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WOJCIECH BALUS

Direr’s Melencolia I. Melancholy and the Undecidable

1. “Almost everything has been said about Diirer’s melan-
choly-engraving, as is evidenced by the state of research, only
it has been full of contradictions”.! More than that, until now
these contradictions have not been solved in a satisfactory
manner. Despite the efforts undertaken by some generations
of investigators Melencolia | remains an enigma: no one has
succeeded in arranging the figures and objects depicted there
into a coherent whole. Therefore, although the interpreters
persist in their endeavors, it is, | think, worth while asking if the
hitherto suffered failures do not signalize some deeper but so
far unnoticed problem, the problem that makes the solution of
the riddle of Diirer’s engraving simply impossible.

In an attempt to bring this problem to light let us begin
with a brief analysis of the literature of the subject. It is striking
for the reader that all those researchers focus on the iconogra-
phy of Melencolia / both in the period following the 1923 pub-
lication by Panofsky and Saxl of their first study on this engrav-
ing (which is obvious) and much earlier.? The artistic structure
of the work is rarely the object of analysis, giving way to con-
siderations of the sense of its individual fragments and of its

general message.® This direction of studies undoubtedly re-
sults from the reading imposed by the work itself — it was Diirer
who made his figures and objects mean something. On one of
his sketches for Melencolia | we find the following note:
“Schlissel betewt gewalt, pewtell betewt reichtum” (The key
signifies power, the purse riches).* At the same time, though, it
was just Klibansky, Panofsky and Saxl who wrote: “[In this fa-
mous engraving] the basic idea is translated in its entirety into
pictorial terms, without thereby losing its universality and with-
out leaving any doubt as to the allegorical significance of the
figure, which is nevertheless entirely concrete. Here, and here
alone can the visible representation completely answer to the
invisible notion; here and here alone, the legend (which at this
stage of development begins to be superfluous) says to us
neither «this is meant to represent the black bile», nor «this is a
typical example of the melancholy temperament», but «melan-
choly is like this»”.® In the light of the above words Diirer’s
work may be perceived as self-sufficient and interpreted with-
out reference to any legend. One has only to look at it to be
able to say “melancholy is like this”. However, if this is so, why
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should one demand additional meanings from the figures
shown therein? Are such demands not at variance with the per-
ceived “entire translation of the basic idea into the pictorial
terms”?

One might ask many such questions. If the objects in the
engraving are to mean something, why is the manner of show-
ing them far from unequivocal? Let us mention the most fre-
quently enumerated ambiguities: wherefrom and whereto does
the ladder lead? What is the architectural structure against which
it is propped — a tower or a wall? Is the structure finished or
unfinished? Where is the winged figure seated — in an interior
or in the open? What time of the day is it — day or night -, what
source illuminates the figure in the foreground and what is the
luminous body in the sky in the background (a comet, Saturn)?
And, consequently, is the rainbow solar or lunar?®

The above cited contradictions and ambiguities are of too
serious a nature to be passed over in silence. Besides, for the
most part they do not result from the mistakes made by the
researchers but are inherent in Direr’s engraving itself. This
was already noticed by Martin Blichsel and Peter-Klaus Schuster.
The latter made the history of the effect (Wirkungsgeschichte)
of Melencolia | a starting-point for his interpretation. “Whence”,
he asked, “should one derive a new explanation?” And he an-
swered: “Eben von dieser Widerspriichlichkeit!” This is because
in Direr’s time the very idea of melancholy was full of contra-
dictions, hence the engraving and, consequently, its interpre-
tation bring out these contradictions.’

Unfortunately, also Schuster’s book fails to solve the signal-
ized problems in a satisfactory manner. While remaining on the
level of iconographic investigations, he tries once again to ex-
plain all ambiguities of Direr’s work by referring — for all his
methodological innovations — to “Panofsky’s method”. However,
the author misses thereby the specific features of the artistic struc-
ture of the engraving which are responsible for the tentions be-
tween allegory and self-representation and between iconographi-
cal subject and unclear artistic mode of representation.

In order to go beyond the hitherto adopted mode of inter-
preting Melencolia / it is necessary to read the composition of
the engraving and the principles that govern it. Iconographic
analyses need to be complemented through the consideration
of the artistic strategies used by Diirer. Only then can one un-
derstand wherein lie the above-indicated contradictions of this
world-famous oeuvre.

