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If someone wishes to erect a victory monument after
vanquishing rebellious peasants, he might use paraphernalia
according to the following instructions: Place a quadrangular
stone block measuring ten feet in width and four feet in height
on a quadrangular stone slab which measures twenty feet in
length and one foot in height. On the four corners of the ledge
place tiedup cows, sheep, pigs, etc. But on the four corners of
the stone block place four baskets, filled with butter, eggs,
onions, and herbs, or whatever you like. In the centre of this
stone block place a second one, measuring seven feet in length
and one foot in height. On top of this second block place a
strong chest four feet high, measuring six and a half feet wide
at the bottom and four feet wide at the top. Then place a kettle
upside down on top of the chest. The kettle’s diameter should
be four and a half feet at the rim and three feet at its bottom.
Surmount the kettle with a cheese bowl which is half a foot
high and two and a half feet in diameter at the bottom. Cover
this bowl with a thick plate that protrudes beyond its rim. On
the plate, place a keg of butter which is three feet high and two
and a half feet in diameter at the bottom. Cover this bowl with
a thick plate that protrudes beyond its rim. On the plate, place
a keg of butter which is three feet high and has a diameter of a
foot and a half at the bottom, and of only a foot at the top. Its
spout should protrude beyond this. On the top of the butter
keg, place a wellformed milk jug, two and a half feet high, and
with a diameter which is one foot at its bulge, half a foot at its
top, and is wider at its bottom. Into this jug put four rods
branching into forks on top and extending five and a half feet
in height, so that the rods will protrude by half a foot, and
then hang peasants’ tool on it – like hoes, pitchforks, flails,
etc. The rods are to be surmounted by a chicken basket,
topped by a lard tub upon which sits an afflicted peasant with
a sword stuck into his back
Albrecht Dürer, Unterweisung der Messung (Treatise on
Measurement), 1525[1]
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Dürer’s design solution for a monument commemorating a victory of the
1525 German peasant’s war might look to us like an early anticipation of
what Emil Kaufmann defined “architecture parlante at its lowest” in
reference to some designs by JeanJacques Lequeu.[2] Dürer’s
monument does indeed speak, but understanding what it might be
saying is problematic. The forms employed in this design pedantically
point to their referent, but what is their meaning? Dürer’s monument has
always presented itself as an interpretative enigma. Some have seen it as
an act of mockery, as an attempt to discredit the misery of peasant life.
Others interpret its forms as a passionate endorsement of the peasants’
cause.[3]
We are not interested in making another, even more precise
interpretation of this design, in order to discover what Dürer might have
really wanted to say; of course, we could always refine our iconographic
references and interpretative tools, but this effort might only accentuate
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the contradictions and inconsistencies contained in the monument.
These inconsistencies and contradictions, however, are nevertheless
productive. The tension that the design displays is capable of making the
monument function beyond its representative character, to make
something new emerge. What we should ask ourselves is not “What does
this monument mean?”, but “What is this monument capable of doing?”
Dürer’s design establishes a totally new type of monument: one that no
longer has meaning, but becomes a machine for producing meaning – a
monument that is no longer to be interpreted, but works as an apparatus,
a machine capable of producing organization. As we will see, this
transformation parallels broader social transformations marked by
violence and turmoil that would undermine an order established for
centuries, particularly religious schisms, the end of old alliances and the
emergence of new social classes – the bourgeoisie and the proletariat –
and a new type of relationship connecting them – capital.
I.
The period we are used to calling Renaissance was marked in Germany
by a profound social division and political instability, whereby the
insurgence of the oppressed starts to take the shape of a class struggle.[4]
Peasants, miners and urban salaried workers were the ones affected most
by the institutions of the late feudal system. This had not always been the
case. In the 14th and 15th centuries, the lower classes had enjoyed a
relative degree of autonomy. In particular, while being enslaved to their
lords and to the clergy by a collection of taxes, corvées and other
obligations, peasants had enjoyed the possibility of accessing communal
lands and directly controlling their means of (re)production. This gave
peasants the possibility to refuse labour and strengthened their
propensity to struggle against their lords. Interestingly, the demographic
collapse caused by pestilence and the crisis of the 1300s turned out to be
favourable to workers, for it produced both an abundance of resources
and a scarcity of labour. But at the end of the 15th century the process
known as the “primitive accumulation” of capital – the separation of
peasants from the land through the privatization of communal lands –
had the effect of inverting the abovementioned equation: it made
resources scarce and labour abundant.[5]
From the end of the 14th century, the core of the Empire was in turmoil.
