
Ágnes Dukkon 

Woodcuts in Old Calendars 

In my study I would like to present a few calendar illustrations. My survey will be 
quite brief, and I will focus on just a few examples from hundreds of publications. 
First, I should define what I mean by "old calendars": printed almanacs and 
calendars from the 15th to the 18th century's Europe, that is the overall material 
of popular press between the apparition of the print and the Enlightenment. There 
are medieval manuscript calendars too, such as the first Polish written document, 
a calendar from 1250, according to Teofil Zebrawski's bibliography.' One of the 
Hungarian liturgical codices - the München codex from 1466 - contains a 
manuscript calendar too (for the years 1416-35). Another calendar that preceded 
bookprinting and came out in 1405 in Augsburg is Johannes von Gmunden's 
xylograph calendar' - a form of wood engraving, an intermediate stage between 
the manuscripts and printed almanacs. Out of this special edition form the German 
"Volkskalender" developed and, simultaneously with printed calendars it spread 
in several copies all through the 15th century. Those copies contained already 
various illustrations. 

Calendar illustrations in the 15th and 16th centuries depict mainly 
astronomical themes, and their recurrence was strongly connected to the outburst 
of the astronomical and mathematical discoveries of the Renaissance. It is not 
coincidental that the most variable and richest illustrations appeared in Krakow and 
Vienna universities: just like the Bible pauperum, the woodcuts of the almanacs 
represented a special "Astronomia pauperum" (Figure 1). In Western Europe 
Flounders was such a center of mind: prognosticons and almanacs compiled by the 
Laet family and by Borchloen reached France and England and became very 
popular for a long time.' 

The department of astronomy in Krakow was formed in 1410. By 1495 an 
independent astrological movement grew out from it. The scientists did not 
consider this "applied astronomy" inferior to their science, but they also practiced 
astrology, instead of having rejected it. The famous Polish mathematicians, Martin 
Bylica of Olkusz and Adalbert of Brudzewo (he was Copernicus's tutor) held 
professional connections with the Vienna School of Astronomy, with persons like 
Johannes Regiomontanus and Georg Pauerbach. Martin of Olkusz had for a while 
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been the astronomist of the king's court at Buda, just like Regiomontanus who 
made his calculation tables of the Planets in Esztergom in 1467 and dedicated it to 
Johannes Vitéz, Matthew's chancellor. Regiomontanus' calendar referred to the 
period between 1475 and 1530. He did not use woodcuts except for the initials and 
the geometrical representation of the eclipses of the Moon.' . 

The Renaissance calendar illustrations developed, therefore, in two directions: 
one shared the strictly scientific character of astronomical discourse, the other, 
addressed to laymen, had strong symbolic and mythological implications. Both 
groups attempted, however, to overcome the insufficiencies of one-dimensional 
representations, and to create perspective. One step in their endeavor was the 
depiction of astronomical instruments - for example illustrations of the astrolabium 
and armilarsphere, etc. Ewa Chojecka's remarks  about Krakowian calendar 
illustrations is more or less valid for the period's German, English and other 
calendars as well. She speaks about three stages. The first, lasting till 1530, 
artistically belongs to the previous century and its astronomical illustrations are the 
most valuable, dominated by scientific astronomy: In the second phase, by the 
middle of he 16th century the popularity of astrology surpasses that of astronomy 
and the illustrations turn back to antique themes and motives. The third stage, by 
the end of the 16th century falls under the dominance of astrology and calendar 
illustrations approach folk art becoming literal illustrations: "Was der Text in 
Worten sagte, druckte in 'Illustration aus. Es bestand eine direkte Verbindung 
zwischen Wort and Bild. "6  

