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ABSTRACT 

Hans Baldung Grien used the innovative chiaroscuro woodcut technique, invented in 

Germany in 1508, to create his prints Witches’ Sabbath (1510) and Fall of Man (1511). This 

thesis argues that Baldung’s depictions of witches and of Eve are connected by the chiaroscuro 

woodcut technique. The chiaroscuro print establishes a conceptual genealogy that begins with 

Eve as humanity’s first female transgressor and results in the sixteenth-century witch. The 

chiaroscuro woodcut technique removes the sixteenth-century witch of Witches’ Sabbath and 

Biblical personage Eve in Fall of Man from discrete traditional iconographic lineages and 

encourages the viewer to understand witches and Eve as natural women. The new category of the 

natural woman serves as a way to analyze the relationship between early modern witches and 

Eve, as well as their pictorial and textual connections to the Christian hermit and the folkloric 

wild woman.  Furthermore, the chiaroscuro technique elevated the woodcut by making it a 

luxurious, fine-art print, and thus allowed Baldung to depict his female subjects independent of 

any explicit textual or visual precedents. Indeed, Baldung used the technique to introduce a 

darkness, mood, and drama that was impossible to capture with other techniques in the graphic 

arts.  
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 CHAPTER ONE 

INTRODUCTION TO THE CRITICAL THEMES AND 

LITERATURE UNDERLYING THE NATURAL WOMAN 

The enigmatic content of Hans Baldung’s prints has been subject to numerous interpretations 

from art historians. Baldung’s oeuvre is filled with highly sexualized imagery of women, ranging 

from depictions of Eve to sixteenth-century witches. Baldung’s chiaroscuro woodcut Witches’ 

Sabbath (1510) exemplifies his preoccupation with the sexualized female (Fig. 1). Many scholars 

believe Baldung created Witches’ Sabbath in response to contemporary literature on witchcraft 

and, furthermore, that the print reflects Baldung’s views of women and sex. These concepts may 

have informed Baldung in creating Witches’ Sabbath, but this thesis examines his composition 

within the greater scheme of depicting sexualized, natural women in landscape settings. In his 

work, Baldung conflates the personages of witches, the wild woman, and Eve and in so doing, 

renders their traditional nomenclatures—witch, wild woman, and Eve—insufficient. As such, a 

new conceptual category—the natural woman—is necessary to analyze the women beyond the 

constraints of their traditional iconographic forebears. Baldung creates the natural woman 

through the dark, dramatizing technique of the chiaroscuro woodcut, in which she found her 

most befitting milieu. The chiaroscuro woodcut is the driving force that connects the witch and 

Eve. It serves as a discursive space to analyze the concept of the natural woman, and how the 

witch and Eve form the category through their distinct characteristics and attributes. I argue that 

Baldung used the chiaroscuro woodcut as a conduit for the natural woman because of the 

tenebrous technique’s unique ability to enrich and elevate the women’s relationship with nature.   

The chiaroscuro woodcut is both a reductive and additive printing technique that was 

invented in Germany c.1508.
1
 To create a chiaroscuro print, the artist utilized no fewer than two 

wood blocks.  The key or line block establishes the outline of the print. The tone block creates 

areas of solid color and highlights that are meant to complement the key block. The tone block 

allowed the artists to work within a greater tonal range and utilize colored inks to produce 

                                                 
1
 David Landau and Peter Parshall, The Renaissance Print, 1470-1550 (New Haven: University Press, 1994), 186-

187. The exact date of the first chiaroscuro woodcut is difficult to establish. Landau and Parshall describe the 

circumstances and key players involved in its development. Early forms of the chiaroscuro woodcut are considered 

to be colored engravings by Mair von Landshut (1490s).  
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different effects and moods. Because of its elaborate and luxurious nature, the chiaroscuro 

woodcut was considered to produce a more elevated and artistic fine art print. By the late 

fifteenth-century, the intaglio technique of engraving had seemingly surpassed the woodcut in 

popularity, particularly in producing fine-art prints. Woodcuts were often used to document and 

disseminate information via pamphlets, broadsheets, and illustrated texts among intellectual 

communities, as well as to the masses. This is epitomized in the pamphlets and broadsheets 

about the New World and its inhabitants that circulated in Europe.
2
 At the turn of the century, the 

woodcut technique experienced resurgence, and artists such as Hans Baldung, Hans Burgkmair, 

and Albrecht Dürer, actively experimented with the technique.  

Hans Baldung was aware of witchcraft rhetoric and long-standing traditions of the wild 

woman and Eve. The literary traditions of the three female personages were laden with 

misogynistic rhetoric and fear of the uncivilized and/or non-Christian. Printed versions of witch-

hunting treatises and illustrated travel books depicting wild men and women flourished in the 

late-fifteenth and early-sixteenth centuries. The early pictorial depictions of witches and wild 

folk often came from the same graphic conventions and these images were often based on, if not 

directly copied from depictions of Eve. Such instances are often the result of an economic 

publisher or the expediency with which illustrations were created. However, the conventional 

lives of these three women often overlap and commingle in Hans Baldung’s chiaroscuro 

woodcuts. The female personages of the witch, wild woman and Eve are marginalized figures, 

they often served as antitheses to civilized male society, and they all came from and channeled 

the same powerful natural forces. Visual and textual descriptions conflate the three distinct 

personages and, in turn created an ambiguous, natural figure with characteristics of all three. 