The claims of the oppressed find a proper organizational tool with which
to express themselves in chiliastic mysticism. In 1471, 34,000 armed
peasants responding to Hans the Piper’s call to revolt were bloodily
repressed. The Virgin of Niklashausen appeared to Hans announcing:
There should be neither king nor princes, neither pope nor
other ecclesiastic or lay authority. Every one should be a
brother to each other, and win his bread by the toil of his
hands, possessing no more than his neighbour. All taxes,
ground rents, serf duties, tolls and other payments and
deliveries should be abolished forever. Forests, waters and
meadows should be free everywhere.[6]
In a similar spirit, peasants and workers in Alsace organized themselves
in the capillary organization of the Bundschuh movement (the “Union
Boot”) between 1493 and 1513. In 1514, the “Poor Conrad” rebellion
gathered Swabian peasants in revolt against taxes on wine, meat and
bread. That same year, Hungarian peasants conscripted for the Crusade
against the Turks under general Dozsa, rose up against the lords instead.
In this context, the publication of Martin Luther’s ninetyfive theses
inflamed an already unstable situation. Luther became the figure who
was able to temporarily reconcile the conflicting interests of the various
German classes. For the nobles, the Reformation offered the possibility
of establishing a national “democracy of the nobility” under the emperor
to combat the increasing power of the princes. The revolt of the nobility
was easily repressed by the latter, however, and in turn, the princes took
advantage of the Reformation in their own way, for it threw the ancient
order based on the supremacy of the pope and the emperor into crisis,
thereby strengthening their own sovereignty. The urban burghers
connected to commerce and manufacture hoped the Reformation would
put an end to the diseconomies caused by the maintenance of the
privileges of the clergy and urban patriciate, which enforced a morality
based on abnegation and work. Last but not least, salaried workers and
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peasants saw early Luther’s declarations as the initiation of a new
struggle which had the potential to be on a much grander scale than
those of the past.
Organized around the predication of Thomas Müntzer, peasants, workers
and miners took control of a vast area stretching from the Black Forest to
Thuringia, occupying castles and monasteries. In March 1525, the
movement approved the Twelve Articles. In this document, the rebels
demanded the right for every community to elect their own preachers,
free access to forests and rivers, the ban of the appropriation of
communal meadows and a form of control over the imposition of taxes.
But Müntzer confessed the real programme of his “party” under torture:
“‘All things are to be held in common’ (Omnia sunt communia!) and
distribution should be to each according to his need, as occasion arises.
Any prince, count, or gentleman who refused to do this should first be
given a warning, but then one should cut off his head or hang him.”[7]
Luther, who in the meantime had become the champion of the princes’
interests, harshly condemned Müntzer’s predication and called for the
physical elimination of peasants.[8] The deceitful diplomatic tricks
played by the princes had the effect of dividing the rebels, who
consequently participated in the decisive battle of Frankenhausen
unprepared and demoralized. The rebels’ faith in an impending miracle
that would have led them to victory could not help them against the
military superiority of the princes’ Landsknechte, who easily defeated
them in a bloody massacre.
II.
Echoes of these events can be found in Dürer’s Unterweisung der
Messung (Treatise on Measurement), published a few months after the
Battle of Frankenhausen. This book was intended to be a practical
manual addressed not only to architects and painters, but also to all
craftsmen who would benefit from a conscious control of the principles
of geometry, such as carpenters, stonemasons, painters, goldsmiths, etc.
The treatise solves the practical problems that might have affected these
professionals, who constituted the core of the growing urban minor
bourgeoisie. Geometry represents the foundation of all the visual arts,
and in his book, Dürer ridicules those artists who, despite having
developed a “skilful hand through continual practice”, nonetheless
produce works that “are made intuitively and solely according to their
tastes”.[9] Learning the use of ruler and compass allowed the artist to
“recognize truth as it meets their eyes, not only in the realm of art, but
also in their proper general understanding, notwithstanding the fact that
at the present time the art of painting is viewed with disdain in certain
quarters, and is said to serve idolatry”.[10] Here Dürer is referring to the
iconoclasm of some of the reformers, including Müntzer.
In the context of a practical manual regarding the use of “compass and
ruler”, it might appear strange that Dürer included some designs for
commemorative monuments. He seems to have perceived some
problems in the art of commemoration that cried out to be solved by
means of geometry and measurement. In particular, the commemoration
of military victories presented difficulties. A monument to commemorate
a victory was a consolidated genre whose nature and purpose Dürer
borrowed directly from the ancients. A monument must “inform
posterity about what the enemy was like”. It was not unusual that a
monument contain looted materials: “If the enemy was a mighty one,
some of the booty might be used for the construction of the column.”[11]
Typically, the enemy was to be portrayed with nobility and honour,
because a victor not only defeats his enemy on the battlefield, but also
acquires his lands and titles. However, war in the time of Dürer was
different than it had been in antiquity, or even in the recent mediaeval
past. Two main transformations were taking place on the battlefield, both
of which generated a common problem of representation for artists that
called for a rational solution.
