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This is a book about Albrecht Dürer’s portrayal of Islamic subjects only in 
the most rudimentary sense. More accurately, it is a collection of stories—
chronicles of connections between East and West, Christian and Muslim, 
the Ottoman, Mamluk, Hapsburg, and Holy Roman Empires—told by way 
of the German artist’s prints. His engravings, woodcuts, and etchings depict-
ing Muslim figures and objects are snapshots of their time that enable us to 
explore northern European perceptions of the Islamic East through the eyes 
and hands of a discerning observer who pictured what he saw, heard, and 
read. As a cosmopolitan interpreter of his world, Dürer astutely represented 
the inhabitants of the Muslim Levant in his graphic work, demonstrating his 
knowledge of inter-imperial entanglements in the realms of politics, com-
merce, and religion.1 The Oxford American Dictionary defines a “knot” as 
an “intertwining” or a “tangle.” Dürer’s Knots narrates some of the “inter-
twinings” among the Christian European and Muslim Near Eastern empires 
made visible in the printed production of one of the most perceptive artists 
of the early modern period.

In recent decades, a burgeoning art historical literature has 
emerged on the study of the eastern Mediterranean as a site of early mod-
ern cultural exchange among Italy, the Holy Roman Empire, the Habsburg 
Empire, the Mamluk Sultanate, and the Ottoman Empire. Studies have 
focused particularly on artistic, commercial, and maritime connections 
between Venice and Constantinople and the creation of related artworks by 
Italian and Ottoman makers.2 Although art historians recognize dynamic 
links between Venice, other Italian cities, and the Islamic East, they are 
less likely to appreciate the productive affiliations between the Holy Roman 
Empire and the Muslim empires during the late medieval and early modern 
periods.3 Overland encounters between empires and commercial connec-
tions between Nuremberg and Venice and the Levant produced cooperative 
relationships and precipitated a wealth of northern European depictions of 
Islamic subjects, which also warrant greater scholarly scrutiny. An exam-
ination of Dürer’s ambitious images in particular, especially through the 
lens of their material production and form, elucidates ideas about technolog-
ical innovation, artistic production, natural resources and trade, abduction, 
and other cross-cultural concerns that stretched from Germany to North 
Africa and West Asia in the late fifteenth and early sixteenth centuries. The 
prints of this Nuremberg artist, a subject of the Holy Roman Empire, reveal 
vital links between the Christian realm and its Muslim counterparts to the 
east, an arena underexplored in the art historical literature.

Dürer’s Adoration of the Magi (fig. 0.1) from around 1502 speaks to 
his awareness of Christian–Muslim imperial dynamics.4 The print depicts the 
arrival in Bethlehem of the kings of the three known continents—Balthasar 
from Africa, Gaspar from Europe, and Melchior from Asia—to acknowl-
edge the birth of the baby Jesus. Having followed the star to the Holy Land, 
Melchior kneels before the child sitting on the Virgin’s lap, while Gaspar 
points to Balthasar, who has removed his feathered hat. Close behind them is 
a mounted Muslim soldier, a figure who appears in neither the New Testament 
story nor later legends of the holy occasion. He is armed with a bow and 
a quiver of arrows and is followed by other mounted soldiers carrying two 
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FIGURE 0.1 (opposite)

Albrecht Dürer
The Adoration of the Magi, c. 1502, 
from Life of the Virgin series
Woodcut
29.9 × 21 cm (11 3∕4 × 8 1∕4 inches)
Fogg Museum, Harvard Art Museums, 
Cambridge, MA, gift of the heirs of Mrs. 
Mary Hemenway
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FIGURE 0.2

Abraham Ortelius
Map of the Ottoman Empire,  
from Theatrum Orbis Terrarum, 
Antwerp, 1570
Engraving with hand coloring
37 × 48 cm (14 1∕2 × 18 inches)
Qatar National Library, World Digital 
Library



5



6

distinctive flags of the Ottoman Empire, one decorated with the crescent 
moon and star and the other with a bifurcated sword.5 Yet the appearance of 
Ottomans at the birth of Christ is anachronistic. The empire was founded in 
the final year of the thirteenth century.

