
74. Adam and Eve 
Albrecht Durer, 1504 C.E., Engraving 
 

 
Video at Khan Academy 

 Northern Renaissance 
 9 3/4 x 7 9/16 in. 
 symbolic details that enrich the familiar biblical narrative  

 more concerned, however, with using the figures of Adam and Eve as vehicles for 
demonstrating the ideal classical proportions of the human form 

 only print where Durer signed his full name 

 wrote a theoretical treatise: Bucher von menschlicher Proportion (1528) at the 
very end of his life about human anatomy 

 Canon to the northern audience (Classical norms of beauty) 

 Inspired by famous Greek statues 
 Sketches started out to have them separate 

 Changing them to a religious theme: rendered the nude figures more acceptable 
to his German public 

 Symbolism: 
o Adam grasps a mountain ash, signifying the Tree of Life; this is contrasted 

with the Tree of Knowledge, represented by the fig tree at the center of the 
composition.  

o Similarly, the diabolical and seductive serpent depositing the forbidden 
fruit in Eve's hand is opposed by the parrot, which symbolizes both wisdom 
and discernment, and the virgin birth of Christ  

o The cat and mouse in the foreground--predator and innocent prey--
summarize the relationship between the two human protagonists.  

o Perched on a distant cliff at the upper right is an ibex, or goat, a traditional 
symbol for the unbelieving, and an apt metaphor for the first humans to 
break a divine commandment.  

o The elk, bull, rabbit, and cat embody the four humors, or temperaments: 
the melancholic, the phlegmatic, the sanguine, and the choleric. According 
to medieval doctrine formulated in the twelfth century, the perfect 
equilibrium of these humors in the human body was upset after the Fall, 
causing one or the other to predominate and make man both mortal and 
subject to vice. Baser animals like those gathered in Dürer's composition, 
on the other hand, were inherently mortal and vicious from the outset  

 described as "Dürer's banner as a printmaker." 

o Intense investigation/preparation of form and narrative 
o the entire design was completed before work on the plate was begun.  



 The sureness of the preliminary outline also suggests that the design 
was drawn directly onto the plate or traced from a drawing, rather 
than sketched freehand with the drypoint needle.  

 The relatively deeply engraved lines resulted in graphic richness and 
strength of line, and permitted a larger edition of high-quality 
impressions - See more at: 
http://www.oberlin.edu/amam/Durer_Fall.htm#sthash.zgNyNXTT.d
puf 
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