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For Lilian and Freddie




Some years ago, I visited a friend and his monkeys in a converted church on the outskirts of a city in New England. It was February; there was snow on the ground. The address he gave me lay outside the centre, somewhere beyond the historic trail and gracious brick houses. I had to take the subway there, and I came out the way you do, not knowing which way to go.

The street was wind-blown, lined with a few stores and nondescript dwellings that may or may not have housed people. My friend met me at reception and took me up to his office. There was nothing remarkable about it, except that he shared it with primates other than those of our own species.

It was odd to be in a building that smelled so strongly of animals, as if an accountancy firm had installed a stable next to the water cooler. My friend and I chatted—probably about whales, since they had brought us together, out there in the bay. Then he asked if I’d like to meet his colleagues. I thought he was referring to his fellow workers. In fact, he meant the monkeys.

The room in which they were trained was a mock-up home. It contained wheelchairs, the kind their clients might use. There were other items of household furniture. The space was clean and clerical. One of the trainers, a young woman with shiny tied-back hair, produced Felix from a floor-to-ceiling cage. He came to her confidently, but looked at me warily, the way animals do.

He was a reduced version of me, a human shrunk in the wash, with thin limbs, big eyes and a furry cowl round his head. A capuchin monkey, a little monk. He disrupted everything because I couldn’t predict how he would move or what he thought. He was like me, but entirely different. He was eighteen years old, had diabetes, and a prolapsed stomach; he didn’t sound as happy as his name. He wore a nappy like an old man. He was himself disabled, and unable to go to a client.

My friend said the monkeys could answer doors, switch on lights, turn the pages of books. They could even put videotapes in recorders; such technology was still in use then, though this was only a few years ago. Felix climbed onto his trainer’s shoulders and perched there like a parrot, his long tail dangling down her back. He took the peanut butter and walnuts I offered him from a blue plastic bowl. He ate without any acknowledgement of me. He affected to be looking at something in the distance. Gorillas consider it rude to stare. I felt I was being interviewed for some post I hadn’t applied for. He snatched the bowl from my hand. His trainer said the monkeys could recognise a hundred different words, but Felix remained silent. He returned to his cell, and I left the church.
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The next day, feeling lost in the city and eager to escape my overheated hotel room, I went to visit a grand building designed to look like a fifteenth-century villa. It might have floated across from Venice, towed by baroque dolphins with twirly tails. Its benefactor had it built to display her art collection, salvaged from the crumbling palaces of Europe. I walked swiftly through the gloomy galleries. It was oppressive, all this brown art, and I felt oppressed.

Leaving the villa, I crossed the road to the modern museum. There were the usual facilities: white rooms, clean toilets, and a drinking fountain. No one would ask what I was doing here. It was OK just to look at things; the labels said so. I stood in another gallery lined with pictures. They had been engraved five hundred years ago, by Albrecht Dürer.
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As I moved round the room, the engravings seemed intensely familiar and utterly strange, as though I’d lived with them a long, long time ago. Their stark spaces drew me into a world full of animals. Monkeys and parrots scampered and flew about; a saint sat with his pet lion at his feet, on the floor, having taken a thorn from his paw, and a dog dozed cosily. I heard the rise and fall of their breath. I almost felt it on my face.
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In another scene, from Eden, other animals slipped out of the forest, the humans as naked and content as them, until then. The scene receded, three-dimensionally, in layers. In the distance, a goat teetered on a cliff. Maybe this is where the world began. This new world, with these creatures in it.

Then, in a third picture, I saw an angel. A real one, head on hand. Another sleepy dog dozed at the hem of their robe, a comet burst over the distant sea. The whole thing seemed to be a dream, seen through a watery screen.
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I couldn’t work out why I felt so moved by them: these images, so far away from me in time, yet here in front of my face. They came from a different space. Why were they made at all? For love or money? To ease someone’s soul?

Outside the museum, next to the roaring road, stood a life-sized sculpture of a rhinoceros. It might have been an abandoned car on a roundabout. It ought to have been the delight of children climbing over it, riding its back or crawling inside. Instead, tethered to this lonely corner, the rhino snorted and stamped, and having decided discretion was the better part of valour, set to cropping the scrappy grass as the traffic raced by.

It was cold and it snowed and I felt like an actor. I’d been away too long and I wanted to go home.

A few days later, after I got back, a package arrived by airmail. Inside was a little canvas, with the imprint of a tiny blue hand.
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Mercy

All of Europe drains away through this harbour, all that mass surging in and out, day after day. The ferries bounce on the tide, bumping up to rubbery quays like little whales. There it is.

The sea.

Like any sea, this could be anywhere. All ports are always the same. Open to the world and closed off to the land, they are the most vulnerable, most defended places, because this is where all the laws run out. Customs give way, order gives up, history is left behind. They have the same dredged channels, the same ships in search of someone to relieve them of their load; the same liners and their dead-white superstructures, gliding like ghosts in the dark as an innocent swimmer swims past, as other, ramshackle boats set out.

At the end of this quay in Rotterdam is a defiant old building, with a pair of towers and a verdigris dome. It’s now a smart hotel, but it was once the headquarters of a company that shipped a million people over the ocean. They didn’t do it for free. It was a bureaucratic business, an efficient exchange. If they could get here, then let them come. For a fee.

The posters promised bright new opportunities, pasted on street corners far inland; the company’s entwined, flying flags of two countries, the Netherlands and America, said so. They formed an orderly queue, a continent long: all the men wore the same caps and overcoats, and all the women carried the same bags and the same children. And the same scenes were replayed around the world; the same red-brick buildings, the same official forms, the same standing orders.

Then it all came to a halt, as if someone had objected to the trade.