The presence of the Ottoman figure is anomalous for another reason 
as well. Although the Holy Land was under Muslim rule when Dürer created 
the woodcut in the early years of the sixteenth century, it was under Mamluk 
control, not Ottoman. Ottoman forces, however, were threatening to over-
take Mamluk territories in Africa and Asia at the time. (Abraham Ortelius’s 
1570 map of the region [fig. 0.2] shows the eventual Ottoman incorporation 
of Mamluk Egypt and Syria into the empire.) Because the Mamluk Sultanate 
was comprised of Christian slaves converted to the Islamic faith, Christian 
Europeans fantasized that the Holy Land would be returned to them by the 
Mamluks.6 This aspiration is perhaps referenced in Dürer’s woodcut by the 
devout Black African and Asian kings. Melchior, traditionally called the 
King of Persia, has laid aside his turban and holds his hands in a Christian 
gesture of prayer (fig. 0.3). That the engagement between him and the Christ 
child, who reaches out to him, is a focal point of the composition makes 
the gesture the most consequential of the scene. The artist also directs our 
gaze beyond the dilapidated structure to the Ottoman banners in the dis-
tance. We are presented simultaneously with acceptance of and resistance 
to Christianity (see fig. 0.1). By manipulating the traditional iconography of 
the biblical story, Dürer demonstrates his knowledge of the political and 
religious undercurrents among empires.

The artist’s printed images circulated widely, first among his cohort 
of learned friends and acquaintances and then beyond his native Nuremberg 
as they were carried to other regions over land and sea. In his 1512 Brevis 
Germanie description (Brief Description of Germany), the historian Johann 
Cochlaeus describes the appeal of Dürer’s prints to commercial purvey-
ors: “Amongst these are the depictions of the Passion of Our Lord, which 
Albrecht Dürer recently made, engraved in copperplate, and printed him-
self, drawn with such subtlety and in such true perspective, that merchants 
from all over Europe buy these prints to provide models for their own art-
ists.”7 The immediate mobility of the artist’s depictions of Muslims was 
particularly vital—functioning as something like the social media of their 
day—because the subject matter was topical, referenced specific events, 
and memorialized prevalent ideas and practices.

Over time, however, familiarity with the more recondite incidents 
and ideas has been lost in the West. As a result, some of what Dürer knew 
about Muslim history and culture and represented in his prints has become 
obscure over the past half millennium, regularly leading Western art his-
torians to label their content inscrutable.8 But like today’s participants in 
digital image platforms, the artist’s followers were literate in the pictorial 
expressions of their generation. The Muslim figures and stories depicted in 
his prints would have been legible to his contemporaries in ways that they 
are not to us now. This project attempts to fill in some of those gaps. Jan 
Białostocki in his exploration of the artist’s more enigmatic prints, includ-
ing Landscape with Cannon (fig. 3.2) with its Muslim figures, claims that 
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certain images used “learned and sometimes personal codes of expression” 
to narrate the contemporary issues of his time.9 Białostocki imagines Dürer 
as an artist immersed in ongoing dialogues and his prints as vehicles for 
the expression of those issues. Digging into the political, commercial, and 
religious contexts of Dürer’s prints of Muslim subjects provides an import-
ant view into what he and his northern European associates knew about the 
Mamluk and Ottoman Empires and the politics of the eastern Mediterranean. 
Such investigation also reveals that the artist was more of an informed and 
opinionated participant in the public discourse around East–West relations 
than has been previously understood.

FIGURE 0.3

Albrecht Dürer
The Adoration of the Magi 

(detail of fig. 0.1)
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DÜRER’S LIFE AND ART RECONSIDERED

The life of the artist Albrecht Dürer (1471–1528) is a well-told tale.10 The 
German artist was a celebrated painter, draftsman, and printmaker as well 
as a prolific writer of letters, poetry, instructional art manuals, and diaristic 
accounts of his travels and innermost thoughts.11 Born in the burgeoning 
proto-industrial city of Nuremberg to a goldsmith father, he was destined 
to be a maker and thinker. Early on he trained in the trade of his father, but 
his painting and drawing skills led him to the visual rather than the decora-
tive arts. During the years of his apprenticeship in the early 1490s, he trav-
eled extensively and probably visited Frankfurt, Mainz, Cologne, Colmar, 
Basel, Freiburg, and Strasbourg, where he was instructed in the workshops 
of painters, draftsmen, print designers, and book publishers.12 While on the 
road, he encountered news, stories, and gossip as well as books, prints, and 
other artworks that contributed to the kinds of transformative experiences 
that a traveler has beyond their hometown.

