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Albrecht Altdorfer’s Susanna and the Elders:

Female Virtues, Male Politics

Cordula Bischoff, Trier University

Résumé

et article propose une analyse de la signification symbolique
et du contexte historique de la peinture d'Albert Altdorfer;
Suzanne et les vieillards (1526). Deux parties s'opposent dans
la composition: 'architecture évoque la culture, lajustice temporelle et
la masculinité pendant que le jardin, avec sa symbolique mariale
inhérente, signifie la nature, la religion et la féminité. A la lumiéere d'un
scandale judiciaire de I'époque (Argula von Grumbach et [I'affaire

ender studies in art history seldom deal with the
art of early modem times, and when they do, they
tend to consider problems of female artists or the

Seehofer), on découvre les mobiles du mécene, le duc Guillaume IV
de Baviére, 'un des «leaders» de la Contre-Réforme. En effet, on peut
interpréter la figure de la vertueuse Suzanne et l'insistance sur sa virgi-
nité comme une réaction contre le nouveau concept luthérien du
mariage. Dés lors, la représentation d’'une conception trés convention-
nelle de la femme qui promeut l'idée d'un souverain catholique, juste
et humaniste.

painted three years earlier than The Battle ofAlexander and
which has not yet been thoroughly researched. It probably
exceeds The Battle ofAlexander in its versatility of meaning

représentation of female characters such as the virgin orahd is an example of a new type of painting, which gives

femme fatale. My interest lies in artistic language itself -
that is, in the composition of a picture, the grouping of
people, their gestures, features and costumes, and in how
these symbols are gendered. Therefore, | wish to make cer-
tain distinctions regarding my interprétation: firstly, it is
important to décodé social and political levels of signifi-
cance and the impetus behind the work of art in order to
recognize its relevance and meaning for the contemporary
public. Secondly, the interprétation of body language in
relation to the composition of the picture allows conclu-
sions to be drawn regarding an unconscious or pre-conscious
collective cultural knowledge which is shared by a certain
social group. Codified standards, social rules, moral apprais-
als and statements concerning gender relations can be
grasped on this level. Using the example of one painting,
Susanna and the Elders by Albrecht Altdorfer, | should like
to demonstrate the interaction of pictorial language with
the subliminal understandings mentioned above. In this
iconological analysis | start with a short récapitulation of
the biblical story, then look at the architecture and
perspective within the picture, the figure of Susanna, the
nature-culture dichotomy, the patron and, finally, the femi-
ninity-masculinity problem,

The German Renaissance artist Albrecht Altdorfer
(ca.1482-1538)! is best known today for The Battle ofAl-
exander, painted in 1529, which is considered one of the
most important works in German art.2 In particular the
spatial depth constructed by colour perspective, the repré-
sentation of landscape, the realism of detail, the luminous
polychromy, the accurate miniature-style brushwork and the
intellectually demanding pictorial représentations are highly
respected. Many of the same characteristics are found in
the picture Susanna and the Elders (fig. 1)3 which was
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Christian themes a secular meaning.

Both paintings are now in the Alte Pinakothek in Mu-
nich, and both were painted for Wilhelm 1V, the Wittels-
bach Duke of Bavaria, who lived from 1493 to 1550 and
reigned from 1508.

Susanna and the Elders:The Biblical Story

The story of Susanna belongs to the apocryphal texts of
the Old Testament book of Daniel (Dan. 13,1-13,64);4 it
illustrates Daniels wisdom even as a juvénile and symbol-
izes the victory of justice. Susanna was the beautiful and
virtuous wife of the rich and respected Babylonian, Joakim.
Two regular visitors to the house, elders of the people, fell
in love with Susanna and agreed to lie in wait for her. One
day she intended to take a bath in her husband's garden
and sent away her two maids to boit the gates and to fetch
oils and ointments. As soon as she was alone, the two elders
appeared and tried to blackmail her, threatening that if she
did not comply they would accuse her of adultery with a
young man. Knowing that the charges of the two esteemed
men would lead to death, she nevertheless declined with a
clear conscience. In fact, at the trial the slanders of the two
elders were believed, and Susanna was sentenced to death.
But God, hearing her prayers, sent young Daniel to her res-
cue. He interrogated the two old men separately and found
contradictions: one of them stated that the adultery had
taken place near a cedar, the other said he observed it un-
der an oak tree. Exposed as liars, they were sentenced to
death. Susanna’s innocence and purity were thus proved and
praised

At first sight there does not seem to be much corre-
spondence between the biblical story and Altdorfer's pic-
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Figure 2. Altdorfer, Susanna and the Elders,

detail: Daniel in front of the dock tower.

ture. In the picture, Susanna
and her maids appear to be
rather small, even though
they are the protagonists.
The two elders, indispensa-
ble to the biblical story, can
be discovered in the shrub-
bery to the left of the
women only after a careful
search. In contrast, the mar-
vellous architecture, which
is not even mentioned in
the Bible, is eye-catching.
Striking also is the vertical
division of the composition
into two halves, showing
Susanna in the garden on
the left side, the architecture
and a crowd of people on
the right.

