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Zusammenfassung 

1522 schuf der Augsburger Bildhauer Hans Daucher eine Kalksteinplakette, die 
Albrecht Dürer in einem Duell mit einem unbekannten Gegner zeigt. Sie stellt 
Dürer als höfischen Kämpfer dar und steht im Gegensatz zu anderen Darstellun-
gen, die seine intellektuellen und kreativen Begabungen betonen. Das Daucher-
Relief lenkt die Aufmerksamkeit auf den Körper des Künstlers und präsentiert ihn 
als kraftvolle männliche Präsenz, deren künstlerische Fähigkeiten – wie geschick-
te Gewalt – es ihm ermöglichen, seine kulturellen Konkurrenten zu dominieren. 
Im vormodernen Europa ermöglichte ritualisierte Gewalt aristokratischen Män-
nern, ihre Tugendhaftigkeit auszudrücken und sich von Männern anderer Klassen 
zu unterscheiden. In der höfischen Kultur des 16. Jahrhunderts wurden künstleri-
sche Fertigkeiten und geschickte Gewalt zunehmend als austauschbare Formen 
instrumenteller Macht angesehen, die es einem Höfling ermöglichten, die Vor-
herrschaft über seine Konkurrenten zu erlangen. Es soll aufgezeigt werden, dass 
das Daucher-Relief die symbolische Bedeutung des rituellen Kampfes und die 
zunehmende konzeptionelle Gleichstellung von künstlerischem Geschick und 
geschickter Gewalt ausnutzt, um Dürer als einen kulturellen Krieger darzustellen, 
der der Ehre und Wertschätzung seiner aristokratischen Kollegen würdig ist. 

Schlagwörter: Daucher, Dürer, Augsburg, Relief, höfisch, Kampfkunst 

Abstract 

In 1522, the Augsburg sculptor Hans Daucher created a limestone plaquette, de-
picting Albrecht Dürer, engaged in a duel with an unidentified adversary. It ima-
gines Dürer as a courtly combatant and stands in contrast to other representa-
tions, which emphasize his intellectual and creative gifts. Drawing attention to the 
artist’s body, the Daucher relief presents it as a powerful masculine presence 
whose artistic skills – like skillful violence – enable him to dominate his cultural 
competitors. In pre-modern Europe, ritualized violence allowed aristocratic men 
to express their virtue and differentiate themselves from men of other classes. In 
the courtly culture of the sixteenth century, artistic skill and skillful violence were 
increasingly viewed as interchangeable forms of instrumental power which al-
lowed a courtier to assert dominance over his competitors. In what follows, I hope 
to demonstrate that the Daucher relief exploits the symbolic significance of ritual 
combat and the increasing conceptual parity between artistic skill and skillful 
violence, in order to present Dürer as a cultural warrior worthy of the honor and 
esteem of his aristocratic counterparts. 

Keywords: Dürer, Daucher, Augsburg, relief, courtly, martial arts  
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In 1522, the Augsburg sculptor Hans Daucher created a limestone plaquette, now 
in Berlin, depicting his fellow artist, Albrecht Dürer, engaged in a duel with an 
unidentified adversary (Fig. 1).1 Dürer is clearly in control of the contest, towering 
over his opponent and effortlessly pinning him to the turf as he prepares to deliv-
er the coup de gras. The artist’s physical appearance — his domineering posture 
and powerful, athletic physique — stands in stark contrast to that of his supine 
opponent whose splayed legs and exposed belly leave him open to multiple forms 
of penetration. The plaquette’s modest proportions and heavily weathered surface 
belie its art historical significance; it is the first image in northern European art in 
which a living artist appears as the protagonist of an allegorical drama — an honor 
previously reserved for noted historical figures and elite patrons — and the only 
portrait of Dürer executed during his lifetime that he did not create or commis-
sion.2 As such, it provides a unique hermeneutic counterweight to the better 
known pictorial and literary portraits produced by the artist and his humanist 
peers, highlighting important and undertheorized aspects of Dürer’s public image. 
Specifically, the relief depicts the artist as a skilled combatant, a representational 
choice without precedent in northern art.  

 

Fig. 1 Hans Daucher, Daucher Relief, Staatliche Museen. Skulpturensammlung und Mu-
seum für Byzantinische Kunst, "804: Allegorie auf Dürers Tugenden (Albrecht Dürer im 

Zweikampf vor Kaiser Maximilian)," , last modified October 6, 2023. 
https://smb.museum-digital.de/object/140845. CC BY-SA 4.0. 

https://smb.museum-digital.de/object/140845
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In the appendices to his Latin translation of Dürer’s Vier Bücher von menschli-
cher Proportion, published in 1532, Joachim Camerarius claimed that the artist 
had continued to practice „the art of wrestling and the art of poetry,” even into old 
age.3 With the exception of the fencing manual that Dürer designed for emperor 
Maximilian I around 1512, this single comment is the only historical source that 
associates Dürer with the kind of belletristic behavior depicted in the Daucher 
relief.4 If Dürer had indeed participated in such a public and theatrical display of 
violence, the event would likely have left some mark on the historical record. 
However, no such marks have been found and most contemporary scholars now 
understand the relief to be an imaginative allegory of Dürer’s virtues rather than 
an illustration of an historical event.5 While many interpreters have sought the 
key to the relief’s meaning in the identity of Dürer’s adversary, my analysis will 
instead focus on Daucher’s decision to portray his fellow artist as an agent of vio-
lence. By considering the role that violence played in shaping male identity across 
premodern Europe, I hope to suggest that Daucher’s use of violence as a structur-
ing metaphor for artistic expression serves to elevate the status and prestige of his 
artist-protagonist. 

In his monograph on Dürer, Erwin Panofsky described the artist as the first Ger-
man to conceive of art as „both a divine gift and an intellectual achievement re-
quiring humanistic learning, a knowledge of mathematics and the general attain-
ment of a ‘liberal culture,’” and to actively distance himself from the „late Medie-
val view” that the artist was „an honest craftsman who produced pictures as a tai-
lor made coats and suits.”6 While subsequent generations of scholars have compli-
cated and nuanced this claim, Dürer continues to be associated with the intellec-
tualization of the arts in northern Europe. He is often credited with elevating the 
status of the arts both by fashioning images of himself (the artist) as a humanist 
intellectual and by promoting more rigorous methods of art making grounded in 
mathematics and humanistic learning.  

Francis Ames-Lewis has suggested that, first in Italy and then in northern Europe, 
„artists began to recognize that education in more intellectual fields was vital to 
the advancement of painting and sculpture from craft to profession.”7 Joanna 
Woods-Marsden has posited that the coincident development of the autonomous 
self-portrait documents a similar desire to reshape the public’s perception of the 
visual arts and, in so doing, to improve the artist’s social standing.8 Both studies 
outline a process of intellectualization, involving the promotion of art’s liberal 
values, and the suppression of its dependence on craft skill. The artist’s body plays 
an understandably vexed role in this narrative, serving both as an essential media-
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tor between conception and execution and as an indelible reminder of art’s 
grounding in manual labor.  

As Ames-Lewis notes, efforts to differentiate the visual arts from other craft prac-
tices were accompanied by a desire to downplay their grounding in the manual 
drudgery associated with the mechanical arts. A comparison between Cennino 
Cennini’s Il libro dell'arte, an artist’s manual composed around 1400, and the cur-
riculum presented to new apprentices by the Paduan painter Francesco Squarcio-
ne a little over a half-century later reflects this conceptual shift. While Cennini 
still viewed the arist’s botega as a locus of „craft activity,” largely indistinguishable 
from any other space where high quality products were created through skilled 
labor, Squarcione’s studio is more akin to a university classroom; rather than em-
phasizing the importance of „manual, artisanal processes,” Squarcione instead 
focuses on the mastery of spatial geometry and perspective.9 

Andreas Beyer has suggested that the strategic obfuscation of the artist’s body and 
bodily labor in Renaissance discourse has led to a pervasive neglect of these as-
pects of artistic identity in modern scholarship.10 In Beyer’s view, this neglect has 
been exacerbated by Art History’s grounding in a Hegelian teleology of art, which 
values the progressive supremacy of ideas over material and process, and by 
modern aesthetics’ preference for a „conceptualism detached from bodily prac-
tice."11 In an effort to rectify this disciplinary oversight, Beyer has advocated for a 
historical method that responsibly accounts for the „stubbornness” of the artist’s 
body without reinstating outmoded notions of „genius” or „personal authentici-
ty."12 Beyer’s research highlights an array of understudied ego-documents, includ-
ing drawings, diaries, letters, and theoretical writings, which help to expose the 
various way in which early modern artists understood and related to their own 
bodies. His work also considers the evolution of the term artist and its linguistic 
variants over the course of the early modern period, and its development from a 
vocational label to a subject-category characterized by specific physical and tem-
peramental qualities. His findings suggest that that the artist’s body was not so 
much effaced during the early modern period, as transformed — that it assumed 
new meanings and, reciprocally, conditioned new understandings of the artist and 
their craft.  