From the outset, his skills at designing and incising woodblocks and 
copperplates for printing were exceptional, and thus his contribution to the 
evolution of early European printmaking as a fine art is considered unpar-
alleled, as acknowledged by scholars, catalogers, and collectors over the 
past half millennium. His contemporary Erasmus of Rotterdam called him 
“the Apelles of black lines,” comparing him to the renowned ancient Greek 
painter. Erasmus claimed that Dürer could accomplish with printed black 
lines on paper what Apelles needed a vast palette of paints to render.13

In the twenty-first century, art historians have cataloged his wood-
cuts, engravings, etchings, and book illustrations with great care, produc-
ing informative accounts of each printed sheet.14 The touted hallmarks of 
Dürer’s elevation of the printing arts are his technical excellence, innova-
tive treatment of subject matter, and clever marketing.15 These attributes 
were all evident from the start of his efforts. His 1498 Apocalypse series 
raised the caliber of woodcut production, introducing a wider variety of 
carved lines that resulted in more detailed renderings of figures in per-
spectival space, greater tonality across compositions, and dramatic light 
effects. His treatment of the episodes of the Book of Revelation, the last 
book of the New Testament, also reveals his pioneering approach to tradi-
tional subject matter, which he offered to an audience who feared the pre-
dicted mid-millennial end of the world, as is evident in his portrayal of The 
Babylonian Whore (fig. 0.4). Seated on a seven-headed beast, the seductress 
holds a chalice before “the unfaithful” in the foreground, among whom are 
two Muslim men. Early engravings, such as his c. 1495–1496 Six Soldiers 
(fig. 0.5), reveal similar technical and narrative advances. Within a receding 
coastal landscape, the lavish dress and suggestive interactions of the mul-
tinational delegation, including a mounted and armed Ottoman, distinguish 
even his earliest prints from those of his predecessors.16

Although it may seem that Dürer scholarship is sated with cata-
logs, critical studies, and exhibitions, his depiction of Muslims and their 
cultural production has not been given sufficient attention. Julian Raby’s 
classic study, Venice, Dürer, and the Oriental Mode, initiated the discourse 
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FIGURE 0.4 (opposite)

Albrecht Dürer
The Babylonian Whore, c. 1496–
1498, from The Apocalypse series
Woodcut
38.9 × 28.2 cm (15 15∕16 × 11 inches)
National Gallery of Art, Washington, DC,  
gift of Philip Hofer
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FIGURE 0.5

Albrecht Dürer
Six Soldiers, c. 1495–1496
Engraving
13.4 × 14.8 cm (5 1∕4 × 5 13∕16 inches)
National Gallery of Art, Washington, DC, 
Rosenwald Collection
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in 1982.17 Dürer’s Knots builds on its keen observations and insights into 
the artist’s engagement with the Islamic East. Raby, as an Islamicist with 
a profound interest in connections between the Islamic East and Venice, 
expertly describes the iconography of German and Italian artists’ depic-
tions of Muslim subjects. Larry Silver also has written astutely on the 
representation of Muslim figures in northern European prints, as well as 
specifically about Dürer and the Turks.18 As a scholar of the Holy Roman 
Emperor Maximilian I and northern European print culture, he focuses 
on how printed images embody the clash of empires, primarily the Holy 
Roman, Habsburg, and Ottoman Empires. Imperial conflict has been the 
interpretive framework for most previous treatments of Islamic subjects 
within northern European art. Charlotte Colding Smith has broadly staked 
out the field of German and Netherlandish prints and book illustrations of 
the Islamic world under this rubric. Her work also includes a brief account 
of Dürer’s inclusion of Muslim figures in his biblical prints, from which she 
concludes, as Silver has, that the artist’s depictions of figures and subjects 
from the Islamic world were so persuasive that they became models for 
other artists’ work.19 Yet the focus on the transfer of Islamic iconographic 
motifs among early modern European artists has at times occurred at the 
expense of the exploration of the printed images’ meaning.

Although a comprehensive investigation of Dürer’s numerous prints 
with Muslim subjects is lacking in the vast literature on the artist, this study 
is not intended to redress that lacunae as such. This project is born of my 
curiosity about the number of prints and drawings made by Dürer that repre-
sent Muslims and their cultural forms, compounded by my wonder at the lack 
of attention they have received over the past two centuries from art histori-
ans. Around thirty of Dürer’s more than 260 woodcuts, engravings, and etch-
ings either include a Muslim figure or reference an object from the Islamic 
East. Of these, Dürer’s Knots considers an engraving, series of woodcuts, 
and etching by the artist—his 1498 Sea Monster (fig. 1.1), 1507 Knots (figs. 
2.1 to 2.6), and 1518 Landscape with Cannon (fig. 3.2)—that best facilitate the 
articulation of affiliations between the Holy Roman, Mamluk, and Ottoman 
Empires around the turn of the sixteenth century. Notably, the prints con-
sidered in this study portray nonbiblical subjects. Although the artist’s New 
Testament prints are populated with Eastern figures, some of them Muslim, 
it is in his depictions of secular subjects that he illustrates contemporaneous 
political and cultural matters pertinent to the Muslim Levant.

