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Holbein's Hand

The contributions to Holbein research undertaken for the large- 

scale Holbein symposia of 1997 held in Basel and Washington, DC, 

constitute a broad and multifaceted basis for subsequent work on 

Hans Holbein the Younger.1 Appearing since then have been Katha

rina Krause’s full-scale monograph on Hans Holbein the Elder, a 

catalogue from the exhibition in The Hague, and Jochen Sander’s 

comprehensive investigation of Hans Holbein the Younger’s activi

ties in Basel/ With an essay published by myself and Pascal Griener 

in 1994 in the Zeitschrftfilr Kunstgeschichte, and through our 1997 

monograph, we have perhaps vexed established Holbein research 

while at the same time having an impact on more recent research in 

specific areas.3 An example is the imperfect of ‘pingere’, whose usage 

in Holbein’s signatures we have linked to the introduction to 

Pliny’s Historia Naturalis.4 It was not, however, a question of individ

ual discoveries, such as the valuation of the Tablet of Apelles nor of the 

usage of ‘pingebat’. The more fundamental questions touched upon 

this genius and his artistic utterances, upon the wit and the intellec

tual capacities of an artist in possession of undisputedly consum

mate technical skills, upon the relationship between patron and 

artist, upon the aims of the art, and the functions of the artistic 

products. The present contribution addresses one of these questions 

again: that of the artist’s self-documentation.5

Hans the jester

In late 1515, Hans Holbein the Younger illustrated a copy of the En

comium moriae - Stultitiae Ictus, Erasmus of Rotterdam’s Praise of Folly, 

belonging to Oswald Geisshiisler (Myconius), the Lucerne philolo

gist who was active in Basel as a school master.6 Of the eighty-two 

marginal drawings, seventy-nine have been attributed to Hans and 

only three to his elder brother Ambrosius. One of the wittiest draw

ings is to be found at the point in the text where Moriae (Folly) 

praises the folly of the Christians, said to be pleasing to God, and as 

a parallel refers to the fact that the great lords too are pleased with 

harmless numskulls, while remaining mistrustful of overly clever 

heads. Holbein’s drawing shows the father, the elder brother Am

brosius at the centre wearing a royal crown, and Hans himself wear

ing a dunce’s cap (cat. 20). Whether the father and the two sons 

have assumed the roles of Brutus, Julius Caesar and Mark Antony 

referred to in the text is left open. Of interest is the fact that Hans 

has accorded the role of‘princeps’ to his elder brother (of about 

four years), while showing himself naked, with shaggy hair, and 

wearing a dunce’s cap.7 The brothers are turned toward one anoth

er, and Ambrosius holds his brother’s left hand with his own left 

hand.

It has long been known that Hans Holbein the Younger was 

left-handed, and that he was unable to use his right, at least for the 

purposes of artistic work. Holbein used this predisposition as a 

witty signature. It concerns the story of Mucius, the Roman hero 

who sought to slay the Etruscan ruler Porsenna, and who, having 

been taken prisoner, demonstrated the fearlessness of his people by 

burning his right hand in a fire, thereby acquiring the honorific 

‘Scaevola’ (left handed). Holbein the Younger became preoccupied 

with this story for the first time in 1516 in a title surround for Jo

hann Froben.6 Hans Holbein the Elder and his son were probably 

responsible for the facade paintings on the Hertenstein house in 

Lucerne, owned by Lucerne mayor Jacob von Hertenstein, whose 

designs followed Mantegna’s Triumph of Caesar. There, at the centre 

of the uppermost row, just above the booty and trophy bearers, 

Holbein the Younger inserted the story of Mucius Scaevola as an 

encoded signature.9 The Roman hero surfaces again in the design 

for a stained glass window Virgin and Child under a Renaissance Portico 

(cat. 97) of around 1522/25, produced in the Holbein workshop. At 

the centre of the column on the left is a medallion where a crowned 

head is drawn in profile and inscribed with MVCivSZEF.'0 Is this 

Mucius Scaevola again the stand-in for the young Holbein, who has 

now stripped off his dunce cap and taken over the crown (of his 

now deceased brother!) as his legacy?
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Apelles