2. Melencolia I (B. 74; 1514) [Fig. 1] is a copper engraving
measuring 24 by 18,6 cm. It represents on the right (as viewed
by the beholder) a seated winged female figure. She has sat
down on a stone slab against the background of a rising archi-
tectural structure arbitrarily cut off by the upper edge of the
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picture. She rests her head in a wreath of water parsley and
watercress® on her left hand, while the right one, holding a pair
of compasses, has rested on a book lying in her lap. She has
turned her eyes into the distance, somewhere beyond the left
edge of the picture. She is wearing a floor-length dress and has
a bunch of keys and a purse fastened to her belt.

To the left of the winged woman, against the background
of the side wall of the architectural structure, a small putto is
seated on a millstone with a cloth thrown on it, busy writing on
a small slate. On the walls above the woman and putto can be
seen an even balance (above the putto) and an hourglass half-
filled with sand, a magic square, and a bell (above the woman).
A cornice runs along the upper part of the architectural struc-
ture, right below the top edge of the engraving.

The left side of the picture is clearly divided into two planes
separated by a low wall whose width is identical with that of
the side wall of the above-mentioned structure, and which abuts
on that structure. This is a two-step wall. On the lower step
stands a huge stone polyhedron and on the upper one a small
pot (in which a fire is burning and something is boiling in a
trihedral vessel). Beside the polyhedron lies a hammer and
beneath it a curled dog asleep; in front of the dog and at the
same time at the winged woman's feet lie a censer, a sphere,
and numerous carpenter’s tools.

One cannot see what is just behind the wall. The indeter-
minate character of the situation is additionally enhanced by a
ladder one part of which vanishes behind the wall, while the
other is propped against the architectural structure on the right
side of the picture in such a way, however, that their junction is
above the upper edge of the engraving. Therefore, we do not
know wherefrom and whereto the ladder leads; nor do we know
its length or the ground on which it stands.

The landscape spreading beyond the wall suggests the el-
evated position of the foreground, since the sea visible in the
distance and above all the ships as well as houses and trees on
the shore are very small in relation to the woman and putto.
The upper part of that view is filled with the sky with a glowing
celestial body and a rainbow, between which is flying a dragon-
bat with an open mouth.® Its wings are inscribed with the word
MELENCOLIA I.

3. Renaissance pictures aimed at creating on a flat surface
the illusion of a three-dimentional space. Painters achived this
by using the system of focused perspective, invented in the
15th century in Florence. Also Diirer knew the principles of this
“science” in practice; besides, he analysed them in their theo-
retical aspect.'®

The Renaissance perspective system assumed the exist-
ence of the horizon line on a level with the spectator’s eye and
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1) Albrecht Direr, “Melencolia 1”, 1514, Cracow, Library of the Polish Academy of Sciences.
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the convergence at a single point of all lines receding from the
viewer. In Melencolia / this point is situated on the borderline
between the sea and the sky, precisely below the dragon-bat,
and in such a way that the line drawn through it perpendicu-
larly to the horizon cuts into two halves both the animal’s wings
and the sphere lying in the lower part of the picture.

Although the artificial perspective was drawn by Direr fauit-
lessly, its presence in the analysed engraving is not obvious to
the viewer at first glance. In order to ascertain this one only needs
to compare Melencolia | with the engraving Saint Jerome in His
Cell, executed in the same year (B. 60) [Fig. 21" In the latter
work, the box-like interior of the studiolo illustrates with an out-
right didactic insistence the system of the convergence of lines
at one point. This end has subordinated not only architectural
elements such as the joists of the ceiling or window sills (by
nature subjected to geometrical rigour) but also the cushions
and books on the bench together with the cartellino bearing
Durer’s signature, placed on the floor. Likewise the table at which
the saint is sitting emphasizes the order of the composition fol-
lowing the rules of perspective.'? The whole gives the impres-
sion of being influenced by a magnetic field passing through the
cell and arranging all the objects along the lines of force.

In Melencolia | the objects do not submit to the “magne-
tism” of linear perspective. The uniformity of the potential field
of force has been disrupted above all by the polyhedron. This
massive and tangibly material block obstructs a free gaze into
the distance, that Durchsehung (prospettiva), as Durer used to
call perspective.”® The eye is arrested by the sharp edges of
the heavy object, while the sides of the polyhedron, running in
all directions, focus the viewer’s attention, then to make him
follow their different courses. Thus the lower side makes him
look at the dog, whereas the right one turns his attention to-
ward the ladder. It is only the small triangular upper side of the
block that forms a kind of platform for the eye, enabling the
beholder to look into the distance. However, it rather empha-
sizes the horizontal extent of the sea than helps to reconstruct
the course of the lines going to the vanishing point.

