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Fig. 5.1

Albrecht Diirer,
Emperor
Maximilian T
(1518). Black chalk,
pastels, white chalk
highlights, 38.1 x
31.9 cm. Albertina,
Vienna, Inv. 4852.
Photo: © The
Albertina Museum,
Vienna.
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It is scarcely possible to overestimate the historical significance of Emperor Maximilian I
of Habsburg. Born in 1459 to Emperor Frederick III and his wife, Eleonore of Portugal, in 1486
Maximilian was elected King of the Romans and seven years later, upon the death of his father,

he inherited the vast Holy Roman Empire. Never succeeding in having his emperorship formally
confirmed by papal coronation in Rome, he proclaimed himself Emperor in 1508 and oversaw
a significant expansion of the Habsburg empire to the Netherlands and to Spain, as well as to
Bohemia and Hungary. This was less through war than his own marriage to Mary of Burgundy
in 1477, and the skillful arranging of his children’s and grandchildren’s marriages, later giving
rise to the motto: ‘Bella gerant alii, tu felix Austria nube’ (Let others wage war, but thou, O hap-
py Austria, marry). Maximilian’s grandson, Charles V, would expand the Holy Roman Empire
even further to include territories in South America, ruling an empire over which ‘the sun never
set’. When Maximilian died in 1519, the Habsburgs had become one of the greatest powers in
Europe, a dynasty that lasted until the end of First World War in 1918.!

Perhaps unsurprisingly for such a dynastically esteemed figure, Maximilian was a master of
self-staging; despite his notorious shortage of money, he continuously invested in his eternal

Scrolling the Emperor’s Life and Triumphr

memory, his gedechtnus.* A concern for posterity dominated Maximilian’s thinking, as expressed
in his unfinished autobiographical work Weisskunig (White King), conceived around 1514-16.°

Maximilian writes:

He who fails to create his gedechtnus during his lifetime will have none after his death
and will be forgotten with the tolling of the last bell. Therefore the money that I spend
on my gedechtnus will not be lost.*

All investments that served the perpetuation of Maximilian’s memory were thus justifiable: he
was no purely philanthropic patron of the arts, rather commissioned works that pursued these
genealogical, heraldic, and historiographical goals, aimed above all at establishing the remem-
brance of his person and his family for the future. To this end, he commissioned work from
the best artists of his day, led by none other than Albrecht Diirer, whose well-known portrait of
Maximilian is preserved today in the Albertina Museum, Vienna (fig. 5.1).

The imaginary Triumphal Procession—substantially reproduced in scrollable digital form
here for the first time—is also one of the largest and most important of Maximilian’s commis-
sions. Two versions of this work were created: one a woodcut, intended for broad distribution,
and the other an earlier luxury manuscript edition on parchment, made for Maximilian’s perso-
nal possession. Both were executed by the German artist Albrecht Altdorfer and his workshop
between 1512-15.

The subject of the Triumph draws upon classical Roman models made to mark ceremonial
entries of victorious Roman generals, and in the fifteenth century this tradition was popularized
via humanist literary descriptions and its adaptation during the Italian Renaissance.” Perhaps
the best known of these Italian works, and certainly that most often associated with the revival
of classical triumphal processions, is the Triumph of Caesar by Andrea Mantegna (1484-1495),
now in the Royal Collection at Hampton Court Palace. This series of nine monumental pain-
tings on canvas probably served either as wall decorations for a great hall in the city of Mantua
or as transportable decorations for celebrations, and they were widely distributed in the form of
painted and drawn copies, engravings, and woodcuts. The significance of Mantegna’s work as a
model for Maximillian’s Triumphal Procession miniatures must not be overestimated, however.
Early commentators on the Procession posited that prints after Mantegna’s paintings were in the
collection of Albrecht Altdorfer, or that Maximilian himself saw the paintings on canvas during
a visit to Mantua. But by 1512 the Emperor had assembled enough humanists with sufhicient
knowledge of classical writings to design their own triumphal scenarios, and it seems more
likely that Maximilian’s advisor Johannes Stabius came to the concept independently, drawing
on the classicising writings of Flavio Biondo or Roberto Valturio.® After all, whereas Mantegna
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Fig. 5.2 [detail]
Albrecht Altdorfer
and workshop,
Triumphal
Procession

for Emperor
Maximilian I,
c.1512-1515.

Pen drawing with
watercolour and
gouache, gold
heightening, on
parchment, 45.8 x
260 cm. Albertina,
Vienna.Photo:

© The Albertina
Museum, Vienna.
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Fig. 5.3

Albrecht Altdorfer
and workshop, The
Bavarian War and
riding standard
bearers, Triumphal
Procession

for Emperor
Maximilian I (c.
1512-1515). Pen
drawing with
watercolour and
gouache, gold
heightening, on
parchment, 45 x
92 cm. Albertina,

Vienna, Inv. 25221.