In the thirty-fifth book of his Historia Natwalis, Pliny the Elder tells 

of the contest between the painters Apelles from Kos and Proto

genes from Rhodos to draw the finest line. Apelles, or so the story 

goes, travelled to Rhodos in order to personally inspect Protogenes’ 

works in the light of reports he had heard of that artist’s great 

fame." Upon entering the workshop, he meets only an old servant 

woman, who is watching over a panel that has been freshly prepared 

for painting. When she asks Apelles his name, he replies: ‘Him’, 

while taking a brush in his hand and tracing a line in paint of the 

greatest fineness across the panel. When Protogenes returns, the old 

woman tells him what had transpired. Upon examining the fineness 

of the line, so the story continues, Protogenes’ immediately ex

claims that Apelles has been there, for such a consummate line can 

only have come from him. Then he takes a different colour and 

draws a still finer line through the one already there, and upon leav

ing says that if Apelles should return, he should be shown this new 

line and told that Protogenes is the one he seeks. And this is just 

what happens. Apelles returns and is shamed by his defeat, where

upon he draws through the existing lines, and in such a way that 

there is no longer any space for anything still finer. Protogenes con

cedes defeat, and hurries to the harbour in order to seek out his 

guest; it is decided that the panel should be preserved for posterity, 

to the astonishment of all, but especially the artists.”12 The panel 

with the three almost invisible lines was “more famous than any 

other work of art,” Pliny writes. It ended up in Rome in Caesar’s 

palace on the Palatine, where it was destroyed in a fire.

From the fifteenth century onward, Pliny’s account of the im

probable contest between Apelles and Protogenes became a celebrat

ed anecdote, one oft repeated in the context of art theory.’’ Togeth

er with other fragmentary accounts found in the works of Cicero 

und Quintilian, Pliny’s reports about the painters of Antiquity were 

seen as traces of the lost art theory of the Greek and Roman 

painters. The contest between Apelles and Protogenes was inter

preted variously: as a document of the keen competition between 

artists, as confirmation of the unsurpassable virtuosity of the artists 

of Antiquity, and as an instance of the identification of an artist’s 

‘hand’. During the first third of the fifteenth century, Pliny’s story 

about Apelles and Protogenes was initially regarded with scepticism. 

Both Leon Battista Alberti and Lorenzo Ghiberti attempted to in

terpret the story of the three lines: Alberti went in the direction of 

virtuosity, and justified his demand for contours using the finest 

lines; while Ghiberti, who referred to the contest with the words “a 

witless demonstration,” related it to the competition between differ

ent perspectival compositions, hence attributing the requisite knowl

edge to the ancients.14

The third problem, that of the possibility of identifying a cre

ator through a single painted line, was taken up only after the mid

dle of the century, as Julius Schlosser has deduced. In 1924, he be

lieved he had discovered a reminiscence of the Apelles-Protogenes 

anecdote in a passage contained in an architectural treatise of 

1461/64 by Filarete (Antonio Averlino).'5 Here, Filarete comments 

on the current problem of finding a distinguishable personal style in 

handwriting, in painting and in architecture. Filarete supports him

self with the observation that despite flawless imitation, for example 

in portraiture, individual differences are recognisable among 

painters, and relates this by analogy to the differences in handwrit

ing of different scribes.16 According to Schlosser, the contest con

cerning virtuosity is redirected toward the contemporary problem 

of how to identify an artist’s individual ‘hand’. In a different pas

sage, in any event, Filarete explicitly mentions the context between 

Apelles and Protogenes (whom he confuses with Zeuxis) when re

ferring to artistic virtuosity, in other words to the task of drawing a 

straight line with a brush without using mechanical aids.'7

For Erasmus of Rotterdam, whom Holbein the Younger por

trayed for the first time in the marginal drawings to Erasmus’s edition 

of Stultitiae laus in 1515 (cat. 19), Pliny’s story was important to the ex

tent that it showed how Protogenes was able to identify the hand of 

Apelles from a single line. In his Parabolae sive similia of 1514, Erasmus 

used this instance of the recognition of another artist from a single 

line for the analogy according to which a man’s powers of invention 

and understanding (“ingenium et prudentia”) can be ascertained 

through his answer to a single question. In Erasmus’s brief version of 

Pliny's tale, the hero is not Apelles, but instead Protogenes, for his 

ability to identity an artist he has never met solely through a single 

line: “In the same way that the painter Protogenes was able to recog

nise Apelles from a single line he had drawn, although he had never 

even met him, a man’s powers of invention and understanding can be 

grasped by another man of intellect on the basis of a single reply.”18

Transformed, the competition between Apelles and Protogenes 

is also present in a Nuremberg anecdote about a meeting between 

Albrecht Diirer and Giovanni Bellini in Venice. In the introduction 

to the Latin translation of Diirer’s book on human proportions, 

which was published in 1532, the Greek scholar Joachim Camerarius 

transposed the competition for the finest line to Diirer and Bellini, 

to whose extraordinary esteem throughout Italy he gave special em

phasis. The old Bellini asked the young German artist to make a 

gift of the brush with which he painted fine hair in his pictures. 

