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Sacred and Secular: Israhel van Meckenem & Early German Engraving
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This exhibition introduced the early engraver Israhel van Meckenem
(c. 1445-1503). Meckenem was active from the latter half of the 15th
century through the beginning of the 16th century in the town of Bocholt,
on the upper Rhine near the Dutch border. Approximately 3,000 original
prints remain of the engravings made in the 15th century, and of those
500—-600 can be attributed to Meckenem. These prints were distributed
throughout Europe, and contributed greatly to the spread of the engraving
medium.

This exhibition started with an explanation of Meckenem’s printing
process. He made copies of works by Master E. S., Schongauer and
Diirer, and thus developed his own techniques and styles. The first section
of the exhibition explored this process along with the issues related to
copy production in the late medieval, early pre-modern era.

Section 2 focused on prints on Christian themes. Images of saints, who
were believed to provide solace during this period when people were
directly confronted with sickness and catastrophe, indicate how fervent
people were in their prayers for peaceful ordinary times. Conversely,
in the prints that functioned as pardons for sins committed, a subject in
great demand, or those series prints intended to be purchased as a set,
Meckenem reveals his merchant spirit as he sought to expand his own
sales routes by banking on people’s beliefs.

Section 3 presented images of the secular world. Prints were an
early medium to take up secular subjects, and satire of the relationships
between men and women were particularly popular. These prints provide
a humorous view of the lives and customs of the day.

Section 4 featured narrative print groups. These prints are characterized
by the use of narrative picture methods, such as an almost talkative
depiction of scenes and the juxtaposition of scenes taking place at various
times. These expressive methods suggest that Meckenem himself was
greatly interested in depicting narratives.

The last section focused on the connections between prints and
design and prints and decorative arts. The ornaments and decorative
lettering design introduced in this section were used as reference works

by artisans, and can also be seen as art works in their own right. Since

copperplate engraving was a technique that emerged from goldsmithing,

this section also noted the close connection between early period
engravings and the metalsmithing arts.

This exhibition with its more than 100 works by Meckenem, related
artists and related items was drawn from the Munich State Collection of
Graphic Art, other museums in Germany, the British Museum and works
in the NMWA collection. The exhibition thus provided a multi-focused
exploration of Meckenem and his period. The diverse and stimulating
world of early German engraving was previously almost unknown in
Japan, and thus we can hope that this exhibition provided an opportunity
for Japanese audiences to understand the world of early German engraving.

(Asuka Nakada)
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