Photo: © The
Albertina Museum,
Vienna.
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aimed for the highest possible degree of historical accuracy in his recreation of the classical ritual
victory celebration, Altdorfer’s miniatures were instead highly original in their reimagining of
the classical scene. No procession in the model of Maximilian’s Triumph ever actually took place:
rather it is an idealised vision that offers a fantastical review of the most important persons in
Maximilian’s life, intended to serve not the classical past but his eternal memory and to promote
the House of Habsburg.

Although an imagined scene, Maximilian’s painted procession is a substantial physical object.
Rendered in gouache on parchment, it once comprised 109 large-format sheets with a total
length of more than one hundred metres. The first half of the procession is now lost, only docu-
mented by two copies from the early seventeenth century which reveal that the cycle was at least
until then accessible and fully preserved.” The entire second part of the Procession has survived
in the Albertina, and was presented as a pictorial frieze of fifty-four metres on the occasion of the
exhibition ‘Emperor Maximilian and the Age of Diirer’ in 2012.

The pageant is headed by a Herald mounted on a griffin, and followed by figures of courtly
life: musicians, hunters on decorated carriages, and tournament knights. The lost first part was
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dedicated to courtly pastimes, whilst the second is dedicated to Maximilian’s wars and impor-
tant historical events, with battle scenes represented by groups of foot soldiers, contemporary
lansquenets, and knights (fig. 5.3). The triumph also includes a detailed depiction of Maximi-
lian’s famous artillery, especially contemporary cannon designs (fig. 5.4), and it ends with the
picturesque ‘baggage section’ set within a rolling landscape (fig. 5.5). The emperor himself is
shown together with his family in a richly decorated carriage (fig. 5.6), further emphasising his
personalised claim to the painting’s renewed visual legacy of imperial Rome and its important
part in aggrandising and legitimising his own rule.

The impressive original length of the Triumphal Procession raises significant questions over
its original presentation and storage. Although remaining copies prove that the work must have
been preserved in its entirety until at least the early seventeenth century, documentary evidence
concerning the function of the original is completely lacking. We may never be able to answer
whether the Triumphal Procession was ever displayed in public, nor the manner in which it was
presented, however it is evident that in its original form the Triumphal Procession was meant to
be read as a continuous sequence, both spatially (along the scroll’s physical length) and temporal-
ly (from the procession’s start to its finish). One possibility is that it served as mural decoration
for a large hall. At least one other imperial commission was intended to function in this way as
wall decoration: the Triumphal Arch, a gigantic woodcut with 195 printing blocks on thirty-six
folio sheets. This richly decorated print, conceived in 1515 but printed only in 1517/18, simi-
larly compiles and reimagines classical originals for the sake of Maximilian’s eternal memory,
including an illustrious family tree, countless precursors in office since Julius Caesar, coats of
arms of the territories that the House of Habsburg owned or claimed, and depictions of Maxi-
milian’s heroic deeds and excellent character qualities.® Diirer’s lost wall painting of the Great
Triumphal Chariot in Nuremberg Town Hall from 1521 was another aggrandising mural that
enjoyed similarly great favour with the Emperor, subsequently reproduced by Diirer himself as a
monumental woodcut in 1522 and appearing in seven further editions up until 1600.” It does,
however, seem unlikely there would have been a room with sufficient wall space to accommodate
the one-hundred-metre-long Triumphal Procession, even if presented in multiple short rows.
Whilst the Arch and the Chariot present possible parallels in terms of horizontal format, as do
architectural details like decorated friezes, the paintings of Maximilian’s Triumph do not match
them in scale or decoration. The parchment’s extensive ornamentation in gold ink and numerous
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Fig. 5.4

Albrecht Altdorfer
and workshop,
Maximilian’s
famous artillery,
Triumphal
Procession

for Emperor
Maximilian I (c.
1512-1515). Pen
drawing with
watercolour and
gouache, gold
heightening, on
parchment, 45.8 x
260 cm. Albertina,
Vienna, Inv. 25230.
Photo: © The
Albertina Museum,
Vienna.
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Fig. 5.5 . W it — - e - — 2" 1 = 1
Albrecht Altdorfer, K o]
The baggage
section, Triumphal
Procession

for Emperor
Maximilian I (c.
1512-1515).

Pen drawing

with watercolour
and gouache on
parchment, 45 x
93 cm. Albertina,
Vienna, Inv. 25261.
Photo: © The
Albertina Museum,
Vienna.

Fig. 5.6

Albrecht Altdorfer
and workshop,

The Emperor's
Carriage, Triumphal
Procession

for Emperor
Maximilian T (c.
1512-1515). Pen
drawing with
watercolour and
gouache, gold
heightening, on
parchment, 45 x

94 cm. Albertina,
Vienna, Inv. 25246.
Photo: © The
Albertina Museum,
Vienna.
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small inscriptions would make little sense viewed in this context. Indeed, why would Maximi-
lian’s deeds have been painted onto such an exquisite and comparatively fragile material only
then to be displayed on a wall like a tapestry? The parchment itself appears to be well preserved,
which seems unlikely if hung for a long period, and does not bear any holes or tears caused by
possible fixing to the wall.”