The first problem was a technological one: firearms had changed the way
armies clashed on the battlefield. War became far more destructive than
it had been previously. Fighting became more and more something that
could be done from a certain distance. Practically speaking, killing the
enemy was no longer an act of chivalry performed by a noble, courageous
gentleman; instead, it had become a technical act performed by
professionals. Dürer first responds to these changes by envisioning a
generic “Monument to Commemorate a Victory”, for which the
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commemorative column is basically made of a cannon turned upwards.
Here the technological element becomes the predominant compositional
element in the design, thereby producing an unexpected departure from
the classical tradition of the genre.
The second problem Dürer had to address was related to the technical
and political composition of the enemy. What happens if the opponent’s
army does not come from a foreign country, but is instead is composed of
local peasants? What if you discover that your enemy is not from outside
your social world, but actually forms part of your own society? Dürer
presents a “solution” to this problem in his design for a monument
commemorating the 1525 victory over the rebellious peasants.[12] The
monument comprises a collection of readymade objects taken from the
everyday life of peasants: farm animals, various agricultural products
and peasants’ work instruments. At the apex of the composition, an
“afflicted peasant” sits atop a chicken cage, impaled by an enormous
sword in his back.
Even more than in the cannon monument, here the ancient genre is
hardly compromised in its translation into the modern context. How
should we interpret the meaning of this monument? On the one hand,
including animals, food and peasant paraphernalia is perhaps a way to
discredit peasant life, suggesting that their struggle is illegitimate: the
peasants are not recognized as honourable or worthy enemies. But on the
other hand, and for the same reason, there is no nobility in killing
peasants, notwithstanding Luther’s effort to present this act as a pious
one.[13] The peasant is stabbed from behind, and as we know, the
princes at the Battle of Frankenhausen won because they did not respect
the ceasefire that had been agreed upon. The picture becomes even
more complicated when one considers that in his book Dürer puts the
design for the peasant’s monument right after the design of a
“monument to a dead drunkard”, which combines a beer barrel, a board
game and a basket with bread, butter and cheese “for the sake of
amusement”.[14]
In his biography of the German artist, Erwin Panofksy claims that Dürer
was a committed Lutheran, and that his loyalty to Luther’s cause never
faltered.[15] Nevertheless, in 1525 Dürer was deeply shocked by the
violence to which both the peasants and the princes were subjecting the
country. We know that three of Dürer’s most valuable students were
jailed as followers of Müntzer, and Dürer himself was profoundly
impressed by the preacher’s prophecy of the imminence of the
Apocalypse. A small watercolour by his hand depicting an apocalyptic
flood – something that Dürer actually dreamt the night of 7 June 1525 –
displays enormous columns of water raining from the sky to submerge
the world.[16]
Dürer had already depicted the End of Days in a 1498 series titled
Apocalypsis cum figuris. These images have been interpreted by some as
Dürer’s commentary on contemporary politics. For instance, in The Four
Horsemen of the Apocalypse, the people that Dürer despicts murdered
by Death, Famine, War and Plague are peasants.[17] In some of the other
woodcuts in the series, the Apocalypse is announced by the manyheaded
hydra, a monster that was symbolically associated with the dangerous
multitudes, the mobile vulgus. Conversely, the 1504 engraving The Fall
of Man can be interpreted as an allegory for the chasing of peasants off of
the communal lands and pastures.[18]
The peasant figure at the top of Dürer’s monument can be compared to
the frontispiece of Dürer’s Small Passion woodcut series (1508–10),
which depicts Christ as the “Man of Sorrows”: a prototypical image of
treason, for the peasants were betrayed by Luther when he made his
infamous decision to side with the princes. At the same time, the
peasants themselves can be seen as traitors, and the monument would
thus celebrate their just punishment. The afflicted peasant’s posture also
recalls that of the angel in Dürer’s 1514 allegorical woodcut Melancholia
I. Panofsky notes that Dürer gives a positive connotation to melancholia,
associating it with a state of inaction that is nevertheless linked to an
excess of mental activity. Melancholia I depicts the allegory of the dark
powers of the intellect in competition with God.[19] In a surge of
interpretative paranoia, we could link this figure to Joachim of Fiore’s
heretical prophecy, which Müntzer revived: as the time of the
paternalistic rule of the Father has come, the grace of Love, or the Son,
will be superseded; we are witnessing the becomingGod of men; the new
man will no longer need the truths as revealed in the Scriptures; in the
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City of God, which is about to be realized on earth, the truth of the Holy
Spirit – plenitudo intellectus – will be finally accessed by men without
mediation.[20]
While all of these early prints by Dürer belong to the safe realm of
allegorical imagery, the design for the monument and the apocalypse
watercolour are nevertheless strikingly realistic. These images mean
nothing beyond themselves. The triviality of the elements used in the
monument might suggest another genre to which Dürer might have
made reference. Dürer might have employed the instruments of popular
culture to dispel anxiety regarding the imminent Apocalypse, thus
making the monument a grotesque representation, a popular desecrating
ritual. As Mikhail Bakhtin has shown in his book on Rabelais, these types
of collective, popular rituals began to appear in elevated literature during
the Renaissance.[21] The carnivalesque thus emerged as a literary genre.