Camerarius interprets this to mean that Bellini had already conced

ed defeat in the contest to execute the finest line, and now granted 

the young Diirer the status of an Apelles. Bellini, in Camerarius’ 

narrative, was of the opinion that Diirer must have used a special 

brush that enabled him to paint many fine hairs simultaneously 

with a single stroke. Diirer denied this, and as proof proceeded to 

execute a long, wavy lock of hair right before Bellini’s eyes. Never, 

declared an astonished Bellini, would he have believed such a feat if 

he had not witnessed it with his own eyes.'9
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The 'tabula ansata'

For his representation of the panel upon which Apelles and Proto

genes carried out their contest, Holbein the Younger used the ‘tabu

la ansata’, the ‘tablet with a handle’. In the printer’s device (cat. D. 

26) designed in Basel by Hans Holbein the Younger for Valentinus 

Curio and used for the first time in 1521, the tablet of Apelles is pre

sented on a large escutcheon held by four putti.20 The escutcheon 

stands in an architectural setting with a portal that opens onto a 

low, vaulted room with an oculus. On the capitals of the turned 

columns are two helmeted figures who blow into a horn. Below, in 

an escutcheon bearing the tablet of Apelles, a hand, having pierced a 

band of clouds, traces the third line with a brush. Hand and brush 

throw a shadow onto panel and escutcheon. Such a framed tablet 

with a handle or eyelet integrated into the frame was incorporated 

by Holbein the Younger as early as 1519 into the Portrait of Bontfacius 

Amorbach (cat. 38). In this portrait, the tablet bears a Latin distich, 

which includes the names of both sitter and painter along with the 

date, that was composed by the sitter and meant to be ‘spoken’ by 

his likeness.21 Jochen Sander has called attention to a similar tablet 

in a similar setting in the Portrait of a Young Man of 1518 in the Her

mitage in St. Petersburg (cat. 37), which is attributed to Ambrosius 

Holbein.22 Here, the inscription is limited to the age of the sitter 

and the date of the work’s execution.

Important here is the use of the tablet for the signature through 

which the artist announces himself, for here we can perceive the re

lationship to one interpretation of Apelles’ tablet. Holbein’s idea 

for the tablet hung on the tree and bearing a signature stems from 

Albrecht Diirer, who used the ‘tabula ansata’ (which came into use 

in Florence in the last decades of the fifteenth century) for the first 

time north of the Alps in the engraving Adam and Eve (also known as 

The Fall of Man; fig. page 276) of 1504. In 1943, Erwin Panofsky called 

attention to the fact that Diirer’s tablet contains a reference to an 

engraving of Antonio Pollaiuolo’s Battle of Nude Men of around 

1470-75. Panofsky assumed that Diirer owes the idea of setting both 

plastically modelled figures in front of “the shadowy darkness of a 

grove” to Italian prototypes, and that he acknowledges this debt 

with the ‘citation’ of the tablet - which would have been a thor

oughly uncharacteristic act for the period around 1500T It is impor

tant that we are dealing here with a tablet and not with a ‘cartellino’, 

that is to say, that the support for a signature is not a sheet of paper 

but instead a tablet that could serve for a painting - as with Proto

genes, and now with Pollaiuolo as well as with Diirer - and could 

also bear the artist’s signature, through which he could be directly 

identified as author. Antonio Pollaiuolo set the tablet into his en

graving in order to introduce his full signature with name and place 

of origin: OPTS / ANTONII.POLLA / LOLL.FLORENT / TINI. Likewise, 

Diirer set his signature into the tablet in the engraving of Adam and 

Eve and reinforces it with his monogram: ALBERT / DVRER /

TTEl>;
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1 Title Surround with the Story of Tantalus and the Curio Device, 1521, woodcut by Hans 