Dürer is a key figure in Beyer’s research. Building on the contributions of Joseph 
Koerner, Beyer discusses the ways in which Dürer represented and related to his 
body, both as a physical matrix mediating his relation to the world, and as a site 
for the construction of various, and at times contested, meanings and identities.13 
Oddly, however, while Beyer’s research is dedicated entirely to male artists, and 
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thus to an artistic body that is presumed, unproblematically, to be male, he never 
explicitly addresses the role of gender in the construction of artistic identity, or 
the ways in which this role might have shifted over the course of the Renaissance 
as cultural attitudes towards art, the artist, and the body evolved.  

The Daucher frieze allows us to consider the social significance of the artistic body 
— and the gendering of that body — in a new light. Here, Dürer’s artistic achieve-
ments are represented in entirely physical terms. His idealized body, engaged in 
an act of heroic violence, foregrounds the artist’s superior might and manhood 
rather than his intellectual or creative gifts. In fact, by presenting Dürer as a 
courtly combatant, the relief suggests that his artistic skills should be viewed as a 
form of skillful violence, which enables him to dominate other artists as a warrior 
might dominate his opponents on the battle field or tournament grounds. In pre-
modern Europe, skill in violence was a key feature of elite masculinity.14 Ritual-
ized acts of violence, like jousts and duels, served as an important means for aris-
tocratic men to express their virtue and to differentiate themselves from men of 
other classes. At the same time, this period witnessed a shift away from the chival-
ric ideal of the knight-at-arms and towards that of the courtier.15 For the courtier, 
artistic skill and skillful violence served as increasingly interchangeable forms of 
instrumental power which enabled him to assert his dominance over other men 
and gain honor and favor within the highly competitive arena of the court. In what 
follows, I hope to demonstrate that the Daucher relief exploits the symbolic signif-
icance of ritual combat — namely its association with elite masculinity — in order 
to present its artist-protagonist as a cultural warrior worthy of the honor and es-
teem of his aristocratic counterparts. Additionally, I will suggest that the work 
insists on the conceptual parity of artistic skill and skillful violence in order to 
present its artist-protagonist as an ideal courtier.  

… 

Dürer and his adversary dominate the center of the Daucher relief, their powerful 
bodies set off by the subtle contours of an arid alpine landscape. A jagged moun-
tain range defines the horizon of the ad hoc arena, while the loose outline of a tent 
encampment fills much of the middle ground, providing a neutral backdrop for 
the relief’s central drama. Eleven spectators — five male and six female — sur-
round the combatants, as if awaiting Dürer’s imminent victory. Dürer’s erstwhile 
patron, Emperor Maximilian I, occupies a privileged position in the left fore-
ground; dressed in the robe and beret of a judge he appears to be presiding over 
the contest taking place before him. The emperor’s court historiographer, Johan-
nes Stabius, stands to the left of his employer, peering at the contest from behind 
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the brim of his master’s ample chapeau. Three male figures are visible in the left 
middle ground, their bodies partially obscured by those of the emperor and his 
advisor. They appear to be engaged in animated conversation with one another. 
The figure nearest the center of the composition gestures at Dürer with his right 
hand while leaning over to speak to his companion, indicating that it is the artist 
who is the subject of their discussion. These figures are generally identified as the 
historical heroes Hercules, Theodric, and King David.16 However, only Hercules, 
standing nearest the center of the composition and brandishing his tell-tale club, 
can be identified with any certainty. The two groups of male spectators are coun-
terbalanced compositionally by corresponding groups of female figures at right. 
At first glance, there appear to be six distinct female characters in the image, di-
vided into two groups of three. However, scholars have demonstrated that the 
work actually contains a single trio of figures depicted at two distinct moments in 
time. Generally identified as the virtues Justice, Fortitude, and Prudence, these 
figures first appear in the right middle ground, removing a cloth from a lidded 
chest, only to reappear beside the combatants, waiting to present this textile to 
Dürer in recognition of his victory.17 

 As noted above, most scholars have sought the key to the relief’s allegorical pro-
gram in the identity of Dürer’s opponent. Various possibilities have been suggest-
ed, including Lazarus Spengler, representative of the Nuremberg city council with 
which Dürer was embroiled in a financial dispute in the early 1520s; a personifica-
tion of the stultifying „guild regulations," holding down the reputation of German 
artists; an allegory of „envy itself”; and Apelles, court artist to Alexander the Great 
and paragon of Classical artistic achievement with whom Dürer was often com-
pared by his humanist peers.18  

 The figure could also represent the Bolognese printmaker, Marcantonio Raimon-
di, who counterfeited several sheets from Dürer’s woodcut series, The Life of the 
Virgin (Fig. 2). According to Vasari, Dürer was outraged by the theft and success-
fully sued Raimondi before the Venetian Senate in what has been heralded as the 
first intellectual property dispute in European history.19 While the veracity of Va-
sari’s account has been questioned by modern historians, the final published edi-
tion of The Life of the Virgin, which appeared in 1511, was accompanied by a col-
ophon that warned would-be copyists to keep their „thoughtless hands” off Dürer’s 
designs.20 This threat carried the weight of an imperial privilege that the artist had 
secured from Maximilian I, who promised heavy sanctions to those who repro-
duced the images without license. Contrary to the claims of many Italian human-
ists, Raimondi’s illicit reliance on Dürer’s designs proved that the vector of cultur-
al influence between north and south was far from unidirectional and that Dürer 
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and his Germanic peers were not merely the passive recipients of foreign innova-
tions but were themselves the source of inventions worthy of imitation. Allego-
rized as an act of chivalric heroism undertaken on behalf of the German Empire 
(as represented by Maximilian I), Dürer’s legal victory assumes a kind of super-
personal significance, testifying not only to the artist’s singular genius but also to 
the ascendency of German culture more broadly.  

 

Fig. 2 Albrecht Dürer, The Birth of the Virgin, from The Life of the Virgin, woodcut, ca. 
1503. Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York, NY. 

https://www.metmuseum.org/art/collection/search/387734. CC0 1.0 Universal. 

https://www.metmuseum.org/art/collection/search/387734
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While several of these theories seem plausible, the relief offers little material sup-
port for any of them. Dürer’s opponent possesses no distinguishing attributes, nor 
has his portrait-like profile been convincingly associated with any known histori-
cal likenesses, leaving few remaining avenues for inquiry.21 Rather than seeking to 
name this figure or associate him with a specific historical personality, I will in-
stead focus on other aspects of his identity and the role that he plays in the image. 
If we understand the relief to be an allegory of Dürer’s virtues, then the artist’s 
fallen foe would seem to represent some combination of the challenges, challeng-
ers, and circumstances that Dürer was forced to overcome in his rise to preemi-
nence. Portrayed as an aging knight whose sagging features and outdate plate 
armor bespeak both waning vigor and cultural obsolescence, this figure lies in 
striking physical contrast to the artist, whose lithe, athletic body and modish attire 
exude vitality and power. This juxtaposition associates Dürer’s artistic powers with 
his idealized physique, suggesting that his cultural triumphs are the expression of 
superior masculine virtue. Equally significant is the fact that Dürer and his adver-
sary are depicted as courtly combatants rather than artists. The resulting elision of 
artistic skill and skillful violence works to elevate the social value of artistic labor 
by associating it with the cultivation of chivalric honor. By imagining Dürer as a 
courtly combatant, Daucher also implicates the artist in a ritual drama reserved 
for members of the aristocracy and nobility, troubling any essential distinction 
between artist and aristocrat. 

… 

As I have already noted, Dürer’s is not the only portrait likeness in the Daucher 
relief; Maximilian I and his court historiographer, Johannes Stabius, are also pic-
tured in the left foreground. While Dürer and Stabius were both alive at (or very 
near) the time of the relief’s completion, Maximilian had been dead for nearly 
three years, making it unlikely that he had any involvement in the relief’s design 
or execution.22 This helps to explain certain compositional irregularities that bear 
on the work’s interpretation. While Daucher’s portrait of the emperor is by no 
means unflattering, the decision to relegate Maximilian to the periphery of an 
image dedicated to the heroic exploits of an artist-employee—even if that employ-
ee was the most famous artist of his day—is striking. The significance of this 
choice becomes clear when we compare Daucher’s relief to other depictions of the 
emperor from the same period. 