One night, the centre of this city was destroyed. In an attack lasting fifteen minutes, fifteen hundred bombs fell, a thousand people died, and eighty thousand were made homeless. Two thousand shops, seven hundred warehouses, twenty-four churches and sixty-two schools were reduced to rubble. A port busy exporting people had itself become homeless. In a place already two metres below sea level, all those hopes seemed to be sunk.

Six months later, the same planes, the same pilots peering down from their cockpits, visited the same fate on my home town across the sea.

On 25 November 1940, the government in Berlin issued a press release, published in America next to newspaper articles saying Santa Claus Is On His Way. The communiqué claimed squadrons of 250 planes had dropped 300 tons of high explosive and 12,000 incendiary bombs on Southampton. The trans-Atlantic port, it reported, was left a smoking ruin.

They were trying to destroy the sea.

People crawled into the ground like animals. Those unable to make it to the shelters—some of them medieval crypts—stood in doorways, watching their town fall around them. My mother came home from work to see smoke hanging over her street. She had no idea, till she reached the end, that it wasn’t her house which had been hit. I get nearer the past as I inherit those memories. I was born in that port, still pockmarked by bombsites. I grew up with the sound of foghorns and rumbling docks. As a boy, I felt the endness of a place where everything else began. People were always leaving here to find new identities, as if we who were left behind had none of our own. No port is a home. No one is free.

There’s always this sense of rebuilding and making, says Ellen, as we step off the ferry into Rotterdam. She and Edgar are working in a wharfside studio, making deep blue images out of the sea and the sky. Their building, which once housed imported fruit, has a great slit sliced into its floor through which their art works can be shipped out like cargo. Ellen tells me not to swim in the dock below, for fear of things submerged down there.

In the evening we leave the city, passing sprawling refineries as we drive out to Zeeland. The light is clear, unabsorbed. The houses are clamped to the land like limpets, steep-shouldered roofs shelter behind green dykes. Their windows lack curtains; it shows they have nothing to hide, says Ellen. You could see anybody or anything coming or going.

We drive on until the land runs out. I’m not sure human beings should still be here, any more than the cows grazing in the fields. Five hundred years ago Dürer came here, in search of a whale. It was the turning point of his life.



1519 had been a bad year for the artist. His patron, Maximilian, the Holy Roman Emperor, had died, leaving him without a steady income. All that surety, gone.

Dürer is in bad shape, said his friend, Willibald.

He was the most famous artist north of Italy, but Dürer was worried. He was no longer a young man; his body was beginning to fail him. If I lose my sight and dexterity my affairs will not be good, he said.

More than ever, he was ruled over by the melancholy of Saturn, whose influence had always dogged him. All his life he had lived in his imagination. Was it all downhill from now on? He had to take control of the situation. Hearing that Maximilian’s heir, his nineteen-year-old nephew, Charles, was to visit the English king, Henry VIII, Dürer planned to follow and petition for a new pension.

He weighed up his chances. It would have been risky and expensive; he might have been stranded with no one to speak for him. I imagine him landing in Southampton, at low tide, among the warehouses and the mud and the oystercatchers. (The new emperor did come here, on his second trip to England two years later, bringing seven hundred horses with him. Cardinal Wolsey was not best pleased.)

Then it was announced that Charles would be crowned in the Low Countries, so Dürer determined to go there instead. But he had a far more pressing reason to leave Nuremberg. The plague was raging in its narrow streets, and the heat of summer was about to make things worse. The council had declared an emergency administration, and townsfolk feared for their lives. Those who could afford it, like Dürer’s wealthy merchant friends, the Imhofs, were fleeing the city. And so, on 12 July 1520, the artist, his wife, Agnes, and their maid, Susanna, set off, travelling west, towards the coast.

We know how it all panned out—this journey through the heart of Europe, by horse and by boat, down rivers, to the sea—because Dürer wrote it all down. His diary of the year-long trip is the most complete record of his daily life we have, and it is the least interesting.

Dürer had always been a journeyman—a journey being a day’s work as well as a day’s travel—and his journal is filled with expenditure and income, the opposite of his wild imagining. Four centuries later, in 1913, when the Bloomsbury artist and critic Roger Fry edited Dürer’s journal, he was surprised to find that the artist’s attitude as a traveller was essentially contemporary, as if he had a Baedeker to hand. His daily accounting was a contrast to another journal that Fry cited. It was written only fifty years before Dürer’s, but it described another world.

In 1465, Baron Leo von Rozmital had set out from Prague via Nuremberg with a retinue of fifty-two horses and forty fellow countrymen; their long Bohemian hair attracted much attention. On his travels the baron met French women with shaved heads, and saw a mother and child fall in the Loire, only to reappear two miles downriver, having travelled underwater by miraculous aid. He described England as a garden enclosed by the sea, said the King of Portugal snorted civet dung to ward off the plague, and passed through an Iberian valley filled with winged dragons. He was Professor Challenger back from the Lost World, watching a pterodactyl fly down Regent Street.

This was nothing like the ordered Europe Dürer knew, a place of taxes and printing presses. Yet none of the baron’s stories would have surprised the artist’s audience, since Dürer himself had filled their heads with hydra-headed monsters, pig-eyed demons and worm-eaten riders rampaging over a blasted terrain. They were fictions, his creatures of the Apocalypse, chimeras put together from bits of the real world, which he really knew. And even as he drew them, the artist was vanquishing these beasts, sending them into extinction. Before Dürer, dragons existed; after him, they did not. We were left with only the dragons of our unconscious, as Carl Jung would say.