Altdorfer applied the
common médiéval princi-
ple of compositional si-
multaneity. The line of
sight is directed from left
to right, leading in a curve
from the hiding and whispering men at the extreme left
to the main scene — Susanna bathing. From there, one’s
eye is drawn to the exposure of the evil-doers on the
extreme right, and then back to the punishment in the
middle ground. The judicial happenings are hardly vis-
ible in the hurly-burly of the crowd of people. On the
extreme right, in front of a tower with a sundial, the
childlike Daniel is standing and pointing to Susanna
standing between two soldiers (fig. 2). In a telling ges-
ture he is convincing the people of Susanna’s innocence.
To the left, within the open archway of the middle build-
ing, a crowd has gathered, obviously listening to the
charge and the hearing against the elders. The execu-
tion of the sentence, the stoning, is depicted in front of
the palace.

Although the biblical story seems to be transferred
to the picture in ail its important aspects, some oddities
stand out. For example, the illégal act, the actual scene
of blackmail in which Susanna and the men are alone
in the garden, is not shown at ail. In other aspects
Altdorfer extends the story. The fact that each scene is
interprétable only with difficulty indicates that the
painting is meant as a vehicle for further study.
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The Palace as a Place of Justice

The picture is dominated by oversized, splendid architec-
ture (fig. 3). Raised on a square, it forms a building of
mysterious function. Different parts of the building are
symmetrically staggered. The lower storey, which is dou-
ble the height of those above, consists exclusively of open
rooms. Both the hall in the middle building and the ad-
joining archways are shaped of piers and semicircular
arches. Over these a parapet forms a balcony where the
following storeys recede. Double- and triple-arched, richly
decorated Windows organize the two upper storeys and the
tower. Strictly speaking, the entire building seems to con-
sist only of arcades and window openings framed by piers,
pilasters, railings and entablatures, ail without a single wall.
Thus, Altdorfer uses the architectural principle of order,
the order of columns, metaphorically as a sign of the di-
vine order. Such a building had never been built. Altdorfer
was inspired by idéal Italian architecture which similarly
had never been realized. It is certain that he developed his
phantasy architecture with knowledge of contemporary lItal-
ian architectural theory.5 Formai details correspond with
contemporary ltalian architecture which was not to be
found at that time in Germany. The architecture as a whole,
however, composed of various component parts, together
gives the impression of a fictive architecture.

Nevertheless, he did not design an arbitrary architec-
ture. Altdorfer depicted typical éléments of church, town
hall and palace architecture, and combined them in a way
that revealed an additional dimension to educated specta-
tors. The ground plan (without annexes), for example, ac-
cords with many church plans: the westwork with two
towers, a western tower with an open porch, and a nave
crowned by a polygonal tower with “Romanesque” Windows
which resemble ecclesiastical architecture. The conception
of the entire complex, however, originates in palace archi-
tecture: the interlocking form with numerous annexes and
archways, the distribution in several floors, the balustrading,
the form of the Windows. The clock tower as a symbol of
ruling authority and divine order defines the building as a
seat of government.6 The ground-floor arcades are a typi-
cal element of town halls which are official places of juris-
diction and commerce and, in addition, serve as locations
of standard weigh scales.7 It is significant that, in contrast
to the Florentine print he probably used as a model for the
painting,8 Altdorfer changed the central hall with the court
scene into a hall with two naves, as was common for secu-
lar assembly rooms.

The combination of different architectural éléments re-
sults in a synthesis of church, town hall and palace. The
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Figure 3. Altdorfer, Susanna and the Elders, detail: the palace.

dominance of any one single element has
been avoided in favour of a deliberate am-
biguity. Functions that are distributed
amongst several powers are thus symboli-
cally united and demonstrated: canonical
and secular jurisdiction under courtly, that
is sovereign control.9

The square and the building are fre-
guented by men and women from ail walks
oflife: distinguishable by their costumes are
townsfolk, soldiers, young girls, scholars,
children and nobility. Their presence in
every room and watching from every win-
dow delivers the obvious message that this
palace is open to everybody as a court of
justice.