Daucher himself produced two other sculpted portraits of Maximilian around the 
same time as the Berlin relief. In the first of these images, now in Vienna, the em-
peror appears in the guise of Saint George atop an armored steed (Fig. 3). He is 
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rendered in strict profile in a clear allusion to his Roman predecessors. However, 
his fashionable armor, and the formal references to St. George, show him to be a 
modern, Christian knight, in whom classical and Christian virtues coincide har-
moniously. While this work is no larger than the Berlin relief, the relative scale of 
the emperor and his mount — whose body seems ready to burst through the re-
lief’s arched frame — and their position at the center of the composition, lend the 
portrait a sense of monumental grandeur. In the second image — a complex, mul-
tifigured allegory of the virtues of Emperor Charles V, now in New York — Maxi-
milian again takes pride of place beside his imperial successor, leading a proces-
sion of virtuous figures across a bridge to do battle with their Turkish adversaries 
(Fig. 4). In both works, Daucher relies on the position and scale of figures to em-
phasize and glorify the emperor and underscore his authority. These works reveal 
Daucher’s keen awareness of the spatial protocols governing the visual represen-
tation of power in this period.  

 

Fig. 3 Hans Daucher, Maximilian I on Horseback in the Guise of Saint George, Solnhofen 
limestone, ca. 1522. Kunsthistorisches Museum, Vienna, Kunstkammer. 

https://www.metmuseum.org/art/collection/search/748462. CC BY-SA 4.0. 

https://www.metmuseum.org/art/collection/search/748462
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Fig. 4 Hans Daucher, Allegory of Virtues and Vices at the Court of Charles V, ca. 1522. 
Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York, NY. 

https://www.metmuseum.org/art/collection/search/193622. CC0 1.0 Universal. 

Tournaments and other public rituals were organized by a similar set of spatial 
hierarchies; in a double-page illumination from René d’Anjou’s „Traité de la forme 
et devis comme on peut faire les tournois," (Fig. 5) an illustrated tournament book 
compiled in the 1460s and now in Paris, the most important spectators appear in 
private boxes whose elevated position reflects their occupant’s social prestige. 
Raised above the fray, these honored patrons are perfectly situated to see and to 
be seen, both by other figures within the fictive space of the image, and by readers 
perusing the illuminated text, a correspondence which seems to confirm that both 
the tournament and its pictorial representations were governed by a common and 
mutually dependent semiotics of space. In the illustration, the highest ranking 
noblemen are also located closest to the centerline of the composition, while no-
blewomen and members of their retinues are relegated to boxes on either side of 
the central seating area, placing them both closer to the ground and further from 
the center of action in accordance with their inferior status. Several illustrations 
from Maximilian’s allegorical autobiography, Freydal, follow a similar pattern. In 
one particularly apt example, a group of noble spectators, including the emperor, 
observe a melee, or group combat, from an elevated balcony. Here, the high hori-
zon line and exaggerated spatial recession—which seem to place the spectators at 

https://www.metmuseum.org/art/collection/search/193622
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a great remove from the combatants—underscore the social distinction between 
the groups. As these images attest, both works of art and public spectacles were 
governed by a shared set of spatial protocols determined by the relative prestige of 
those represented. Daucher was clearly aware of these protocols, employing them 
masterfully in his autonomous portrait of Maximilian to indicate his subject’s re-
gal status. Thus, it would seem that his decision to remove Maximilian from his 
expected position at the top or center of the Berlin relief and to place Dürer in this 
privileged location instead was a calculated choice intended through the trans-
gression of both pictorial and social norms, placing the artist on a par with his 
imperial patron.  

 

Fig. 5 René I d'Anjou, Traité de la forme et devis comme on peut faire les tournois, Folio 
97v-Folio 98r. illustrated by Barthélémy d'Eyck, published 1401-1500. Collection of the 

Bibliothèque Nationale de France. https://gallica.bnf.fr/ark:/12148/btv1b84522067. CC BY 
4.0. 
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Despite his relegation to the periphery of the relief, the emperor still serves an 
important function in its allegorical program. Situated between Dürer and the trio 
of mythic heroes gathered to witness his victory, Maximilian functions as a con-
duit of heroic virtue rather than as its terminus. His role as mediator is confirmed 
by the presence of the personified virtues at right. The fact that these figures ap-
pear twice, first in the middle ground on a shared axis with Hercules, Theodric, 
and David, and then again next to Dürer in the right foreground, suggests that it is 
the artist and not his patron who truly reembodies the virtues of the German Ur-
Väter. Dressed as a judge, Maximilian serves to validate Dürer’s victory—though 
the visual evidence leaves little room for doubt. The image implies that, by choos-
ing Dürer as his imperial champion, Maximilian has helped to enable the artist’s 
accomplishments, and with them, the reemergence of Germany’s native virtues. 
In this way, the relief still honors Maximilian—not as a Christian knight or roman-
tic hero—but as an enlightened patron of the arts. 

However, even when compared to other works that celebrate Maximilian as a 
patron and protector of the arts, the Daucher relief stands apart from the norm. A 
woodcut illustration designed by Hans Burgkmair the Elder for Der Weißkönig, 
another of Maximilian’s autobiographical projects, shows the young emperor dur-
ing a visit to the atelier of his court artist (who looks conspicuously like Burgk-
mair)  (Fig. 6). Maximilian stands authoritatively next to the seated painter, point-
er finger extended, as if correcting some element of his composition. Burgkmair’s 
brush, which reads almost as an extension of the emperor’s guiding finger, is 
poised before the canvas, as if awaiting his master’s animating word. The relative 
position of the two figures, and Maximilian’s commanding gesture, implies a rela-
tionship of dependence in which the artist serves primarily as a vehicle for the 
expression of the emperor’s creative agency.  

In the Daucher relief, this relationship is reversed. Rather than guiding the action, 
the emperor’s pointing finger directs the viewer’s attention away from himself and 
toward his artist-hero, whose actions he endorses but does not control. Less a 
gesture of command than one of acknowledgement, it validates Dürer’s accom-
plishments while at the same time renouncing any authorial involvement in them. 
The gesture creates a sense of parity between artist and patron, joining the two 
figures in a relationship of mutual dependence and ennoblement. While the em-
peror’s patronage enables the artist’s triumphs, Dürer’s heroic actions take center 
stage, redounding on the artist and his imperial sponsor to their mutual benefit. 
While the image honors both emperor and artist, it allots the greater share of ac-
claim to Dürer. Not only is he allowed to replace his patron at the center of the 
composition, he also supplants him as the terminal link in the chain of virtue con-



154  Ben Stolurow 

necting Germania’s present to its epic past — a gesture which implies that it is 
Dürer, and not Maximilian, who is the true paragon of modern German manhood. 
While this conceit would seem to constitute a grave breach of the social order, 
Hercules at least appears to acknowledge Dürer as his true heir. Turning to his 
companions, he points directly at the artist, bypassing the emperor entirely.   

 

Fig. 6 Hans Burgkmair the Elder, The Young White King in the Studio of a Painter, from 
Der Weisskunig by Marcus Treitzsaurwein, published in Augsburg by Peutinger, 1514—
1516, printed 1775. Woodcut. Philadelphia Museum of Art. Gift of Carl Zigrosser, 1974. 

Accession Number 1974-179-492. https://philamuseum.org/collection/object/256112. CC0 
1.0 Universal. 
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Daucher’s strategic reversals of space and position not only challenge the conven-
tional relationship between painter and patron, they also assert the primacy of a 
new masculine archetype—the courtly artist—who is shown triumphing over his 
already-belated predecessor, the knight-at-arms. For this reason, the Daucher 
relief is a key document for the history of masculinity, as it pictures the emer-
gence of a new model of manhood at a pivotal moment in northern European his-
tory. It is also an important artifact for the history of art, one which draws atten-
tion to the changing social significance of the artist’s body and to the key role 
which various masculine ideals played in shaping artistic identity during the Re-
naissance. 

