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ALBRECHT DURER

SEconD son of Albrecht Diirer, goldsmith (d. 1502),
and Barbara Holper ; born at Nuremberg, May 21,
1471 ; pupil of his father and of the painter Michel
Wolgemut, 1486-1489 ; travelled 1490-1494, visiting
Colmar, Basle, and probably Strasburg; returned to
Nuremberg in May, and married Agnes Frey, July
1494 ; visited Venice, probably towards the end of the
same year, being at home again in 1495 ; paida second
visit to Venice 1505-1507; except for a journey to
the Netherlands, 1520-1521, remained at Nuremberg
for the rest of his life ; died April 6, 1528.

IKE most of his predecessors in engraving, Diirer was brought
up as a goldsmith, and it was this tradition which did most in
directing the channel and shaping the character of hisart. He
turned to painting quite early, and Germany has produced no

greater painter, but it is as an engraver and designer for woodcut
that he holds the really unique place in art. His contemporary,
Hans Holbein the younger, was unquestionably the greater painter,
but Holbein’s work for engraving (the Old Testament [llustrations and
the Dance of Death, which will be completely illustrated in another
volume of this series) cannot, in spite of its unique style and charm,
compare with Diirer’s for greatness of design and conception.

As an engraver, Diirer worked directly on the copper, but in the
case of his woodcut, it is fairly certain that he was only responsible
for the drawing of the design on the block. The block-cutters
in Diirer’s day were of a different class to the engraver and gold-
smith, and their work was so much a mere matter of faithful
translation of the lines, that the mechanical factor of cutting on
the wood is of very secondary importance. In fact, with woodcut
in which there is any complexity of design, I feel that the artist
would sacrifice spontaneity if he is submitted to the drudgery of
clearing away the negative parts of the design. Treated as pure
design, Diirer’s woodcuts form the noblest part of his whole
work. ‘There is a large simplicity in the line (seen at its best
in later work such as the Last Supper, Lx1v), which one some-
times lacks in the elaboration of the line-engraving. But even in
his most elaborately finished plates, Diirer never let the quality of
line be lost in the attempt to render mere tonic values. T'his tendency

to submerge the natural quality of the engraved line in the general
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GREAT ENGRAVERS

tone accounts for many of the supreme pieces of .bravoure of the
century that followed Diirer, but sounds at the same time an ill-
omened note to the truly artistic limits and conventions of line-
engraving. If Diirer comes near the border-line, it is in some of the
plates of his middle period (e.g. the Virgin seated by a Town ¥ all,
Pl. xxvir), where the rendering of surface texture is carried so far ;
and if he ever elaborates too much and overloads with detail, it is in
such pieces as the S8t Ferome in his Study (xx1v) of the same
period. But in his latest work in engraving, as in woodcut, he comes
back to a simplicity of treatment that makes a print like the
St. Christapher (xXXII) so absolute a masterpiece and so perfect a
model of what line-engraving technically should be.

The less experienced amateur may be helped to a clearer apprecia-
tion of Diirer’s place in art, if we take this opportunity of interpolating
a short survey of the development of engraving, and some description
of the various processes.

There is no evidence to show that impressions were ever taken
on paper from cut or engraved blocks or plates before the late four-
teenth century, and very little probability of any general practice of
engraving for the sake of taking prints before the fifteenth. Wood-
blocks were cut and used for impressing patterns on textiles at an
earlier period, and it is the craft of these pattern-block cutters that
was the cradle of the art of woodcut.

In woodcut the printing is from the surface, and little pressure is
needed to transfer the ink j in fact, in the earlier stages of the art,
hand pressure directly applied to the back of the block laid face
downwards on the paper, or the method of rubbing the back of the
paper laid on the face of the block with a flat piece of wood, or
leather ball, sufficed to give a clear enough result. The process of
cutting necessitates the removal by the knife of the white parts of the
design, leaving the lines standing in relief, a process more or less
laborious according to the amount of close work or crossing of lines
(cross-hatching). It is only at a later period when greater use was
made of a white line on a black ground that the graver (or burin), the
original tool of the line-engraver, was also used to any extenton wood.

In line-engraving, on the other hand, the lines to print black are
the furrows ploughed up by pushing the graver before the hand’
through the surface of the copper. The graver is a short steel+md
of square or lozenge section, with cutting-point and edges obtained
by sharpening the head in an oblique section. The furrows are
fglled with ink, the surface of the plate wiped clean, and damp paper



ALBRECHT DURER
forced into the lines by great pressure (obtained by a double roller-
press) to pull out the ink. 1n the surface printina from a woodcut
there is naturally little depth of ink on the impression ; it is like a
pen drawing with an added regularity of tone. But the impressions
from an engraved plate show the ink in more or less high relief
according to the depth of the line from which the ink was pulled, a
remark which applies to all the other intaglio processes, such as
etching and dry-point. Printing from intaglio plates with its less
immediately evident process was not introduced until considerably
later than the printing of woodcuts, probably not until the second
quarter of the hfteenth century. In this case, the art was the
oftspring of the craft of the goldsmiths, by whom engraving, as a

12thod of decoration in itself, had been practised throughout the

Middle Ages as well as in Antiquity. If the line-engraver owed any
of his inspiration to the woodcutter (who sprang from an entirely
different class and belonged to a different guild, that of the wood-
carvers and joiners), it could have been little but the suggestion of
duplicating his designs through the medium of the press.

