for a list of editions of the Ars Mowiend?, some of which
are there stated to be earlier than the British Muscum Block-baok.
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copper-plate engravings. It is impossible however for any student of German
engraving in the fifteenth century to fail to recognize in the designs of the Block-
baok the style of The Master E. S. Should there be any hesitation as to determining
the priority of the Block-book or the Oxford series of copper-plate engravings,
the only alternative to the conclusion already arrived at would be to attribute the
wood-cuts themselves to The Master E. S, in which case the anomaly would be
presented of this great and 1'.-]‘igin:'il artist, among whose numerous engravings
no copy of any other artist’s work is known, having for one occasion only laid
down his graver for the knife, and then translated his own designs for the
more easily printed and more popular language of wood-engraving into the more
difficult and obscure version on copper. Such a supposition can hardly be
entertained, and there is little reason for not accepting the conclusion
of Dr. Lehrs, that the unique series of engravings in the Douce
Collection at Oxford are the real edifio princeps of the famous
Ars Moriendi. The dates fixed by conjecture for the
publication of the Block-book, either 1440 or 1451,
approximate to the date in the carcer of The
Master E. 5. at which it would appear
from their fechnigue that the series
of copperplate illustrations
to the Ars Moriendr

were executed,
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