… 

Thus far, I have focused on the ways in which Daucher manipulates established 
representational norms in order to amplify the status of his artist-protagonist. In 
what follows, I will turn my attention to the relief’s allegorical pretext—namely, a 
ritual combat—and will consider how the depiction of Dürer as a courtly combat-
ant, and the representation of his artistic skills as a form of skillful violence, help 
to present the artist as an exemplar of elite masculinity.  

Several commentators have described the encounter between Dürer and his op-
ponent as a „single combat" or „trial by combat.”23 These terms refer to judicially 
sanctioned duels, which were employed in place of a trial to decide the outcome of 
a legal or military dispute. While it is possible that Dürer and his opponent are 
engaged in this kind of juridical violence, the presence of the personified virtues 
seems to suggest otherwise.24 Three nearly identical female figures appear in the 
Traité de la forme, offering a cloth of honor to a young champion in recognition of 
his triumphs at the tourney (Fig. 5).25 That the female figures in the Daucher relief 
are shown with a similar textile, which they seem poised to present to Dürer in 
recognition of his victory, strongly suggests that the Daucher relief also shows a 
tournament combat rather than a judicial duel. This distinction is important be-
cause tournaments and tournament culture played a key role in the construction 
of masculine identity, both at the imperial court beyond. 

For Maximilian, the tournament served as a powerful medium of personal and 
dynastic self-fashioning.26 By revitalizing this venerable ritual of violence, which 
had deep roots in the chivalric culture of the late Middle Ages, he hoped to 
demonstrate his direct connection to the vaunted dynasties of the past. Maximili-
an was an avid and, by all accounts, skilled warrior and strategist who came of age 
on the tournament grounds and battlefields of Europe.27 He earned the moniker, 
„The Last Knight,” because of his commitment to the chivalric ideals and courtly 
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culture of an earlier age.28 As Emperor, he organized jousts and melees at his resi-
dence in Innsbruck. Keenly aware of the spectacle-value of such events, he col-
laborated with artists, armorers, and clock makers to create mechanized shields 
that would burst into fragments when struck with a lance. This novel technology 
spawned a new style of joust, the Geschifttartschen-Rennen, in which the combat-
ant’s bodies were transformed into kinetic sculptures in a spectacle of artful vio-
lence.29  

Maximilian continued to compete in tournaments after his election as Holy Ro-
man Emperor in 1508.30 Images of these contests and other martial exploits fea-
ture prominently in his allegorical autobiographies where courage and military 
prowess are upheld as key attributes of an ideal leader.31 Maximilian meticulously 
edited these images, going as far as to cross out or correct designs that failed to 
meet his expectations, in order to ensure that they presented him in an appropri-
ately heroic light.32 Maximilian’s frequent participation at tournaments and com-
mitment to recording and publicizing these performances suggest that he viewed 
ritual combat—and its representation in various media—as an important aspect of 
his public image. Even when the emperor was not actively competing in a tour-
nament, he still found ways of making his presence and authority felt. He had an 
ornate balcony added to his palace at Innsbruck to celebrate his second wedding 
to Bianca Maria Sforza. This architectural marvel overlooked the public square 
and sporting grounds; from their privileged vantage point, the imperial couple 
could survey the action in full view of the public and other noble spectators. The 
balcony’s decorative façade also featured two sculpted likenesses of the emperor, 
ensuring that he would be remembered and honored by tournament goers even 
when not physically present.33 

The emperor was a shrewd and innovative patron of the arts who utilized texts 
and images—especially in the new medium of print—to position himself as a mod-
ern, Christian knight in whom the blood and virtue of ancient Germanic heroes, 
like Armenius and Otto the Great, remained vital.34 According to the emperor’s 
court chronicler, Sebastian Rank, he was „innately drawn to the very old histories 
and tales" of Germany’s medieval past, going so far as to commission a luxury 
compendium of epic stories and sagas known as the Ambraser Heldenbuch to 
honor the deeds of his Germanic predecessors.35 This and other Helder Bücher, or 
books of heroic deeds, served as models for Maximilian’s own autobiographical 
projects, as did early chivalric romances like Ulrich von Liechtenstein‘s Frau-
endienst. The imitation of these venerable literary exempla functioned in much 
the same way as the performative restaging of courtly rituals. Lke the tournament, 
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these rituals collapsed the distinction between past and present in order to link 
Maximilian’s court to the great dynasties of the past.  

As Maximilian’s moniker, „The Last Knight,” would suggest, the chivalric ideals 
that he prized, and which he promoted at court, were already something of an 
anachronism elsewhere in Europe, and would largely fall out of fashion in the 
German speaking lands after the emperor’s death. However, elements of the chiv-
alric ethos would continue to exert an influence on the expression of elite mascu-
linity for generations to come. 

Building on the work of Norbert Elieas, the historian, Ruth Karras, has suggested 
that chivalry developed as a „civilizing ethos” to help to control and regulate the 
use of violence among members of the knighthood.36 Over the course of the 12th 
and 13th centuries, it evolved into a loosely defined code of conduct for the male 
aristocracy, in large part through its representation in courtly romance.37 It was 
the literary portrayal of chivalry, with its valorization of specific virtues, including 
„skill in arms, bravery, […] loyalty […] piety, chastity, […] humility […] and courtly 
accomplishment," which ultimately had the greatest impact on Renaissance men 
at all levels of society.38  

While chivalry demanded that violence be used only in certain ways and under 
certain circumstances, chivalric manhood still ultimately depended on a man’s 
ability to dominate other men, often by force. As Karras notes, within chivalric 
culture „violence was the fundamental measure of a man because it was a way of 
exerting dominance over men of one’s own social stratum as well as over women 
and other social inferiors."39 Pierre Bourdieu has made the far more sweeping 
assertion that violence, either real or metaphoric, defines all forms masculinity 
under patriarchy, insisting that patriarchal societies always require that „manli-
ness be validated by other men, in its reality as actual or potential violence."40 Kar-
ras’s detailed analysis of male coming-of-age rituals would seem to validate Bour-
dieu’s hypothesis, at least in the context of late Medieval Germany. Karras has 
suggested that, while actual violence was necessary for the consolidation and 
preservation of elite masculinity, men from other social classes also depended on 
various forms of sublimated violence, including intellectual and economic compe-
tition, in order to prove their manhood and distinguish themselves from male 
challengers.41  University students were expected to „prove[…] [their] masculinity 
by dominating other men intellectually” during public disputations.42 According to 
Karras, these contests were „inherently competitive” and „antagonistic,” and took 
the form of „ceremonial combats.”43  For the artisan class, full adult masculinity 
was achieved through the „domination of others (including women but mainly 
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men) economically through ownership of an independent workshop.”44 Skill was 
the primary differentiator amongst artisans, as it was through the demonstration 
of superior skill that an apprentice or journeyman might gain „economic inde-
pendence, the ability to marry, civic participation, and the control of subordinates 
in a workshop,” joining the ranks of the masters as a fully adult man.45 In Karras’s 
view, the need for young men of all social classes to earn and then defend their 
manhood in competition with other men, attests to the pervasive influence that 
chivalry and the knightly ideal had on masculine identity up and down the social 
ladder. 

While the fundamentally combative and domineering foundations of elite mascu-
linity served as a model for members of the lower social classes, the right to en-
gage in actual violence at tournament became an increasingly important and pro-
tected index of both class and gender difference during the Renaissance. Over the 
course of the later Middle Ages, strategic and technological developments in war-
fare gradually rendered the knight in shining armor obsolete.46 This change di-
minished the social value of the male aristocracy and threatened the foundations 
of elite masculinity, which had hitherto been defined by martial prowess and 
courage in battle.47 This issue was compounded by a coinciding rise economic and 
political parity between the aristocracy and upper bourgeoise, a development 
which highlighted the increasingly symbolic nature of aristocratic power. Accord-
ing to Lawrence Stone, these changes contributed to a „crisis of the aristocracy,” 
which provoked a search for new methods of self-definition to replace those that 
had been lost.48 With their role in warfare radically diminished, elite men turned 
to public rituals and performances, including tournaments, in an effort to consol-
idate their class identity and differentiating themselves from men of lesser social 
rank.49 Even as the distribution of economic and political power shifted, the tour-
nament remained a protected domain of the nobility and aristocracy. In Germany, 
only those who could demonstrate knightly descent for four generations were 
allowed to participate in such events. As such, these rituals of violence assumed 
particular symbolic import as one of the premier venues in which elite men could 
showcase the qualities and privileges that distinguished them from their bour-
geoise counterparts. By excluding members of the lower classes, nobles and aris-
tocrats insured that the exercise of skillful violence, and the honor and virtue with 
which such violence was associated, was only accessible to them.50 Karras sums up 
the situation admirably, noting that, while „men of low birth who rose through 
merit might acquire money and political power, […] they could never acquire 
chivalric honor."51  
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As a commoner by birth, Dürer would never have been allowed to participate in a 
tournament even if he had wanted to do so. Such a privilege was only available to 
him in the fictional arena of the image. We do not know who the audience was for 
the Daucher relief, nor can we determine whether the artist’s portrayal of Dürer 
would have provoked pleasure or outrage in its observers. What is clear, however, 
is that the relief draws its rhetorical force from the intentional transgression of 
both pictorial and social norms. By inverting the traditional spatial hierarchy be-
tween Dürer and his patron, Daucher ascribes a greater degree of honor and 
agency to the artist than was typical at the time; likewise, by portraying Dürer as a 
tournament champion—a status reserved for nobles and aristocrats—Daucher 
makes a bold, and perhaps transgressive, claim about the artist’s social standing 
and the honor due to his art.  