During Dürer’s lifetime, two powerful Islamic sultanates were espe-
cially significant to Christian Europeans. From 1250 to 1517, the Mamluks 
controlled parts of North Africa and West Asia, including Egypt and Syria 
(see fig. 0.2). These regions encompassed Jerusalem, Bethlehem, and other 
important Holy Land sites perceived to be vital to the history and perpet-
uation of Christendom. The Mamluks also traded with the Venetians and 
Genoese throughout the eastern Mediterranean and Black Seas, commerce 
that Germans participated in through their mercantile foothold in Venice. 
This trade was well known to Dürer from his trips to Venice. At the same time, 
the Ottomans, who controlled much of the Balkans, Greece, and Turkey, pur-
sued further territories in the Mediterranean and eastern Europe, including 
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territories within the borders of the Holy Roman Empire. Nonetheless, both 
Islamic empires had sultans who were cosmopolitan in outlook and fostered 
artistic relationships with Europe. Mamluk sultan Qaytbay (r. 1468–1496) 
and Ottoman sultans Mehmed II (r. 1451–1481) and Bayezid II (r. 1481–1512) 
were patrons of both Muslim and Christian cultural production.20 This atmo-
sphere of both collaboration and threat was the backdrop to Dürer’s emerg-
ing practice as a printmaker in the late fifteenth century.

Dürer has not left letters, inscriptions, or essays about how to com-
prehend this aspect of his work; instead, the evidence of his engagement 
with the Islamic Levant is embedded in his painted, printed, and sketched 
depictions of Muslim figures and their material culture.21 Consequently, we 
must assess the images by situating them within their historical contexts, 
interpreting the artist’s technical choices, and examining the evidence of the 
pictorial representations themselves. Because Dürer’s prints of Islamic sub-
jects are such capacious carriers of the ideas of their time, we need to revisit 
them with a renewed focus and urgency, especially as scholars explore 
global networks across fields of inquiry. Crucially, doing so also prompts a 
discussion of the early development of printing in Europe that foregrounds 
its connection to the relationships between Christian and Muslim empires, 
another theme treated throughout this study.22

EARLY EUROPEAN PRINT AND THE ISLAMIC WORLD

Western history rarely acknowledges it, but early European print culture 
is inextricably linked to the Islamic world. Although this book focuses on 
printing in the wake of the seldom remarked upon historical coincidence of 
Johannes Gutenberg’s development of movable type in the early 1450s in 
Mainz, Germany, and the 1453 conquest of Constantinople, recent research 
demonstrates that the connections between printing and Islam are of much 
longer standing. Kristina Richardson’s study of ghurabā’, the itinerant 
Muslim Romani people who inhabited the Balkans, northern Africa, and 
western Asia, presents a new account of premodern Afro-Eurasian print-
ing as a corrective to the dominant European narrative of Gutenberg’s 
invention. Knowing that the ghurabā’ produced block-printed amulets as 
early as the tenth century, she proposes that their knowledge of printing 
moved with them into Hungary and the Holy Roman Empire in the 1410s, 
linking ghurabā’-made woodcuts to the emergence of the earliest Christian 
devotional prints in Bohemia and Bavaria. She also claims that Muslim 
itinerant printers used movable type and perhaps laid the groundwork for 
Gutenberg’s development of the printing press.23 Richardson’s examination 
of the role of ghurabā’ printers is a provocative precursor to this study, and 
the subject warrants further consideration.

The concerns of this book commence in the mid-fifteenth century. 
As mentioned, the activation of Gutenberg’s printing press in Germany 
closely coincided with the 1453 conquest of Constantinople by the Ottoman 
Empire.24 The overthrow of the former Eastern seat of the Christian world 
transformed the region into one where the Islamic faith predominated. Both 
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mid-fifteenth-century events—one a revolution in communication and the 
other a geopolitical and religious revolution—had monumental repercus-
sions that forever altered relationships within the eastern Mediterranean 
between Asia, Africa, and Europe. Nonetheless, this remarkable historical 
coincidence is seldom discussed in connection to the introduction of print-
ing in Christian Europe, an omission that strikes me as a blind spot, perhaps 
even a willful blind spot, since these dual episodes triggered extravagant 
printed accounts of the Islamic East. Scholars traditionally have interpreted 
the European explosion of printed texts and images of Ottomans and other 
Islamic subjects as the consequence of their fear of further conquest. Yet, 
however seductive to an apprehensive Western imagination such an account 
may be, it does not elucidate the compelling range of inventive images ren-
dered by European artists around 1500, especially those by Dürer.