Artists treated these women through a variety of media; of these I will analyze chiaroscuro 

woodcuts, engravings, illustrations from law treatises, witch-hunting manuals, and playing cards, 

                                                 
2
 Woodcut depictions of New World inhabitants, although appropriate for the discussion of the natural woman, are 

beyond the purview of this thesis. The New World woman’s history and evolution in the pictorial arts of Europe is a 
fascinating one, yet too extensive for this project. See Susi Colin, “The Wild Man and the Indian in Early 16 th

 

Century Book Illustration,” Indians and Europe: An Interdisciplinary Collection of Essays, ed. Christian Feest 

(Aachen: Edition Herodot, 1987), 5-36, for more information on early modern depictions of New World inhabitants. 

See Colin, 14, for a prime example of the New World woman as natural woman in the woodcut by Grüninger, Dis 

Büchlin saget… (Strasbourg, 1509). Also see Gerhild Scholz Williams, “Altes Wissen-Neue Welt: Magie und die 

Entdeckung Amerikas im 16. Jahrhundert,“ Gutenberg un ddie Neue Welt, ed. Horst Wenzel, 195-210 (Munich: 

Fink, 1994) for a discussion of the relationship between New World temptresses and Old World sorceresses.  
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as well as the non-printed images found in chiaroscuro drawings. I will trace the verbal, formal 

and iconographic lives of the conceptual category of the natural woman in print, exemplified and 

concretized through the female figures in Baldung’s chiaroscuro woodcuts, as a means to analyze 

how the chiaroscuro technique forms a new understanding of women and their relationship to 

nature.  

Statement of the Problem 

Witches’ Sabbath is one of the earliest known prints to engage witches as subject matter 

in art and is one of the first chiaroscuro woodcuts to be produced after the technique’s initial 

creation.
3
 Baldung created at least three versions of Witches’ Sabbath. Of these, he struck one as 

a regular woodcut print and used the chiaroscuro method on two additional versions (Figs. 2, 3). 

By comparing the regular woodcut with the chiaroscuro woodcut prints, it becomes apparent 

how the chiaroscuro woodcut technique introduces a heightened sense of mystery, mood, and 

pervading darkness that other graphic forms lacked. The tone blocks establish the women as 

extensions of nature rather than women who have merely been placed in a landscape setting. 

Because of the tone block, the natural women materialize out of the dark encroaching forest and, 

in turn are imbued with its power. 

Witches and witchcraft of the early modern period have been treated in social histories, 

gender studies, and art history, but rarely in connection to formal developments of artistic 

representation. Hans Baldung’s use of the chiaroscuro woodcut technique, however, requires that 

the relationship between subject matter and medium be addressed. As such, Baldung’s decision 

to use the chiaroscuro woodcut technique demands a reevaluation of the conventional 

iconographic lineages with which the women in Witches’ Sabbath have traditionally been 

associated. Scholars often attempt to establish direct connections between the scene in Baldung’s 

Witches’ Sabbath and texts such as the misogynistic witch-hunting manuals Malleus 

maleficarum (Speyer, 1486) and De lamiis et phitonicis mulieribus (Constance, 1489), but 

Baldung’s composition is not grounded in a specific text nor is it explicitly derived from the 

texts’ woodcut illustrations. While Malleus was never illustrated, later editions of Ulrich 

                                                 
3
 Jeffrey Chipps Smith, The Northern Renaissance (New York: Phaidon Press, 2004), 343. The chiaroscuro woodcut 

technique is believed to have been invented in 1508 and Witches’ Sabbath is dated just two years after. Smith 

discusses Baldung’s chiaroscuro woodcut within the context of the early modern period’s interest in “exploring 
nature and human nature.” According to Smith, Baldung most often explored the “dark sides of human nature,” as 
exemplified in Witches’ Sabbath.  
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Molitor’s De lamiis included six woodcut illustrations (Figs. 4-8).
4
 The illustrations convey 

specific attributes of witchcraft but do little to particularize the witches themselves. As a result, 

the images rely entirely on the accompanying text for explication. The chiaroscuro woodcut 

technique, however, establishes Witches’ Sabbath’s independence from a particular text or 

iconographic lineage. 

Baldung’s chiaroscuro woodcut Fall of Man (1511) establishes and accentuates Eve’s 

feminine affinity with nature (Fig. 9). Additionally, the composition establishes Eve and the 

natural woman within the same misogynistic and sexually-charged rhetoric as Malleus and De 

lamiis. Females were believed to hold great power over men through their sexuality and this 

tradition began with the belief that Eve, the first woman to break God’s laws, tricked Adam and 

caused the fall of man.
5
 The Christian tradition of Eve provided European inquisitors, writers, 

and artists with a misogynistic framework in which contemporary women could be, and often 

were, placed. Treatises like Malleus and De lamiis perpetuated the negative view of women by 

harkening back to the pernicious Eve in their descriptions of witches. Eve was viewed as the 

original woman, and therefore, I argue, is the original natural woman.  