Fry, who’d been reading the works of Jung’s rival, Sigmund Freud, put Dürer on the couch. He decided that the artist had been ruined by domesticity. In his rational, psychoanalytical opinion, the German had become irretrievably bourgeois, constrained by marriage and money, which had broken the gaiety and elasticity of his nature. Where von Rozmital told tall tales, the great artist was reduced to boring details, forever reporting how he’d shown his passport from the prince-bishop of Bamberg and they let him go free at the border; adding up exactly how many florins he spent on a bottle of wine or what he paid for his shoes; or exchanging engravings for an Indian cocoa-nut, a Turkish whip, two parrots in a cage, a fur coat made of rabbitskin, a piece of red chalk, fir cones, a shawl, and a little ivory skull.

Fry was exasperated. What was his hero doing with so many childish curiosities, all those sugar canes and buffalo horns? And how came it, Fry said, that we hear so little of great Flemish works of art? The way he exchanged his beautiful works for parrots!—Goethe, the great dramatist, would agree—I find a poor fool of an artist like that really touching.

Neither of them realised that all this clutter and accounting was a disguise, a cover for his childlike wonder. He seemed to be concerned with grown-up bills, but Dürer was shoring up his imagination with the glorious thingness of things. He was a little boy sitting on the floor of the museum, drawing a dinosaur.

To Lazarus Ravensburger—a German trader with a raptorish name—Dürer gave a print of St Jerome in his cell, plus three large and expensive books. In return, he received a big fin, five nautilus shells, two dried fishes, a white coral, and a red coral; plus four bamboo arrows, and four silver and five copper medals. It was a good deal, so far as he was concerned. He sent great chests of this stuff back to Nuremberg, but he would only trust a friendly priest with his most treasured acquisitions: a large tortoise-shell, a buckler of fish-skin, a long pipe, a long shield, a shark fin and two little vases with citronate and capers. In an age of extraordinary trade, Dürer was trading in dreams.

I have received 8 fl. in all for 2 prints of Adam and Eve, he noted, 1 Sea-monster, 1 Jerome, 1 Knight, 1 Nemesis, 1 Eustace, 1 whole sheet, further 17 etched pieces, 8 quarter-sheets, 19 woodcuts, 7 of the bad woodcuts, 2 books, and 10 small woodcut Passions.

I bought a pair of socks for 1 stiver.



The artist spent that summer selling and giving away his work, seeking new diversions, new sensations. He was not without honours of his own. He was entertained in princely cities, from Cologne and Brussels to Antwerp, where the painters’ guild stood up on both sides of the table as he was led into dinner. He was their lord for the day; they tried to get him to stay.

Antwerp was the wealthiest trading port in northern Europe, and it was getting ready for the coronation. In a warehouse used to skins or wool, dozens of painters were preparing a triumphal display for the emperor: four hundred arches, forty feet wide, to be set along the street, with plays enacted in them and young women as living statues (albeit not naked, as some suggested).

Dürer watched the procession like a boy at the carnival, holding a stick of paper streamers. The pole-candles and Frankish trumpets passed by, and the Three Holy Kings rode on great camels and on other rare beasts, very well arranged, and at the end came a great Dragon which St Margaret and her maidens led by a girdle. But Dürer was about to witness something even more sensational. Not on parade in the streets, but in the town hall.

I saw the bones of the giant, he marvelled in his journal. His leg above the knee is 5 ½ ft long and beyond measure heavy and very thick, so with his shoulder blades—a single one is broader than a strong man’s back—and his other limbs. The man was 18 ft high, had ruled at Antwerp and done wondrous great feats, as is more fully written about him in an old book, which the Lords of the Town possess.

These relics—a shoulder blade, rib, and some bristly stuff like a broom—were said to have come from a slain giant whose hand had been chucked into the sea, giving the town its name: ant, hand, and werpen, thrown away. In fact, they were the bones of a bowhead, an Arctic whale that may live for three hundred years; rivalled only by the Greenland shark, one of whom born in Dürer’s time could still be swimming in the dark green sea today. It was impossible, even for an artist, to imagine such creatures, to conjure up what flesh had clad those bones. And no sooner had he seen these remains than another display came his way.

It was as if the beasts were leading him on. In Brussels town hall he saw a vast monstrosity, which looked as if it were built up of square stones. It was a fathom long, he said, very thick, weighs up to 15 cwt., and it has the form as is here drawn:

His sketch hasn’t survived, but in his eyes these bones were almost architecture. This was understandable, since whales had a habit of bedecking buildings with their ribs and their suffering. In the Cathedral of St Stephen in Halberstadt, Saxony, for instance, a vertebra, thought to have belonged to the fish that swallowed Jonah, hung from a pillar as protection against flood; strung around another column was a belemnite, a cylindrical fossil created by a thunderbolt that could ward off an inferno by virtue of being born of fire. Other giant charms bedecked God’s houses like hagstones on a fisherman’s cottage. In Cracow cathedral, the jawbone of a whale joined the bones of a woolly rhinoceros and a mammoth. In London’s Palace of Whitehall, a courtyard was named Whalebone Court on account of the bones arrayed there. And in Verona, a whale rib swayed from an arch in the street the way a lover might hang over a balcony. The citizens became blasé. In Pieter Saenredam’s painting of 1657, another rib dangles from Amsterdam town hall. Merchants sit round chatting, ignoring the judgement over their heads.
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Whales became what we wanted them to be. It was what we expected of them: to do their duty by God. Still, they retained their sense of the sensational, even when they’d been boiled down for their oil. Dürer was stirred by such wonders; for an artist they presented a great challenge and allure, since they were so difficult to comprehend. Like God, no one could agree what they really looked like, or what they might be capable of.

Whales bore all this ignorance on their backs, burdened by scholars and artists balanced up there. Dürer knew better. He’d been reading about these creatures since he was a boy, even though his source was as old as a whale or a shark.