In dry-point, the artist obtains his furrow on the copper by
scratching the surface with a steel point sharpened in the form of a
pencil. He does not push his tool before his hand like the graver,
but draws with it as with a pencil, scratching with more or less
pressure according to the required depth of line. An essential
factor in the dry-point process is the ridge of copper thrown up at
the side of the line. This curved ridge holds the ink, and enwraps
the lines in a dark cloud-like effect called burr. This burr is very
delicate and soon worn down in the printing, so that plates treated
in this manner can only yield a very small number of good
impressions. Burr is also thrown up at the side of the line by the
graver (and may often be seen in unfinished outline proofs of line-
engravings), but one of the virtues of line-engraving is clear
distinction of line, and the ridge of metal is always scraped away
before the completion of the plate.

Etching is an intaglio process where the furrow is obtained by
the use of acid ; a method which seems to have had its origin in
the armourers’ workshops. The plate is first covered with a thin
“ground ” (or coating of wax composition), and the artist draws the
lines through this ground with a needle, exposing the surface of the
plate where it is to be bitten (etched, 7.c. eaten) by the acid. ‘The
resistance to the needle in drawing through the ground is so slight
that the etcher works with the freedom of the draughtsman, with

7



GREAT ENGRAVERS
the result that etching is characterised by spontaneity of expression
as against the studied formalism of line-engraving,

Diirer’s work on copper is chiefly limited to line-engraving, but
he also left a few plates in etching and dry-point. With dry-point
he had an immediate predecessor in the anonymous Master of the
Amsterdam Cabinet (as he is called from the .iDCaiity of the largest
collection of his prints), an artist more abounding in vitality of expres-
sion than any other engraver of the fifteenth century.

One of Diirer’s three dry-point plates, the S¢. Jerome by the Willsw
Tree (xx1) was so successful that it is a matter of wonder why the
process was so little used by Diirer, or in fact any other engraver,
until the time of Rembrandt, a century later. But Diirer’s aims were
more in harmony with the clear line than with the vague suggestions
of tone and atmosphere given by dry-point, and perhaps the small
number of good impressions which a good dry-point yields may also
account for Diirer’s avoidance of a method which could not pay him
so well in the market (and he was always the most practical of men).

Etching gives the clear line, as in line-engraving, but here again
Diirer may have felt the comparative coarseness of the medium that
he used, for all his six etchings are on iron. Why he did not try to
etch on copper is curious, for the same mordant would act on either
metal ; but as the etcher’s suggestion came from the armourers, iron
may have secemed the more natural material.

An etching by Urs Graf bears the date 1513, and some of those by
the Hopfers (a famous Augsburg family of armourers) possibly belong
to the preceding decade; but that being said, Diirer’s etchings, which all
date between 1515-1518, are among the earliest works in this process,

The plates that are given to illustrate Direr’s work on metal and
wood are arranged in two chronological series, and will show better
than any description the natural progress of his style. The early
work is essentially Gothic in its tendency to the pointed and angular,
the direct offspring of the style of his master Wolgemut and the
artistic entourage ot his native town. The background in the
. engraving of St. Anthony (xxx) is made up of a variety of sources,
but it gives us the Gothic flavour of the Bavarian city more truly than
any accurate topography. Diirer always remained a true Nurem-
berger at heart, but, ike Rembrandt, he was susceptible to the best
influences of Italian art in relation to form, spacing, and composition.
He gradually freed himself from the medieval “fantasy devoid of
form and foundation” which disfigured his early work as it does so
much of the fifteenth-century engraving north of the Alps. A"d,hﬂ
managed to ennoble his art by an appreciation and adoption of Italian
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ALBRECHT DURER

standards of form and beauty without falling a victim to their more
local and superficial qualities, and without sacrificing the inherent
Teutonism of his nature.

It is not for expression in relation to human emotion that we go
to Diirer. Here Rembrandt will always touch us far more deeply.
But while Rembrandt spent the deepest feeling of which he was
capable on his artistic creation, Diirer seems to have reserved a large
part of the expression of his spiritual energies for the strenuous life
and thought of the Reformation. He was the friend of Luther and
Melancthon, and the latter used to say of him that ¢ though he
excelled in the art of painting, it was the least of his accomplish-
ments.”  As a man he must have been a splendid type of the national
character ; this division of interest, nevertheless, may have drained
something of the spiritual force that might have lived more
permanently and effectively in his creative work.