Looking closely at the Triumphal Procession reveals several other material traces which
suggest something of its function. Before its public presentation in 2012, the scroll was carefully
conserved and restored by the Albertina’s conservation department.'" During this work, curators
noticed all parchment pieces displayed diagonal folds and evidence of rubbing on the surfaces,
both of which seem to have been caused by the rolling up of the complete scroll. Was the object
rolled to simply facilitate transportation and storage? For an Emperor who was constantly on the
move this must surely have been an important criterion, and the practice of rolling large prints
for storage was known at the time, for instance in the contemporary collection of Ferdinand
Columbus who owned large religious compositions that were pinned to walls as temporary deco-
ration.'* Or did the rolling and unrolling of the scroll play a more important part in its concep-
tual presentation? After all, the performative character of the procession is only truly unlocked
when the viewer takes in its images in continuous sequence along its surface, either if one moves
alongside it to simulate its narrative sequence, an effect not dissimilar to participating in the

Triumphal Procession itself, or if the work itself moves.'?
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This participatory idea led Franz Winzinger to wonder whether the parchment strip was
used rather like a Japanese emakimono, viewed manually with one hand unrolling and the other
rolling up.'* By the early sixteenth century the roll format had, as a bearer of text, long-since
given way to the handwritten and printed codex, but the scroll as a medium nevertheless lived
on in multiple formats." Of particular relevance here is a parchment scroll nearly seven meters
long known as the Tabula Peutingeriana, or Peutinger Table, a late medieval copy of an antique
Roman road map known to be in the collections of one of Maximilian’s humanist consultants,
Konrad Peutinger.'® The scroll was an ideal format for an unfurling map of this sort, just as it
was for a frieze-like composition like the Triumphal Procession, with its long sequence of scenes.
Certainly, as a revival of the ancient rotulus, this hand-held presentation would have chimed
with the classicising content of the scroll already discussed. As Thomas DaCosta Kaufmann asks,
‘what could be a more appropriate than to match the antiquizing content with the antiquizing
format of a roll?”."” Such a view was clearly shared by Maximilian’s great-grandson, Ferdinand
IT of Tyrol (1529-1595), who followed his example when ordering a similar painted dynastic
pageant from the artist Sigmund Elsisser in 1580 on the occasion of the marriage of his nephew,
Johann Kolowrat, albeit a scroll of much smaller size at only two metres long.'®

An obvious problem remains with this theory of use: Maximilian’s Triumphal Procession is
over one hundred metres and would have been extremely large and difficult to handle if rolled.
It is possible the scroll might have been divided into several parts, or perhaps set in motion
between two standing reels with only a limited pictorial section visible at any one time. Such an
idea must remain open to speculation as there is no surviving scroll nor written documentation
that attests to such a ‘cinematographic’ display in the 1510s, although some later sixteenth-cen-
tury examples do exist, such as the ‘Lant’s Roll’, a ten-meter-long series of engravings published
on the occasion of the funeral of the poet Sir Philip Sidney in London in 1587, rolled up onto
two reels.”” A much later example, a shifting back-cloth with painted views of the Danube region
made in 1842 by Theodor Jachimovics for Franz Xaver Told’s play The Magic Veil, now preser-
ved in the Theatre Museum in Vienna, is particularly instructive as to how well such presen-
tation might have worked, with a winding crank handle instantly setting the entire scene into
motion. The Triumphal Procession, too, could have impressively unfolded in this manner before
the Emperor like an early modern ‘film’, although again we must remember that the excellent
condition of the work and the lack of contemporary witness reports indicate that whatever its
original presentation, it was not often displayed. The exquisiteness and sensitivity of the mate-
rial, as well as the miniscule inscriptions, suggest the precious procession—in contrast to the
later woodcut version—remained reserved only for the Emperor and a small group of selected
viewers.?

Regardless of its realisation, the medium of the scroll opens up an array of possibilities for
this monumental work. It goes hand in hand, or should that be ‘foot by foot’, with the moving
participants of the Triumphal Procession, the scroll itself an active part of Maximillian’s pagentry
and at once a celebration and mystification of the Emperor’s life, contributing to his legend.
Out of concern for his eternal memory Maximilian commissioned this impressive and enigmatic
work, a triumph over both death and time.

Eva Michel is the curator for Early Netherlandish, Dutch, and Flemish drawings and prints at
the Albertina Museum in Vienna, Austria. In the course of the exhibition “Emperor Maximilian
I. and the Age of Diirer” (2012) she worked on the Triumphal Procession, which was also topic
of several of her publications. She is the author of numerous exhibition catalogues and articles
on German and Netherlandish drawings of the Renaissance, on twentieth-century Austrian art,
and on the history of the collection of the Albertina.
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