Looking at Saint Jerome in His Cell we can say that the
engraving demonstrates the optical principle of vision. This is
because the artificial perspective solely imitated the perspectiva
communis, that is, the way in which a man sees the world
around him. Furthermore, it has been well known since the time
of Euclid that beams of light follow straight and parallel lines.™
“It is proved by the science of perspective”, wrote in the 14th
century Peter of Limoges in his Liber de oculo morali, “that if
one is deprived of direct rays or lines of sight, one cannot be
sure of the quantity or size of the object one sees; on the other
hand one can make out its size very well if one does see it

along direct lines of sight”."
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This “seeing along direct lines of sight” need not necessar-
ily be interpreted exclusively in physical terms. In the above-
mentioned treatise optical considerations serve as a starting
point for moral reflections. “Similarly”, the author continued,
“we can recognize a sin and realize its relative quantity from a
man who looks at sin directly and with the eye of reason.... The
sinner, however, when he commits sin does not recognize the
exact degree of error of his sin, and does not look at it by direct
line of sight but rather by an oblique and broken line of sight”.'®

If we now look at Saint Jerome in His Cell, we will surely
not make a mistake by saying that the obvious subordination
of the engraving to the rules of perspective is neither a mere
display of Diirer’s artistic skill nor a simple illustration of optical
rules applied to painting but that it functions as a specific meta-
phor. It shows a bright and clear picture, a space defined pre-
cisely and lucidly, this thereby denoting the spiritual purity and
perfection of the old man shown at work."’

This mode of expressing perfection is in fact legible in the
entire composition. In the first place, Diirer executed a model
picture — a specific quintessence of a Renaissance painting. In
addition to the demonstration of the principles of linear per-
spective, we should point to the compsotion of the picture. As
Panofsky aptly observed: “the beholder finds himself placed
quite close to the threshold of the study proper on one of the
steps which lead up to it. Unnoticed by the busy Saint, and not
intruding upon his privacy we yet share his living space and
feel like unseen friendly visitors rather than distant observers"”."®
The beholder looks into the cell — and through a clearly deter-
mined “frame” at that, formed by a pillar on the left side, a
ceiling beam, and a lion lying at the bottom, behind the step.
Did Duirer realize in this peculiar way Alberti's well-known in-
struction relating to the mode of creating a perfect painting?
“First of all” — let us recall the Florentin’'s words — “on the
surface on which | am going to paint, | draw a rectangle of
whatever size | want, which | regard asan open window through
which the subject to be painted is seen”."

Secondly, the perfection illustrated in Saint Jerome in His
Cell finds expression in the visualization of the structural es-
sence of the architecture depicted therein. The pillar and beam
in the foreground form not only the Albertian “window"” but
also, according to the views of Vitruvius and his modern con-
tinuators, constitute the basic module of a building. Their de-
piction in the engraving gives the impression of firmitas: of the
consistency and durability of the structure inside which St.
Jerome is represented.?

Thirdly, perfection is usually linked with order. The order
perceptible in Direr’s work results above all from the already
mentioned attuning of the objects shown in the picture to the a
priori abstract structure of focused perspective. Owing to their
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2) Albrecht Diirer, “Saint Jerome in His Cell”, 1514, Cracow, Library of the Polish Academy of Sciences.
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harmony, as William Heckscher wrote after Jean Paul, “jedes
Ding an seinem Ort ist”.?'

Recapitulating the hitherto presented observations, we can
say that in Saint Jerome in His Cell Direr showed a saintly
man, this being additionally determined not only by a nimbus
round the old man’s head but also by the order maintained in
the cell. This order is not solely of intrapictorial nature, since
the Albertian window along with the legibility of the perspec-
tive network and its magnetizing role are the visualized prin-
ciples of artistic expression.

The presence in Saint Jerome in His Cell of the harmony
between an imitation of the real world and the depicted system
of this imitation, similarly as the explicitly articulated principles
of tectonics, permanence and solidity give the impression of the
lucidity, logic, “architectural quality”, and completeness of Diirer’s
oeuvre. At the same time the obvious two-stage character of the
artist’s expression (the mimetic-thematic level and the meta-level
of the rules governing the artistic language) permits a more pro-
found interpretation of the observed conception of the engrav-
ing. We have already mentioned the relations between the idea
of perfection and order. Now it may be added that since the
Middle Ages the perfect order has always been linked with God
and the state of holiness. It manifested itself in God’s mind and
in His works, in the latter, however, only insomuch as they were
free from evil and sin. In order to express this perfect order
mediaeval art applied abstract geometrical formulas determin-
ing the composition of works of art.?? By giving his engraving a
tectonic character revealing the rules of geometrical perspec-
tive, Dlrer also represented perfect order — the order of the
world and the order reigning in the saint’s soul.