Notably, the proliferation of printed materials depicting the Islamic 
world was launched by Gutenberg’s press. In the Christian West, we are 
taught that the first significant publication to emerge from the printing press 
was Gutenberg’s forty-two-line Bible, a marvel of the new technology. Most 
likely this narrative is endlessly retold because of the favorable light it casts 
on the intellectual, social, and moral development of Christian European cul-
ture. As Richardson states in her study of early printing, “Print history is a 
deeply political field, as the supremacy of Western modernity rests almost 
entirely on representing print’s origins as uniquely Christian and European 
and its effects on Latin Christendom as singularly transformative.”25 Histories 
of Western civilization highlight the view that the printing of Bibles enabled 
the spread of the principles of Christianity. The new technology replaced the 
monotonous labor of monastic scribes, who hand-copied the sacred text, with 
a mechanical process that was faster, more consistent, and less costly. The 
key outcome of this innovation was the production of more Bibles—more tools 
of instruction and devotion—to put into the hands of the faithful. 

Yet even the hastiest internet search reveals that the Bible was not 
the first publication issued by the Mainz printer. The earliest known dated 
text printed by Gutenberg’s workshop is an October 1454 indulgence granted 
by Pope Nicolas V to raise funds to support the Kingdom of Cyprus’s defense 
against perceived Islamic forces.26 Two months later, in December 1454, and 
a year before the appearance of his eponymous Bible, Gutenberg’s press 
printed a call to crusade against the Ottoman Empire. It was addressed to 
God, the pope, the Holy Roman Emperor, European kings and princes, and 
other Christian authorities—the first of many printed documents appealing 
for a military campaign to avenge the siege of Constantinople. Titled Eyn 
manung der cristenheit widder die durken (An Admonition to Christendom 
against the Turks) and colloquially called the Türkenkalender, the unillus-
trated, six-page pamphlet is recognized by Gutenberg scholars as a critical 
artifact of early printing (fig. 0.6).27 Nonetheless, it is rarely referenced in his-
tories of the origins of printing in the West, whereas the near-contemporary 
Donatus Latin Grammar book is. Two years later, in 1456, Gutenberg issued 
another pamphlet urging Christians to pray for those fighting the Ottomans 
in the Balkans.28 Gutenberg’s earliest printed editions were not sacred texts 
but calls to arms.
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The existence of these early printed documents related to military 
measures against the Ottoman and Mamluk Sultanates remains relatively 
unknown outside of academic circles. Is this because the nature of these 
early texts runs counter to the technology’s alleged noble origins? If Western 
printing originated with military fundraising efforts and an appeal to take 
up arms, then the technology’s birth and legacy have been mischaracterized. 
Instead of acknowledging that the earliest known publications weaponized 
the press to incite violence against Muslims (or to raise money to incite vio-
lence), a more benign understanding of printing as a means of disseminating 
the Bible to the faithful has made it possible for historians to focus on the 
medium’s generative capacities over its more malignant divisive powers. 
This misapprehension calls for a revision of the history of early European 
print culture, a rethinking with a less righteous origin myth.

The call to crusade articulated by the 1454 Türkenkalender never 
resulted in the deployment of troops or in any organized campaign against 
the Ottoman Empire. Too many of Europe’s leaders had political, commer-
cial, and personal stakes in maintaining peaceable relationships with their 
Muslim counterparts. The Venetians and Genoese especially had long-term 
mercantile associations with the Ottomans and Mamluks, with established 
trade routes in the Mediterranean, Aegean, and Black Seas that relied on 
diplomatic agreements among them. Benjamin Arbel argues that while 
the history of political conflict and military battles is often the most loudly 
voiced, what often eludes recorded history is that the fundamental material 
needs of the citizens of sparring states continued to be met through interna-
tional trade.29 Underlying the call of the Türkenkalender to lay siege to the 
Ottoman Empire was the notion that Christian Europe and the Islamic East 
were each monolithic, self-contained entities, not sets of diverse parties, 
each with distinct interests. Just as strife was present among the various 
Muslim and Christian realms, so were affiliations that served the needs of 
the interconnected dominions and their diverse populations.

A METHODOLOGY BASED ON AFFILIATION

Dürer’s Knots offers a revisionist methodology, one that scrutinizes artistic 
production in Europe but is not Eurocentric in its outlook. However counter-
intuitive, looking to present-day investigations of the natural world, which 
have undergone a radical methodological transformation, can provide a 
constructive interpretative model for such a renovated history. Instead of 
focusing on competition between species, nature scientists are looking at the 
workings of networks that are mutually beneficial for the different species 
within an ecosystem. Rivalry as a paradigm of behavior and justification for 
the relationship between species is being questioned, while affiliations based 
on cooperation and compensation are now understood as prevalent in nature. 
Scientists, for example, used to imagine that the underground root systems of 
different trees vied with one another for water and minerals. Recently, how-
ever, dendrologists have found that root systems within healthy ecosystems 
are interconnected through strands of fungal filament that enable different 

FIGURE 0.6 (opposite)

Eyn manung der cristenheit widder 
die durken (Türkenkalender) (An 
Admonition to Christendom against 
the Turks), 1454, Mainz
Bayerische Staatsbibliothek, Munich
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trees, even different species of trees, to collaborate for the benefit of the whole 
ecosystem.30 Nature, like humans, engages in complex social interactions.