Herman, Basel, Kunstmuseum, Kupferstichkabinett, Inv. X.2136

NORICVS / FACIEBAT / [Monogram AD (legature)] 1504. Thereafter, 

Diirer ceased inscribing the tablet with his full signature in his en

gravings. The engraving of Nemesis of 1504 bears only his monogram, 

and the engraving Family of Satyrs of 1505 bears monogram and year, 

as do other engravings such as St. ferome in his Study of 1514. On the 

other hand, Diirer used large altarpieces such as the Heller Altarpiece 

of 1509 and the Landauer A ltarpiece of 1511 for the extraordinary con

junction of self-portrait and tablet with signature. In both works, as 

can be seen in a copy of the Heller Altarpiece by Jobst Harrich and in 

the Landauer Altarpiece, on view in the Kunsthistorisches Museum in 

Vienna, Diirer places his own entire figure in the landscape, accom

panied by a signature tablet with an elaborate text.24

Apparently, only the young Holbein used the ‘tabula ansata’ as 

the bearer for his signature and for the tablet of Apelles (in the 

printer’s device and the title surround for Valentinus Curio). The 

question is whether the artist and the printer-publisher related 



themselves to the same or to differing interpretations of this em

blem. According to Frank Hieronymus, Valentinus Curio was able 

to relate to the anecdote according to the interpretation of Erasmus 

in terms of “the quality of his authors and his editions.” Christian 

Muller tends to agree with this view, and to back away from the idea 

of connecting the device with Holbein.25 But Holbein’s genius or 

inventive wit is detectable precisely in the way in which he was able 

to take up an interpretative possibility (with Erasmus) provided by 

his client, and simultaneously to create a kind of artist’s signature 

for himself. This would correspond to what Erasmus formulated in 

his Parabolae in praise of Timanthes, who in all of his works intimat

ed more than what he explicitly depicted, which gives rise to the 

conclusion that an oration is better the more ideas and the less nar

ration it contains, the greater sense and the fewer words.”6

That Holbein adopted the tablet of Apelles as his own emblem 

was probably evident already in the sixteenth century. An unidenti

fied individual subsequently inscribed Holbein’s signature in the 

Apelles tablet in a print. In the title surround containing the story 

of Tantalus and Pelops, which may have come from Holbein’s cir

cle’, the escutcheon with the tablet of Apelles hangs from a pedi

ment, surrounded by garlands and a wreath. In a copy of the oft- 

used title surround (fig. i), the initials HH have been inscribed on 

the tablet in black ink.27 While this ‘Holbein-Apelles’ signature can

not be dated, it may be taken as confirmation of the association of 

Holbein with Apelles.

This connection of Holbein with Apelles can be conceived ac

cording to the model mentioned by Erasmus. His book Parabolae sive 

similia of 1514 sets out an indivisible sequence of analogies or paral

lels between Antiquity, early Christianity, and the Modern Age. 

Serving as examples from Antiquity are Apelles, Protogenes and 

Timanthes: Apelles, who regarded a day that produced no line as 

wasted, and Protogenes, with his outsized facility, unable to remove 

his hand from the tablet, for which he was rebuked by the rhetori

cians, who praised Timanthes, on the other hand, for suggesting 

more in his paintings than what was actually visible.28 It is a ques

tion of a collection of instructive analogies which take up events or 

dicta drawn from early Christianity or ancient Greece in order ei

ther to derive lessons from them or else to create parallels with 

events of the Early Modern period.

Among the images summoned by such correspondences or simi

larities is the equation of the ‘old Apelles’ with a second or new 

Apelles; this idea came into use in Italy around 1450, and north of 

the Alps after 1500, when it was taken up by Albrecht Diirer’s 

learned friends to refer to that Nuremberg artist.”9 As with Holbein 

(whether the association was with Mucius Scaevola, Apelles or 

Zeuxis), it was not question of identification, but instead of the 

panegyric enunciation of similarities.

2 Niklaus Manuel Deutsch, St. Luke Painting the Madonna (St. Anne Altarpiece), 1515, 

Bern, Kunstmuseum

Cicero

The hand of Apelles in Holbein’s printer’s device for Valentinus 

Curio is remarkable in several respects: in the cloud strip below, in 

the position of the brush, and in its movement forward from the 

picture surface (cat. D. 26). The cloud strip characterises the hand as 

divine - recognisable here is the idea of the ‘manus divina’, which 

could be attributed to artists around 1500T This idea cannot be rec

onciled with the unnatural, cramped position of the fingers: the 

middle finger is stretched out, the others bent, and the brush ap

pears as an extension of the middle finger. No one could possibly 

paint in such a manner. The way in which a God-fearing artist held 

the brush is shown by Niklaus Manuel in his depiction of St. Luke 

on the wing of the St. Anne Altarpiece of 1515 (fig. 2), that is to say, 

with the thumb, index and middle fingers.’1 Holbein took a marked
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ly less pious approach, albeit one still moving within the sphere of 