 Through his chiaroscuro woodcut prints, Witches’ Sabbath and Fall of Man, Hans 

Baldung established the natural woman as a figure who not only came from nature, but was an 

extension of nature. While prints are often seen as a medium that was used to reach audiences of 

different social strata, the chiaroscuro woodcut technique Baldung employed, was generally 

intended for an educated male audience. The chiaroscuro woodcut originated in German royal 

courts, was promoted by the humanist Konrad Peutinger, and circulated among other court artists 

and artistic circles. Indeed, at its inception, the chiaroscuro woodcut was considered a new, “elite 

form” of woodcut and may have been a collector’s item.6 It is significant then, that Baldung 

                                                 
4
 Figures 2-6 represent three scenes out of the six. Figures 2 and 3 are from the 1489 edition and figures 4 and 5 are 

from the 1500 edition. Sigrid Schade, Schadenzauber und die Magie des Körpers: Hexenbilder der frühen Neuzeit 

(Worms: Werner'sche Verlagsgesellschaft, 1983), 30.  According to Sigrid Schade, the artist’s tendency to depict 
witches without witch-like characteristics was meant to imply that any woman could be a witch and it was plausible 

for all women to practice witchcraft. 

5
 Joseph Leo Koerner, The Moment of Self-Portraiture in German Renaissance Art (Chicago: University of Chicago 

Press, 1993), 320-321, discusses the sexual connotations of the Fall of Man extensively in relation to Baldung’s 
oeuvre.  

6
 Landau and Parshall, Renaissance Print, 188. I will discuss this aspect of the technique in greater detail in the next 

chapter.  
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chose to represent marginalized subject matter in a “luxury” print. The enriched formal qualities 

of the chiaroscuro woodcut release the natural woman from the loaded iconographic lineages of 

the witch, the wild woman and Eve. Baldung, part of the humanist community, used the 

chiaroscuro woodcut to complicate moral that were tied up in humanist discourse.
7
 Additionally, 

the chiaroscuro woodcut heightens the wildness of the natural woman, the primeval forest of 

which she is a part, and the dark social milieu of her conception and depiction. I propose that the 

chiaroscuro woodcut technique demands the dissolution of these traditional iconographic 

lineages and the introduction of a new, conceptual category: the natural woman.  

State of the Literature 

Early modern texts played an important role in Baldung’s creation of the women depicted 

in Witches’ Sabbath. Witch hunting manuals, treatises, and sermons on witchcraft were very 

much a part of early sixteenth-century life. Linda Hults asserts that early modern artists’ images 

of witches were governed by contemporary witch-hunting treatises and rhetoric.
8
 While witch 

hunting and witch burnings were not commonplace until the late sixteenth century, Baldung 

would have been familiar with texts such as Molitor’s De lamiis (Constance 1489) and sermons 

on witchcraft, such as those by the Strasbourg preacher Geiler von Kayserberg. Kayserberg, in 

particular, emphasized a distinction between traditional natural magic, or folk lore, and 

witchcraft. Baldung drew inspiration from contemporary and folkloric sources to produce the 

natural women in his chiaroscuro woodcuts. Bodo Brinkmann and Berthold Hinz acknowledge 

contemporary resources for witches and witchcraft but establish Baldung as an artist who 

critiqued these contemporary beliefs through his artwork, rather than perpetuated them as truth.
9
  

Early modern scholars were deeply engaged with classical literature and were interested 

in the antique ideas of magic and the occult. Hans Baldung, who was part of this educated group, 

would have been aware of pagan goddess Diana and sorceresses Circe and Hecate, all of whom 

                                                 
7
 Specific humanist themes will be discussed in the following chapters. The female characters of the witch, the wild 

woman, and Eve, exist within multiple discourses. These women embody the opposing forces of civilization and 

wildness, female versus male culture, and have important ancient precedents.   

8
 Linda C. Hults, ”Dürer’s Four Witches Reconsidered,” in Saints, Sinners, and Sisters: Gender and Northern Art in 

Medieval and Early Modern Europe, ed. Jane L. Carroll and Alison G. Stewart, (Burlington: Ashgate Publishing 

Company, 2003), 94-126.  

9
 Bodo Brinkmann and Berthold Hinz, He enlust und Sündenfall: die seltsamen Phantasien des Hans Baldung 

Grien (Petersberg: Michael Imhof, 2007).   
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were associated with witchcraft.
10

 Margaret Sullivan posits that classical poetry and satire, as 

opposed to contemporary treatises, influenced early modern humanists and artists. In the manual 

De lamiis, Molitor cited the classical writings of Socrates, Aristotle, and the story of the Greek 

goddess Circe, who turned Odysseus’s men into pigs, as ancient sources of witchcraft.  

 Literature on the wild woman of European folklore deals predominantly with epic 

literature rather than with her depiction in the pictorial arts. Within the pictorial arts, Timothy 

Husband provides a comprehensive view of the development of wild folk through art from the 

twelfth to the sixteenth centuries.
11

 The wild folk’s origins, however, can be traced beyond the 

twelfth century to antiquity. Roger Bartra addresses the wild man’s life prior to European 

folklore, as well as the introduction of the wild woman and the various roles she occupied 

through different stages of her folkloric life.
12

 Husband’s pictorial overview serves as a 

complementary illustration to Bartra’s discussion of the wild woman’s literary progression and 

evolution.  

  Areas of nature and wilderness served as a place of origin and a home to the female 

witch, the untamed wild folk, Eve, and ultimately, the natural woman. In addition to housing 

primeval characters, the wilderness itself often represented the untamed and the uncivilized. 

Forests were considered to be primitive, uncontrollable, and the antithesis of civilized society. 

Larry Silver addresses this aspect of nature through the artwork of Albrecht Altdorfer.
13

 Silver 

discusses the positive effect Conrad Celtis had on the German’s views of the wilderness and the 

German people’s folkloric ancestor, the wild man. Women of the forest, however, were viewed 

as lustful, morally weak, and associated with witchcraft. Larry Silver discusses men’s fear of 

                                                 
10

 Margaret Sullivan, “The Witches of Dürer and Hans Baldung Grien,” Renaissance Quarterly 53 (2000): 333-401. 

