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Albrecht Durer’s Artistic Style: Two Extremes

Aika Aoyama

The question of style of Diirer’s arts has been variously assessed over the
long history of the reception of his works. Indeed, the image of both his
arts and of Diirer himself have changed from era to era.

Generally, Diirer’s style vacillated between Italian and Northern
European creative principles (Gestaltungsprinzip), and depending on the
period, this duality was evaluated in completely different terms.

E. Panofsky (1955) expressed Diirer’s inner qualities as “internal
reason and intuition, “generalizing formalism and particularizing realism”
and “humanistic self-reliance and medieval humility,” and that his arts
were born from the mutual reinforcement of these conflicting impulses. In
addition, Panofsky stated that it was overly simplistic to consider that the
internal tensions of Diirer’s works were derived only from the influence of
late German Gothic styles or the Italian Renaissance on the mind of the
late German Gothic artist. Rather, the dualities found in Diirer’s internal
world were based on the internal complexities of his own psyche. This
article examines how this bipolar quality or duality plays out in eight of
Diirer’s prints and oil paintings, namely his St. Michael Fighting the Dragon
(B.72) from his Apocalypse woodcut series, his etching Nemesis (B.77),
his 1504 etchings Adam and Eve (B.1) and Nativity (B.2), his 1514 master-
pieces St. Jerome in his Study (B.60) and Melancholia I (B.74), along with
his later oil painting, The Four Apostles (1526, Alte Pinakothek, Munich).

At the age of 14 Diirer began his apprenticeship in the family trade
with his father, a goldsmith and jeweler. Thus from an early age he had
experience at grasping form as a three-dimensional thing. He then asked
his father for permission to switch to studying under a painter, and so he
would learn two different ways of seeing things. In other words, part of him
viewed things as three dimensional, and another part considered things
in terms of planar paintings made up of lines and color. Essentially, he had
two “visions” of the world. This article further clarifies that Diirer was in
the habit of taking the forms born from these different approaches and set-
ting them up in opposition.

As has been previously thought, Diirer did not embrace early
Netherlandish and Italian art in order to extract himself from his artisti-
cally backward homeland. Rather, his special “vision” and trait which he
had developed early on made him need to seek out arts based on com-
pletely different principals, namely Italian art and early Netherlandish
painting, late medieval Gothic art and Renaissance art. Caught in the
middle between the 15th century’s artistic revolutions in north and south,
he vacillated between two differing sets of artistic principles. In essence,
this was a most suitable position for someone with dual sensibilities. Diirer
can thus be said to have had the most suitable and innate character to be
considered a man of the late 15th century German art, caught between
early Netherlandish art and Italian Renaissance.
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