Ample evidence for the dominant réle
of the architecture for contemporary spec-
tators is given in the first written descrip-
tion of the picture, dating from 1598: “A
panel with gilded frame, in which a huge
splendid palace with a tower, ail Windows
and corridors full of people, in front of
which palace the chaste Susanna with the
two old wantons who afterwards were
stoned because of Daniel’s judgement,
painted by the hand of Albrecht Altdorffer
[sic] in theyear 1526.10 The “huge splen-
did palace” which is “full of people” re-
ceives most emphasis here. The story of
Susanna takes second place.

Perspective as Semantic Sign

The rules of perspective, developed and
improved by Italian architects and paint-
ers in the fifteenth century, had also been
adopted north of the Alps. Nevertheless,
in Germany at the beginning of the sixteenth century the
mathematically correct construction of linear perspective
was rudimentary, and many artists lacked the masterly
touch. In numerous représentations of architecture Albrecht
Altdorfer busied himselfwith increasingly complex perspec-
tive problems.ll With Susanna and the Elders he was the
first German artist to succeed in constructing a geometri-
cally exact view of a building whose ground plan lies nei-
ther exactly parallel with nor at a 45° angle to the picture
plane.12 Previously, German artists had been familiar with
only those two methods of constructing linear perspective.
As soon as the alignment of the painted building was made
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oblique, producing a more natural impression, the prob-
lem of two different vanishing points arose, as in the case
of Susanna. There are two vanishing points of the build-
ing: one lies within the picture, near the top of the most
central tree, the second one, to which ail diagonal fines
lead, is far outside the pictorial field to the right.13 Apart
from some minor inaccuracies, arising from changes for the
benefit of picturesque effect, the construction is geometri-
cally exact. Only the foreshortening of circular forms was
not in Altdorfer's, nor in many other German artists' rép-
ertoire.

It is important to notice that, although Altdorfer con-
structed the picture accurately, he nevertheless produced the
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Figure 4. Altdorfer, Susanna and the Elders, detail: the garden.
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impression that there were two different perspectives within
the garden area and the architectural area: more precisely,
he deliberately dispensed with perspective in the garden
région. Susanna and her maids are taken out of the linear
perspectival construction and are determined instead by
means ofthe traditional médiéval perspective ofsignificance,
making them taller in comparison to the other people be-
cause of their importance. The more elevated position of
the architectural sphere automatically gives the garden
sphere a separate view point - a view from below.
Whereas the architectural area is dominated by linear
perspective, line and angle, the garden sphere défiés clarity
in many ways. This area does not seem to follow the same
measurable rules. | shall return to the meaning of this.

Susanna as Mary

The left half of the picture depicts Susanna’s garden which
is hermetically sealed off by a wall, invisible from the square
and thus defined as an area of its own, separated from the
palace area (fig. 4). Contrary to the biblical story, Susanna
is not taking her bath alone; several maids are assisting her.
The required conditions for blackmail, that is to say the
absence of witnesses, are not fulfilled, and therefore the two
old men dare not leave the shrubbery under the great beech
tree. Altdorfer transformed them from partakers to voyeurs,
although there is not much to see, as the bath has been
changed into a modest pédicure.

In most depictions of the Susanna story, starting in
Altdorfer's time in Venice,14 and through a great populari-
zation of the subject in sixteenth- and seventeenth-century
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art, the heroine is seen as a beautiful seductress.l5 Usually
the picture is concentrated on a Venus-like naked Susanna
and the two elders who are propositioning her (fig. 5). The
figures, and especially the woman, turn toward the specta-
tor, and often the two elders seem to présent the young
beauty so that the spectator before the picture slips into a
voyeuristic role similar to that of the old men within the
pictorial narrative. Although Altdorfer was uninhibited
about depicting nakedness and erotic scenes,16 nothing of
this is to be seen in his Susanna. and the Elders.

In this picture Altdorfer assimilated Susanna into the
figure of the Virgin Mary by the adoption of characteristic
iconography: Susanna is wearing a blue and red garment
similar to that of Mary, slightly old-fashioned to indicate
timelessness; her loose hair emphasized by brushing sym-
bolizes innocence and virginity; the little pet dog, a sign of
marital faithfulness, is held like the infant Jésus; and the
orange in Susanna’s left hand as a symbol of purity dérivés
from the fruit in Madonna paintings. More évident still is
the Marian symbolism in the arrangement of the garden. A
real contemporary garden, a cultivated place with beds and
paths, is not shown but rather a clearing in a wood with
plenty of wild plants, tall grass and different kinds of trees.
The impression of a transition between garden and wood
thicket is provided especially by the oversized tree at the
left. Altdorfer takes up a motif from fifteenth-century art,
the so-called hortus conclusus, depicting Mary sitting in a
rose arbour or in a garden symbolizing her virginity or, more
particularly, the immaculate conception. Like the rose bush,
a spring or a well is a symbolic représentation of her vir-
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Figure 5. Willem Key, Susanna and the Elders, 1546. Oil on oak panel, 115 x 105 cm. Pommersfelden, Collection Graf von