Sullivan discusses the antique sources that were popular within early modern humanist circles in great detail. She in 

turn analyzes the works of Dürer and Baldung through this lens.  

11
 Timothy Husband, The Wild Man: Medieval Myth and Symbolism (New York: The Metropolitan Museum of Art, 

1980). Timothy Husband’s book is a catalogue of an exhibition held at the Cloisters, Metropolitan Museum of Art 
from October 8, 1980 to January 12, 1981.  

12
 Roger Bartra, Wild Men in the Looking Glass: The Mythic Origins of European Otherness (Ann Arbor: University 

of Michigan Press, 1994). 

13
 Larry Silver, “Forest Primeval: Albrecht Altdorfer and the German Wilderness Landscape,” Simiolus: 

Netherlands Quarterly for the History of Art 13 (1983): 4-43.   
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temptresses living in the wilderness and women who seduced pious ascetics.
14

 The wild woman 

reflected the unbridled nature of the wilderness in which she lived, which Richard Bernheimer 

addresses through the sexual and demonological aspects that were incorporated into wild-folk 

lore and the effects it had on European society at large.
15

 To an extent, the existence of the wild 

folk served to legitimize civilization by serving as an example of its antipode. Both Bartra and 

Bernheimer assert that toward the end of the Middle Ages, the wild woman was directly 

associated with witches and demonology, rather than with her wild brethren. According to Silver, 

early modern Germans believed that witches corrupted the romantic belief that their early 

ancestors once worshipped their deities in forest groves by using the forest for their diabolical 

sabbaths. Nature was inherently uncivilized and deteriorated into an even lower state of incivility 

because of the witch.
16

 The interest in wilderness and nature led artists to depict landscapes as 

subject matter, rather than just as settings for figures. Christopher Wood discusses this particular 

development through Albrecht Altdorfer’s paintings, drawings, and prints.17
 Early modern artists 

such as Altdorfer and Albrecht Dürer understood nature itself as a master artist and as a source of 

inspiration for their art. Altdorfer and Dürer often juxtaposed civilization, the creation of man, 

with landscapes untouched by man. In addition to independent landscapes, Wood asserts that 

German artists often explored the relationship between man and nature through depictions of 

pagan subjects and mythical characters such as wild folk.  

                                                 
14

 Ibid., 39. Albrecht Altdorfer’s engraving Temptation of the Hermits (1506) is an example of the female temptress 

in the wilderness. Altdorfer argues that Altdorfer looked specifically to Dürer’s Adam and Eve (1504) when creating 

his wild temptress. This will be addressed in more detail in the second chapter.   

15
 Richard Bernheimer, Wild Men in the Middle Ages (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1952).   

16
 Larry Silver, “Nature and Nature’s God: Landscapes and Cosmos of Albrecht Altdorfer,” The Art Bulletin 81 

(1999): 210. Silver discusses Altdorfer’s paintings as a reflection of the artist’s piety, which was “localized into an 
expressly Germanic version of wilderness and the landscape of retreat.” This concept was established by Tacitus’s 
first century text Germania, and championed by the German humanist Conrad Celtis after Germania was published 

in 1473. Nature as a place of piety, however, was corrupted by witches’ sabbaths. They corrupted the early 
Germanic concepts of worshipping in forest groves, as well. Silver discusses this in more detail in his article “Forest 
Primeval.”  

17
 Christopher S. Wood, Albrecht Altdorfer and the Origins of Landscape (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 

1993).  
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Much like demons and witches, the artist was considered to be a “magus” or an artificer 

who used an artistic medium to manipulate the viewer’s sight and mind.18
 Michael Cole and 

Claudia Swan discuss the ways in which the artist commented on his medium in the early 

modern period.
 19

 Scenes of witchcraft and atmospheric phenomena were befitting subject matter 

for an artist-magus because, like the figures and objects in the scene, he too could manipulate 

visible materials to create illusions. Likewise, I argue that Baldung’s decision to use the 

technique of the chiaroscuro woodcut in Witches’ Sabbath and Fall of Man reveals a similar type 

of artistic commentary. Furthermore, German Renaissance artists believed that nature and art 

were inextricably bound. Dürer stated that “art is embedded in nature, and he who can extract it, 

has it.”20
 Thus, artists could evoke and manipulate nature. 

Scholars on the chiaroscuro print have focused on the circumstances surrounding its 

invention and the mechanical means by which it was accomplished. Scholars have framed the 

chiaroscuro woodcut as being primarily used to reproduce chiaroscuro drawings and other 

artist’s designs.  As a result, scholars do not introduce the chiaroscuro woodcut as a technique 

that produced particularly innovative or original compositions. Much of the discussion on the 

chiaroscuro woodcut centers on the Italian artist Ugo da Carpi and his contemporaries. He used 

the technique primarily to create reproductive prints of designs by Raphael and drawings by 

Parmigianino.
21

 Giorgio Vasari claimed that Ugo da Carpi invented the chiaroscuro woodcut in 

1516, for which da Carpi attempted to gain a patent for the technique. David Landau and Peter 

Parshall discuss the key German artists and techniques that led to the invention of the 

chiaroscuro woodcut method. 
22

 Lucas Cranach the Elder and Hans Burgkmair are considered to 

be the major figures in the technique’s invention. Landau and Parshall consider the subject 

matter of individual chiaroscuro prints, but they do not discuss how the medium and subject 

matter worked in tandem. Joseph Koerner addresses Baldung’s choice to depict certain subjects 

                                                 
18

 Michael Cole, “The Demonic Arts and the Origin of the Medium,” The Art Bulletin 84 (2002): 621-640. 