Nothing of the kind can be said about Melencolia I. The
above-observed divergence of the course of perspective lines
from the composition of the objects shown in the engraving
breaks up the potential unity of the picture. In contrast to the
ordinatio characterizing Saint Jerome in His Cell, there reigns
here “a chaos of objects. The geometrical block looms bulkily,
almost threateningly — it is uncanny because it looks as if it is
about to fall. A half-starved dog lies on the ground, together
with the sphere and a great many tools... — all untouched, ly-
ing around in disorder.... There is no predominant line, no pro-
nounced horizontal or vertical. The objects are juxtaposed
harshly and chaotically. The large block looks awkward within
the composition. The diagonal of the ladder makes an awk-
ward impression, it creates an impure harmony (how calm it
seems immediately the ladder is covered up!). The lack of a
framework, the chaos of the whole, has an unpleasant effect.

The light is not concentrated but broken up; the main high-
lights are set very low. The tonal movement shows no decisive

contrasts, it goes across the print in chromatic passages”.?
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The chaos reigning in Melencolia | is much more than a
mere negation of order. If in Saint Jerome in His Cell “each
object is in its place”, here no object lies where it should. Nev-
ertheless, this disorder, although evoking the atmosphere of
fortuitousness, is in a specific manner organized by the artist. It
is intended to make, as Wolfflin wrote, the impression of “im-
pure harmony”. This term requires more precision.

“Impure harmony” results, for instance, from the fact that
we cannot see the point of junction of the ladder with the archi-
tecture, the engraving being thereby perceived as an unclosed
work, devoid of a framework. If so, then it means that this im-
pression is underlain by the ambiguity immanent in the work.
The ladder is not in its proper place because we do not know
where it leads.

The above-mentioned ambiguity is inherent in the entire
picture, since the ladder not only leads nowhere but — as has
already been noted — also from nowhere because we do not
know what is beyond the wall. Nor are we able to define the
character of the structure against which the ladder is propped.
(In order to bring this last fact into relief it is enough to com-
pare Melencolia | withMadonna at the City Wall [Fig. 3]%*: while
both engravings are composed almost identically, the clear-cut
line of the city walls in the latter picture leaves no doubt about
the purpose of the architecture at the foot of which Mary has
sat down). Finally, it is impossible to guess where exactly and
at what time of the day the winged figure is seated.

The uncertainty in the mode of rendering reality in the print
is accompanied by a specific vagueness of its tectonics. While
in Saint Jerome in His Cell the pillar ensuring firmitas has been
depicted in full (from base to capital) just to show its bearing
and framing functions in the composition, the architectural struc-
ture behind the personification of melancholy remains abso-
lutely undecipherable: it rises into “the unknown”, does not
bear anything, nor does it frame the composition, as the cor-
nice running along the building does not counterbalance the
verticalism of the whole system. The impression is of the insta-
bility also given by the polyhedron. Not only because — as
Wolfflin observed — “it looks as if it is about to fall” but also
because optically it rests against the body of the dog. Thus the
massive and angular block seems to rest on the soft and lean
body of the animal, relaxed by sleep.

Besides, the “impure harmony” of Melencolia / is of pecu-
liarly temporal nature. The sand in the hourglass is trickling
down. The polyhedron seems to crush the dog, while the im-
pression of the necessity of a further development of the ac-
tion is determined by the objects lying in front of the dog. It
seems that under the pressure of the block of stone the sphere
will soon move and the dog’s body will “go asunder” to either
side similarly as the tools in front of the canis dormiens scatter
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3) Albrecht Diirer, “Madonna at the City Wall”, 1514, Cracow, Library of the Polish Academy of Sciences.
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in two directions. This perceptible moment of the imminent
destruction or crash of the entire inner system of the composi-
tion can also be sensed in other parts of the picture. The putto
is sitting on a round millstone, which alone seems to suggest
potentialiter an unpleasant turn of matters for the boy, the more
so as the surface of the stone has been cut into dynamic circles,
this having been noticed by Martin Biichsel.?® Each movement
of the winged boy will additionally set the scales, abutting on
his head, in motion. Likewise, in a moment the wing of the
personification of melancholy is sure to brush against the hour-
glass.