Schénborn-Wiesentheid, Inv. No. 296 (Photo: Germanisches Nationalmuseum, Nurnberg).

tues: purity, love and virginity. In the
meadow are clearly identifiable plants
which in nature do not necessarily grow
at the same time of the year, also sym-
bolizing Mary’s virtues. Ail these élé-
ments are to be found in Altdorfer’s
garden: next to the pool in the corner
of the wall a rose bush is in bloom, and
scattered over the meadow are numer-
ous herbs and plants, each of which is
a médiéval symbol ofMary.17

The most prominent person in the
picture is the woman in the right fore-
ground (fig. 6). The white stairs she is
about to climb are the brightest and
most luminous spot in the picture. She
is an ambiguous figure: on the one
hand, in carrying a jug, she is defined
as a maid, a subordinate position giv-
ing her a logical réle within the plot of
the picture. On the other hand, and
this is much more important, she again
merges with the persona of the Virgin
Mary. The scene itself refers to an oc-
currence in Mary's youth, the Présenta-
tion ofthe Virgin, which in artistic
depictions often shows Mary as an ado-
lescent climbing seven, twelve or fifteen
stairs to the sanctuary and which is a
symbol for Mary’s obedience and for her vocation for a pi-
ous life.18

Of course, the figure of the young woman does not
represent Susanna or Mary in a literal way — she rather func-
tions as an allegory ofail their virtues. An immédiate asso-
ciation between Susanna and Mary is established via the
plants depicted: the white lily that the allegorical figure is
carrying refers to the immaculate conception and in a more
extended sense to innocence. At the same time the Hebrew
word “Susanna” means lily. The tall mullein flower next to
the banisters, “Mary's sceptre,” is described in a médiéval
history of nature as a plant with certain powers: the bearer
of a stalk of mullein need fear no dread and cannot be
molested by evil.19 To the right of the mullein grows a
nettle, of which the Regensburg prebendary and natural sci-
entist, Konrad von Megenberg, said in his mid-fourteenth-
century book of nature: “diu nezzel erwecket die unkausch”
(the nettle rouses the unchaste).20 Metaphorically, the
mullein conquers the nettle, purity triumphs over immod-
esty, just as Susanna’s purity is victorious over the lust of
the two elders.
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The concentration ofthe line of sight to the lower right-
hand corner is well thought out. The allegorical figure plays
a décisive rdle in the dramaturgy of the picture, linking the
separate spheres of garden and palace and encouraging the
spectator to follow her in ascending the steps. The gate is
opened by another woman who beckons the lily bearer, the
“fearless messenger,” to approach with a pointing gesture.
The symbolic meaning is évident: Susanna shall obtain jus-
tice only in the palace, an idea which is reinforced by the
monumental mullein whose top is pointing arrow-like to
the stoning scene above it.

This interprétation is confirmed by the surviving sketch
for the painting (fig. 7). The disposition and création of
the architecture largely correspond with the painting as ex-
ecuted. Changes, however, have been made in the group
around Susanna: in the drawing a standing woman has been
placed in the foreground, and in a telling gesture, by her
raised arm, directs the gazes of Susanna and her maid to
the palace. The view of the spectator is much more insist-
ently directed, but at the same time the dualism of Susanna
and Mary is lacking. The painting is more complicated and
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Figure 6. Altdorfer, Susanna and the Elders, detail: the maid.
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intellectually more subtle in its clever symbolisai, very prob-
ably because the patron proposée! such changes after exam-
ining the sketch.

CourtVersus City

Susanna’s garden has two gates. The one in front is un-
equivocally a castle portai leading to the courtyard. It is wide
open to allow uninterrupted access to the judgment. Ail
the adjoining wall, consisting of an ashlar plinth and an
élégant columnar balustrade, is part of the palace area. The
rear gate, however, is just about to be closed by a maid (fig.
8). It is shaped in a much more humble style, being a typi-
cal town gate which, together with its massive wall, delim-
its garden from town. The latter is not recognizable as a
particular town, but with its half-timbered houses, church
towers and townhouses with Renaissance gables, it is clearly
a South German town. In contrast to the Italianate palace,
actual built sixteenth-century architecture is shown here.
Susanna’s garden borders on palace and town and is
thus situated between two dominions. Although both gates
lead out of the garden, the one to the town is closing whereas
the one to the palace is open. Figuratively, justice is granted
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only within the courtly sphere and not in the town. Just as
the mullein points to the positive significance of the pal-
ace, the dead bough of the beech indicates the négative sig-
nificance of the town as it towers above the two intruders
and above town géate and town.