References to grotesque imagery are not unusual in the figurative art of
the period, as paintings by Pieter Bruegel the Elder show. Dürer himself
frequently employed the techniques and imagery of the monstrous and
grotesque. The monument to the drunkard, for example, can be ascribed
to the popular subgenre known as the “liturgy of the drunkard”.[22] But
in the monument contained in his treatise on measurement, the
collective, liberating laugh of the people is transformed into a cynical
sneer.
In carnivalesque representations, the body is always represented as
enormous, with no clear individuality or boundaries, and as impossible
to measure. The comic effect of Rabelais’s prose derives precisely from
the contrast between the immeasurability of the events he describes and
the accurate measurements he provides for them (e.g., “Gargantua
drowned ‘two hundred sixty thousand four hundred and eighteen’
Parisians in his urine.”[23]) Dürer, too, provides accurate, “quite
unnecessarily precise” measurements for each of the elements
composing his monument, although his numbers lack the grotesquely
excessive character of Rabelais’s. Dürer provides a careful separation and
measurement of each part of the monument. To measure is to divide:
measurement becomes, therefore, a technological tool in the service of
the accumulation of capital, partitioning and enclosing the earth, giving
defined boundaries to individuals and separating their bodies from the
earth and other bodies.
III.
So was Dürer sympathetic or hostile to the rebellious peasants? Many
other references and interpretations could be found to support either
position. Stephen Greenblatt has concluded that Dürer was probably firm
in his condemnation of the peasants’ violence, but in that historical
situation, representations did not always work as they were intended to.
For Greenblatt, it is not a question of “the theoretical condition of all
signs, but the contingent condition of certain signs at particular historical
moments, moments in which the ruling elite, deeply threatened, conjure
up images of repression so harsh that they can double as images of
protest”.[24]
Surely, Dürer was not aware of the explosive cocktail he had mixed.
Nevertheless, the paradoxes of Dürer’s design are helpful in shedding
light on the transformations of art, and the role of monuments in a world
that had lost its unity. God initially gave the princes the sword to bring
about and enforce His will upon the Earth. But the peasants led by
Müntzer claimed that “if the princes would not exterminate the ungodly,
. . . God would take their sword from them because the right to wield the
sword belongs to the community”.[25] As Ernst Bloch has put it, Müntzer
claimed the people’s “right to violence” against Luther’s appeal for
obedience through a selfinterested interpretation of Paul’s Letter to the
Romans.[26] The one had become two: suddenly, the world had become
a dangerous place.
As Friedrich Engels has shown, the revolution failed not because
Müntzer’s millenarianism was outdated, but precisely because it was too
far ahead of its time. At that time, prefiguring communism could only
have the effect of bringing bourgeois society into being.[27]Beyond any
linear conception of history, we can nevertheless register the fact that
even in its early stages, the bourgeoisie already showed a propensity for
absorbing the strength of proletarian struggles and turning their violence
in favour of its own cause. As Engels notes, every revolutionary
movements is double, with a proletarian face and a bourgeois one. But it
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is the proletarian side that is independent, that is able to advance the
struggle and shape the future:
This peasantplebeian heresy, in the fullness of feudalism,
e.g., among the Albigenses, hardly distinguishable from the
middleclass opposition, grew in the course of the fourteenth
and fifteenth centuries to be a strongly defined party opinion
appearing independently alongside the heresy of the middle
class. This is the case with John Ball, preacher of the Wat
Tyler insurrection in England alongside the Wycliffe
movement. This is also the case with the Taborites alongside
the Calixtines in Bohemia.[28]
The raw material of Dürer’s monument is precisely this duality. Dürer
manipulates distant forces in a unitary design and accepts the
contradictions of his time without trying to solve them, laying them bare,
making them productive. It is already a bourgeois work of art, having the
capacity, as Manfredo Tafuri has put it, “to ward off anguish by
understanding and absorbing its causes”.[29] The role of the monument
is thus completely redefined. While the monument retains its
commemorative, cautionary form, its consumption or reception is not
univocal, but a consequence of the social class of the beholder. The
monument is therefore capable of producing and organizing diverse
subjects into a composition that is simultaneously unitary and unstable.
In this sense, Dürer’s monument can be seen as an inauguratory work of
modern art. In the words of Gilles Deleuze, “The modern work of art is
anything it may seem; it is even its very property of being whatever we
like, of having the overdetermination of whatever we like, from the
moment it works: the modern work of art is a machine and functions as
such.”[30]
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