Is, however, the disaster inevitable? After all, the dog is in
no real danger at all, and the millstone remains firmly in its
place. The engraving is rather meant to bring out some irre-
movable tension, the contrast between the static and the dy-
namic, between the arrested and the moving, the state excel-
lently seen in the juxtaposition of the sleeping dog and the
immobile female figure with the dragon-bat fleeing the lumi-
nous phenomenon,? in the position of the wing of the personi-
fication of melancholy, threatening to the hourglass, or in the
putto’s proximity to the scales.

Thus, the disaster is not sure to occur. It may not happen.
The engraving does not suggest any solution to the depicted
tension. The expression of the work remains undecidable.”
For what is going to prevail in it: movement or stillness? We
will not decide whether in the perception of the picture a more
important role is played by the apathy of the female figure or
by the dynamic flight of the bat. Similarly, the rotary motion
latent in the millstone and the painful pressure of the polyhe-
dron on the dog have been fully counterbalanced by the physi-
cal stability of the foreground of the picture. In this way the
composition seems to suggest the permanent duration of all
the chaos of human figures and objects represented therein,
with the simultaneous consciousness of the lurking possibility
of the destruction of the hitherto existent system of elements.
The woman's apathy, the putto’s serenity, and the “decompos-
ing” sleep of the dog succeed in weakening any sign of expres-
sion, the latent tension thereby eventually turning into dyna-
mism in immobility.

Thus the “impure harmony” derives from some undecid-
ability deeply rooted in Direr’s oeuvre. This undecidability is
not limited to the expressive plane of the work alone. In addi-
tion to “dynamism in immobility” we must indicate the insolv-
able character of the very composition of Melencolia I. We re-
turn thereby to the earlier signalized questions. Let us repeat
— we will never decide the character of the building rising be-
hind the winged female figure, nor will we ever ascertain wheth-
er the ladder is meant to be used by the men constructing the
upper stories of the building.?® Nothing will conclusively solve
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the question whether the ladder leads — as in Jacob’s dream
(Gen. 28,12) — to heaven or whether it is an image of the Neo-
platonic way to union with God, or again the ladder of virtues
leading to divine perfection or a bridge to the supralunar world.?
The absurd framing of the structure precludes its more precise
definition; besides, not knowing against what the ladder rests
or where it leads, we can speak responsibly about its literal
sense alone: the ladder in Melencolia / is simply a ladder. This
entails interpretative duality — while the appearance and pose
of the winged figure (a pensive-looking face of dark complex-
ion, looking into the distance, and the head resting on the hand)
suggest her to be the personification of melancholy,® the keys
and purse being defined by Direr himself as symbolic objects,
the architecture and ladder rule out the possibility of attribut-
ing an allegorical sense of them.

Thus the undecidability of Melencolia /, alongside the ob-
scurity of expression, stems from the illegibility of its structure.
While in Saint Jerome in His Cell, firmitas and the ordinatio
ensuing from focused perspective, fully determined the form
of the engraving, thereby affording a clue to its making out and
interpretation, there are no such clues here. Consequently, the
spectator incessantly moves about between the allegorical and
the literal sense of the picture. In fact this also happens when
we refer to the general style of reception of visual arts in Diirer’s
time. This style resulted from the episteme obtaining in the
Middle Ages as well as in the Renaissance. Its essence lay in
the principle of similitudes, in the Middle Ages finding expres-
sion in the fourfold sense of Scripture and in the Renaissance
in the operating notions such as convenience (convenientia),
emulation (aemulatio), analogy (analogia), or sympathy.®' In
accordance with this system of explanation, the skull lying on
the window sill in Saint Jerome in His Cell may be understood
as both a relic of human being and the object of a humanist’s
study or again as a sign of vanitas. In a similar way, the light
falling into the cell illuminates it but at the same time suggests
the state of illumination experienced by Jerome. However, in
order to make such a multiplanar explanation possible, the lit-
eral meaning and primary function of each of the above-men-
tioned objects must be clearly defined. “Necessarium erat
enim”, Richard of St. Victor expounded, “nostrae infirmitati quae
summa nonnisi per ima, spiritualia nonnisi per corporalia valet
capere, non ignota per ignotiora, sed /gnota per cognita
noscere”.3