… 

By 1522, Dürer had established himself as one of the best known and most cele-
brated artists in Europe. Returning home that summer after a year-long sojourn to 
the Netherlands, during which he had been feted by artists and potentates, he was 
commissioned by the Nuremberg City Council to oversee the renovation and 
modernization of the city hall, a massive undertaking and one of the defining pub-
lic works project of the age.52 In collaboration with his friend, the noted humanist 
and councilman, Willibald Pirckheimer, Dürer devised an elaborate decorative 
program for the new building, including a number allegorical fresco cycles which 
were to be located at strategic points throughout the complex. In her detailed 
analysis of the frescos, Heidi Eberhardt Bate describes the works—now lost—as 
„an exercise in mediated self-definition on the part of Nuremberg’s inner council." 
Specifically, she argues that the frescos were intended to legitimate the patriciate’s 
political authority by promulgating a notion of „patrician virtue.”53  

Nuremberg had been under the control of a city council since the middle of the 
thirteenth century.54 This body consisted of a small or inner council of twenty-six 
men who enacted legislation and held most of the real political power, and a large 
council whose membership was unfixed and which had little real influence over 
policy making or governance.55 Membership in the inner council was, in theory, 
restricted to members of the urban patriciate. However, as Valintin Groebner has 
demonstrated, this political monopoly came under threat in the late fifteenth cen-
tury as newly wealthy members of the bourgeoisie began to buy their way into 
positions of power; by the early sixteenth century, several new names had been 
added to the list of families eligible to serve on the inner council, effectively dilut-
ing the power of the city’s ruling elites.56 In 1521, in an effort to reestablish control 
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and prevent members of the bourgeoisie from continuing to purchase political 
influence, the council fixed the membership of the patriciate by fiat. This docu-
ment, known as the „dance statute," provided a comprehensive tally of the fami-
lies allowed to attend social events at the town hall; it also doubled as a public 
register of the men eligible to serve on the city’s inner council. The council also 
decreed Tanzfähigkeit, or dance eligibility, to be a hereditary privilege, thus en-
suring that, once defined, the patriciate would remain a closed group, accessible 
only through the regulable processes of birth and marriage.57  

Despite his critical contributions to the renovation of the Nuremberg Rathaus, 
Dürer, the son of a goldsmith, was left off the „dance list."58 As a „free artist" prac-
ticing in the guild-free city of Nuremberg, Dürer existed outside the legally desig-
nated class system.59 While he enjoyed relative financial success, international 
fame, and the respect of his Humanist peers and elite patrons, he was, and would 
always remain, a commoner by birth, an accident of heredity that he would strug-
gle against throughout his life. While Dürer may have been excluded physically 
from the Rathaus’s elite soirées, he was nevertheless present in his works, which 
served the delight and edification of the building’s patrician guests. The irony of 
Dürer’s absence is heightened by the fact that he was, in a sense, the author of his 
own exclusion. The rhetorical intent of the fresco programs that he designed was 
to differentiate the patriciate from men such as himself, reinforcing a hereditary 
social order that worked against his own aspirations. 

Dürer was clearly concerned with his social status. He often voiced feelings of 
underappreciation, despite achieving unprecedented fame and financial prosperi-
ty. In a series of letters to his patron, Jakob Heller, Dürer expresses surprising 
frustration at Heller’s unwillingness to grant him additional time and money to 
complete his work.60 Though Heller’s letters are lost, Dürer’s responses make it 
clear that he expected the artist to honor the budget and deadline which the two 
men had agreed upon, and that he was peeved by Dürer’s tardiness and by his 
efforts to extract greater compensation. Given that Dürer was the one asking for 
favors, his indignation comes as something of a surprise. It is only when we read 
Dürer’s justification for his demands that the nature of his frustration becomes 
clear. Several times throughout the letters, Dürer reminds his patron that the 
work he is preparing is „something that not many men are capable of.”61 It is clear 
that Dürer believes this fact to be self-evident and is deeply aggrieved by Heller’s 
unwillingness to acknowledge it by providing him the time and compensation he 
feels he deserves. For Dürer, Heller’s attitude is especially galling because it vio-
lates the artist’s sense of his own exceptionality. By treating Dürer as he would any 
other craftsman, Heller tacitly denies that he is any different from other members 
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of his profession or that his art might require more time to complete or justify a 
greater reward. Dürer also resented the fact that he was at the economic mercy of 
men like Heller, whom he clearly felt had means and status, but little refinement. 
While early commentators tended to view Dürer’s parsimoniousness as distaste-
ful—a weakness at odds with his otherwise enlightened and elevated outlook—his 
concerns seem justified when we consider that, in Dürer’s eyes, money seems to 
have served as a surrogate for other, less tangible forms of value. Viewed in this 
way, his frustrations with penny-pinching patrons might best be understood as a 
reflection of his deeper dissatisfaction with the value being placed on his creative 
labor and, consequently, with the public perception of his social worth. 

Dürer composed his first letter to Heller less than a year after his return from Ven-
ice in 1506. Jeffrey Ashcroft has suggested that the artist’s „sense of his profes-
sional and artistic worth” had been fortified by his successes in the south and by 
his exposure to a culture where the arts were held in higher regard.62 In a letter to 
Pirckheimer, written on the eve of his departure from Venice, Dürer reflects rue-
fully on the fate that awaits him upon his return, noting that, while the Venetians 
have treated him as a „Gentleman," in Nuremberg he will once again be regarded 
as a mere „scrounger.”63 Perhaps it was the sense of loss that accompanied his 
return to Nuremberg, and the realization that he was once again at the mercy of 
men like Heller—who dealt with him as they would any other craftsman-
contractor—that induced Dürer to lash out at his patron with such ill-contained 
rancor. 

Elsewhere in the same letter to Pirckheimer, Dürer’s gloomy outlook gives way to 
self-effacing humor, with the artist both making light of his own social circum-
stances and poking fun at his patrician friend. Dürer jokes that Pirckheimer has 
become too important to „speak on the street with a poor painter” such as himself 
and claims that if the two were seen together it would cause „a great scandal.” In 
mock condemnation of his friend’s philandering, Dürer declares: „when I become 
Lord Mayor I‘ll clap you in the Belvedere.”64 This comment derives its humor as 
much from its tone of false censoriousness and from its patent impossibility: Dü-
rer was not a member of the patriciate and thus not eligible to serve as mayor.65 In 
other letters, Dürer playfully taunts his friend by sending „greetings” from his 
„French cloak and Spanish mantel.”66 According to historian Ulinka Rublack, this 
was a joking reference to Venice’s lax sumptuary laws, which allowed skilled 
craftsman like Dürer to wear clothing which, in Nuremberg, would only have 
been available to men of higher birth.67 Whether intentionally or not, Dürer’s joke 
draws attention to the contingency of social distinctions — their dependence on 
arbitrarily enforced laws and customs rather than on essential and inalienable 
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differences between social groups. Dürer’s familiar tone also speaks to the perme-
ability of class boundaries. Pirckheimer, the eldest son of one of Nuremberg’s 
oldest families and a standing member of the city council, would never have abid-
ed such insolence from a man of Dürer’s rank had he not counted him a close 
friend and confidant. Dürer’s license to tease his friend suggests that, at least in 
private, Pirckheimer allowed the artist a high degree of latitude, treating him 
largely as an equal. The mutual love and respect that the two men clearly shared 
reflects Pirckheimer’s regard for Dürer both as an artist and individual. Even still, 
Dürer’s joke exchanges with Pirckheimer tend to play up the very real difference 
in the two men’s social status, and while they appear lighthearted and jocular, 
they open a counterfactual space in which the artist can indulge — however fleet-
ingly —in otherwise unacceptable fantasies of power and control. 