The thirteenth-century monk, Albertus Magnus, Albert the Great of Cologne, lived up to his name. Zoologist, astrologer, astronomer, mineralogist, philosopher, and alchemist, he was the first modern writer to describe, with any degree of accuracy, the appearance and behaviour of whales. Albertus’s insatiable curiosity and academic achievements earned him the honorific of doctor universalis; his experiments gained him the reputation of a magician. His greatest trick was truly impressive: to receive, in a vision, the plans for Cologne cathedral, though it took six centuries to complete: the crane still stood on its half-built tower when Herman Melville visited it in 1849, inspiring the young American to bemoan, Oh, Time, Strength, Cash, and Patience!

Albertus may have been history even to Dürer, and long dead these many years, but he continued to exert an extraordinary power. He not only lent Albrecht his name, but he initiated his fellow German into the secrets of the natural world.

Born in Bavaria, near Nuremberg, around 1200, as a youth of manly beauty and robust endurance Albertus had attended the university of Padua where, in a remarkable tutorial, a statue of the Virgin Mary addressed him, telling him to join the Dominicans and study science. Thus he resolved to quit the ocean of the world, so fruitful in shipwreck, and seek refuge in the secure port of the monastic life. Labouring in the darkness and dullness of his intellect, Albertus prayed for the gift of scientific philosophy. As he did so, the Virgin reappeared, flooding his cell with light. She consented graciously to his request, with the proviso that at the end of his life he would return to the condition of an innocent child. Albertus agreed to the contract; although he also believed that a thousand years hence Satan would be loosed on the world.

After teaching in Freiburg, Regensburg and Strasbourg, Albertus arrived in Paris, to become the most prolific author of the Middle Ages. Reviving ancient knowledge from Pliny and Aristotle, he introduced a new sense of investigation to the medieval world. His experiments included dipping a scorpion in olive oil and placing it in a glass container for twenty-one days to discover if this would act as antidote to its venom. It died on the twenty-second day. In another test—as retold by Professor Kenneth F. Kitchell Jr of Massachusetts—the monk placed one spider on a red-hot grill and another in the flame of a candle to investigate the proposition that the animal had a cold complexion like the salamander and was impervious to fire. It was not.

Prof Kitchell noted that while Albertus’s conclusions often lacked any scientific value, his methods were of the greatest interest, although they veered into alchemy; al-kimia, from the Arabic, the original chemistry. He even claimed to have witnessed the transmutation of base metal into gold.

While he was away one day, his apprentice, Thomas Aquinas, entered his master’s workshop and discovered strange instruments and vessels. Behind a scarlet curtain was a lovely talisman, the figure of a young girl, which addressed him: Salve, salve, salve. Imagining her to be a demon, Thomas said, Get behind me, Satan, and smashed the figure to pieces; at which point Albertus appeared, telling him, You have destroyed in an instant the labour of thirty years!

It seems Albertus used mercury and steam to power his medieval robots; they were said to be able to walk and talk. Little wonder his writings would inspire another doctor, Victor Frankenstein, who said they were treasures known to few but himself. (On their way to Switzerland in 1816, John Polidori and Lord Byron stopped in Cologne, where they saw Albertus’s manuscripts and a sketch of Christ’s head by Dürer. They continued on to Lake Geneva, to meet Mary and Percy Shelley and read some German stories of ghosts that fell into their hands.)

Albertus said friendship was nothing other than the harmony between things divine and human, with goodwill and love. When his beloved Thomas, who was himself said to possess the ability to levitate in a state of ecstasy, suddenly died of a fever, Albertus was hundreds of miles away at the time, at dinner, but he declared, at the table, Thomas, my son in Christ, the bright luminary of the Church, passes at this very moment from the world to his Lord. It was the price he paid for loving too much. Forever afterwards Albertus would sob at the mere mention of his former pupil’s name, calling him the flower and splendour of the world. His fellow monks, shocked at such extreme emotion, believed their brother’s tears stemmed from a weakness of mind.

And so it was: Albertus’s debt to the Virgin was repaid and his earthly faculties were taken away. Probably suffering from dementia, Albertus died on 15 November 1280 and was buried in the Dominican church in Cologne. There, in numerous exhumations, it was discovered that his body remained incorrupt. Albertus had become his own experiment. In 1482, Pope Sixtus IV ordered that the tomb be reopened. The monk’s right arm was detached and sent to the pope; other relics were placed in a glass case to be viewed by the faithful. Even then he was not left in peace. In 1693 another piece of him was harvested, for the bishop of Regensburg, and in 1804, under the fear of an invasion by Napoleon, what remained of Albertus—picked over as if Frankenstein had come in search of parts—was transferred to a new church, to be bombed in the Second World War. It wasn’t until the late twentieth century that the monk found eternal rest: in a third-century Roman sarcophagus placed in the church’s crypt, a nuclear shelter against future attacks.

By then Albertus’s memory had been preserved, not in reliquaries, but by the printing press. In 1932 an elegant typeface was named after him; it was a year after his tardy canonisation by the Vatican. His great work of encyclopaedic brilliance, De animalibus, also took a long time to get through the press: written in 1250, but not published until 1478, when Dürer was seven years old.

It was a heady introduction. Recorded in Albertus’s compendium were 113 mammals, 114 flying and 140 swimming animals, 61 serpents and 49 worms. Dürer crouched over it in awe, the way I would open my children’s encyclopaedia, too scared to touch deep-sea fishes for fear they’d drag me down.