1. 	One of the most interesting group contains illustrations of the planets 
personified (Saturn, Jupiter, the Sun, Mars, Venus, Luna, Mercury). These 
representations came from two different traditions: the antique and the oriental 
culture. The oriental tradition became well-known all over Europe due to Michael 
Scot's miniatures which accompanied his tractatus written to • Frederick 
Hohenstaufen the Ilnd, by the end of the 13th century.' Later the personified 
planets get dressed according to the European aristocrat's fashion in that epoch; for 
example in Mikolaj Toliczkow's calendar published in Krakow in 1512 (Figure 2). 
The portraying of Mercury and Luna reminds one of a troubadour and his lady, 
it could just as well be a woodcut variant for certain pictures from the Manasse 
Codex in Heidelberg. In Mikolaj Shadek's Prognosticon for the year 1519 (Figure 
3), Mars, wrapped in armor and supplied with spear, and Saturn wearing a king's 
gown are so faithful to the period, that without considering their planetarian names, 
we could easily take them for wholly earthly creatures. 
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Another constant motif of the calendars is the natural representation of the 
zodiac, that is the picturesque and literal illustration of symbols, the meaning of 
these being determined by the ever-growing number of laic readers. Chojecka also 
explains the metamorphosis of the dragon motif, borrowed from Hindu astronomy 
through Arab transmission into European calendars.' This dragon, little by little 
has lost its original astronomical meaning, and thus has become the embodiment 
of Evil on calendar woodcuts. The illustration of eclipses, together with this dragon 
motif will appear from the middle of the 16th century, not in the scientific 
publications of astronomy, but the popular almanacs. 

The so-called month representations (Monatsbilder) remained for the longest 
period the ornamental elements of calendars. The twelve months are symbolized 
by human figures and depict twelve different moments of farm- and housework. 
These pictures are quite realistic, sometimes idyllic as well. I would like to 
mention the woodcuts of a Hungarian calendar published in Viennain - 164/1 (Fi-
gure 5)9, but there are many other examples with similar pictures. These 
representations of the months sprang out from very old sources:. according to 
several experts (Zinner, Brévart, Chojecka etc.) they originate from the late ancient 
tradition; in Philocalus' Chronograph - 4th century - human figures appear and 
stands for the months, each of them bearing a special character feature as a 
monthly attribute. From this tradition the medieval genre painting developed; the 
most famous examples the "Stundenbuch" of Jean duc de Berry from the 15th 
century. The late medieval miniatures influenced the woodcuts of the 16th and 17th 
centuries, as the before mentioned Hungarian calendar exemplifies. But the same 
influence can be traced on Csízió's woodcuts which was printed in Heltai's printing 
housé in 1592 in Kolozsvár. The months, the zodiac, the planets and the 
blood-letting scene prove that Heltai used German sources 10 : the Temporal of 
Regiomontanus, the Planetenbuch and other calendars. This tradition was passed 
on, almost with no change, to the 17th century. There is another Hungarian 
version of Csfzió, published in Mese 1650 and I could easily notice the survival 
of the German woodcuts and the traditional symbolism of pictures." In general, 
these illustrations were common property of printing offices all over Europe, they 
wandered from one .printer to the other in several variations as the comparing of 
the English, German, Polish, Hungarian and French calendars proves it. 

There are many examples for noticing the combination of abstract 
astronomical signs and pictures: I mention a sheet calendar of Christopher 
Froschauer, edited in Zürich 1541, with various woodcuts informing the once 
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owner on months, feasts and medical advice: symbols of the months (30x25 mm), 
blood-letting manikin and blood-letting scene (55x55 mm) and very small symbolic 
woodcuts and signs printed in red and black. 

A very characteristic picture of old calendars is the blood-letting manikin. 
There was a strong connection between astronomy and medical science beginning 
from the ancient times (as we can see it in Tetrabiblos of Ptolemy, for example), 
through the Renaissance, and lasting perhaps till the Enlightenment, therefore it is 
obvious, why the popularity of medical astronomy (or astronomical medicine?) 
grew respectively. 12  I found such illustrations up to the end of the _17th century 
in Polish, Hungarian, English and German calendars. This theme was so popular 
that even in the second half of the 17th century in English mock-calendars the 
blood-letting manikin was always present as the object of parody. In Poor Robin's 
calendar for 1670 the following text comments the events of blood-letting: "The 
Anatomy of Man's Body, according to the manner as Julius Caesar was slain in the 
Senate House". 13  (The woodcut shows how this blood-letting, in this special case, 
serves for good. .) 	 . 