… 

Clothing was an important indicator of social standing in pre-modern Europe. At a 
time in which the real disparity in political and economic power between classes 
was narrowing, sumptuary laws ensured that fashion remained a public and visi-
ble index of social difference.68 While the mock greetings which Dürer sent to 
Pirckheimer from his cloak and mantel, reveal the private glee that he felt at being 
allowed to flout sartorial sanctions and the pleasure he took in rubbing this privi-
lege in his friend’s face, the artist’s „Self-Portrait” of 1500 (Fig.8), now in Munich, 
constitutes a far more brazen assault on sartorial norms.  
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Fig. 8 Albrecht Dürer, Self-Portrait, 1500. Bavarian State Painting Collections - Alte Pina-
kothek, Munich. 

https://www.sammlung.pinakothek.de/en/artwork/Qlx2QpQ4Xq/albrecht-
duerer/selbstbildnis-im-pelzrock. CC BY-SA 4.0. 

https://www.sammlung.pinakothek.de/en/artwork/Qlx2QpQ4Xq/albrecht-duerer/selbstbildnis-im-pelzrock
https://www.sammlung.pinakothek.de/en/artwork/Qlx2QpQ4Xq/albrecht-duerer/selbstbildnis-im-pelzrock
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In this now iconic image, Dürer depicts himself for the first time in an elegant, 
marten lined Schaub—a garment which would recur repeatedly throughout his 
pictorial oeuvre and which would become a veritable hallmark of the artist’s pub-
lic image.69 The Schaub’s fur-lined lapels fill much of the pictorial field and Dü-
rer’s meticulous rendering of their texture and hue is among the work’s many 
technical marvels. During Dürer’s lifetime, the wearing of marten fur was an im-
portant sign of social status and was controlled by civic ordinance. As several 
scholars have noted, Dürer would have been granted this sartorial privilege in 
1509, after his appointment to Nuremberg’s large council, but would not have 
been afforded the honor in 1500, the year in which he first depicted himself in his 
trademark Schaub.70 Most scholars believe that this apparent transgression of 
sartorial mores is best understood as a bold, but ultimately harmless, expression 
of artistic licenses —an example of a young and ambitious artist playing out an as-
yet-unrealized social fantasy in the relatively unrestricted arena of pictorial repre-
sentation. However, the historian Philipp Zitzlsperger believes this reading dra-
matically downplays the subversiveness of the 1500 „Self-Portrait”.71 

According to Zitzlsperger, the presence of the illicit garment would have rendered 
the painting unfit for public viewing. As such, he rejects the work’s traditional 
dating, arguing that it must have been created after Dürer’s appointment to the 
large council in 1509, perhaps even in commemoration of this prestigious honor.72 
While I am not inclined to accept this conclusion, I believe that Zitzlsperger is 
right to emphasize the significance — and ultimately, the subversiveness — of 
Dürer’s sartorial self-styling. It appears from archival records that the „Self-
Portrait” remained in Dürer’s possession until his death, upon which time it was 
donated to the Nuremberg City Council. As Zitzlsperger notes, Dürer’s residence 
was not an exclusively private space; it also housed his workshop, and served host 
to clients, visitors, and dignitaries. Displayed in the artist’s home, the 1500 „Self-
Portrait” would thus have been visible to anyone entering to visit or do business 
with the artist. Rudolph Preimesberger has suggested that the portrait’s Latin in-
scription, which describes Dürer as having painted himself in „proprijs coloribus," 
(appropriate colors) is tantamount to a truth claim and is meant to confirm that 
the portrait is a representation of its subject as he truly is.73 If this is the case, and 
Dürer’s violation of sumptuary law is as subversive as Zitzlsperger claims, then the 
1500 „Self-Portrait” should be viewed as a defiant, even transgressive affront to the 
visual and legal protocols that defined Nuremberg’s civic patriarchy.  

In the Daucher relief, dress also operates as a key index of identity and difference. 
Dürer is depicted in a geschlitztes Wams, or slashed doublet, and tailored hose.74 
The doublet, which cinches at the hip before flaring outward in a short peplum, 
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accentuates Dürer’s narrow waist and wide shoulders while exposing his muscular 
hips and legs to view. The corset-like fit of the bodice contrasts with the billowing 
excess of the pleated and slashed sleeves, which lend the artist’s upper extremities 
a sense of super-human bulk; by the early sixteenth century, this ensemble had 
become fashionable with artisans and upper class men alike, who were inspired 
by the theatrical self-styling of the imperial landsknechte—hired soldiers who 
made up the bulk of the imperial army.75 Dozens of prints and broadsheets from 
the first half of the sixteenth century attest to the public’s fascination with these 
mercenaries and their flamboyant fashions, despite the fact that the landsknecht 
occupied a morally ambiguous place in public discourse.76  

Most landsknechte came from the same social milieu as artists and artisans, and, 
like their artistic counterparts —who were forced to spend years away from home 
as apprentices and journeymen — they lived an itinerant lifestyle, at odds with the 
emergent protestant ideal of the married and propertied Hausvater, who was ex-
pected to stay at home, ministering to his social obligations and the needs of his 
dependents.77 Unlike artists, however, landsknechte enjoyed a heightened degree 
of social mobility and legal freedom — they could gain honor and even ennoble-
ment in recognition of their valor in battle, and they were exempted from tradi-
tional sumptuary laws, a privilege they took full advantage of.78 It was believed 
that landsknechte looted the corpses of their adversaries—particularly those of 
rank and status—appropriating items of clothing as evidence of their bravery and 
skill. In fact, popular legend attributed the invention of the slashed style popular 
among mercenaries and their male imitators to Swiss mercenaries, who were said 
to have stripped the slashed and bloodied clothing from the bodies of the Burgun-
dian nobles they defeated at the Battle of Grandson in 1476.79 While the slashed 
garments that became popular in the early sixteenth century were largely tailor-
made, they nevertheless called to mind these violent origin myths, allowing men 
with no combat experience to project an aura of martial competence. The fact that 
the landsknechte were allowed to wear the clothes of the noblemen they defeated 
in battle also served as a reminder that, in warfare, status offered no guarantee of 
survival; in combat, a peasant pikeman might easily be the better of a high-born 
lord. 

Swiss artists, Urs Graf and Nikolas Manuel Deutsch, both served as mercenaries at 
various points in their careers and incorporated daggers into their monographs as 
a means of signaling and celebrating this aspect of their identity.80 While both 
artists produced images that seem to ironize the lifestyle of the landsknecte and 
their Swiss competitors, the Reisläufer, their use of the dagger as a personal insig-
nia—often accompanied by an elaborate pen flourish that connects this weapon of 
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war to the burin which the artists used to create their intaglio designs—suggests 
that both men were proud to advertise their military experience.81 Furthermore, 
the allusive interplay of burin and blade that runs through their works, suggests a 
conception of artistic identity in which the capacity to kill and to create are closely 
related.  

Peter Flötner’s woodcut portrait of a sculptor-turned-landsknecht, entitled „Ueyt 
Pildharver” (1535) (Fig. 11), provides a different but no less complex view the rela-
tionship between artists and mercenaries. The print shows a former sculptor who 
has been forced into mercenary service by economic hardship. 82 While it is un-
signed, a mallet and chisel — common signatural surrogates in Flötner‘s graphic 
oeuvre — appear atop a tree stump in the lower right corner as if recently aban-
doned their by their former owner. The handle of the soldier‘s polearm rests be-
side these discarded tools, creating a visual analogy between the artist’s „weap-
ons” and the warrior’s. The stump functions as an open signifier. It can be read 
equally as the remnant of a tree felled to provide wood for a sculpture or other 
work of human ingenuity, or as a casualty of the conflict which has forced the 
sculptor to abandon his former profession. Set beside the chisel, whose blade 
creates and forms, and the halberd, whose cruel edge maims and murders, the 
stump indicates that the distinction between soldier and sculptor is permeable 
and uncertain—resting, as it were, on a razors edge. While the mallet and chisel 
may be read as an ersatz monogram, signaling Flötner’s authorship, they also 
function as integral elements of the print’s pictorial program—tools whose aban-
donment represents the artist’s submission to the forces of fate. This ambiguity 
creates confusion about Flötner’s relationship to the work; is he merely the im-
age’s author, or is the sculptor-solider meant to be a pictorial surrogate for the 
artist himself, as suggested by his association with Flötner’s trademark tools? Fi-
nally, the figure’s resemblance to Adam from Dürer‘s 1504 engraving, „The Fall of 
Man,” seems to undermine the seriousness of the image’s moralizing message by 
humorously comparing the sculptor’s turn to mercenary soldiery to man’s expul-
sion from paradise. 
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Fig. 11 Peter Flötner. Landsknecht, undated. Woodcut. Collection of Staatliche Museen 
zu Berlin, Kupferstichkabinett. Photographer unknown. 

