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Melencolia I

“1514 Albrecht Dürer.” This simple phrase is the key to unfolding the ancient Masonic code on the small grey box that contains a remarkably powerful article sacred to the Freemasons.  In Dan Brown’s The Lost Symbol, Robert Langdon, the novel’s main character, is a knowledgeable Harvard professor talented in cracking codes and solving mysteries. When Langdon and Katherine Solomon are hiding from Sato and the CIA, Katherine convinces Langdon to open the box that her brother Peter had given him to protect on behalf of the Freemasons. This box allegedly holds the final piece that completes the Masonic pyramid. When the two break the wax seal on the ambiguous grey box, the mysteries begin to unfold. 


 
The year 1514 A.D. was carved into the side of the box. Katherine Solomon had no inclination as to what this year meant, so she questioned Langdon about its significance. After pondering the issue for a few seconds, Langdon realized that A.D. did not stand for the obvious “Anno Domini,” but rather for Albrecht Dürer, the famous German Renaissance artist whom Langdon was familiar with. In his painting Melencolia I, Dürer incorporated a magic square. A magic square is a set of numbers that is arranged in such a way that when added up diagonally, horizontally, and vertically, the totals are all a constant number. The origin of the magic square dates back to the BC era, as far back as 650 BC. Dürer’s magic square in his renowned painting is a 4 by 4 magic square, with 16 boxes total. The bottom row of the square holds the numbers “4, 15, 14, 1” each in separate boxes. These numbers are code for Albrecht Dürer, 1514. 1514 was the year in which Dürer produced his piece. 


Even more coincidental, or, in the case of Langdon and Katherine Solomon who were trying to solve the mystery, not accidental at all, is the fact that an original Melencolia I, completed by D
ürer in the year 1514, lies in Washington D.C. in the National Gallery. Conveniently located near a computer in the Library of Congress at the time, Langdon brings the picture up on the monitor so Katherine can examine it herself. He proceeded to explain to Katherine that Melencolia I “depicts mankind’s struggle to comprehend the ancient mysteries.”(Brown 256.) Katherine notes that Dürer was a man who observed the beliefs of Mystic Christianity: a combination of Christian values and scientific principles. 


Dürer’s fascinating combination of art and ancient mysteries invites us to further investigate the underlying mysteries concealed in Melencolia I and his other various Biblical paintings. At first glance of Melencolia I, a woman with angel wings dominates the scene. She is sitting near the ground and appears to be peering out into oblivion. To her right, a young child, also bearing angel wings, is staring at what seems like a book, lying in her lap. Below, an elderly, emaciated dog sleeps quietly. Various tools lie in the foreground. Above the woman’s head, a bell, an hour glass, an empty balance, and a magic square hang on the wall. The black and white color scheme gives the scene a somber mood. Above an awkwardly shaped rock, a bat is suspended in the sky, exhibiting the title of the work, “Melencolia I”. All of this is obvious when looking at the engraving, but what lies within may not be so obvious.


In reality, so much is hidden in this abstract piece. Melencolia I may be the most commented on work of art by critics and philosophers today. When viewing the angelic woman who seems to be deep in thought, we are not sure what to think. Is she sad? Is she looking down upon the earth? Is she in Heaven? Her hair is disheveled, and the book in her lap is unopened. Her eyes are fixed on the vast emptiness that expands beyond the scene, yet her head is limp, facing downward. The woman’s body language seems lethargic and, to an extent, numb. In contrast, the surrounding area is chaotic. The massive boulder in the left-hand side appears unstable, as if it could roll over at any moment. The withered, decrepit dog seems to be famished. The miscellaneous tools seem abandoned and in disarray. 


The mere setting of this picture, the combination of chaos and sadness, is congruent with the title, Melencolia I. The actual word melencolia has a modern day spelling, “Melancholia”, which means “melancholy”. The word melancholy is defined as “a gloomy state of mind, esp(ecially) when habitual or prolonged; depression.”(Dictionary.com, web. http://dictionary.reference.com/browse/melancholy) Aristotle defines a melancholic person as having a “gift for intellectual work.”(Wölffin 200.) Plato refers to the melancholy state as “furvor divinus” which means “divine fury” or “madness.” (Anzelewsky 176-78.) In his book De vita triplici, Marsilio Ficino  concluded that in educated theologians and knowledgeable men, melancholy was actually a desirable and positive characteristic. Historically, melancholic artists were known for having so much knowledge that they were unable to function; they were always seeking something unattainable; they knew their potential, but figured there was no way they could possibly achieve it. This theory, know as “Renaissance Humanistic thought,”(http://www.museum.cornell.edu/HFJ/handbook/hb107.html) often led to depression.      