19
 Claudia Swan, Art, Science, and Witchcraft in Early Modern Holland: Jacques de Gheyn II (1565-1629) (New 

York: Cambridge University Press, 2005) discusses the artist and witch as figures with the power to create illusions.  

20
 Wood, Albrecht Altdorfer, 13, quotes Dürer’s statement.  

21
 Landau and Parshall, Renaissance Print, 179.  

22
 Ibid.    
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through the chiaroscuro woodcut and drawing techniques based on the characteristic interplay of 

light and dark lines. He specifically discusses Baldung’s Witches’ Sabbath, but primarily within 

the nature of self-reflexivity of the artist and the iconographic lineages of witch craft and the 

witch hunter. Additionally, Brinkmann and Hinz argue that Baldung’s use of the chiaroscuro 

woodcut establish it outside of the realm of woodcut illustrations and within the discourse of art 

because of its luxurious nature, but fail to expand upon this issue. 

Baldung was the first early modern artist to explore the theme of witchcraft extensively 

through the media of print and drawing. Linda Hults claims that prints and drawings were most 

suitable for this subject matter because it was not as restricted as were the “higher” forms of art, 

painting and sculpture.
23

 Furthermore, the woodcut print was only just asserting itself as a work 

of art during the first decade of the sixteenth century. Hults acknowledges Baldung’s choice to 

depict nude women through the medium of print and drawing, but she does not discuss how the 

chiaroscuro technique affects the reading of his nudes.
24

  

 Hans Baldung’s oeuvre has been treated by art historians through the lens of Baldung’s 

perceptions of self. Joseph Koerner provides an interpretation of Baldung’s oeuvre, which he 

frames within the context of Baldung as a pupil and artistic descendent of Albrecht Dürer.
25

 

Koerner focuses heavily on the sexual, violent, and macabre nature of Baldung’s works. Koerner 

relies heavily on the idea that Baldung’s images, even those where he is not explicitly present, 

function as a self-portrait of the artist and represent the idea of the fallen “body.” The fallen body 

is exemplified in the undignified figures in Witches’ Sabbath (1510) (and the self-consciousness 

created in the viewer) by Baldung’s sexualized Adam and Eve in Fall of Man (1511). Baldung 

establishes the viewer as a direct, fallen descendent of the uncontrolled passions enacted by 

humanity’s first parents.  

The reception of Baldung’s oeuvre among contemporaries is not specifically explicated 

in the current literature. Brinkmann and Hinz assert that the ideal audience for Baldung’s art was 

other artists. Copies of Baldung’s work by contemporary artists, such as Urs Graf, attest to the 

circulation of his artwork among artists. The educated male would have been the primary viewer 

                                                 
23Linda C. Hults, “Baldung and the Witches of Freiburg: The Evidence of Images,” Journal of Interdisciplinary 

History 18 (1987): 273.   

24
 Ibid.   

25
 Koerner, Moment of Self-Portraiture, 247-448.  
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of Baldung’s art, who according to Sullivan would have fully appreciated the antique sources of 

witchcraft which may have inspired Baldung. Additionally, Baldung’s professional life in 

Strasbourg serves as an important aspect to understanding potential sources and audiences for his 

oeuvre. Educated males were the sole writers and the primary viewers of witch-hunting manuals 

and treatises, and were therefore responsible for how women were viewed in literature and the 

pictorial arts.
26

 Thomas Brady discusses the “social place” of Hans Baldung, his family, and 

important figures to whom he was related or acquainted. Baldung’s father was a university-

educated jurist and an Episcopal official, his uncle was the honorary personal physician to the 

emperor Maximilian I, and his brother succeeded Sebastian Brant as city advocate of 

Strasbourg.
27

 Baldung was part of the social class of the “educated male viewer” which 

constitutes the primary audience of his work.  

Outline of Chapters 

Chapter Two, “Hunting for Witches,” argues that the early modern witch, exemplified in 

Baldung’s chiaroscuro woodcut Witches’ Sabbath (Fig. 1), establishes the transgressive nature of 

the natural woman. The chapter begins with a description of the chiaroscuro woodcut technique 

and its role in forming and depicting the natural woman. This chapter analyzes textual and 

pictorial representations of the early modern witch and how the witch’s attributes and 

characteristics inform the category of the natural woman. This category is important to witch 

studies because it introduces a new way to view witches in art beyond the traditional 

iconographic readings. Furthermore, this chapter will discuss where Baldung’s composition 

exists within the literary and pictorial traditions of witches found in witch-hunting manuals and 

treatises on witchcraft. This chapter argues that the personages in Baldung’s fine art print 

Witches’ Sabbath do not exist solely within the traditional iconographic lineage of the witch, but 

rather the witches not only fit into the conceptual category of the natural woman, but play an 

essential role in its construction.  

 Chapter Three, “The Origins of the Natural Woman,” establishes Eve in Baldung’s 

chiaroscuro woodcut Fall of Man (Fig. 9) as the original, primordial natural woman. Baldung 

                                                 
26

 Hults, “Reconsidered.” Hults focuses primarily on the misogynistic roots of witchcraft rhetoric and pictorial 
representations of witches. 