The inter-empire ecosystem of North Africa, Europe, and the eastern  
Mediterranean has long been studied by historians of western European art 
through the lens of competition rather than cooperation.31 Informed by the 
partisan politics of national identity, religious difference, and commercial 
rivalries, the interpretative framework commonly deployed has been conflict  
among empires.32 Dürer’s engraved Six Soldiers (see fig. 0.5) and his etched 
Landscape with Cannon (see fig. 3.2) demonstrate the misunderstanding 
caused by the persistent imposition of such a paradigm. Although both 
prints portray peaceful situations that include armed Christian and Muslim 
soldiers, both have been interpreted as scenes of strife. The Ottoman sol-
diers in each—the mounted figure in the early engraving and the foremost 
figure in the etching—have been identified by art historians as captives of 
the German soldiers who surround them even though neither seems to be 
held against his will.33 In the engraving, three in the cluster of figures stand-
ing before the Ottoman astride the horse have their backs turned to him, 
and the two German Landsknechten, casually holding their pikes, maintain 
relaxed postures even though the Muslim soldier carries a knife. The visual 
evidence suggests something other than impending violence.

New methodologies of affiliative interspecies collaboration are more 
suitable analytic tools for today’s nonhierarchical art history, which needs 
to look beyond biased, limiting, and oppositional structures as the bases 
for interpretation. Like the exchanges between trees’ root systems that 
take place underground and out of sight, the connections between empires 
also sometimes exist beyond what is most visible. Deborah Howard notes 
that documents describing friendly and profitable mercantile associations 
between Venetian and Muslim merchants survive in private notarial records 
and merchants’ letters but not in official records, which more frequently 
describe conflicts such as war and piracy.34 This book’s third chapter investi-
gates the depicted Christian and Muslim soldiers in Landscape with Cannon 
alongside contemporary texts and reveals associations between them that are 
not based on military antagonism but instead on religious debate and reform.

The foremost goal of this book is to demonstrate Dürer’s knowledge 
of the entanglements of the Ottoman, Mamluk, and Holy Roman Empires, and 
how informed his northern Europeans patrons were about the interactions 
among them, thus making the appearance of Muslim figures and subjects in 
his engravings, etchings, and woodcuts comprehensible to them. Historians 
of southern European art have more consistently recognized connections 
between Italian and Near Eastern art forms, while historians of German art 
have been less likely to articulate artistic affiliations between the Holy Roman 
Empire and the Islamic sultanates. Another objective of this book is to show 
that Germany also maintained commercial, cultural, and political associations 
with the Mamluk and Ottoman Empires, and that those relationships, which 
were not just military and antagonistic, are embodied in the print culture of 
the period. Acknowledging the multicultural, imbricated narratives of the 
Islamic East and Christian West facilitates the development of a more multi-
faceted art history, one that emphasizes cooperation over conflict.
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FIGURE 0.7 (opposite)

Master of the Vienna Passion
El Gran Turco (Sultan Mehmed II), 
c. 1470
Engraving
24.5 × 19.7 cm (9 1∕2 × 7 3∕4 inches)
Kupferstichkabinett, Staatliche Museen, Berlin
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PRINTED PRECEDENTS