https://id.smb.museum/object/1042405. CC0 1.0 Universal.  

https://id.smb.museum/object/1042405
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In northern Europe, landsknecht imagery and mercenary-inspired fashions 
reached the zenith of their popularity in the first half of the sixteenth century.83 
This rise in popularity coincided with the onset of the Reformation, a period of 
substantial social upheaval which witnessed disruptions in gender relations and 
the dissolution or weakening of certain masculine ideals, among many other 
changes.84 Despite these disruptions, scholars have argued that the Reformation 
ultimately resulted in the expansion and consolidation of patriarchal power across 
European society. Thomas Robisheaux has demonstrated that the spread of Lu-
theranism and the adoption of Lutheran marriage practices in Germany’s rural 
communities increased the power of local patriarchs by enabling them to select 
their sons-in-law and to manage the distribution of land and property rights from 
beyond the grave.85 Steven Ozment has argued that the idealization of the patriar-
chal family served to formalize and naturalize a gendered domestic hierarchy in 
which husbands were expected to rule and wives to serve.86 Merry Wiesner has 
demonstrated that employment opportunities for women declined during the 
sixteenth century, further undermining female independence and increasing 
women’s reliance on fathers and husbands.87 

While these studies clearly demonstrate that certain groups of men gained greater 
power and influence during the Reformation—and that many women lost their 
economic independence and autonomy—historian Lyndal Roper has argued that 
these facts alone do not support the idea that the Reformation brought about a 
„golden era of patriarchal relations,” as many scholars have suggested.88 Roper 
suggests instead that, while the Reformation may have helped certain groups of 
elite men consolidate power, it did not have a uniform or uniformly beneficial 
impact on all male subjects. Rather, by promoting a singular masculine ideal —
that of the married and propertied Hausvater — protestant reforms disenfran-
chised and, in a sense, emasculated a substantial percentage of men who were 
unable, or unwilling, to attain to this ideal.89 Roper also suggests that the concept 
of the Hausvater was itself afflicted by intrinsic instability; domestic patriarchs 
were both expected to exert absolute dominion over their households and work-
shops and to submit willingly to the rule of male superiors — be they fatherly 
councilors or local lords. To make matters worse, the civic authorities regularly 
intervened in domestic affairs, siding against husbands and fathers when their 
behavior violated community standards or interfered with the smooth perpetua-
tion of the patriarchal order — for instance, in cases of adultery, incest, or rape. 
This led to friction when petty patriarchs — feeling their masculine identity 
threatened by the demands of the civic authorities — rebelled against efforts to 
curtail their autonomy.90  
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While many Protestant communities instituted discipline ordinances, efforts to 
regulate male behavior were often ineffectual.91 Men of all classes continued to 
engage in adultery, frequent brothels, drink to excess, and fight with one another, 
despite increasing social pressure and enforcement.92 Moreover, many men — 
even those sympathetic to the reformist cause — including journeymen artists and 
mercenary soldiers, actively rejected the peaceable domestic ideal of the Hausva-
ter. Disenfranchised by a patriarchal order that privileged marriage and master-
hood, these men adapted an alternate value system, directly anathema to that of 
the protestant mainstream, which prized itinerancy, drunkenness, and violent 
excess.93 The persistence of extra-legal practices like dueling, binge drinking, and 
adultery, even in the face of harsh legal censure, attests to the substantial gulf that 
existed between the behavioral ideals promoted by protestant reformers, and the 
actual behavior of individual men. It also suggests that it was often the most anti-
social aspects of male identity that proved the most resistant to reform.94  

The rising popularity of mercenary fashions in the early sixteenth century can 
itself be seen as a manifestation of anti-authoritarian attitudes spurred on by in-
creasing efforts at social control. The „Trouser Devil” literature published in this 
period makes it clear that the tight hose and prominent codpieces being worn by 
young bachelors were perceived as extravagant, even threatening, signs of mascu-
line excess. The moralist, Gregorius Wagner, raged against the prurient provoca-
tion of the codpiece, which — he charged — provoked desire for the male member 
by swaddling it in brocade like „sweet honeycomb.”95 Wagner’s remarks reflect the 
social anxiety that attached itself to young, unmarried men during the Refor-
mation. Equally capable of seducing husband or wife, their threatening allure 
underscored the instability of a patriarch order that depended on pre-marital 
chastity, marital fidelity, and the ability to control one’s patrimony. However, as 
Roper notes, the bachelors’ brazen bodily displays, and the sexual libertinism with 
which they were associated, masked an actual loss of sexual power and autono-
my.96 

The shuttering of brothels left men with less access to pre- or extramarital sex, 
while changes in marital law and a lack of opportunities for advancement within 
the artisan classes meant that fewer men were able to marry. The result, in Rop-
er’s view, was that many young men were trapped in a kind of perpetual adoles-
cence which rendered them, „not securely male” according the standards of 
mainstream society.97 As Marry Wiesner Hanks has demonstrated for journeymen 
artists and Stefanie Rüther for mercenary soldiers, certain groups of men re-
sponded to this situation by rejecting normative standards of male behavior.98 
Faced with the fact that they were increasingly „a group distinct from the masters, 
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rather than … masters-in-training (Gesellen rather than Knechte),” and thus that 
they would likely never attain the patriarchal power associated with masterhood 
and marriage, some journeymen renounced female contact all together, joining 
all male communities, or „journeymen’s guilds,” and lobbying for the exclusion of 
women from skilled labor positions.99 Unable to marry, participate in civic poli-
tics, or amass substantial real capital, these men became obsessed with what An-
dreas Griessinger has termed „the symbolic capital of honor;” a currency which 
only held real value amongst other members of the skilled proletariat.100 Ironical-
ly, while these men sought to exclude women almost entirely from their lives, the 
honor which they sought still depended on the subjugation of female subjects — 
not through marital servitude, but through economic exclusion. The anthropolo-
gist, R.W. Connell has characterized similar behavior by men in modern western 
societies as „masculine protest,” which she defines as a compensatory response by 
individuals or groups of men to a real or perceived loss of power or authority.101 

As Rüther has demonstrated, while landsknechte were often viewed with skepti-
cism and fear by the authorities, who saw them as a potential threat to civic order, 
many members of the public looked on them with admiration as „powerful men, 
wild and untamed,” who enjoyed an enviable freedom from the demands of polite 
society — including both sartorial and sexual norms.102 As such, it is easy to see 
why they served as figures of identification for men who —rightly or wrongly — 
felt that their own autonomy, and masculinity, were being placed under threat. 
The landsknechte’s associations with violence and warfare also suggest that those 
laymen who embraced mercenary fashions were, at least in part, motivated by a 
desire to signal their own martial competency and capacity for violence. This is 
striking given the fact that, by the early sixteenth century, elite manhood had 
evolved away from its grounding in military service and toward a courtly ideal 
based on the expression of polish, self-mastery, and effortless nonchalance.103 It 
suggests that, even as society sought to regulate the use of force, both artisanal 
and elite masculinity remained grounded in abstracted forms of violence, includ-
ing interpersonal competition and the pursuit of dominance.104 

As Carolyn Springer notes, the early modern court was a „theater of power” where 
aristocratic actors engaged in „competitive performance[s]” with and against one 
another, seeking to best their opponents through superior skill or ingenium.105 
These competitions took many forms, from jousts and duels to public disputations 
and poetry readings. The stakes were high, with competitors standing to lose or 
gain honor and influence on the basis of their performance. Artists also competed 
with one another for prestigious commissions and the favor of powerful patrons. 
The Florentine painter Benvenuto Cellini’s „Autobiography” is filled with episodes 
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of verbal sparring in which the author and his artistic competitors vie for a pa-
tron’s favor. At times, these verbal exchanges give rise to real and lethal vio-
lence.106 In other cases, aesthetic disputes were resolved through violence, with 
young men breaking lances to decide questions of taste.107 As these examples sug-
gest, artistry and violence were never far from one another in the competitive 
arena of the court; artful courtiers and courtly artists alike might turn to either, or 
both, when forced to defend their honor or assert their dominance over a rival.108 

The historian Heidemarie Bodemer has argued that during the Renaissance, the 
martial and visual arts gained an unprecedented degree of conceptual parity. Ac-
cording to Bodemer, while both had initially been classed among the „proprietary 
arts” — disciplines considered to have merely economic or utilitarian value — they 
experienced a reversal of fortune in the fifteenth century, rising to join the liberal 
arts as essential elements the aristocratic curriculum.109 No less an authority than 
Baldassare Castiglione, author of Il Cortegiano — the defining treatise on courtly 
conduct in the period, recommended that young aristocrats be educated in both 
the martial and the visual arts110 — not because he viewed the two fields as an-
tipodes representing the full breadth of knowledge that a young lordling should be 
expected to master, but rather because he saw them as analogous means of culti-
vating courtly virtue. Both required deep theoretical knowledge, exceptional bodi-
ly control, elegant self-stylization, and the capacity for spontaneous and seeming-
ly effortless improvisation — attributes essential to the success of the modern 
courtier.  

