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Diirer’s Indexical Fantasy:
The Rhinoceros and
Printmaking

The story of Albrecht Diirer’s portrayal of the rhinoceros is a well-worn tale.! Sultan Muzaffar
1, ruler of Cambay (now Guijarat), presented an Indian rhinoceros as a diplomatic gift to
Alfonso d’Albuquerque, governor of Portuguese India. The governor forwarded it to King
Manuel I of Portugal, who maintained a menagerie at the Ribeira Palace in Lisbon, where
the animal arrived on May 20, 1515.% As the first rhinoceros to reach Europe since ancient
times, the extraordinary beast was sent to Pope Leo X in the hopes of securing in return
exclusive privileges for the Portuguese empire in India. Departing Lisbon in December, the
ship carrying the rhinoceros stopped at an island near Marseilles, where the king of France
saw the animal. The gift-laden vessel never reached Rome, however. It sank in a storm off
the coast of Italy. It was said that the rhinoceros’s carcass was retrieved and stuffed, and
continued its journey to the Vatican, but records of its arrival and subsequent existence there
are inconclusive.

As the rhinoceros was re-gifted across continents, accounts of its appearance trav-
cled between European cities as well. Following a sketch and description of the animal sent
to Nuremberg, Diirer produced a drawing (fig. 1) and woodcut of the rhinoceros (cat. 35).’
The artist’s printed depiction was, for many centuries, a model of the animal’s appearance;
for instance, it was appropriated by the cosmographer Sebastian Miinster for his 1544 volume
on the description of the world, Cosmographia, and by the natural historian Conrad Gessner
for the entry on the rhinoceros in his 1551 zoological encyclopedia, Historiae animalium (cat.
37)." Nonetheless, it also has been criticized for its lack of verisimilitude, with commentators
adamantly disparaging the animal’s rigid and overly ornamented hide, as well as the inclusion
of a dorsal horn protruding from between the beast’s shoulders.* Erwin Panofsky’s descrip-
tion of the rhinoceros clinches jts characterization in modern scholarship: “Diirer stylized
the creature, bizarre in itself, into a combination of scales, laminae and shells, suggesting a
fantastically shaped and patterned suit of armor,”



Fig. 1. Albrecht Diirer.
Rhimoceros, 1515.

Pen and brown ink,
274 x42 cm.

The British Museum.

I propose instead that the depiction of these “unnatural” features was not a mis-
translation of the original drawing, as has been claimed, but a deliberate exaggeration of
characteristics intended to draw attention to, and thematize, the artist’s printmaking practice.
The embellishments signify the material nature of print production—blocks, plates, incising
tools, and paper—thereby demonstrating Diirer’s complex engagement with the medium
as an efficacious means of representing subjects from nature, as well as displaying his own
considerable mastery of it. Structured by the contradiction between its iconic status and its
lack of verisimilitude, the image embodies and enacts the pervasive tension between nascent
developments in empirical investigation of subjects from nature and the emergence of artis-
tic practices that articulate the nature of representation itself. Diirer’s woodcut rhinoceros
is caught between the impulse toward the faithful depiction of nature and the drive to invent
artistic forms that rival it

The number of editions and copies made of Diirer’s woodcut rhinoceros attest to its
representational authority. However, an enhanced impression of a 1560 copy by the Antwerp
print publisher Hans Liefrinck the elder helps us infer some of Diirer's potential ambitions for
his depiction of the animal (cat. 38). Imprinted on the expanded margins of Liefrinck’s copy
are inked botanical specimens, all common European plant varieties from the fern, conifer,
aster, and rose genera.” Stems and veins were inked in black, much as the key block would have
been in a multicolored woodblock print, while the blooms were inked in red. A yellow-green
wash was applied by hand to the leaves. The similarity of the colors to those used to highlight
the rhinoceros suggests that the coloring of the beast and printing of the flora occurred at
the same time, most likely in the sixteenth century, when the sheet was incorporated into an
album of natural history subjects and architectural prints.*




Fig. 2. Francesco Melzi (Italian, 1491/93-c.1570)
and Leonardo da Vinci (Ialian, 1452-1519),

Sage leaf printed on manuscript page of the
Codex Atlanticus (after 1507), 197v. Biblioteca

Ambrosiana, Milan.

The practice of impressing specimens was an important development in early botani-
cal studies, as naturalists established procedures to record the results of their empirical inves-
tigations.” Perhaps the most renowned nature print, as the form is called, is the depiction of
a sage leaf found in Leonardo da Vinei’s Codex Atlanticus, produced sometime after 1507
(fig. 2)." Inscriptions surrounding the leaf detail the plant’s medicinal properties. Although
Leonardo did not imprint the leaf himself (it was done by the artist Francesco Melzi), he did
note alongside the image the most successful method for producing nature prints: “The paper
should be painted over with candle soot tempered with thin glue, then smear the leaf thinly
with white lead, in oil, as is done to the letters in printing, and then print in the ordinary way.
Thus the leaf will appear shaded in the hollows and lighted on the parts in relief.”"