Dürer was not alone in his portrayal of themes related to the Muslim East. 
They had been appearing in European prints for nearly three decades.35 
As early as 1470, the Florentine Master of the Vienna Passion inscribed an 
imaginary likeness of Sultan Mehmed II with the words “El Gran Turco” 
(fig. 0.7).36 The Ottoman sultan himself possessed a hand-colored impres-
sion of the engraving, which is included in an album with other Florentine 
prints compiled for him during his reign.37 Whereas in the late fifteenth 
century painted portraits of Muslim figures predominated in Italy, north 
of the Alps printed images and books depicting the Islamic East prevailed. 
Some of the earliest depictions of Muslim figures were engraved by the 
most important northern European artists of the time, including Israhel  
van Meckenem, Martin Schongauer, and Master of the Housebook. The prints 
also were collected by significant European patrons. Hartmann Schedel, an 
illustrious citizen of Nuremberg and the author of Schedelsche Weltchronik 
(Nuremberg Chronicle), owned an impression of van Meckenem’s portrait 
of a distinguished older Muslim man with curly hair and flowing beard 
that the collector, in his customary way, colored by adding a dab of red 
paint to the man’s lips, animating his wise expression (fig. 0.8). Ferdinand 
Columbus, whose print collection was assembled in the early decades of  
the sixteenth century and housed in Seville, also included an impression 
of van Meckenem’s engraving. The collection’s contemporary inventory 
describes the depicted figure as wearing “a Turkish-style headdress.”38 
Non-European headgear and weapons, such as turbans and curved swords, 
were used by artists to distinguish non-Christian figures from their Christian 
counterparts. The foremost figure in Schongauer’s engraving, convention-
ally titled Two Turks (fig. 0.9), prominently carries a blade at his hip whose 
handle is decorated with a crescent moon. Bronwen Wilson has argued that 
Venetian artists in their depictions of Ottomans could not rely on physiog-
nomy to discern subjects of the different empires; hence they used dress to 
differentiate them from their Christian contemporaries.39 This was a north-
ern European practice as well. Other cues of Muslim identity included bows, 
arrows, and ornately decorated quivers and horse blankets, as well as the 
musical instruments of the Ottoman military, as is evident in a print from 
around 1490 by Master of the Housebook of a mounted Ottoman rider who 
has a drum at his knee (fig. 0.10). Comparing the Housebook Master’s rider 
and the mounted Ottoman in Dürer’s Adoration of the Magi (see fig. 0.1) sug-
gests that Dürer was aware of his predecessor’s engraving.

During Dürer’s apprenticeship years, three popular books were 
published in northern Europe that informed his perception of the Islamic 
East. Although each condemned the Muslim empires and their appropria-
tion of formerly Christian lands, the books also offered introductions to the 
Islamic East’s history, inhabitants, their customs, and their languages. Over 
the following three decades of his career, the artist borrowed visual motifs 
from the books’ illustrations, while avoiding their prejudicial stance toward 
the Ottoman and Mamluk Empires and their inhabitants. The German cleric 
Bernhard von Breydenbach’s 1486 Peregrinatio in terram sanctam (Journey 
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FIGURE 0.8 (opposite)

Israhel van Meckenem
Old Man Wearing Turban,  
c. 1480–1490
Engraving
19.5 × 12.4 cm (7 1∕2 × 4 7∕8 inches)
Staatliche Graphische Sammlung, Munich
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FIGURE 0.9

Martin Schongauer
Two Turks, c. 1470–1491
Engraving
8.6 × 5 cm (3 3∕8 × 2 inches)
Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York, 
Harry Brisbane Dick Fund

FIGURE 0.10 (opposite)

Master of the Housebook
Ottoman Rider, c. 1488–1492
Drypoint
16 × 10.4 cm (6 1∕4 × 4 inches)
Rijksmuseum, Amsterdam
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to the Holy Land), an elaborately illustrated pilgrimage report printed in 
Mainz, was the first of the volumes; it offered practical information about 
travel between Venice and the Holy Land as well as rich descriptions of the 
region’s cities and people.40 The text makes strident claims of eyewitness 
experience, which no doubt legitimated the publication’s woodcut illustra-
tions in the eyes of an artist like Dürer. By declaring that Breydenbach 
and Erhard Reuwich, the Utrecht artist who accompanied him on the jour-
ney, observed everything pictured in the volume, the Peregrinatio became 
a model book for artists. Along with woodcut cityscapes of such import-
ant sites as Venice, Jerusalem, Modon (fig. 0.11), Rhodes, Famagusta, and 
Candia, the volume also includes an illustrated catalog of the inhabitants of 
the Holy Land, including Saracens (fig. 0.12), Ottoman Turks, Jews, Syrians, 
Ethiopians, and Greeks, and featured detailed depictions of their dress, 
headgear, musical instruments, and weapons. The woodcut illustrating an 
Ottoman military band (fig. 0.13) labels the soldiers genetzer (Janissary) and 
turci (Turk). The group includes mounted figures armed with bows, arrows, 
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FIGURE 0.11 (below)

Erhard Reuwich
View of Modon, from Bernhard  
von Breydenbach, Peregrinatio  
in terram sanctam (Journey to the 
Holy Land), Mainz, 1486
Woodcut with hand coloring
Bayerische Staatbibliothek, Munich
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and pikes and others playing customary Ottoman instruments, the zurna 
(wind instrument) and nakkar (drum).41 The figures wear an array of head-
gear, including a hat that resembles the one worn by the Florentine engrav-
er’s “El Gran Turco.” The depicted Janissary below the genetzer inscription, 
a member of the sultan’s select infantry, wears a high börk-style turban that 
folds and hangs down his back, while the drummer in the foreground labeled 
turci wears a style of turban made of fabric wound around a vertical ribbed 
cap called a taj.