classical learning, as Matthias Winner has remarked with his typical

ly acute combination of visual observation and literary insight?2 For 

the Latin word for paintbrush (‘penicillus’, Tinsel’ in German) and 

penis, asserts Marcus Tullius Cicero in Ad familiars, share an etymo

logical provenance, and with the first published edition of Cicero’s 

letters in 1467 in Rome by the German printers Sweynheym and 

Pannartz, the Quattrocento took up this similarity just as readily as 

it did the long-familiar analogy between artistic and natural acts of 

(pro)creation, which had been subjected to numerous retellings and 

additions ever since a witty riposte attributed to Giotto?5

As far as I can see, the young Holbein did not venture to visual

ly translate the primarily literary metaphors of painting and procre

ation. Here, we should inquire about the painter’s interest in his de

piction of Apelles in a marginal drawing to Erasmus’ Praise of Folly 

(cat. 13). Holbein shows the celebrated painter in the act of painting 

a Venus (Aphrodite), which seems incompatible with the text. For at 

this point, the Stultitia discusses the calamity that lies in the fact that 

people refuse to allow themselves to be deceived. That it is not a 

question of things or of circumstances, but instead of appearances, 

and the notion that these can bring greater happiness than realities, 

is demonstrated in the Stultitia by a panel that is covered with red 

and yellow, and is taken for an original by Apelles or Zeuxis: “If 

someone views with rapture a panel that has been covered with red 

and yellow, because he believes that Apelles or Zeuxis must have 

painted it, is he not happier than someone who has acquired an ex

pensive original by one of these artists, and has perhaps not even 

half as much joy when viewing it?”54 Understandably, Holbein does 

not react to these reflections from Erasmus’ Stultitia on the opposi

tion between the delighted self-deceiver and the disappointed art 

lover. Instead, he shows Apelles in the act of painting an image of 

Venus, thereby making explicit the nature of artistic intention by 

means of this small marginal drawing: Apelles is involved in bring

ing the Venus on the tablet to a living condition in allowing her to 

step forth, in creating her through his labours with the brush, not 

unlike the way in which Prometheus created living men through art 

and through the theft of fire, or the sculptor Pygmalion converted a 

statue into a living woman through a miracle enacted by the god

dess Venus.

Holbein gives this metaphor of procreation explicit expression 

in his Portrait of Dericb Born (fig. 3) of 1533?5 Painted to look as though 

it were carved into the stone balustrade upon which the young mer

chant (who resembles the figure in Titian’s so-called Ariosto) rests his 

right arm, we find the following inscription: DERICHVS SI VOCEM 

ADDAS IPSISSIMVS HIC SIT / HVNC DVBITES PICTOR FECERIT AN GENITOR 

/DER BORN ETATIS SUAE 23 ANNO 1533 - (“If you were to add the voice, 

then you would find Derich himself, so that you would wonder 

who had fashioned him: the artist or the Creator. Born is shown 

here aged 23 years in the year 1533”). This parable, which has already

3 Hans Holbein the Younger, Portrait of Derich Born, 1533, 60.3 x 45-1 cm» ROYAL 

COLLECTION ©2006 HER MAJESTY QUEEN ELIZABETH II

been invoked many times, here corresponds to an argument for the 

artist’s heightened performance in the imitation of the living - with

out the voice.

Zeuxis

An additional correspondence with a celebrated painter of Antiqui

ty, namely Zeuxis, was suggested to the young Holbein by Erasmus, 

whom Holbein portrayed in 1523. Referring to himself, Erasmus in

voked the labours of Hercules as an analogy. This 'Zeuxis Hera- 

cleotes’ (i.e., coming from Heracleia), as Pliny referred to him, 

achieved fame through his ‘bold brush’, and particularly celebrated 

were his depictions of a Penelope, an athlete, a Zeus, a Hercules 

and a Juno, among others. Zeuxis too engaged in a contest, now 

with Parrhasios, and he too was compelled to acknowledge defeat. 