The courtly moment is emphasized not only in the
palace architecture but also in the arrangement of Susanna
and her maids (fig. 9). Costume, jewellery and hair-dress-
ing correspond to contemporary early sixteenth-century
fashion, but among the women there are précisé gradua-
tions of rank and social position. Amongst the three maids
there is a distinct hierarchy, starting with the most simply
dressed and humbly crouching servant, progressing to the
lady's maid and finally rising to the standing lady-in-wait-
ing, who is in charge of the keys and therefore defined as a
controller of the royal household. The hierarchy of serv-
ants symbolizes the princely household in its entirety and
so characterizes Susanna as a noblewoman. Further at-
tributes, like the costly carpet, the beautifully worked métal
basin and the lap-dog, suggest luxury and idleness.

Two ideas culminate in the figure of Susanna, ideas
which | should like to emphasize as | shall return to them:
the resort to traditional Marian symbolism, and her enno-
blement through éléments of contemporary courtly life. The
courtly element is emphasized and rated positively in con-
trast to the town.

Nature Versus Culture

In one way Altdorfer goes beyond Christian garden sym-
bolism and establishes another intellectual dimension. The
tree at the left edge of the picture is increased to monu-
mental size like the architecture at the right. Optically, it
counterbalances the palace, and this distinction highlights
the contrast between nature and culture.

Contrary to the courtly appurtenances of Susanna, her
garden is not at ail in accordance with a palace garden of
the sixteenth century. The garden of the Neuveste in Mu-
nich was built in 1527-28, and when newly acquired by
Wilhelm 1V, was described as a walled rose garden with a
summer-house, espaliers, labyrinths, water basins, colon-
nades and a bronze fountain with ornamental figurines.2!
Apart from modest stone seats in the background, nothing
of this can be found in Altdorfer's garden; there are no flower
beds, no paths, no bowers. The exuberantly growing
meadow, stony and full ofwild plants, adjoins dense wood
and was considered by the contemporary public as symbolic
of unbridled nature. Rank plant life spreads everywhere -
near the big beech and along the wall of the palace - and
weeds shoot up between the stones of the water basin. Even
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Figure 7. Albrecht Altdorfer, sketch for Susanna and the Elders, ca. 1526. Pen and brown ink, 33.2 x 27.4 cm.

Kunstmuseum Dusseldorf im Ehrenhof,Sammlung der Kunstakademie, Inv. No. KA (FP) 5469 (Photo: Landschaftsverband

Rheinland, Landesbildstelle, Cologne).

the water, fountain of life, bubbles unrestrained
from the spout into a very simple basin.

In Altdorfers mind forests, mountains and
water represented powerful, occasionally threat-
ening powers at the mercy of which humanity
finds itself.22 This idea is depicted in his small
painting Saint George and the Dragon from
1510: a tiny knight, not in the least a shining
hero, seems to fight the impénétrable primeval
forest rather than the paltry dragon. In the
Susanna picture the wild area is also connected
with danger. The two vile elders are planning
their crime under cover of the oversized beech
which marks the transition to the thicket and,
symbolically, chaos, evil.

The architectural area is depicted in quite
a different way. Everything is artificially shaped
and decorated by human hands. The détermi-
nant feature is the right angle; prédominant
materials are stone, glass and métal. The vari-
ety of people not only signifies the public but
is équivalent in its diversity to humanity in gen-
eral. Just as the variety of plants and the huge
tree in the garden represent nature, so the peo-
ple and the architecture embody culture. Archi-
tecture in many contemporary theoretical
treatises was considered the most noble of the
arts, thus symbolizing the zénith ofhuman créa-
tive power — and in the very year he painted
this picture Albrecht Altdorfer was appointed
as municipal architect of his native city, Regensburg!

Human actions are also linked with nature and cul-
ture. The infamous act of the two elders is founded in the
unbridled “natural” sexual urge and is restrained only by
legal proceedings based on cultural rules. The savage car-
nal instinct is contrasted with a System of order. The sphere
of culture is rated as superior to the sphere of nature: it is,
literally, more elevated, and both the course of action and
the compositional structure find their culmination in it. The
allegorical female figure in the foreground thus fulfils an-
other function: she is climbing the steps into the cultural
sphere.