27
 Thomas A. Brady, “The Social Place of a German Renaissance Artist: Hans Baldung Grien (1484/85-1545) at 

Strasbourg,” Central European History 8 (1975): 295-315.  
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used the chiaroscuro woodcut to solidify the new conceptual category of the natural woman by 

unifying the two compositions Fall of Man and Witches’ Sabbath, and thus their female subjects. 

I argue that Baldung established Eve as the first natural woman and her female descendant, the 

witch as the early modern natural woman. Female hermits and wild women in early modern 

visual arts are Eve’s female descendants and establish the rustic nature of the natural woman. 

The wild woman served as a folkloric “ancestor” to the original natural woman, Eve, and her 

anchoritic descendants, as well as a predecessor to the early modern witch, as portrayed in 

Witches’ Sabbath.  I address the formal techniques which the artists employed to depict these 

personages and analyze how artistic media created and informed the concept of the natural 

woman.  

 In Chapter Four, I will summarize the arguments made in this thesis and how this project 

contributes to the extant scholarship. This chapter concludes with a brief discussion about 

potential research avenues for current and future art historians.  
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CHAPTER TWO 

HUNTING FOR WITCHES 

In Witches’ Sabbath, Hans Baldung Grien depicts six women of diverse ages gathered 

secretly in a forest (Fig. 1). The women concoct a brew filled with vermin intended to aid them 

in flight. The opaque liquid and its vapors soar into the air from a vessel that rests between a 

naked woman’s legs. The naked woman sits in an undignified position with her legs spread as 

she lifts the lid of a pot covered in pseudo-Hebraic symbols. The woman on the left raises a glass 

either in exultation or to catch some of the substance for herself. Two airborne women—one flies 

as a result of the magical salve and the other rides a bewitched he-goat—hover above the main 

action of the scene that takes place below. Baldung surrounds the women with a potpourri of 

objects: human and animal bones, a mirror, and brush lie in the foreground, and a cat-familiar 

rests at the foot of the tree on the right side.
28

 Additionally, limp sausages—alluding to their 

sexual power over men—roast over an open fire. The wanton women show no shame in their 

nude state as they conduct their preternatural activities. Each woman’s hair is long, loose, and 

flies sinuously in the air as a result of the witch’s powerful incantations. The old crone in the 

center lifts her arms and openly bares her breasts. The large piece of cloth she holds, a common 

reference to prostitution, accentuates her unnaturally sexualized character.
29

 Baldung further 

emphasizes the women’s lasciviousness by setting the scene in a forested area at night. The 

uncivilized and dilapidated nature of the forest is exemplified, first and foremost, by the 

women’s activities, and by the rotting tree trunk that prominently frames the right side.   

  Baldung innervates the scene through his use of the chiaroscuro woodcut technique, as 

well as through the sheer number of objects and figures he includes. Baldung created the 

chiaroscuro woodcut print Witches’ Sabbath (1510) just two years after Burgkmair invented the 

technique in 1508.
30

 Baldung employed the chiaroscuro woodcut technique to create two out of 

                                                 
28

 The human skulls may represent humans that were used to create their salve and the scapula was believed to be a 

tool of divination. The brush and mirror, however, were not definitively associated with witches, which I will 

discuss in more length. 

 
29

 Koerner, Moment of Self-Portraiture, 298.  Pieces of cloth or gauze were often intended to identify a woman as a 

prostitute. I will discuss this in more detail later on.  

30
 Smith, Northern Renaissance, 343.   
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the three extant versions of the print. One, ostensibly the first, is a regular woodcut print (Fig. 3), 

while the other two incorporated either a grey tone block or an orange tone block (Figs. 1, 2). 

The regular woodcut print (Fig. 3) is a stark black and white rendition of the scene described 

above. Compared to the chiaroscuro woodcut versions, the women in Baldung’s regular print 

appear flat and empty. Baldung employs minimal hatching to serve as shadow on the women’s 

bodies, but the women lack mass. Moreover, the absence of tone clearly distinguishes the women 

from each other, their artifacts, and from their natural surroundings. In Baldung’s grey-toned 

version (Fig. 1), minimal white areas—created by the white paper on which the woodblock was 

printed—show through to serve as highlights or reflections of the moonlight. The women also 

appear more voluminous compared to the plain woodcut, as the tone block allowed Baldung to 

achieve a greater modeling effect through hatching over the established middle tone. They 

become dim and somewhat phantasmal. Compared to the regular woodcut print, the grey-toned 

women appear more as they would if the viewer stumbled across the clearing and spotted a group 

of women in a forest at night. In his ochre-toned version (Fig. 2), Baldung used a black-inked 

key block and an ochre tone block.
31

 The orange hue establishes a middle tone from which 

Baldung could work and creates an eerie effect and mood for the composition. Baldung created a 

print more akin to a painting or colored-wash drawing by utilizing a tone block outside of the 

grayscale. The orange “mood” may allude to the demonic associations of witches and women, an 

orange moon casting light over the scene, or the power which the women exude.  