Dürer’s knowledge of the Peregrinatio is confirmed by his appro-
priation of images from the volume in his own prints and drawings, such 
as the Venetian carrack from the illustration of Modon that appears in his 
Sea Monster engraving (see fig. 1.1). Breydenbach’s publication is a key 
example of the proliferation of printed accounts about the Islamic East 
that appeared in the decades after the conquest of Constantinople that not 
only helped shape the dialogue about networks of exchange with the region 
but also demonstrated the new and productive possibilities of printing.42 

FIGURE 0.12 (following, left)

Erhard Reuwich
Saracens and Arabic Alphabet, 
from Bernhard von Breydenbach, 
Peregrinatio in terram sanctam 
(Journey to the Holy Land),  
Mainz, 1486
Woodcut with hand coloring
Bayerische Staatbibliothek, Munich

FIGURE 0.13 (following, right)

Erhard Reuwich
Ottoman Military Band, from 
Bernhard von Breydenbach, 
Peregrinatio in terram sanctam 
(Journey to the Holy Land),  
Mainz, 1486
Woodcut with hand coloring
Bayerische Staatbibliothek, Munich
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The Peregrinatio also was intended to raise concern about recent Ottoman 
conquests and, even more emphatically, to encourage crusade and the re-
Christianization of the Holy Land. Yet even though the text called for mil-
itary action, the volume also provided tools to cultivate closer affiliations, 
such as tables of six Near Eastern alphabets: Arabic, Greek, Armenian, 
Coptic, Syriac, and Hebrew.43 Being able to read eastern Mediterranean 
languages was crucial for diplomatic and trade negotiations. Besides provid-
ing a set of images and iconographic models, Breydenbach’s volume offered 
the young Dürer a constellation of ideas about who the inhabitants of the 
Muslim Levant were and how Europeans might communicate with them.

Other popular publications were equally important to his develop-
ing conceptions of the Islamic East. Hartmann Schedel’s 1493 Nuremberg 
Chronicle was published by Dürer’s godfather, Anton Koberger. The vol-
ume is illustrated with woodcuts by Wilhelm Pleydenwurff and Michael 
Wolgemut, to whom Dürer was apprenticed from 1486 to 1489. Among its 
myriad descriptions of kingdoms, cities, monuments, rulers, and saints, the 
publication offers a detailed history of the Ottoman Empire, from its found-
ing through the 1453 siege of Constantinople to the late-fifteenth-century 
reign of Sultan Bayezid II.44 It is, however, “Ottomannus,” the first sul-
tan, who is pictured in Muslim dress carrying a curved sword and dagger 
and wearing a börk, the folded-over turban of the elite Janissary soldiers 
(fig. 0.14). The history of the Ottoman Empire presented in a lavishly printed 
book, illustrated with an image of the eponymous sultan, would have further 
fed the young Dürer’s eager mind. Not only did the Nuremberg Chronicle 
deliver knowledge of a fabled empire, but the volume did so via the tech-
nique of printing, an area of the developing artist’s training for which he 
had a great talent.

The following year, 1494, and forty years after the publication of 
the Türkenkalender, the fearmongering Strasbourg satirist Sebastian Brant 
wrote the first secular bestseller, Narrenschiff (Ship of Fools), contributing 
to the growing list of European condemnations of the Islamic sultanates and 
calls to take up arms against them. The youthful Dürer, probably during his 
journeyman’s visit to Basel in 1492–1494, created designs for some of the 
woodcuts that illustrate Narrenschiff.45 Brant recognized that printing accel-
erated the production and circulation of information, an idea that Dürer also 
embraced during his years of travel and training. In Brant’s 1532 eulogy for 
Johann Bergmann von Olpe, his Basel printer, he boldly expressed what 
printing made possible during Dürer’s lifetime:

What in the past could barely be written in a thousand days by one, / art 
now helps to handle in a single day. / Earlier the libraries of schol-
ars were sparse. …  / In earlier days many a town had at most a few 
books, / today we find books even in modest homes. … And all of this is 
thanks to the art and work of German printers.46

Although Brant and Dürer were alike in their appreciation of the new tech-
nology, Brant’s publications convey a more critical message.47 In the most 
inflammatory chapter of Narrenschiff, “On the Decline of the Faith,” Brant 
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FIGURE 0.14 (opposite)

Michael Wolgemut and  
Wilhelm Pleydenwurff
Ottomanus, from Hartmann 
Schedel, Registrum huius operis  
libri cronicarum (Nuremberg 
Chronicle), Nuremberg, 1493
Woodcut with hand coloring
Bayerische Staatbibliothek, Munich
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