In Melencolia I the full cognition of ignota per cognita is
impossible. The mode of framing the building and of propping
the ladder must perforce lead to the interpretation of ignota
per ignotiora. Here then lies the structural obscurity of the whole
work: although we know the meaning of the keys and purse
from Direr himself, though we can find an ample iconographic
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tradition for the remaining objects represented in the print, and
though we take it for granted that the whole scene refers to
melancholy, the above-enumerated elements do not allow us
to attempt any coherent recapitulating explanation. As a result,
“interpretation... tries to answer in turn the question «what does
it mean?», «where does it derive from?», and «what does it
owe this meaning to?» — and develops not so much through
the coordination of divergent possibilities suggested by suc-
cessive schemes of interpretation as thanks to the constant
switching over of vantage points and systems of reference and
to the metatextual expounding of the nature of their divergence.
In consequence, similarly as in other cases of such paradoxical
constructions obtained by the disturbance or even negation of
the hierarchy of semantic levels..., the ambiguity of the text
does not yield to coherent description, to satisfactory solution
within the assumption of this text”.*®

4. Why did undecidability appear in Melencolia I? First
of all, we must rule out chance. In respect of form the engrav-
ing is complete; therefore, there are no grounds for asserting
that the author did not “think it through” in any way. On the
other hand, though, we can see that the allegorical character
of the engraving, assumed by the artist, must remain undeci-
pherable.

There is only one solution to this paradox: Direr’s engrav-
ing was constructed on the basis of various systems of repre-
sentation. Undoubtedly, in Melencolia / the artist has applied
the rules of classical allegory in which people, animals, plants,
and objects form an intellectual puzzle, a specific rebus to puzzle
out.* The sense of the objects shown in such a work is exter-
nal in relation to them. They refer to abstract ideas, serving to
lead the beholder up to the correct solution. The solution of
the allegory is tantamount to summing up the meaning of each
of its elements. This is why the form of an allegorical work of
artshould be illustrative. Compositional perfection plays a lesser
role in such a picture: objects treated as attributes may lie in
total disorder as long as their sense remains legible.

Melencolia | is composed of human figures that are clearly
personifications and of objects which refer — as the research-
ers would have it — either to artes (geometry, astronomy)® or
to opus alchemicum.>® However, the composition of the pic-
ture may also mean something else. Joachim Camerarius wrote
(after Melanchton) about Diirer’s oeuvre as follows: “In order
to show that such minds [melancholic — W. B.] commonly grasp
everything and how they are frequently carried away into ab-
surdities, he reared up in front of her [personification of melan-
choly — W. B.] a ladder into the clouds, while the ascent by
means of rungs is as it were impeded by a square block of
stone”.¥ In this way we go beyond an allegory: the significance

is acquired not only by the /ogos inherent in visual signs but
also by the signs themselves — by their disposition in the en-
graving and the scheme of composition. The image of melan-
choly does not thereby become external, notional butinternal,
emotional.® As we can read in the above-quoted text: “Albrecht
Direr... represents... the emotions of a deep and thoughtful
mind which are called melancholic”.*

The allegorical depiction of melancholy requires the leg-
ibility of all composing elements. Should we then suppose that
it was an attempt to express directly melancholic emotions that
entailed the appearance of the undecidable?

An answer to this question should be sought in analysis of
the phenomenon of melancholy itself. Modern psychiatrists
have no doubt that the depression characterizing melancholy
resembles the state of undecidability. “In depression”, wrote
Antoni Kepinski, “sadness come over a man without any per-
ceptible reason. As if somebody pressed a switch, suddenly
everything dies out, the world loses its color.... In darkness ev-
erything becomes chaotic, petty matters assume gigantic pro-
portions, the man gropes about, not knowing what to choose,
what to decide on, since on account of a change in color nor-
mal proportions have undergone transformation. He stops help-
less in the face of the surrounding reality”.*°