In addition to enhancing the sense of darkness and chaos, Baldung used the tone blocks to 

depict the women and their actions as if they are an extension of the wilderness that surrounds 

them. The women appear to emerge from the darkness rather than existing completely separate 

from it. They appear shadowed and analogous with the surrounding forest. Moreover, Baldung’s 

sinuous lines enhance the affinity of the women to their immediate environment. The old crone 

at center has arms that are akin to gnarled tree branches. The fabric she holds over her head is 

indistinguishable from her own hair and the hair of the young woman sitting on the ground at 

right. The tail of the cat behind the woman on the ground looks as if it could very well belong to 

                                                 
31

 Walter Strauss, Chiaroscuro: The Clair-Obscur Woodcuts by the German and Netherlandish Masters of the XVIth 

and XVIIth Centuries (Greenwich, CT.: New York Graphic Society, 1973), 64.  Strauss states that Baldung used two 

ochre-toned blocks. However, this is the only source I have found that claims Baldung used two rather than one. The 

copies of the ochre chiaroscuro woodcut I have seen appear to have been crated out of only one tone block and one 

key block.  
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her, rather than the animal. The woman in the upper left corner is obscured by smoke and 

appears as if she was spawned from the vapors. The women’s uninhibited nature reflects the 

uncivilized forest into which they have ventured and made their own.   

 The chiaroscuro woodcut method enhances the women’s intimate relationship to the 

forest and to nature. Baldung’s addition of the tone block to the simple woodcut print elevated 

the status of the women in the composition to something more than mere witches. The title of the 

composition, “Witches’ Sabbath” has, in part, prevented scholars from looking beyond the 

traditional iconography of the witch and assessing the enriched depth of character these women 

possess. Baldung’s use of the tone block challenges the traditional framework the witches in 

Witches’ Sabbath have been analyzed. Thus, a new framework and a new category of woman is 

necessary as a means of looking at and understanding depictions of women in the early modern 

period. The Natural Woman is a conceptual category that serves as a new way to examine the 

iconographic lineages of the women in Baldung’s compositions. Baldung provided the women 

with a new narrative and history that extend far beyond the early modern traditions of witches 

and witchcraft through his use of the chiaroscuro tone block.   

 The history of the chiaroscuro woodcut is a prime example of the ecumenical nature of 

early modern artistic communities. The exact date of the technique’s origin and the identity of 

the true progenitor have been a subject of concern from the sixteenth century. In the second 

edition of his Vite (Florence, 1568), Giorgio Vasari claimed that Ugo da Carpi invented the 

chiaroscuro woodcut technique, for which he attempted to get a patent in 1516.
32

 It is known that 

the chiaroscuro woodcut technique first appeared in Germany approximately eight years prior to 

Ugo’s patent application. The first extant document to mention the chiaroscuro woodcut 

technique is a letter written by Konrad Peutinger to Friedrich the Wise of Saxony on September 

24, 1508.
33

 Peutinger received a picture of an equestrian figure made by Friedrich’s court painter 

                                                 
32

 Landau and Parshall, Renaissance Print, 179.  See Giorgio Vasari, Le vite de' più eccellenti pittori, scultori e 

architettori, volume primo (Firenze: Salani, 1963), 213-215. The passage in which Vasari discusses the invention of 

the chiaroscuro woodcut is under “Capitolo XXI” of the section Della pittura. Vasari claims that Ugo da Carpi was 

the inventor and master of the printing technique that used three pieces of wood to show light, medium, and dark 

tones.   

33
 Landau and Parshall, Renaissance Print, 183. Landau and Parshall describe the letter from Peutinger, but a 

transcription of the letter can be found in Konrad Peutingers Briefwechsel, ed. Erich König (Munich: O. Beck, 

1923), 97-98.   
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Lucas Cranach the Elder in 1507 and was thoroughly impressed with the new technique. The 

woodcut to which Peutinger refers is most likely Cranach’s woodcut St. George and the Dragon 

(1507), of which two examples survive (Fig. 10).
34

 Peutinger, who was Emperor Maximilian I’s 

counselor and Secretary to the City of Augsburg, subsequently collaborated with Maximilian I’s 

court artist, Hans Burgkmair, in order to create prints using the new technique. Hans Burgkmair, 

along with his formschneider (woodblock cutter) Jost de Negker, produced two woodcut prints 

using the chiaroscuro technique: one of St. George and the Dragon (1508) (Figs. 11, 12) and an 

equestrian portrait of Maximilian (1508) (Figs. 13, 14).
35

 Cranach and Burgkmair first tinted the 

selected paper or parchment with a dark wash. The key block, or the block that establishes the 

outline, was inked in black and pressed into the colored paper. Lastly, Cranach printed not a tone 

block, but a second line block that was coated with glue. The glue-like substance was then 

flocked with gold or silver. Burgkmair, however, used actual gold and silver ink, rather than gold 

flocking. The second line block was intended to represent the highlights of the image and 

mechanically imitate the lavish tradition of manuscript illumination. While these are considered 

to be the first experiments in the chiaroscuro woodcut medium, they are not considered “true” 

chiaroscuro woodcuts, because Burgkmair used colored paper rather than tone blocks.  

Burgkmair continued to experiment with the new technique and created the first “true” 

chiaroscuro woodcuts when he introduced the tone block.
36

 Burgkmair removed the need for 

tinted paper by utilizing a largely uncut block that produced printed tone. Rather than ink a block 

for highlights, the sections of the block that were cut out of the tone block allowed the white 

paper to show through and serve as highlights for the composition. As a result, printmakers were 

                                                 
34

 Landau and Parshall, Renaissance Print, 184.  This example is the print located in the British Museum.  

35
 Formschneider is defined as the “maker of forms” or one who cuts blocks for printing images. For more 

information on the working relationship between Burgkmair and Jost de Negker, as well as de Negker’s role in the 
invention of the chiaroscuro woodcut technique, see Landau and Parshall, Renaissance Print, 198-202 and Wood, 

Albrecht Altdorfer, 246.  Additionally, in figure 13 of this chapter, the white lines in the composition are thought to 

be the glue substance intended for flocking. Either the flocking has fallen off or metallic substances were never 

added.  