   Coincidentally, there is a mental condition known as “melancholia,” in which one is physically paralyzed while “obstacles [lay] in his path.”(Wölffin 200.) This condition is similar to the melancholic personality that many Renaissance artists exhibited. It is evident that the picture depicts a somber mood with a downhearted angel. As Marsilius Ficinus said, “All men who have excelled in great art have been melancholics.”(Wölffin 200.) Dürer was looked at as one of these melancholy artists. Critics say that Melancolia I may be a self-portrait of Dürer’s life and feelings. 


The ancient Romans and Greeks believed that there are four fundamental fluids in the human body, known as the “four humors” that are said to control the mind: blood, phlegm, yellow gall (choler), and black gall (melancholy). These four fluids are compatible with the four elements of life: the four winds, the four seasons, the four times of day, and the four phases of life. The melancholic personality that some intellectuals are said to express is derived from the black gall in the body. This black gall is associated with the wind of the earth, the season of autumn, the latter part of the day (evening), and the age of about 60, which is in the later phase of life. A person displaying these conditions usually acted listless and despondent. Black gall is known to be the least desirable of the four humors, leaving a human being in a lethargic state. In Melencolia I, a great deal of the scenery suggests such thematic expressions. The woman clearly seems depressed and distant. This state of weariness is often termed “artist’s melancholy.”(http://www.wfu.edu/art/pc/pc-durer-melencolia.html) This condition affects the artist’s intellect in three areas: imagination, reason, and melancholy. Interestingly enough, the reason that this painting has the Roman numeral “I” in its title could possibly be due to the fact that the artist cannot mentally achieve a higher level of genius; he or she is virtually stuck at level one.

Dürer’s is known for his religious connotations that he integrates in his works. In the case of Melencolia I, Dürer demonstrates the motif of death. Many of the objects that he includes in both the foreground and background imply a sort of eeriness that goes along with death. The hourglass hanging above the woman’s head is nearly empty, signifying time running out. This suggests symbolically that the melancholic woman’s life is getting increasingly shorter. The feeble dog seems he is on the way out of this world. The dark atmosphere suggests an ominous setting; dark colors are usually associated with death. These symbols, which all suggest that death is near, seem to address the issue of our morality. Critics say that Dürer was trying to flee from the idea of a perfect, synchronized, idealistic world. Due to the melancholic personality he exhibited as an artist, he knew that he could never achieve the gratification of grasping perfectionism in his artwork. Dürer recognized that there was no possible way he could completely define what God wanted from him. 

It has been said that Dürer may have used geometry as a way of insight to his work. This could explain why there is a reoccurring pattern of geometric shapes and symbols in Melencolia I that are connected to the painting’s religious theme. The tools scattered across the landscape are all tools that would be used by an architect or geometrician. The divider that the woman is holding in her hands is a carpenter’s tool to measure and build; with a religious connotation, it could represent “God’s shaping of the world.”(http://www.museum.cornell.edu/HFJ/handbook/hb107.html)
Three “qualities of science” are discussed in the Bible: weight, measure, and number. Melencolia I contains an object that pertains to each one of these qualities: the balance corresponds with weight, the divider corresponds with measure, and the magic square corresponds with numbers. Not only are these the qualities of science seen in the Bible, but the three are also used in the art of proportion. The truncated figure that appears as some sort of unstable boulder also signifies the arts of math and geometry. The polyhedron, which is a shape that has many edges and flat surfaces, appears as an unstable obstacle in the path of the female. Although the naked eye may observe that the figure possesses 90( angles, it actually does not. It is a sort of obstacle illusion. One critic interpreted the polyhedron as “Dürer’s way of saying that man’s faith should not be placed in earthly things, only in the certainty of the heavenly realm.”(http://www.wfu.edu/art/pc/pc-durer-melencolia.html)
Melencolia I clearly displays the bizarre religious and geometric themes Dürer incorporates in his artwork.  But is Melencolia I Dürer’s only work that presents such thematic expressions? Dürer created two other paintings that seem to correspond with Melencolia I. Collectively known as Dürer’s three master engravings, St. Jerome in his Study and Knight, Death, and the Devil are both interpreted quite frequently along with Melencolia I.  The trio epitomizes what is known as the three spheres of activity from the Medieval times: the “moral sphere” and the “active life” (Knight, Death, and the Devil), the “intellectual sphere” (Melencola I),  and the “theological” or “contemplative life” (St. Jerome in His Study) When he made trips to the Netherlands, Dürer often sold or donated the three works of art as a set. However, out of the three, Melencolia I and St. Jerome in his Study was a stronger pair. This is because the two works are opposites of one another. Interestingly enough, both paintings were completed in the year 1514. There were three different renditions of St. Jerome in his Study that Dürer instituted before he came to his final product. His first version was done in 1492, the second was done in 1511, and the final and most frequently displayed version today was done in 1514. 