Albertus had moved above and below, backwards and forwards in time, to collect his book. He’d tramped across Europe, from the flat Russian steppes to the high Italian alps—nicknamed Big Boots because he refused to ride a horse—examining everything along the way. Ancient seabeds on mountain tops, errant stars in the sky, squirrels in dark forests. When he came to the northern shores, he was especially interested by marine mammals, being of the sea but also of the air, as he said. In-between, almost human. Some aquatic animals have a great deal of cleverness, he noted, especially those that bear live young and breathe, like the dolphin, the whale, and the one called the koky, which the Latins say is a sea calf. The hairs on the latter’s hide, for instance, will, no matter where the hide is, indicate by their composition and erectness, the ebb and flow of the tide. (I had a sealskin purse from Norway that performed the same trick.)

It was the first time these creatures had been sorted out. Wading in, in his big boots, Albertus separated the baleen from the toothed whales, and reported on recognisable details of killer, sperm and right whales. These facts about the nature of whales have been gleaned from our own experience, he said. He knew they were not wallowing, sea-swallowing monsters, but the prey of humans who lured them with songs and musical instruments and slaughtered them with harpoons infected with the decayed fat of dead whales, so that they would succumb slowly without endangering the lives of their hunters.

Albertus left it to the artists of the future to reveal this information. Sir Isaac Newton is said to have avowed, as Victor Frankenstein noted, that he felt like a child picking up shells beside the great and unexplored ocean of truth. So closely did Dürer’s own alchemical search in the ocean of truth follow Albertus that you might think the one the reincarnation of the other, a creature rebuilt from the same parts. In 1500, Dürer’s friend Conrad Celtes composed a poem comparing the two. He said God had given them the same powers of observation, and Dürer was the fulfilment of Albertus’s assertion: that every aspect of creation participates in the beautiful and the good.

Albertus laid stress on seeing; it was a physical affect. He thought that the sight of some creatures, like the bat, was totally shattered by sunlight, but the vision of others, like human beings, may be briefly directed to the sun. Some, being weak, could do so without their eyes trembling; others, such as the golden eagle, could see the sun in the round. Like an eagle, Albertus saw light itself. His was a new way of seeing—that was his appeal to a radical artist like Dürer—but it depended on divine radiance. You needed faith to know.
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It was Albertus’s faith in knowledge that Dürer remembered when he set eyes on the giants of Antwerp and Brussels. He would have done well to take Melville’s advice: that you can’t tell the leviathan’s true nature from its bones. What if he saw the animal itself, agonising on some remote shore? Would he have trundled it back to Nuremberg on a juggernaut, the way a tarred whale would tour Europe on the back of a lorry with the artist standing there like a demagogue-showman, speaking on behalf of his charge; or like the whale in Béla Tarr’s film Werckmeister Harmonies that arrives in a cold-war square and turns the citizens crazy with its dead-or-alive stare?

Then came the news he was expecting. He’d been warned by those bones, like seaweed predicting bad weather. The report is specific; it might have been delivered in Morse code.


At Zierikzee in Zeeland a whale has been stranded by a high tide and a gale of wind. It is much more than 100 fathoms long. No man living in Zeeland has seen one even a third as long as this is. The fish cannot get off the land; the people would gladly see it gone, as they fear the great stink, for it is so large that they say it could not be cut in pieces and the blubber boiled down in half a year.



Dürer’s heart beat faster. He couldn’t afford to miss this beast. It could turn his life around, more surely than any imperial pension. One hundred fathoms, six hundred feet? That was a prodigious measure, by any means. His knowledge of Albertus would have discounted that.

But faith—what of that? Two years later, after a similar stranding on the same shore, Martin Luther declared the leviathan to be a portent from God. Based on ancient examples, he warned, such a sea monster was a certain sign of wrath.

May the Lord have mercy on our souls.

The medieval world knew that the whale showed how deceptive the devil could be, assuming the shape of an island or a tree, or the mouth of hell itself. Dürer ought to have known better than to go fishing for such monsters.

You could smell them a mile away.
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SEA

The sea. How little of it he’d seen. There was a certain excitement in his plans, that rising sense of adventure as the line casts off and the boat floats free. What had he let himself in for, untethering from the land?

On St Barbara’s Eve, 3 December 1520, Dürer rode north from Antwerp to the seaside town of Bergen-op-Zoom, south of Rotterdam. He’d prepared for his expedition by buying three pairs of shoes, a pair of eyeglasses and an ivory button.

I paid 12 stivers for the horse.

He had left his wife behind, as usual. He liked to go out with the boys.

I have spent 5 white pf. on a bath and for drinking in company.

In Bergen he met my Lords of Nuremberg, Georg Kötzler, Sebastian and Alexander Imhoff—these wealthy refugees from the plague, here for the healthy sea air—along with the Antwerp merchant, Bernhart von Reesen, whom Dürer called little Bernard. He drew another member of the party at sea: Markus Ulstett, a soldier from a good Augsburg family. With his wide open face and his wide open eyes and his three-pointed hat, he looked ready for anything. In the same sketchbook was a rougher, unnamed sailor with straggly hair, stubbly chin, and a furry cap. He looks out to the horizon while Nicholas, saint of Amsterdam and sailors, blesses them with his clenched hand. His feast day had just passed, when good mariners went to Mass to seek protection from storms.
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They set off into a watery world. These flat lands were drowned, never really land in the first place. The town’s paths, patterned in herringbone, wound down to the sea; church towers stood like lanterns, sinking in the mud. There was nothing for miles and miles, then something, then nothing again.

We passed by a sunken place, said Dürer, and saw the tops of the roofs standing up out of the water. Zeeland is fine and wonderful to see because of the water, for it stands higher than the land. The great ships sail about as if on the fields.

They spent their first night at anchor. It was cold and they had no food or drink. Their leader’s preparations—the shoes and the glasses—were not as practical as his companions might have liked. They were relieved to sail on the next day, for the island of Walcheren. The sea lay around, bleak, clouds gathering grey.