The Interests of the Patron

In summary, there is an emphasis on the noble element
which, combined with culture and worldly justice, is visu-
alized in the architecture and dominates city and nature.
Obviously the patron, Duke Wilhelm IV of Bavaria, at-
tached great importance to establishing “the court” as a ju-
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risdictional institution and, in doing so, showed himself to
be a just sovereign. As duke, he was indeed the supréme
judicial authority in Bavaria. In addition, however, he aimed
to expand his power and especially to reduce the rights of
the clergy and the Free Impérial City of Regensburg. Dur-
ing his reign significant changes in Bavarian jurisdiction
had been made. In 1520 the “Rules of Court for Upper
and Lower Bavaria” were published, regulating legal pro-
ceedings and striving for the first time for judicial unity in
Bavaria.23 Since the early sixteenth century the ducal court
ofjustice, the principal place of justice and arbitration, had
been growing stronger.24 In the course of reforming church
politics, Wilhelm 1V even gained, in 1521, a papal privi-
lege allowing the search of cloisters, thus circumventing
épiscopal jurisdiction.25

The palace architecture in the painting can be equated
with Wilhelm's claim to control jurisdiction in his country,
which is represented symbolically in the Virgin Mary, pa-
tron saint of Bavaria. Although Mary had been explicitly
named “Patrona Boiariae”26 as late as 1616, she was never-
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Figure 8. Altdorfer, Susanna and the Elders, detail: the rear gate and the town.

theless regarded as the most important Bavarian saint and
considered by Wilhelm 1V as a symbol of the Counter-Ref-
ormation. Lutherans rejected the worship of Mary as inter-
cessor and celestial queen. In 1522 Luther condemned the
Marian prayers “Salve regina” and “Regina coeli” provok-
ing Catholics to defend Mary fiercely. The first execution
ofa Lutheran in Bavaria in 1523 had been justified as com-
bating a “desecrator of Mary,”27 and in his first Bavarian
religious decree of 5 March 1522, Wilhelm condemned
Lutheran doctrine because ofits “contempt of the Madonna,
our utmost kind intercessor.”28 To provide a clear reference
to the court of the Bavarian duke, it was most important
that Susanna should have the attributes of the Virgin Mary.
Susanna might have abstractly symbolized the search for
justice at the ducal court, but she could not alone have sym-
bolized the search for justice of the Bavarian people at the
court of Wilhelm IV.

Femininity Versus Masculinity

Questions arising from gender studies suggest a deeper in-
terprétation. The garden area is frequented exclusively by
women. The two old men are illégal invaders and form a
disturbance in this enclosed, peaceful world. It is not mere
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accident that the région of nature in the picture is connected
with women. On the contrary, this reflects the médiéval
view of the female gender which by nature is carnal and
sexually licentious.29 But women can and shall triumph over
their innate weakness, ifthey follow the examples of Susanna
and Mary — being chaste, virtuous and passive. As a perfect
character is mirrored in a perfect body, ail the women in
the painting are young and beautiful. They are occupying
themselves with flowers, culture, beauty and with a pet. Ail
their gestures are calm, almost passive. The gesture of
Susanna’s hands folded over her stomach is a typical con-
temporary sign for female sexual restreint.30 So within the
picture an idéal is exhibited, proclaiming the socially désir-
able virtues of beauty, faithfulness and séclusion as the
“proper destiny ofwoman.”

Reflection on male and female roles was a most im-
portant subject in art and literature around 1500. Encour-
aged by humanistic ideas, the relation of the individual with
regard to heavenly destiny was defined anew; so, too, were
gender relations. For the first time the possibility of the
fundamental equality of man and woman was discussed, in
particular concerning their capabilities of development. In
a literary dispute lasting more than two hundred years, and
later called the Querelle desfemmes, mysogyny and eulogy
in praise ofwomen were published in ail conceivable varia-
tions.

Reformation concepts also changed gender relations.
For centuries virginity had been considered, theologically,
as the most désirable form of life for women. As successors
to the sinful Eve, ail women except the Virgin Mary were
considered as eternal seductresses. The female sex as a whole
was devalued and disregarded. Hence virgins choosing Mary
as model and making vows of chastity - that is, nuns - were
more likely to find the grace of God. The reformers now
elevated matrimony and parentage to the idéal social or-
der.3l For women the revaluation of marriage resulted in
considérable restrictions: they were driven more and more
from the public labour market into the domestic sphere;
they became totally dépendent on their husbands, and mar-
riage developed into their sole vocation. The alternative
form of life, in a convent, sank in social estimation and
finally culminated in a disregard for unmarried old maids.
This redistribution of labour provided women for mother-
hood and intra-familial work under the guidance of men.