This technique of inking and imprinting botanical samples was a dependable means
of reproducing the plants’ features, from vein structure in the leaves to the pattern of pet-
als. The technique not only provided an incontrovertible reproduction of the specimen’s
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appearance, it also evidenced the maker’s direct engagement with nature, affirming the veracity
of his representations. As the burgeoning field of natural history prized knowledge of flora and
fauna garnered through observation and experience over that transmitted through canonical
texts, the most valued illustrations of nature also emerged from those practices. Within this
newly established framework, the directness of imprinting flora onto the page was highly
regarded as a means of producing, in modern parlance, an indexical image—one that has a
physical relationship to the object it represents.”

The nature prints on the sheet with Diirer’s rhinoceros speak to the early modern
investment in accurate portrayals of nature arrived at through hands-on investigation.” But why
are common European botanical specimens impressed alongside Diirer’s depiction of such an
exotic animal? Does the combined presentation of nature prints and woodcut rhinoceros—the
flora and fauna, common and exotic, allied through shared vivifying colors—suggest a paral-
lel gesture? Is there an implication that the woodcut of the rhinoceros is similar to the direct
impression of nature taken from the plants, with both depictions the result of observation
and experience? Or was their juxtaposition symbolic, meant to convey for the early modern
viewer a relationship between natural history and the usefulness of printmaking for its study
and representation?

Even if Diirer could have managed the unthinkable act of inking and imprinting an
animal as large and ornery as a rthinoceros, the fact remains that he never saw the creature that
was brought to Europe in 1515. Nonetheless, the artist presented his woodcut as a reliable
representation of nature, exploiting the characteristics of the medium to make that claim.
Like many woodcuts of the period depicting dubious subjects, the inscription affirms the
trustworthiness of the representation through the use of the word “abconderfet,” a German
variation on the Latin “imago contrafacta”—a faithful copy of an absent original, often another
image, and in this case the drawing upon which the woodcut was based." This term is also
used on Diirer’s drawing of the rhinoceros, assumed to be the more faithful copy of the
original sketch, carrying an inscription seemingly transcribed verbatim from a description
sent from Lisbon. It reads:

In the year 15[1]3 on 1 May was brought to our King of Portugal to Lisbon such a living
animal from India called a rhinoceros. Because it is such a marvel, I had to send it to
vou in this representation made after it. It has the color of a toad and is covered and
well protected with thick scales, and in size it is as large as an elephant, but lower, and
is the deadly enemy of the elephant. It has on the front of the nose a strong sharp horn:
and when this animal comes near the elephant to fight, it always first whets its horn
on the stones and runs at the elephant pushing its head between his forelegs. Then it
vips the elephant open where the skin is thinnest and then gores him. Therefore, the
elephant fears the rhinoceros; for he ahvays gores him whenever he meets an elephant.
For he is well armed, very lively and alert. The animal is called rhinoceros in Greek
and Latin but in India, gomda.”

Despite his claims of faithfulness to the original, in translating the drawing to the
medium of woodeut Diirer made modifications to the inscription, the rhinoceros’s appear-
ance, and the composition that indicate his investment in the printmaking technique, both as
a means to represent nature and in his own practice as an artist. A comparison of the inscrip-
tions on the drawing and woodcut is instructive. The amended woodcut inscription reads:

On 1 May 1513 was brought from India to the great and powerful king Emanuel of
Portugal to Lisbon such a live animal called a rhunoceros. It is represented here in
its complete form. It has the color of a speckled tortoise and it is covered and well
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covered with thick plates. It is like an elephant in size, b_m lower on its f'egs and aimepm
invulnerable. It has a strong sharp horn on the frr:frr of T.rs nose which ,u ahuayls begins
sharpening when it is near rocks. The obsn'rm{f animal is ch' cffepka:;{shdf«z;f{\ :;nem_.v,
The elephant is very frightened of it as, when it encounters i, it runs wit rfs'- Tra doten
between its front legs and gores the stomach of :rke elephant and .!km!rf'ea i, t.].':!d the
elephant cannot fend it off. Because the amimal u:‘ so well {;rmed, :fffé".'? is na!kmg :Jm::
the elephant can do to it. It is also said that the vhinoceros is fast, ively, and cunning.