A historian has no right to extrapolate mechanically the
views of his own time into the past. Therefore, while speak-
ing about melancholy he must, above all, remember that from
the time of Hippocrates it used to be regarded either as a
mental disease or as one of the four human temperaments.*'
Furthermore, he must not forget that in the Renaissance the
melancholic complexion was ascribed to men of genius.*? It
is in this last way that the allegorical sense of Diirer’s engrav-
ing was interpreted again and again, this being proved by the
above-quoted contemporary text of Camerarius.** Nonethe-
less, treated seriously, melancholy was always understood as
a state characterized by or threatening the occurrence of symp-
toms of a breakdown, sometimes alternating with maniacal
fits (this, too, being somewhat hinted at by Camerarius).
Let us also adduce the authority of Hippocrates, who in his
Epidemics enumerated somnolence, lack of appetite, states
of depression and fits of anger as characteristic of melan-
choly.* Let us additionally recall that the idea of black bile,
the somatic source of melancholy, sprang on the pne hand
from the conviction of the darkening of the center of human
organism (phrenes), leading to depression or insanity, and on
the other from the symbolic affinity with the poisonous wa-
ters of the Styx, the dark river.*® Finally, let us note that the
locus classicus of the “genius” theory of melancholy, Prob-
lem XXX, 1 form the Problemata Physica by Pseudo-Aristotle
(Theophrastus), begins with the question asked in a great sur-
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prise, how it is that the people gifted with rare talents are at
the same time melancholic, thus the creatures endowed with
the worst of the four temperaments. And, although in reply to
this it is said that such persons are normal, we ought to bear
in mind that the black bile responsible for the gift of genius
may lead — through excessive heating or cooling — to dan-
gerous situations: depressions (due to cooling) or mania (due
to heating).*®

The duality of melancholia generosa became manifest at
the fullest in the person and oeuvre of the Renaissance reviver
of the tradition of Prob/lem XXX, 1 — Marsilio Ficino. In a letter
to Giovanni Cavalcanti he wrote about his melancholy tempera-
ment: “Because of that excessive timidity, which you occasion-
ally charge me with, | complain of my melancholy tempera-
ment, for to me it seems a very bitter thing, and one that | can
only ease and sweeten a little by much lute-playing”. “Quid
igitur faciam?”, he next asked. And he replied: “I will try to find
a way away out, and either | will say that melancholy, if you
must have it so, does not come from Saturn; or else, if it nec-
essarily comes from him, then | will agree with Aristotle, who
described it as a unique and divine gift”.¥’

Thus the acceptance of the fact of being one of the chosen
does not come easily. The saturnine temperament, although
associated with extraordinary talents and affording a man the
possibility of communion with a transcendental world (through
furor divinus), nevertheless constantly threatens states of anxi-
ety and depression. It was with difficulty that the Florentine
philosopher accepted the two gifts of Saturn, his decision hav-
ing something of a challenge to fate. At the same time, in Vol-
ume | of his main work describing melancholy, De vita triplici,
he advises how to avoid the states of spiritual collapse, this
part bearing a significant title, De studiorosum sanitate tuenda,
sive eorum, qui literis operam navant, bona valetudine con-
servanda.*®

As a matter of fact, Ficino does not stop at this. Similarly as
Heinrich von Laufenberg in his Regimen sanitatis, he states
that not only the melancholy temperament may be the cause
of prodigious intellectual powers but, inversely, intensive men-
tal work may end in fits of melancholy humour.®® This last form
of melancholy may be of dual nature. On the one hand, exces-
sive fatigue or even a mental disease may come upon an over-
worked scholar, and on the other, studies may lead to the limits
of knowledge and to the shaking of one’s belief in the perfec-
tion of the universe. “What, however, beauty is — this | do not
know”, Diirer wrote about 1513,%° confirming by these words
the melancholy moods afflicting him, as Melanchton recorded.®’
The moods which may have originated from the conscious-
ness of the limits of human cognition, from the inability to find
answer to numerous questions.?

18

Melancholy is thus a state of undecidability. The state oc-
curs as a mental disease, imprisoning the afflicted man in a
circle of matters insolvable for him, or as a passing indisposi-
tion brought about by his character or spiritual mood. In all
cases its effect is invariably the same — depression accompa-
nied by fear, an inner state akin to silence, and a highly specific
perception of the world as undergoing diffusion, a process of
losing sense.®® The surrounding reality ceases to be a book
speaking to a man. Phenomena and objects “disperse”, return-
ing to pure materiality. In melancholy “nothing speaks, all
weighs”.%

As we know, the objects scattered in Me/encolia / are only
objects, and the structural ambiguity of the engraving rules out
the possibility of using them to make up an unequivocal alle-
gorical composition. Unlike Saint Jerome in His Cell, where
everything is in its proper place, suggesting the metaphysico-
theological order of the world, the here-discussed composi-
tion is governed by “dynamism in immobility”, a state in which
“nothing speaks, all weighs”. This state may be defined even
more emphatically by the word hétéroclite. The sense of the
term is explained by Michel Foucault as follows: “[This word]
should be taken in its most literal, etymological sense: in such
a state, things are «laid», «placed», «arranged» in sites so very
different from one another that it is impossible to find a place
of residence for them, to define acommon locus beneath them
all.... Heterotopias are disturbing, probably because they de-
stroy «syntax» in advance, and not only the syntax with which
we construct the sentences but also that less apparent syntax
which causes words and things... to «hold together».... Hetero-
topias... desiccate speech, stop words in their tracks, contest
the very possibility of grammar at its source”.®