Various interpreters have deemed Melencolia I and St. Jerome in his Study opposites. This theory can be justified simply by observing the portrait of St. Jerome working peacefully in his office. At first glance, we notice the saint working diligently in his serene workplace. There is little clutter in his office. In front of him lie a lion and a dog, both resting peacefully. There is a skull propped on the windowsill. Enormous light fills the room. An hourglass hangs on the wall behind him, along with a cardinal’s hat and two shelves which candle-like figures occupy. The setting is tranquil and harmonized, very unlike the scene in Melencolia I. 

St. Jerome was a Biblical scholar and a secretary to the Pope Damasus I. He was an devout and intelligent Catholic man, and when asked by Pope Damasus to revise the Latin version of the New Testament, he graciously accepted. In this depiction of him, St. Jerome is tenaciously reading his book, yet he does so in a calm manner. Some analysts suggest that Dürer is trying to capture St. Jerome in the midst of translating the New Testament of the Bible. This is not the only religious association in this work. On the left hand corner of St. Jerome’s desk stands a crucifix. In Catholicism, the crucifix represents the death and resurrection of the lord Jesus Christ. St. Jerome’s current head position would allow for him to be staring directly at the crucifix if he were to lift his head from his work. Elaborating on the theme of death, the skull and the hourglass allude to the eeriness of life’s time running out and what happens thereafter.

 Yet the overall theme of the work, the eternal tranquility, undermines the prevalence of death. Unlike Melencolia I, where the whole chaotic scene implies depression and that the end may be near, St. Jerome in His Study depicts a strong relationship with God and self. The angel in Melencolia I is so distraught with her life that she feels burdened by God. As Erwin Panofsky, an art critic, put it, St. Jerome in His Study "opposes a life in the service of God to what may be called [in the Melencolia] a life in competition with God." (http://www.oberlin.edu/amam/DurerSt.Jerome.htm) 
One abstract religious aspect of the piece is the pair of shoes that is lying on the floor in front of St. Jerome’s desk. In the Bible, in verses Joshua 5:16 and Exodus 3:5, one is told that when entering a holy place, he or she should remove any footwear. This small symbol is a clue as to the piousness incurred in this portrait. The Holy Spirit is emanating throughout the room. It seems there is a halo around St. Jerome, for the glowing sunshine illuminates his head. Behind him, candles burn, emitting light. Sunlight pours through the gigantic window, brightening the room. Not only does this influx of light imply that the light of the Holy Spirit surrounding St. Jerome, but it hints at the overwhelming joy of the positive relationship between God and his saint. 

One controversial item was deliberately included in Dürer’s work: the gourd shaped pear in the upper right hand corner of the landscape. Hanging in the background, the pear seems like a typical decoration someone would use to liven up the workspace. However, the pear caused a great deal of grief for St. Jerome while working on his translation. The pear symbolizes the strife between St. Jerome and St. Augustine, a saint living during the same time period of St. Jerome. When translating the New Testament, St. Jerome translated the Hebrew word kikayon as “hedera” which means “ivy” in Latin. St. Augustine felt that the word “cucurbita” should have been used for the translation of the word kikayon, since it literally meant “gourd.” This disagreement represents the issues regarding sacred philology. 

The color scheme of St. Jerome in His Study is almost identical to what is used in Melencolia I. Yet the way in which Dürer uses his artistic ability allows the color scheme to set a mood that differs drastically between the two paintings. In Melencolia I,  Dürer uses black and white to depict the somberness of the scene. The angel is depressed and seems incapable of moving. Dusk is falling upon the scene. The sunlight seems as if it is not reaching the area where the angel and the putto are sitting, for their faces are in a shadow. In St. Jerome’s office space, however, bright light fills the room. The sunlight brings out the textures in the room, and the brightness suggests a positive atmosphere for working. It is as if God is by St. Jerome’s side, enlivening his day. 

The animals that accompany St. Jerome in his scholarly work seem content and at ease. Their health is evident; they do not look emaciated, as if they haven’t eaten in weeks and are on the verge of death, how the dog in Melencolia I appears. The lion represents companionship, for lions are known biblically to be a companion of a saint. The lion also offers companionship to the dog, whereas the dog in Melencolia I  is alone without protection. 