Several seemingly minor semantic alterations sig“_iﬁcam]?' Shi'“ the .implicaliu.ns of
the inscription toward a focus on Diirer’s printmaking PBOIGE; A .revealmg adjus.tmcnt 15 the
way the animal’s color is described. The drawing’s inscription cla:ms‘ thlal the rhl.nocems has
th{; “color of a toad” (“farb w¥ ein krot™), whereas the woodcut’s i_{asc.rlpn'm f“""’bfs the CU'_I‘
oring as that of a “speckled tortoise” (“farb wie ein ECSP“’Ck‘f"e b‘:hlld‘kml_ ). The change in
animal described to define color is indicative of a consequential transformation in the concep-
tion of the rhinoceros’s outer covering. Toads' bodies are covered with soft skin, while speckled
tortoises are housed in hard, textured shells. The following line of the woodcut inscription
describes the rhinoceros as “covered with thick plates” (“von dicken Schalen uberlegt™), an
exterior clearly more akin to that of a tortoise than a toad. The textured hardness resonates
with the materials of Diirer’s craft—printing plates and woodblocks. The inscription uses
the German word Schalen, which can be translated as shells, scales, or plates, which Diirer
perhaps likened to the materials from which printed images emerge."” His added flourishes to
the beast’s hide—the exaggerated armor-like panels with prominent ribs, decorative scalloped
edges, and raised nubs, whose volume is especially visible at its rump—emphasize the hard,
ornamented quality of its outer covering. These features are much more pronounced in the
woodcut than in his drawing. They are also more noticeable on Diirer's woodcut than on that
of his compatriot Hans Burgkmair the elder, who also depicted a rhinoceros in 1515 (cat. 36).
The posture and physical features of the animal make it likely that Burgkmair worked from
a similar, if not the same, sketch and description as Diirer. Yet his depiction of the animal is
remarkably different, Downplaying the rigidity of the skin and scales, Burgkmair portrays the
rhinoceros with a softer, more pliable surface, His front legs shackled, Burgkmair's rhinoceros
seems less majestic and more lifelike than Diirer’s, which has led to claims that his portrayal
is more naturalistic.'” But rather than seeing Diirer’s rhinoceros simply as a less faithful
representation of nature, I think it can be understood as a meditation on printed modes of
representation and the claims they make.

Consider, for instance, a recent interpretation of the rhinoceros's outer covering as
avisual artifact of Diirer’s father’s work as a goldsmith and his own juvenile work designing
armor."” Encased like a warrior in overlapping plates resembling crafted and embossed metal,
the animal affirms the inscription’s statement that it is “well armed.” Thus the rhinoceros's
exaggerated exterior could imply that Diirer used his printed depiction of the animal to refer
to his familial knowledge of metalwork. Similarly, the rhinoceros’s outer covering can also be
interpreted as an allusion to his prolific and virtuosic printmaking practice. Just as the hide is
redolent of metalwork, the exaggeratedly textured surface of the animal’s exterior also evokes
the highly textured surface of printing plates and woodblocks, with their deeply carved inci-
sions and sculptural raised lines. Early impressions of the woodcut, whose embossing from
the block is sharply pronounced, might even suggest— however fantastically—that the print
was created by rolling ink over the rhinoceros’s plates and imprinting them on a sheet of paper.

Given Diirer’s exceptional skills in a variety of media, his choice of woodcut technique
for representing the unseen rhinoceros is telling. The artist produced from direct observa-
tion numerous ink-and-wash drawings of animal subjects, as well as two engraved portraits
of horses, which are admired for their verisimilitude.” The rhinoceros, however, is his only
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depiction of a single animal in relief. Because woodeuts are printed from the surface of wood-
blocks, the medium evinces the texture of the animal’s skin by the embossment made in the
paper when the image was printed. In early impressions, each of the rounded protuberances
depicted by Diirer on the animal's exterior would have been raised from the paper’s surface,
producing a bumpy texture not unlike the imagined feel of the hide of the animal. Thus the
materiality of printmaking suggests a tangible, physical experience of the natural world. The
immediacy of the encounter with the rhinoceros through the woodcut is akin to the imme-
diacy of the experience of the sage leaf in the nature print from Leonardo’s codex, suggesting
a similar physical relationship to the represented object. Indeed, the Liefrinck copy with the
impressed leaves is possible evidence of such a contemporaneous reading.