The objects and figures shown in Melencolia / have been
immobilized in their physical materiality. They remain in disor-
der which enhances their abnormal displacement (hetero-
topoia), a displacement that may potentially continue down to
a disaster. The allegorical sense of the picture has been stopped
by the loss of syntax or, more precisely, by the active losing of
syntax — dynamism in immobility. The sense seems to “ooze
out” of Diirer’s engraving: a polyhedron pressing upon a dog,
scattered (and, in a way, still scattering) tools, illegibility of ar-
chitecture, and a ladder “leading into the clouds”, suggest a
diffusion of the content. In this way the engraving expresses
“emotions of a mind called melancholic”. And since the es-
sence of these emotions is the undecidable — this also had to
be depicted by the artist.

5. This fact does not conclusively explain the intrinsic con-
tradiction in Durer’s engraving. After all, there exists works of
art in which the allegorical and emotional modes of express-
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4) Salvator Rosa, “Democritus in Meditation”, c. 1662, Warsaw, Uni-
versity Library.

ing melancholy create together a consonant accord. These
are the pictures of the Baroque epoch. In them, however, for
instance, in Democritus in Meditation by Salvator Rosa (c.
1662) [Fig. 4],% the centrifugal, diffusive composition has been
attuned to the vision of the world as a complex of beings aim-
ing at putrefaction, death, and ruin. The melancholy feelings
expressed by means of formal devices had their thematic

counterpart in the formation of a scenery in dismal places,
full of animal bones and destroyed vestiges of human exist-
ence (loci terribili), this leading directly to the allegory of
vanitas.’ The above works may also be said to depict
undecidability; nevertheless, it is qualitatively different from
that perceived in Melencolia /. It is based on the tension be-
tween general decay and a man’s meditation on vanitas
vanitatum. In this way the lucid and legible allegory of
transitoriness, underpinned by the dreamy composition of the
work, has been contrasted with a creative element — human
thought. Thus the undecidable takes place within the uniformly
programmed picture. Its essence is the question of what will
prevail — constructive thought or decaying matter?

In Direr’s engraving the diffusive composition has no coun-
terpart in the world perceived as vanity. On the contrary, the
world of Melencolia / is the world of human activity. The prob-
lem is that this activity, expressed in an allegorical language,
has been subjected to diffusion imposed by the rules of com-
position. The creative element has thereby been stopped in its
tracks by dynamism in immobility and by heterotopia. The con-
structive movement (allegory) has been coupled with the de-
caying one (work of depression).

There may be only one explanation of this paradoxical situ-
ation: the engraving of the Nuremberg master shows the mo-
ment at which a genius with a melancholy temperament has
been chilled by the state of depression. Activity has been at
once replaced by stupor, ordinatio is turning into inertia, and
the sense of the universe becomes problematic. The mood of
imperturbability emanating from Saint Jerome in His Cell has
been transformed into a painful tension, into the anticipation of
what will happen next. Will it be the continuation of a break-
down? Or a disaster? Or a fit of mania? Or, perhaps, a return to
the state of activity? This is not decided by the engraving, which
leaves us téte-a-téte with suffering — sometimes caused by
melancholia geneorsa, the divine gift of Saturn — with suffer-
ing which like a shadow accompanies men of genius and cre-
ativity.

No one except Diirer has succeeded in creating a work of
art that would be founded on the contradiction between the
allegorical mode of depicting melancholy and an attempt to
translate melancholy emotions into the language of artistic
forms. This fact, however, accounts for the singularity and
unique qualities of Melencolia /. This fact should be held re-
sponsible for as immense popularity of the engraving among
artists of the centuries to come. The inner tension of the
Nuremberg master’s oeuvre challenged to various interpreta-
tions, stimulated to further creativity and to constructive dis-
cussion. Owing to this fact engraving may be called, after Pe-

ter-Klaus Schuster, “the image of the images”.%®
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The present paper has been written thanks to the scholarship to Lon-
don granted in 1992 by The Robert Anderson Research Trust.
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