Starting from mid 16th century, the Baroque style appeared on woodcuts: 
decorated title pages, dynamic and overcrowded images characterize most of the 
almanacs of that time. One example is Michael Peterle's calendar published in 
Prague 1578 (Figure 4). 14  A little more harmonic and more elegant publication 
was the Protestant "Calendrier Historial"' of Jean de Tournes which came out 
in Lyon in 1563. The framing ornamentation of the title page consists of 
arabesques, human and animal figures. In the middle of the page a serpent, biting 
its tail, forms a circle, and the same circle encloses a Latin aphorism: Quod tibi 
fieri non vis, alteri non feceris. This illustration is also an old topos, I have found 
it in many English sheet calendars of the 17th century and in other almanacs of the 
earlier period. 	. 

This "Calendrier Historial" is indeed very Protestant: for Prognostication the 
author quotes the Bible (Jeremiah 10, Leviticus 26) crying out against the vanity 
of star beliefs and predictions. Yet 'the calendar has wonderful woodcuts 
representing the months, these are real idyllic scenes accompanied by psalm verses 
in beautiful calligraphy. The second half of the calendar contains the Psalms, a 
long tractatus by Theodore Beze, a catechism, religious liturgy, and finally, the 
testimony of the French Protestant Church. The. Psalms are surrounded by nice 
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initials and various frame decorations. It is curious that these pictures seem to be 
closer to Rabelais then to the spirit of the Psalms. 

Step by step, in the 17th. century astronomical illustrations faded away, and 
more and more actual political pictures, coats-of-arms from different countries and 
towns, persons, portrays of high officials and of calendar authors (such as William 
Lilly's and George Wharton's), panoramas - as Leipzig, Wroclaw, Lőcse, 
Nürnberg in David Frölich's and Christoph Neubarth's calendars. 1ó  This change 
was due to the process of separation between astronomy and astrology on the one 
hand, and on the other hand, it was caused by growth of the functions the calendar 
was appointed to have, and by the withering of astralmythology, in contrast with 
political, economical and cultural themes. Thus only the strictly geometrical 
illustrations appear to follow the astronomical facts, or an entirely different, a new 
symbolic pattern decorates the late 17th century calendars. This phenomenon shows 
how the relationship between art and science changed around the turn of the 18th 
century; while in the Renaissance the two formed unity, in the Enlightenment they 
split, and developed further on independently. 

We could catch the last glimpse of the Renaissance unity in the Latin and 
German calendars of David Frölich (1595-1648, a German-Hungarian scientist 
from Késmárk). 17  His texts and illustrations have preserved the tradition of the 
classical, theoretical and practical astronomy. Among the Central and Western 
European calendars I have investigated so far, I have not found another such 
attitude, that of connecting the actual work to the spirit and form of late 
Renaissance calendars. This was not an anachronism from his part, but a 
conscientious preference, because his knowledge in natural sciences and arts was 
high at the level of the epoch, in physics and geography especially. 
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Figure 1. Jacobus de Isziza: Calendarium... 
1512, Kraków. Biblioteka Jagielloílska, Kraków. 
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Figure 2. Mikolaj Toliczkow: Judicium 
1512, Kraków. Biblioteka Jagellorlska, Kraków:  
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Figure 3. Mikolaj Shadek: Prognosticon Judiciale,  

1519, Kraków. Biblioteka Jagelloríska, Kraków.  

139  



..~  

=T
~~  

V~~i~*~-_:i CALENDARYVNi  

ET INDEX FE  
ST>Ó•.RV NI E T I CIV,  

niorum fecundum vli.ni  NIe, 
tropólíranae Eccle(iti_  

PraoenRs  

4tKeit+ 	_ • ~ 	

~`: í '• 

. 	 . 	 . 	 ~ 	.. 	
~ • 	 . 	 • 	 . 	 - 

`` ~ .ifG  
V ~•DE—BA .. T'" ~  • 

	

 

~Vlíchael Pererle. 	 ~ • 
—Anno 1  S .  7  g, ~ 

Iconography in Cultural Studies  

Figure 4. Michael Peterle: Calendarium, 1578, Praga. 
Bodleian Library, Oxford.  
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Figure 5. Jan Tonski: Kalendárium ... 1641, Bécs  
(in Hungarian).  

Országos Széchényi Könyvtár, Budapest.  
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