The universal enforcement of these concepts required
intense persuasion. Innumerable marriage treatises, prints32
and pictures tackled the problems of power within matri-
mony and the subordination of woman to man. In picto-
rial art this was done mostly by depiction of antagonistic
couples. Ill-matched Couples and satirical motifs such as the
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Power ofWomen topos were instrumental in propagating the
new gender order.33 Pictures of this sort often reflect a du-
alistic principle of reasoning which classifies the world into
the dualities of good and evil, man and woman, reason and
sensuality.

The subject of gender was also of immédiate interest
to the Catholic court of Duke Wilhelm IV. For instance,
between 1528 and ca. 1540, he and his wife, Jacobaa von
Baden (1507-1580), commissioned from several well-
known artists a famous cycle of sixteen history paintings,
ofwhich fourteen panels still survive in the Alte Pinakothek,
Munich, and in the National Muséum of Stockholm.34
Eight of them represented successful battles of heroes of
Antiquity, among them Altdorfer's Battle ofAlexander. They
were contrasted with eight stories of Antique and Chris-
tian heroines, illustrating just or unjust sovereign actions
brought about by women or to which women have fallen
victim. What had initially been shown concentrated in a
single picture - Susanna — was transferred three years later
to the cycle and split up among different paintings. In the
Susanna picture women’s and mens worlds appear on one
panel; in the history cycle they are segregated.

The respective gendered spheres are consistently de-
picted: ail panels depicting male heroes (fig. 10) are in ver-
tical format; vast detail is shown; a bird's-eye view permits
a panorama; and vast assemblies are always featured, in
which individuals, including the male hero, are hardly dis-
tinguishable. This is already évident in the architectural
sphere of the Susanna picture. On the other hand, the pan-
els dedicated to women (fig. 11), as in Susanna’s garden
area, présent much more intimate detail, appear doser to
the spectator, and always exist in a horizontal format.35 Al-
though crowds of people are also depicted, lending the
scenes some dynamism, the heroines themselves always dé-
port themselves calmly: Helena is shown kneeling and pray-
ing, Lucretia standing and lying dead on the floor, Esther
kneeling and pleading, and so forth. In each of the female
panels the more old-fashioned device of simultaneity is cho-
sen, whereas the male heroes are shown in single, momen-
tary actions, thus suggesting activity. The backgrounds of
the female scenes are limited by architectural side-scenes;
the male battle scenes, on the contrary, allow a view into
infinité distance, symbolizing the expanded scope of men.

A Woman's Fate during the Counter-Reformation

In addition to these general ways of depicting gender char-
acteristics, these works, and the Susanna picture in particu-
lar, also represent a more spécifie commentary on women's
virtues from a Catholic standpoint. An incident in the reign
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Figure 9. Altdorfer, Susanna and the Elders, detail: Susanna and her maids.

of Wilhelm 1V, considered one of the first and most deter-
mined Counter-Reformers, explains his attitude toward
women in public life. Although he wanted drastic religious
reforms, he believed that they could only be realized within
the Catholic Church and in the strengthening of secular
authority.36 In 1522 he published the first decree against
the dissémination of Lutheran doctrine. Only a year later
the “Seehofer” affair caused tempers to run high: Arsacius
Seehofer, a student from Munich, having become a Lu-
theran magister at the university of Wittenberg, returned
to the Bavarian university of Ingolstadt to teach.37 In 1523
he was arrested on the charge of “Lutheran deceit.” Usu-
ally, this meant surrender to the ecclesiastical court of jus-
tice, a trial for heresy, and the death sentence. In this case
the Duke’s counsellors saw a chance of curtailing clérical
jurisdiction in favour of ducal jurisdiction and offered a
compromise: Seehofer should abjure in public and then
retire to a cloister, which he did after earnest persuasion.38

Soon afterwards two printed éditions of Seehofer's sev-
enteen theses and his révocation were circulated and dis-
cussed. Subsequently, a Bavarian noblewoman intervened.
Argula von Grumbach (ca. 1492-1554), a former lady-in-
waiting at the Munich court and now married to Baron
Friedrich von Grumbach, addressed letters to the univer-
sity of Ingolstadt, to Wilhelm IV, and to several other im-
portant sovereigns. She reproached them that Seehofer had
been forced to revoke against his conscience and that his
theses had, in fact, not been refuted. She offered to plead
at the university for Luther's and Melanchthon’s théories
in a public dispute, if the university would grant her per-
mission to dispute in German, since she had not mastered
the university language, Latin.39 The university asked the
duke “to tame the harridan;” and the duke tried to influ-
ence her husband. Meanwhile, her letters, as well, appeared
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Figure 10. Melchior Feselen, Julius Caesars Siégé ofthe Town of Alesia, 1533. Oil on panel, 162 x 121.2 cm. Munich, Alte Pinakothek,