For Castiglione, the violent spectacle of the tournament was as much an oppor-
tunity for artful display as it was an expression of martial prowess. This is clearly 
illustrated in a passage from Il Cortegiano in which the character Federigo Frego-
so describes how a courtier should present himself during such occasions:  

[[He] will strive to be as elegant and attractive in the exercise of arms as he is skill-
ful, and to feed his spectators’ eyes with all those things that he thinks may give 
him added grace; and he will be careful to have a horse gaily caparisoned, to wear 
becoming attire, to have appropriate mottoes and ingenious devices that will feed 
the eyes of the spectators even as the loadstone attracts iron.]111  

Clearly, the courtier’s appearance is as important as his performance. He is to 
fashion himself into a kinetic work of art, emblazoned with „ingenious devices” 
which enthrall the eye of his audience as readily as the painter’s art. Nor does this 
passage reflect a mere literary ideal with little relation to lived practices. At the 
wedding of Costanzo Sforza, Lord of Pesaro, in May 1475, a chronicler notes that 
the groom was honored with a cloth of silver brocade, as much for his prowess 
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with the lance during the pre-nuptial festivities, as for his „polish” and „polite-
ness,” with everyone in attendance agreeing that he was „one of the most beautiful 
and polished … knights seen for a long time.”112 While Constanzo may have acquit-
ted himself well on the field of battle, it was his artful and elegant expression of 
aestheticized masculinity that seems to have struck most spectators as his most 
notable achievement. 

The essential fungibility of artistic skill and skillful violence is represented in the 
frontispiece of a fencing manual written by the Italian engineer and polymath, 
Camillo Agrippa, in 1533 (Fig. 9). Here, artistic acumen and artful violence merge 
in a unified expression of masculine prowess. The full-page engraving shows the 
author seated at a low table opposite an older, bearded man in a robe. This figure’s 
left hand rests on a book lying open before him on the table; more books are visi-
ble at his feet and on the high shelf above his head. Camillo faces him across the 
narrow table, holding a compass in his right hand and an armillary sphere in his 
left. An unsheathed dagger —visible behind the upright compass legs —points 
directly at his adversary’s heart. Like the Daucher relief, the image centers on an 
allegorical contest — in this case, a learned disputation rather than a ritual com-
bat. On its face, this competition is between opposing pedagogical models: Camil-
lo’s, which, according to Sydney Anglo „us[es] both pure and applied mathematics 
to place personal combat on a scientific basis” — a novel approach at the time — 
and that of his opponent, which relies solely on textual sources rather than per-
sonal experience or praxis.113 However, the frontispiece presents the viewer with a 
choice between opposing masculine types — one young and vital, the other senile 
and timid — biasing the reader toward Camillo’s methods before they have read a 
single passage of text. 
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Fig. 9 Camillo Agrippa. Trattato Di Scientia d'Arme, con un Dialogo di Filosofia (Frontis-
piece from Camillo Agrippa's Treatise on the Science of Arms with Philosophical Dia-

logue), 1553. Collection of Österreichische Nationalbibliothek. 
https://onb.digital/result/107BDB08. CC0 1.0 Universal. 
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Various aspects of the image sway the contest in Camillo’s favor while at the same 
time blurring any clear distinction between intellectual and physical prowess. The 
author’s upright posture, youthful countenance, and fashionable attire, which 
highlight his athletic body and elegant, well-muscled legs, contrast with the diffi-
dent demeanor, shaggy beard, and theatrical archaism of his adversary, whose 
toga-like shroud not only evokes his outdated methods, but also feminizes his 
physique by swaddling any visible musculature in soft folds of fabric. While the 
two men are meant to be debating the relative merits of their pedagogical meth-
ods, the dynamic interplay of their bodies recalls the figures in contemporary 
fencing manuals. Camillo in particular resembles a courtly combatant. Wielding 
compass and armillary sphere like a sword and buckler, he dominates the center 
of the action, forcing his opponent to draw back his hand, crumpling the page he 
is holding in the process. The sword hanging sheathed but ready at Camillo’s side 
and the menacing silhouette of the dagger, unused but within easy reach on the 
table, attest to the lethal potential lying behind the fencing master’s exacting intel-
lect. Moreover, the superimposition of compass and dagger — which merge into a 
unified attribute in Camillo’s hand — implies that these instruments serve a com-
mon purpose — that, for Camillo, the compass — a tool associated with scientists 
as well as artists — is as powerful as a blade.  

The Daucher relief stages a similar contrast between masculine types, manipulat-
ing both compositional and sartorial norms to present its artist-protagonist as a 
paragon of modern masculinity. Forgoing any direct reference to Dürer’s 
achievements as an artist, Daucher instead highlights his virtues as a man; the 
artist is dressed in the modish attire of a courtier. His dispassionate expression, 
elegant self-mastery, and facile dominance, convey the sprezzatura, or effortless 
grace, which Baldassare Castiglione accounted the chief virtue of the courtier.114 
By contrast, his hapless adversary appears in the outmoded plate armor of a me-
dieval knight, suggesting that both he, and the masculine archetype that he repre-
sents, are no-longer-vital artifacts of a former age. In much the same way that the 
frontispiece to Camillo’s fencing manual implies that the fencing master’s tech-
niques are superior to those of his straw-man adversary because Camillo himself 
is more of a man, the Daucher frieze attributes Dürer’s success as an artist to his 
superior masculine virtue. Represented as the better of both his regal patron and 
his aristocratic foe, Dürer appears as the ideal modern man — a courtly adept, 
equally skilled with burin and blade, who deserves to be regarded among the em-
pire’s social elites. 

In letters to mutual friends and in his epitaph for the artist, completed shortly 
after his death in 1528, the humanist and reformer, Erasmus of Rotterdam de-
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scribed Dürer as an Apellian prince of art.115 While Erasmus intended this epithet 
to reflect Dürer’s unparalleled artistic achievements, in the Daucher relief, the 
title assumes a provocative new valence; no longer a prince among artists, Dürer 
now appears as an artist-prince, seizing honor and acclaim by force. While the 
relief relates in general terms to other texts and images seeking to elevate the sta-
tus of art and of the artist in this period, as I have tried to demonstrate, it does so 
in an unfamiliar fashion, highlighting the power of the artist’s body and present-
ing him as a noble warrior rather than as a humanist intellectual or pictor doctus. 
By portraying artistic skill as a domineering force akin to violence, Daucher cre-
ates a heroic vision of the artist aligned with the masculine ideals of his age. Fur-
thermore, his portrayal of Dürer as an imperial champion, doing battle on behalf 
of the empire, invests the artist’s achievements with vital political importance. 
The duel stands as a synecdoche for the Holy Roman Empire’s struggle for politi-
cal and cultural supremacy against its chief competitors, France and Italy—a 
struggle in which not only the artist’s honor, but also that of the Empire and its 
people, was at stake. In this way, Daucher presents the artist as a cultural hero, 
who, like the aristocracy of old, defends the fatherland from foreign challengers. 
While he may wield a burin rather than a blade, his contributions are no less vital 
to the fortunes of the nation. In the allegorical space of Daucher relief, Dürer fi-
nally achieves the ennoblement that he would never attain in life; long recognized 
as a prince among artists, here, at least, he will forever be an artist-prince.  
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