But art is not so directly concerned with the expression of human
emotion or with the understanding of life as with the presentation
of beauty ; and beauty, less in the sense of grace of form or
feature (in which Diirer could hardly claim attainment) than in the
absolute harmony with which the various elements from life are
combined in the artist’s composition. In this harmony, and in the
conscious thought with which every line is laid in a relation seemingly
so absolute that we can imagine no detail altered without disturbing
the balance of the whole, Diirer was a supreme artist. Here and
there Diirer’s subjects strike a more humanly expressive note, asin the
woodcut of Christ saying Farewell to His Mother (L1), or in the
intense spiritual atmosphere that holds one spellbound in the
M elancholia (xxx111), but in general his aim, like that of the great
sculptors, has essentially to do with the outward form of things.

From his work we obtain an increased sense of the beauty and
dignity of life, and the restlessness of thought and uncertainty of
artistic dogma and convention so common at the present time could
find no better antidote than the balanced style and intense conviction

that characterise Diirer’s engraved work.
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ENGRAVERS

A SERIES OF REPRODUCTIONS '
OF THE GREAT MASTERS

EDITED BY

PRICE 2/6 NET
PER VOLUME ,

LONDON MCMXI - WILLIAM HEINEMANN



GREAT. ENGRAVERS

A SERIES OF REPRODUCTIONS OF THE GREAT MASTERS
OF ENGRAVING WITH SHORT INTRODUCTIONS BY

ARTH TR N E { ND

Author of “A SHORT HISTORY OF ENGRAVING AND ETcHING "
Bound in Paper Boards. Price 2|6 net. per volume.

HE Publisher announces a series of volumes, each volume devoted
I to a particular master or group of engravers, and containing 64
pages of illustration, an introduction, short bibliography and
biographical notes, and in the case of the monographs, a complete

or select list of the works of each artist.

The aim of this series is to present the whole .history of engraving
and etching in illustration. Chief among the artists represented are the
painters like Diirer, Rembrandt and Van Dyck, whose original engravings
and etchings on copper hold an independent place of equal artistic
importance beside their larger works in painting. Then follow some of
the master interpreters, engravers like Marcantonio and John Raphael
Smith, whose work is as convincing in its own medium as the originals they
reproduce. The whole will form an adequate and comprehensive survey
of one of the finest and most admirable of the arts.

The following 6 volumes will be issued during 1917 :

DURER

His Engravings and Woodcuts.

YAN DYCK

and the great Engravers and Etchers of portrait of the Seventeenth Century
(including the complete etched work of Van Dyck, and examples by
Rembrandt, Bolswert, Pontius, Muller, Suyderhoef, Van Dalen, Blooteling,
Lievens, Hollar, De Moor, Leoni, Morin, Mellan, Regnesson, Nanteuil, Van
Schuppen, Edelinck, Masson, Faithorne, Lombart, Loggan and the Drevets).

WATTEAU, BOUCHER

and the French Engravers and Etchers in the earlier XVIII Century
(including all Watteauw’s original etchings, and examples by Boucher,
Simonneau, Thomassin, Audran, Aveline, Cochin, Crépy, Dupuis, Favannes,
Joullain, Lebas, Liotard, Renard Dubos, Scotin, Tardieu, Cars, Caylus,
Daullé, Demarteau, Mercier, Gillot, Natoire, Hutin, Oudry, Gravelot).

JOHN RAPHAEL SMITH

and the great English Mezzotint Engravers of the time of Reynolds

(including examples by Frye, McArdell, Houston, Fisher, Dixon, the

Watsons, Pether, Earlom, Finlayson, Valentine Green, chl‘;msnn, Jones,

Woalker, Elizabeth Judkins, Hodges, Doughty, Marchi, Keating, Hud‘s:::n,

Gainsborough Dupont, the Wards, Charles Turner, S. W. Reynolds, Clint,
J. M. W. Turner and David Lucas).

|Continned on page 4.
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GOYA

His Aquatints, Etchings. and Lithographs.

MANTEGNA

ITALIAN PRE-RAPHAELITE ENGRAVERS

Including many early Florentine Engravings by Finiguerra and anonymous
craftsmen of the time of Botticelli (examples of Nielli, and selections from
the series of Planets, Prophets and Sibyls, Otto prints, Dante's ** Divine
Comedy,” and the “Triumphs of Petrarch ””), anonymous prints of North
Italy (e.g., some of the so-called “ Tarocchi Cards”) ; other subjects
after Mantegna, Leonardo da Vinci and Bramante ; and examples by
the following engravers : Pollaiuolo, Robetta, Giovanni Antonio da Brescia,
Zoan Andrea, Nicoletto da Modena, Jacopo de’ Barbari, Girolamo
Mocetto, Benedetto Montagna, Giulio and Domenico Campagnola, and
the master of I. B. (with the bird).

Other volumes will be announced in due course.
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