Inv. No. 686 (Photo: Bayer. Staatsgemaldesammlungen, Munich).

in print and thus even reached Luther. Whereas Lutherans
praised her as the “new Judith,” Catholics insulted her, and
in a libellous poem she was given to understand that she
should better deal with the distaff, with knitting caps and
weaving braids.40 The militant baroness had offended
against social rules in several respects and therefore created
a sensation: as a woman she interfered in politics; she ven-
tured upon interpreting the Bible; she dared to criticize the
duke and the university scholars; and she took advantage
of her nobility, using her connections for the benefit of a
commoner.
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Like many women after her, she
mistook Luthers belief in self-
determination for the right of self-
determination in life independent
of gender, which Luther never in-
tended. Such behaviour was re-
garded by both Catholics and
Lutherans as inappropriate and ex-
traordinary. An anonymous préfacé
to her printed letters déclarés in
amazement: and formerly some-
thing like that [came] from the fe-
male sex quite seldom; and in our
times [was] unheard of.. ,”41 Finally,
not she but her husband was pun-
ished. Although he never declared
himself a Lutheran, he lost his of-
fice in 1524 and, embittered, sepa-
rated from his wife. Argula von
Grumbach lived alone with her four
children and had to leave the coun-
try after the death of her husband
in 1530.42 The university did actu-
ally arrange a public disputation and
invited représentatives of the reform-
ers; however, since the duke did not
guarantee safe conduct, nobody
dared to corne.

It should be made clear why the
duke, knowing Argula personally
and remembering this scandai only
too well, wanted the noble women
of the Susanna story to be models
of female virtue. The identification
of the chaste Susanna with the Vir-
gin Mary shows that the Duke of
Bavaria supported the idea of nun-
neries. The emphasis on virginity,
therefore, has to be read as a reac-
tion to the Lutheran concept of marriage. But in both reli-
gions there was agreement on the God-given dominance of
man over woman.

Such a complicated, theologically sophisticated repré-
sentation was certainly not invented by Albrecht Altdorfer.
As was usual, he would have made a sketch according to
Wilhelm's wishes, probably with a learned advisor standing
by. This could have been the court historian Aventinus
(1477-1534),43 who, it is assumed, was also active in the
conception of the history cycle.44 The way in which the
desired effects have been produced, however, is due to
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figure | 1.J6rg Breu the Elder, ffie Story of Lucretia, 1528. Oil on panel, 103.5 x 148.5 cm. Munich, Alte Pinakothek, Inv. No. 7969 (Photo: Bayer. Staatsgemaldesammlungen, Munich).

Altdorfer's perfect command of different modes.45 Although
the manner of painting and many details strike one as mé-
diéval, the composition itself and his pictorial notion tes-
tify to modem ideas: for example, he endeavours to achieve
spatiality in depth and uses linear perspective.

Entirely new is the subject: although a biblical story, it
is not an altarpiece; strictly speaking it is not even a reli-
gious picture intended for personal dévotion. Rather, reli-
gious symbolism was used to express daims of supremacy.
In this way the biblical parable of divine justice has been
transformed into a suggestion for a new scheme of earthly
judicial procedure. The Counter-Reformation message in
the Susanna should be understood as a largely statesmanlike
démonstration rather than his personal expression.

The use of popular Christian iconography for secular,
political purposes can be explained by the function of the
painting as a ducal cabinet-picture. It was intended for a
noble, learned audience who were forced by the small for-
mat to study it at their leisure in small groups, and thus to
décodé it and enjoy its subtle allusions. Nobody could es-
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cape the picture's Counter-Reformation appeal, and it
should obviously be understood as a warning to courtiers
sympathizing with the new religion who were increasingly
to be found at Wilhelm’s court.46

The patron, Wilhelm 1V, and his brother Ludwig X
were both devotees of the new humanistic ideas and were
well informed about Italy and Italian architecture, which
they quickly copied. The new ducal city résidence in
Landshut, for example, begun in 1536, was the first Ger-
man Renaissance palace in pure Italian style.47 It must be
supposed that Altdorfer learned correct linear perspective
at the court of Bavaria.48 In any case we can assume that
Wilhelm was up to date concerning art. The use in Susanna
and the Elders ofboth modem representational techniques
and a number of old-fashioned Gothic ones strongly sug-
gests that the former were used to convey progressive ideas
and the latter conservative values. In this way a very tradi-
tional picture of woman was designed as a counterpart to
the new Lutheran ideas, in order to présent an image of a
modem, just, Catholic sovereign with humanistic ideas.
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