In this regard, the excessive ornamentation of the beast’s skin takes on a new valence.
For if its exaggeration was critical to engendering an experiential representation of nature,
one seemingly based on engagement with the animal, then the embellishments to the rhinoc-
eros’s hide also point to the work of printmaking as a means to faithfully depict nature, even if
deploying creative measures was necessary to produce the appearance of that “faithfulness.”
Leonardo also recommends artistic intervention in the production of the nature print of the
sage leaf. He advises preparing the paper with candle soot and inking the leaf with white lead,
essentially printing light on dark, to achieve the illusion of the three-dimensional form of
the leaf through shading. Even the technique of nature printing, the most direct impression
of nature, was enhanced by the artist's manipulation of the representation. Because Diirer
couldn’t directly engage with the rhinoceros, his intervention was more radical, requiring
outright invention to create the illusion of firsthand knowledge of the animal.

Another oft-criticized feature of Diirer’s Indian rhinoceros is the dorsal horn. Indian
rhinoceroses have a single nasal horn, as conveyed in the inscription. (Critics have speculated
that Diirer may have been aware of a description of African rhinoceroses, which do have two
horns, although both are on the animal’s snout.) Burgkmair, who copied a similar original
drawing, did not include a horn on the animal’s withers, which suggests that Diirer's addition
of a dorsal horn was not a mistake of transcription, but rather another calculated gesture.”
The position, shape, and compositional prominence of the ancillary horn announce that the
woodcut is an emblem of the artist’s printmaking practice. Again, the artist has made signifi-
cant alterations from his drawing to his woodcut of the rhinoceros. The title and date, centered
above the animal in the earlier depiction, are positioned more provocatively in the printed
depiction. The spiraled second horn is larger in the woodcut and points directly to the name
of the animal and title of the work: “RHINOCEROS,” printed in capital letters. Above the title
is the date the woodcut was made and below it is the artist’s unmistakable and authoritative
monogram. The horn points to the name of the wondrous subject that Diirer fashioned in
1515, providing the viewer with a complete account of its making. Its position establishes a
connection between the label “rhinoceros” and its referent, as well as between the woodcut
image and its maker.” Diirer was the first artist to put his monogram on woodcuts; by 1515, it
would have been eminently recognizable. Joseph Koerner writes that “it is useful to think of
Diirer’s monograms as attempts by this artist to tether his visual utterances to their origin.”*
His placement of the monogram within the constellation of the rhinoceros’s horn, identifying
label, and the date of the woodcut’s making seems to do just that—irrevocably bind the art-
ist not only to the woodcut image, but to its very process of making, and further, to align that
virtuosic [;rocess of making with the sense of wonder evoked by the rhinoceros itself.

Diirer makes another telling modification to the inscription from drawing to print,
eliminating the primary text's designation of the rhinoceros as an object of wonder that
demands illustration. The drawing’s inscription, following the original Lisbon letter, asserts
“Because it is such a marvel [Winder] 1 had to send it to you in this representation,” whereas
the woodcut states “It is represented here in its complete form.”* Why would the artist omit
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s? Through this seemingly trivial change,

spectacle of the rhinocero . . :
e k, redirecting consideration from

1 y shi tion to his own wor
Diirer’s revised statement slyly shifts atten ing e
the marvel of the animal itself to the marvel of its represented form. This elision suggests that

the woodcut as well as the animal is an object of vmndf:r. Late in his life, [)iire‘r described t‘he
gift of artistic skill as wondrous (wunderlich) in his Vier Biicher von r:renschf:cizf'r Proportion
(cat. 54): “one man may sketch something with his pen on half a sheet of paper in Dﬂedda}'- or
may cut it into a tiny piece of wood with his little iron, and it tl..xrns out to be bet't!:r and more
artistic than another’s big work at which 1ts author labors w:th_ t.he utmost dlhgenc.e fer a
whole year. And this gift is wondrous. For God often gives the a.l:nhty to l.eari? and the insight
to make something good to one man the like of whom nobody 1s found_m his own déf:vi, and
nobody has lived before him for a long time, and nobody comes aflcr'hlm very soon.” * The
artist r-w doubt had in mind his own work, including the wondrous rhinoceros, as he penned

these words. . . |
Koerner has said that Diirer’s prints are “an icon and index of himself. And this

agrees with how his images came to be received, as spectacles of their maker's talent more than
as depictions of the subjects they show.”* In making the woodcut rhinoceros, Diirer deploys
his skills to compensate for not having seen the animal. He does so by aligning the texture of

the animal’s hide with the texture he creates on the printed page, substituting the processes
of invention and representation for those of observation and transcription. The rhinoceros
print thus is a complicated demonstration of the tension between the growing importancfs of
empirical investigation and Diirer’s display of his own virtuosic techniques of representation,
in which his skills of making are rendered equal to or better than the results of direct obser-
vation. The outcome is an iconic image that masquerades as an indexical one, an image that
volleys back and forth between the marvelous and the literal, creating the oxymoronic category
of the fantastical index.
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