Suddenly everything’s out of control. The ship lurches, the princes panic. In the chaos and confusion, it’s the artist who brings them to their senses.

As we were pushing ashore and getting out our rope, a great ship bumped hard against us, and in the crush I had to let every one get out before me, so that only I, Georg Kötzler, two old wives, and the skipper with a small boy were left in the ship. The rope tethering to the land snapped, and in the same moment, a storm of wind arose, which drove our ship back with force.

They’re about to be swept away.

It seemed as though we were lost, said Dürer. Then we all called for help, but no one would risk himself, and the wind carried us back out to sea. Thereupon the skipper tore his hair and cried aloud, for all his men had landed and the ship was unmanned. We were in great fear and danger, for the wind was strong and only six persons in the ship.

The artist called on heaven.

(Centuries later his followers, the Nazarenes, will compare this scene to Christ stilling the Sea of Galilee.)

I told the skipper that he should take heart and have hope in God, and that he should consider what was to be done, says the artist.

And what shall we do then? said the captain.

My advice was to hoist the small sail, said Dürer, and turn the boat by that means.

People watched from the shore. They’d already given them up for dead.

Together, we managed feebly to get the sail about half-way up.

Slowly the ship came about and moved back to land and safety. It took them a day to recover from their terror. In Middelburg, the capital of Zeeland. Dürer’s friends win three Indian cocoa-nuts, which they gave to him. They knew he wanted them. He also got a sprouting tulip bulb. But it wasn’t a whale.

Early the next morning, they set off again to get a sight of the great fish. He had been seen at Zierikzee. But the storm tide which brought him in took him away again. All that effort and nothing. The men stood down. The monster, too awful to witness, fled of his own accord. Dürer started to feel unwell.

A strange illness overcame me, he said, such as I never heard of from anyone.

And this illness I have still, four months later.

Some would claim his malady was malaria—bad air—as if this were a poisoned place. (It was from Middelburg that the slave ship Zong sailed, the same ship Turner would show throwing its living cargo into the sea.) In 1809, the British would attempt to take the island of Walcheren and thereby control Europe. The invasion fleet of six hundred vessels and forty thousand men was the largest ever assembled in Britain. (The commander, Lord Chatham, took his pet turtles with him, and his commodore, Sir Home Popham, was described as a hippopotamus, an amfiberous hanimal, wot cannot live on the land, and wot dies in the water.) But when the troops landed on the island, their officers discovered that the bottoms of the canals were thickly covered with an ooze which, when the tide is out, emitted a most offensive effluvia.

The whole island is so flat and near the sea, said one inspector, that a large proportion was little better than a swamp, and good drinking water could hardly be procured. Even the human inhabitants seemed affected, pale and listless. Four thousand soldiers sank into the arms of death, recalled a survivor, as if they’d drowned in disease. The rest retreated to England, where the venture would be remembered only by a lonely naval building in Portsmouth harbour named Walcheren, set on Whale Island.

Dürer’s own abortive, amphibious expedition would shorten his life, from a condition he couldn’t name, because of an animal he didn’t see. It was a lesson in too much faith, like the saddest scene in cinema when, in Whistle Down the Wind, two young children, a brother and sister, arrive hand-in-hand to see Jesus in a barn, only to be told he has already gone. He’s a convict on the run and has been arrested; but they believe he’s ascended to heaven.

It was an extraordinary irony. Dürer had fled the plague at home for a healthier place, only to contract an infection from an infested shore. He might have blamed it on the stars. Yet his failure to see the whale had an unexpected effect. It gave him new inspiration, as if he’d breathed in the whale’s bad air. His sense of mortality allowed him to see anew, even more clearly, like Albertus. He’d always been restless, unable to stay still; his hand could never stop drawing, as if it were automatic, independent of the rest of him. His trip to the Netherlands was the most important event of his later years, his biographer, Erwin Panofsky, would say.

Far from marking the decline of his talent, Dürer’s experiences there would prompt what Panofsky calls further manifestations of his genius. As if he’d signed a contract. And, in fact, he did draw a sea monster. As to where he saw it or if he saw it at all, I can’t tell you, despite having swum through libraries and sailed through oceans.

But I am in earnest, and I will try.



The sub-sub-librarian shuffles out of the archives and dusts down his book, with its tales of ancient whales. Ohthere, a Norse trader, told Alfred the Great about the horse-whales. He reported that these strange beasts had bones of very great value for their teeth, some of which he brought to show the king. This animal went by many other names, murmurs of otherness. In German, Rusor or Rostiger, the Russian whale; in Dutch, Rosmarus, sea horse. The English preferred the Scandinavian walrusch and Old Norse hvalross, hairy whale or whale-horse. The Russian or Lapp morsz was more to the point, meaning biting thing to beware. In 1456, William Caxton recorded one in the Thames: This yere were taken iiij grete fishes bitwene Eerethe and London, that one was called mors marine, the second a swerd fisshe, and the othir twenyne were wales.

Monarchs in their riverside palaces would do well to tremble at such monsters; Caxton warned of warre and trouble soon to ensue. In 1590, after Martin Frobisher returned from the Arctic with a unicorn horn for his monarch—along with three Inuit, a man, a woman and a child, all of whom soon died—Edmund Spenser published his Faerie Queene, stocking his epic poem with sea-shouldering Whales and Mighty Monoceros with immeasured tayles, and greedy Rosmarines with Visages deform.
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They might have been the eyes and ears embroidered on the Virgin Queen’s gown; a strange fraternity, as the modernist poet Marianne Moore would write in 1924, seeing sea lions and land lions, land unicorns and sea unicorns as interchangeable shapes, growing stranger as we looked on. Natural history had little bearing on these visions. Art and poetry stood a better chance. Like their narwhalian peers, walrus tusks deceived; they led Albertus to believe walruses were male whales, using their teeth to hang from the rocks as they slept; just one of the mysteries repeated in Olaus Magnus’s later History of the Northern Peoples, with its starfishes with faces, walruses as giant boars, and sea serpents snatching sailors from their ships, in the storyboard for a Renaissance horror film.