Dürer’s third master engraving seems to bring out the expression of vita activa, or the “active life.”(http://www.metmuseum.org/toah/hd/durr/ho_43.106.2.htm) While the other two engravings contain stationary subjects who seem to be focused and not interested in moving, the rider featured on horseback in Knight, Death, and the Devil, produced in 1513, stands bravely in the face of action. He is the standard knight that would appear in any portrait of medieval chivalry. He is pompous and does not wish to show fear in the face of danger. Along his journey, he encounters a heinous beast personifying death and a devil that chases behind him. Unlike the animals portrayed in Melencolia I and St. Jerome in His Study, the knight’s dog scampers alongside his master. This sort of epic adventure brings out the more arrogant aspects of Dürer’s imagination.


Thematically speaking, Knight, Death, and the Devil fits in with the other two master engravings perfectly. The theme of death reappears; the monstrous figure known as “death” holds an hourglass in his hand. However, the knight will not succumb to the fear of death, for the hour of fate will inevitably arrive, and he must act confidently in anticipation. The religious aspect of this painting comes in the form of the devil. The devil chases behind the knight and the dog, as if trying to steal away their lives. God is present in the background; the castle symbolizes God and the knight’s quest for Christian Salvation.

We must ask, what does this all mean? Why did Dürer produce two drastically adverse works, Melencolia I and St. Jerome in His Study, in the same year? Did he plan on producing three master engravings that essentially incorporate the same themes represented in different ways? It is clear that in each of the paintings, Dürer contemplates one specific issue: life and death. One speculation is that Dürer is wrapped up in this vast question due to the death of his mother on May 6 of the year 1514. The hourglass in each of the paintings symbolizes time running out. 

Yet in each painting, death is represented differently. In Melencolia I, death is fast approaching. The dog seems sick; the mood seems dismal. Death is nearly inevitable. Death succumbs to life in St. Jerome in His Study due to the overbearingly positive religious tones prevalent. In Knight, Death, and the Devil, the knight seems active and healthy, and ready to fight off any hazard of death. It could be said that Dürer did not know how to look at death, due to the various views he encompasses in three paintings that were completed in such a short period of time in Dürer’s life. It is commonly said that when an artist produces a work of art, he is expressing his feelings and emotions through that work; perhaps Dürer, was struggling with his relationship with God. He was not sure if it was serene and upbeat, if he was guaranteed Christian Salvation or not. Ultimately what is taken from these master engravings is that life is a struggle and death is inevitable. As seen in each work, death haunts life; the idea of death is always subtly lingering in the background. Dürer may have struggled with this concept; he included hints and secrets of death in his artwork. It may not be so coincidental that Malakh, the antagonist in The Lost Symbol, has a philosophy parallel to Dürer’s: Malakh believes that “the secret is how to die”(Brown 3.). 
Works Cited
     Anzelewsky, Fedja. Dürer: His Art and Life. New York: Alpine Fine Arts Colletion, Ltd., 1981. Print.

     Chapman , William P. Albrecht Dürer: Melencolia I, 1514. Cornell University . 10/21/09. Web. http://www.museum.cornell.edu/HFJ/handbook/hb107.html

     Price, David Hotchkiss. Albrecht Dürer’s Renaissance. United States of America: The University of Michigan Press, 2003. Print. 

     Wolfflin, Heinrich. The Art of Albrecht Dürer. New York: Phaidon Publishers, Inc., 1971. Print. 

     Hutchinson, Jane Campbell. Albrecht Dürer: A Biography. New Jersey: Princeton University Press, 1990. Print. 

     Wieseman, M. E. Albrecht Dürer: St. Jerome in His Study. Allen Memorial Art Museum. Oberlin College. Web. http://www.oberlin.edu/amam/DurerSt.Jerome.htm

     The Knight, Death, and the Devil by Albrecht Durer, 1514. BacktoClassics.com: Virtual art gallery. 2009. Web. http://www.backtoclassics.com/gallery/albrechtdurer/melencolia/

     Albrecht Dürer: Knight, Death, and the Devil. German Toasting Glasses. 2001-2009. Web. http://www.german-toasting-glasses.com/information_library/albrecht_durer_chalice.html

     St. Jerome in His Study. Web.  http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/St._Jerome_in_His_Study_%28D%C3%BCrer%29
     B.H,. K.H.. Albrecht Dürer: Melencolia I . Wake Forest University . 10/21/09. Web. http://www.wfu.edu/art/pc/pc-durer-melencolia.html






