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Albrecht Diirer was a
pivotal artist of the
sixteenth century
German Renaissance.
Like da Vinci, he was
a student of human
proportions, but un-
like da Vinci, Durer’s
work was finished.!
In one of his most
popular pieces,
Praying Hands (c.
1508), Diirer dis-
played an allegiance
to the ideal of nature
as beauty, even when
the object was un-
sightly or grotesque
(Fig. 1). In his diary,
he remarked,?

Figure 1. Albrecht Diirer, Praying
Hands. ca. 1508. Brush, gray and
white ink on blue prepared paper.
©The Albertina (Vienna, Austria) All
Rights Reserved.

Neither must the figure be made youthful
before and old behind, or contrariwise; for
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that unto which nature is opposed is bad...
The more closely thy work abideth by life
in its form, so much the better will it ap-
pear; and this is true.

In Praying Hands, Durer strayed from the style
of his contemporaries in the High Italian
Renaissance. Instead of celebrating the perfection
and monumentality of the human form, the
model’s fingers are slender, askew, and bony. His
hands are veiny and, true to Diirer’s style, are
sketched with cross-lines which give them a dis-
tinctly coarse appearance. Diirer was not averse to
depicting maladies.? Indeed, one of his earliest
woodcuts graphically portrayed a man plagued
with syphilis.? In one portrait, he drew himself
pointing to a site in the lower abdomen, with an
inscription reading, “The yellow spot to which my
finger points is where it pains me,” perhaps to send
off for a physician’s diagnosis of the illness which
would later cause his death.*

In his time, Durer was known as an artist for
the people.® Even now, Praying Hands is portrayed
throughout our culture, from the tombstone of
Andy Warhol, to the covers of hip hop albums, to
the tattoos of celebrities. Though the model for the
piece is not known, a popular belief is that the
painting was meant to be a commemoration of
Diirer’s brother, who himself desired to become an
artist.® He forfeited this endeavor to instead work
the mines and financially support Diirer’s appren-
ticeship. His hands became afflicted by arthritis
from years of wear, making him unfit to become an
artist. This would not be the first work thought to
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depict arthritis in the members of Diirer’s family.”
Regardless of the hands’ origins, Diirer has left
many viewers to speculate, at times with levity, as
to the medical mystery clasped between the Praying
Hands.%®

Notes

1.

>

Davies, P., Denny, W., Hofrichter, E,, Jacobs, J., &Roberts, A.
(2004). Simon D. Janson’s History of Art: The Western
Tradition (8th ed.). Upper Saddle River, NJ: Prentice Hall.
Ramachandran, M., Aronson, J. (2008). The diagnosis of art:
Diirer and the Christ Child’s drooped shoulder. Journal of the
Royal Society of Medicine, 101(2), 87-88.
doi:10.1258/jrsm/081001

Piro, A., Tagarelli, A., & Quattrone, A. (2014). “The Syphilitic’
by Albrecht Diirer (1471-1528). Sexually Transmitted
Infections, 90(7), 544. doi:10.1136/sextrans-2014-051597
Moore, T. (1911) Albert Durer. London: Duckworth and Co.
De la Croix, H., Tansey, R., & Kirkpatrick, D. (1991). Gardner’s
Art through the Ages (9th ed.). Orlando, FL: Harcourt Brace
Jovanovich.

Russell, A. (2013). The odd, enduring power of ‘Praying Hands:
How a 16th-century sketch became an international symbol for
piety—and an inspiration for kitsch. Wall Street Journal. March
21, 2013. Available at http://on.wsj.com/1ZXxP2].

Weisz, G. (2007). Arthritis in the Durer family. Wiener klinische
Wochenschrift, 119(17-18), 553-556.

Sharma, P. (1997). Medicine, Diirer, and the praying hands.
Lancet. 349(9063), 147-71. doi:10.1016/S0140-
6736(96)12216-9

Bednarska-Zytko, 1., & Bednarska, H. (1999). “Praying hands”
of Albrecht Durer regarded by physicians. Archiwum historii i
filozofii medycyny, 62(3), 201-206.


mailto:ddaar@uci.edu
mailto:brandonah@gmail.com
mailto:brandonah@gmail.com
http://journals.sfu.ca/arsmedica
http://doi.org/10.1016/S0140-6736(96)12216-9
http://doi.org/10.1016/S0140-6736(96)12216-9
http://on.wsj.com/1ZXxP2J
http://doi.org/10.1136/sextrans-2014-051597
http://doi.org/10.1258/jrsm/081001