Albertus had only ever seen bits of these creatures: tusks carved into sacred and profane objects, hides made into ropes to be sold in Cologne’s market and used for raising huge weights on ships’ pulleys. One account claimed that to catch a walrus, a hole would be made in the hide near the tail; this was then secured and as the animal scared off, it unpeeled itself. Yet out of all this cruelty and fantasy, the walrus performed a most spectacular trick: to rear up out of Dürer’s sketchbook.


This local animal, whose head I sketched here, was caught in the Netherlandish sea. It measured XII Brabant ells long with four feet.



| PLATE I |

Where and when did he draw it? I’d dearly love to say. The past tense suggests Dürer added his caption later, just to confuse things; as if his text were more poetry than explanation. Some believe that he made the drawing after an earlier sketch; that this is a trace of a copy of a memory. His reference to the Netherlandish sea may equally apply to the northern sea of the Arctic. Whatever the truth, it is clear the artist never encountered a living walrus. Rather, he witnessed a miraculous showing, a kind of offering.



In 1519, as Dürer was considering his travel plans, Pope Leo X received an unusual gift. It was sent from Norway by his archbishop, Erik Walkendorf, who was keen to claim Greenland in his see, along with a lucrative Arctic trade in skins, furs and ivory. The bishop’s tribute—a walrus, no less—was intended to impress the pope with the surprising riches of this barren place, which was full of surprising things. In his letter, Walkendorf describes the dreadful animal, commonly called a Rosmer, that measured up to thirteen ells long. It was an angler’s exaggeration—an ell is the length of a human arm, making Walkendorf’s beast the size of a mammoth.

But you could hardly blame the bishop for getting excited. The Arctic was brimming with wilful creatures, best kept at a crozier’s length. Travelling in his icy diocese, Walkendorf claimed he avoided whales and krakens only through the intercession of Olaf, his country’s patron saint. As to what else he’d seen in that watery wilderness, he preferred not to speak, for fear of offending the Holy Father. After all, these were places where the Word of God had yet to be heard.

Leo’s present was sent to Rome: not a whole animal, but the head of a walrus, salted in a barrel like a dead admiral. This trophy was then toured round Europe; at Christmas 1519 it arrived in Strasbourg town hall, accompanied by German doggerel pasted on the wall like a gloomy carol.


In Norway they call me walrus,

But I am cetus dentatus.

My wife is called Balaena.

I am well known in the Eastern Sea.

Had I lived my life to the full

I would not have devoted it to whales.

The bishop of Nidrosia had me stabbed on the shore

The Pope Leo had my head sent

To Rome where many men saw me.



The regrets of the walrus, the sorrows of the whale. There’s no mention of the walrus in Dürer’s diary. Did he see this relic in Strasbourg? His walrus appears alive, but the head wobbles from side to side, with a woozy droog stare. He couldn’t find the words for the animal, because he saw the light extinguished in her eyes. He did something no pope, no matter how infallible, could do. He became the walrus: the piton tusks, the flaring nostrils, the pitiful bristles and brows, the way that Melville would invent Nantucket, an island he had never seen, with its sleepy sailors dreaming of whales and walruses swimming beneath their pillows.

From the depths of a storeroom smelling of formaldehyde, I’m handed a hefty skull, dense as marble, a fossil cyclops. I hold it to my head, suddenly able to speak in its owner’s voice.


[image: Image]


Dürer was fond of his walrus: he reused her in a design for an altarpiece in which Margaret, the virgin martyr, who was eaten by a dragon, only to burst reborn from its belly like Jonah, held her symbolic beast on a leash. But this domesticated morse was only a remorseful ghost.


[image: Image]


We cannot capture living, quivering creatures, their flesh and bone, tusks and fur, instincts and apprehensions. Yet Dürer got close, even when he didn’t see the real thing. In the most famous image he ever created, he drew another fabled animal. And like the walrus, this one was beyond any ordinary expectation.



To the Renaissance the rhinoceros was a legend, a classical creature, a myth. Pliny had considered it the natural enemy of the elephant, which prepared for battle by sharpening its horn on rocks; its skin was the colour of boxwood, he said. Albertus equated it with the unicorn, as if all one-horned creatures must perforce be related. They were all waiting for the real thing to appear.

He arrived on 20 May 1515, the day before Dürer’s birthday, a surprise present. A young single-horned bull rhino, from India; known as a ganda in his homeland, he became Ganda to the foreigners. Like the walrus, he was a diplomatic stratagem, given by the sultan of Cambaia to the Portuguese ambassador, along with an ivory chair. In return, the ambassador offered silver pieces, Persian brocades and a dagger studded with rubies and pearls. None of these trinkets could rival this living tribute. An eyewitness described a sweet animal: low body, a little long; the leather, the feet and the elephant’s feet; the head as long as that of a pig; the eyes close to the muzzle; and on the nose has a thick and short horn, sharp at the time. Eats grass, straw and boiled rice.