Zeuxis, with his lifelike depiction of grapes, was only able to deceive 

the birds, while Parrhasios himself deceived his opponent with his 



painted curtain.’6 Tire analogies Erasmus-Hercules and Holbein- 

Zeuxis formed the ingenious template for Holbein’s Portrait of Eras

mus of Rotterdam (fig. page 96), painted in 1523 and intended for the 

Archbishop of Canterbury, William Warham.

In the portrait for William Warham, in contrast to the other two 

Erasmus portraits in the Louvre and in Basel, which show the schol

ar in the act of writing, here we see Erasmus with his hands at rest.’7 

They lie on a closed book with open straps, which is offered to the 

portrait’s recipient (or the viewer in general). The volume bears a gilt 

edging with the Greek title HPAKAEIOI EIONOI (The Labours of Hercules) 

and the author’s name in majuscule: ERASMI.ROEERo[dami], The allu

sion is to the author’s Herculean literary labours. To the left stands 

a Renaissance pilaster, which, like the capital with the Sirens, was 

inspired by Cesare Cesariano’s 1521 edition of Vitruvius; in its shad

ow is an additional pilaster. Matthias Winner interpreted the pair of 

pilasters as the ‘Columnae Herculis’, the Columns of Hercules at 

the End of the World.’8 Visible to the right of a half-opened (or 

half-closed) curtain, and behind this in the corner is a console sup

porting a shelf on which two books lie. On top of these sits an 

empty glass carafe, and another leather-bound book leans against it. 

This volume bears the date on its cover and a distich along the 

edge, presumably composed by Erasmus, which names the artist in 

connection with an idea going back to Antiquity, one used by Pliny 

for Zeuxis, and by Plutarch for Apollodorus. When completed, it 

reads: ILLE EGO IOANNES HOLBEIN, NON FACIE VLLVS /IAM MICHI MIMES 

ERIE, QVAM MICHI MOMUS ERIE - (“I am Johannes Holbein, who is 

more likely to have slanderers than imitators”).’9 Pliny attributed 

this declaration to Zeuxis, and connected it with an image of an 

athlete, which perhaps inspired Erasmus to propose the similarity 

between Zeuxis and his portraitist Holbein: “he also executed ... an 

athlete, which so delighted him that he set below it verses that have 

remained famous ever since, which state that it would doubtless be 

easier for someone to belittle this image than to imitate it.”4°

For the portraits in the Louvre and in Basel, Holbein drew two 

studies of a left and a writing right hand on one sheet (cat. 86), and 

on another, Erasmus’ right hand alongside his portrait (cat. 87).41 

These are the sole studies of hands from Holbein the Younger 

known to us. Several studies of hands by his father have survived, 

though these were executed not in connection with portraits, but in

stead with paintings containing figural ensembles.42 For the younger 

Holbein and his patron, the half-figure portrait incorporating hands 

was the principal pictorial schema. Yet it was only in the Erasmus 

portraits of 1523 that the hands became important supplements to 

the face. Previously, the hands had been used as bearers of attributes 

(as for example in the Portrait of Jacob Meyer zum Hasen (cat. 25) of 1516, 

or in the Portrait of Benedict von Hertenstein (cat. 30) of 1517). With the 

Erasmus portraits, the hands became parts of the expression and of 

the action. The further development of this portrait type strives to 

characterise an individual by means both of space and of objects de

noting the sitter’s occupation, as in the Portrait of the Astronomer Niko

laus Kratzer of 1528 (fig. page 70) and the Portrait of Georg Gisze of 1532 

(fig. page 101).4’ Holbein exploited the half-figure portrait in all its 

variants, but only once did he repeat this arrangement of the hands: 

his Portrait of William Warham of 1527 (fig. page 103) shows the hands 

in the same position as in the Erasmus portrait that Warham had 

received (fig. page qh).44

Evidently, Holbein took up the proposal for the Zeuxis analogy 

offered by Erasmus, who regarded Dtirer, as is well-known, as a 

genuine second Apelles, even though he was disappointed with the 

portrait engraving of himself executed by the Nuremberg artist.45 

But Holbein himself also appropriated the story of Zeuxis and his 

contest with Parrhasios. The fateful curtain is half opened, and be

hind it the new Zeuxis displays his mastery: the rendering of a glass 

vessel that vies in perfection with depictions of such objects by the 

Netherlandish artists.46 To be sure, Holbein accepted Erasmus’s dis

tich for his signature, but not the implicit similarity with the defeat

ed Zeuxis. This he refuted through his curtain, and through a mod

ern contest involving the imitation of a glass vessel (not of grapes) 

by his perfect hand.
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