The diplomat had no idea how to deal with such an envoy; he was more interested in women and opium. So he sent Ganda on his way, accompanied by an unnamed attendant, as a gift to his king, Manuel I. It was a long haul. The ship, a caravel named Our Lady of Mercy, called at Mozambique, St Helena and the Azores, where he was allowed ashore for exercise and fresh food. One hundred and twenty days later he landed in Lisbon, where his arrival would be commemorated with a carving on a waterside tower, his horned face looking sadly across the sea. The city was now the great entry point for western Europe; one in ten of its population was African, and as in any considerable seaport nigh the docks, the streets were filled with people from foreign parts. The king’s palace was full of gazelles, antelopes, monkeys and parrots. Nuremberg had its agents there, too, and when Dürer received intelligence of the rhino, it came as a fantastical report, like the one he had of the whale.

Ganda was duly installed in an outbuilding of the Palace of Ribeira, kept apart from the rival court of Indian elephants in the neighbouring Palace of Estaus. On the Feast of the Holy Trinity, the king and queen gathered on a patio which had been enclosed by a wooden fence to create a temporary coliseum. Ganda was hidden under some carpets so as not to scare his opponent before the battle began. A young elephant was led in, but as soon as he saw his opponent, he fled in panic and, forcing his way through a lattice window, ran back to his quarters. Ganda the gladiator remained in the arena, unvanquished and clearly untameable. Manuel had no idea what to do with him either, so like an unwanted Christmas gift, he decided to pass him on to Leo X, who—as we know—had a penchant for the exotic and the bizarre. Indeed, the pope had already received a white elephant from the Portuguese king the year before. The animal, named Hanno by its humans, died after being given a gold-enriched laxative to cure his constipation. Leo mourned his loss and commissioned Raphael to commemorate the beast in a fresco, then laid Hanno to rest beneath the Vatican, and composed an epitaph in his honour, speaking in his voice.

And in my brutish breast they perceived human feelings.

Leo and his beasts and his boys, a queer sort of a circus. The pope—whose own name was megafaunal and who, as a Medici, was famous for saying, God has given us the papacy, let us enjoy it—was eager to greet his new pet. Ganda, wearing his harness of green-velvet-covered iron decorated in gilt roses and carnations like some sacred cow, was chained to a ship bound for Rome. There was a stopover on an island in the Bay of Marseilles, where he received another royal deputation: the French king, Francis I, rival to Charles V, keen to be seen with this wonderful beast called a rhynoceron. It must have been mighty wearying, entertaining all these monarchs for a handful of hay. They couldn’t even get his name right. Ganda continued on his way.

On 25 January 1516, in the Gulf of La Spezia, where Percy Shelley would drown, the ship sank, all but under the weight of its cargo. Some said the rhino flew into a rage and caused the vessel to capsize. Others that he tried to swim for the shore. Shackled on deck like a slave, he went down before Dürer could see him. All the artist had to rely on was a merchant’s letter from Lisbon. The beast was well-armed and very frolicsome and nimble, it said. I have had to sketch it and send it to you for wonder’s sake. It was slender evidence for an immortal image. Yet what Dürer drew was more rhinoceros than the rhinoceros. Armed with stories from Aristotle and Albertus, the artist set out his own account. It ran across the sheet, in his elegant, spidery, boyish hand. On the 1st of May in the year 1513 AD, the powerful King of Portugal, Manuel of Lisbon, brought such a living animal from India, called the rhinoceros.

| Plate I |

This is an accurate representation (he lied). It is the colour of a speckled tortoise, and almost entirely covered with thick scales. It is the size of an elephant but has shorter legs and is almost invulnerable. It has a strong pointed horn on the tip of its nose, which it sharpens on stones. It is the mortal enemy of the elephant. The elephant is afraid of the rhinoceros, for, when they meet, the rhinoceros charges with its head between its front legs and rips open the elephant’s stomach, against which the elephant is unable to defend itself. The rhinoceros is so well-armed that the elephant cannot harm it. It is said that the rhinoceros is fast, impetuous and cunning.

A horn honed on stones, speckled hide in shades of grey. In Dürer’s divine harmony, animals took on an emblematical role. He saw them the way a monk read the scriptures, or an astronomer peered into the sky. His rhino is interplanetary, pitted with lunar craters; erupting with coral reefs; jewel-laden as any tortoise, carved as any Venetian grotto chair. And as Dürer cut him into wood, Ganda became even more crenellated and encrusted, the way little oysters grow on bigger ones. In his days at sea, Ganda had acquired new markings, a kind of fungus, the way algae appears on the backs of whales and seals.


[image: Image]


Dürer conflated all animals in one. He added a second spike to the chine of the rhino, not a horn at all but the helical tusk of a narwhal, as if this beast had a real unicorn within him and was only waiting to cast off that onerous, clunky hide. Whales, walruses, mammoths, rhinos: a strange fraternity, lingering after-images in our heads. The dark brilliance of this print, which explains its place in the pantheon of animals as imagined by us, comes down to its triumphal full stop: that spiral on Ganda’s dorsal ridge, pointing to his noble name.


[image: Image]


More hardware than flesh and fused hair, plated and riveted, beaten from ploughshares, surfing a battlefield as a land-ship; all gold-dusty with the stars, carved as a giant ivory netsuke at the end of a silken cord. Butt-headed, too big for his boots. A dinoceros. Enigmatic, keratinous, magnetic, all leathery in the sun, he drew loose metal to himself as he squeaked along; this part-animal, part-machine, drawn by Albrecht the great. That same year Francis I commissioned Leonardo, who’d already designed an automaton in armour, to make him a mechanical lion to present to Leo; a robo-leo who walked a few steps then opened his breast to produce a bouquet of lilies. Not to be outdone, Alessandro, a Medici duke of African descent, had Dürer’s rhino engraved on his breastplate, branding himself with its heft and heave. Meanwhile, Dürer added sea unicorns to the armour he designed for Maximilian, since their horns were known for their ability to pierce metal, and thus articulated, the emperor became a rhino-lobster, ready to face the last battle.
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