36
 Landau and Parshall, Renaissance Print, 179-201, describe in detail how and why this technical development 

came about. Furthermore, there is debate about whether Cranach or Burgkmair introduced the first tone block. Lucas 

Cranach added a tone block with a date that was earlier than Burgkmair’s first chiaroscuro woodcut. However, 
Landau and Parshall ultimately conclude that Cranach retroactively added the date on the composition so that he 

would be considered the first to have utilized the new method.  
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able to work from a middle tone, which allowed for greater tonal variance. Burgkmair was the 

first to use the tone block and he was also the first artist to create a woodcut composed entirely 

out of colored tone blocks.
37

  

With Burgkmair’s introduction of the tone block, chiaroscuro woodcuts more resembled 

chiaroscuro drawings than illustrations found in illuminated manuscripts. Landau and Parshall 

argue that the drive to invent the chiaroscuro woodcut originated in the desire to create 

mechanized reproductions of chiaroscuro drawings. Pen and ink drawings on colored paper were 

popular in Italy throughout the fifteenth century, and the practice continued in northern Europe 

well into the sixteenth century. The Danube school, a group of painters from southeastern 

Germany and Austria, adopted the practice in earnest.
38

 Albrecht Dürer, Lucas Cranach, and 

Albrecht Altdorfer among others employed similar drawing techniques, but used the 

compositions for different ends. Dürer used them primarily as models or preparatory drawings 

for paintings, but the Danube school, of which Cranach and Altdorfer are considered members, 

used the technique to produce finished works of art.
39

 According to Landau and Parshall, the 

Danube school artists were interested in the technique’s ability to depict intense, dramatic 

narratives and “intensely agitated or mood-ridden landscapes.”40
  

Hans Baldung adapted the chiaroscuro woodcut to depict dark landscape scenes similar to 

the Danube school’s chiaroscuro drawings. Burgkmair and Cranach primarily used the 

chiaroscuro woodcut technique to depict traditional scenes of saints or their patrons (i.e. St. 

George and Maximilian I). Baldung, however, saw the technique’s potential to produce original 

works of art independent from other works or designs. Hans Baldung first appeared on the 

artistic map when he entered Albrecht Dürer’s Nuremberg atelier in 1503. He worked as an 
                                                 
37

 Strauss, Chiaroscuro, 36-37, for an example of Burgkmair’s 1512 portrait of Hans Paumgartner. This portrait 

was the first chiaroscuro print entirely devoid of black ink. Burgkmair printed the chiaroscuro woodcut print using 

three blocks toned in shades of violet. Additionally, Lovers Overcome by Death (1510) discloses the first true 

interaction between the key block and the tone block (Figs. 15, 16). Each block was dependent on the others so that 

no single block would create a readable composition if printed alone. 

38
 Landau and Parshall, Renaissance Print, 183, discuss the influences Dürer and Cranach had on the Danube 

school’s drawing techniques and styles.  

39
 Ibid.  

40
 Ibid. See Landau and Parshall, Renaissance Print, 183, fig. 192, for an example of Lucas Cranach’s chiaroscuro 

drawing technique. The drawing is titled St. Martin Dividing his Cloak (1504). It illustrates the dramatic narrative 

and “agitated” landscape of the Danube school described by Landau and Parshall.   
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apprentice there until he moved to Strasbourg in April 1509. How Baldung was introduced to the 

chiaroscuro woodcut technique has not been determined, but it is known that he had distant 

relations with patrons greatly invested in the graphic arts, such as Maximilian I and Friedrich the 

Wise.
41

 Furthermore, Baldung worked for nobles and aristocrats of the region and he assumed 

the position of a master in the Strasbourg guild, Zur Steltz, in 1510. The chiaroscuro woodcut 

technique was new and luxurious, and thus would surely have been a topic of discussion within 

aristocratic and artistic communities. The woodcut print was considered to be of a lesser status 

than its intaglio counterparts by most artists and scholars in the early modern period. The 

woodcut required more labor than intaglio techniques, did not allow the artist as much finesse as 

the engraving, and it could be cheaply distributed in numerous copies. They were most 

commonly employed as book illustrations and single-leaf broadsheets used to disseminate 

information. However, at the beginning of the sixteenth century, Albrecht Dürer, Lucas Cranach, 

Hans Burgkmair, and Hans Baldung created woodcut prints that were not merely for economic 

publishers and the masses, but for discerning clients who appreciated the technique as an art.
42

 

The creation of the chiaroscuro woodcut technique was a pivotal moment in the elevation of the 

woodcut print. It established the woodcut technique as one that allowed skilled artists to create 

fine works of art in a style that was more commonly attributed to manuscript illumination and 

engraving.  

Humanists and Witch-Hunters 

The artistic communities of the early modern period were comprised almost entirely of 

educated men. Therefore, men were the primary creators of fine art monuments, as well as their 

main viewers. Baldung’s home town of Strasbourg was an important city for early modern 

humanist scholars and was a major site for printing and publishing. Key figures in Strasbourg, 

such as Sebastian Brant and Johann Geiler von Kayserberg, studied ancient texts and images and 

circulated their own writings on the subject through printed publications.
43

 Baldung’s family 

                                                 
41

 Werner Schade, Cranach: A Family of Master Painters, tr. Helen Sebba (New York: Putnam, 1980), 9. Hans 

Baldung’s uncle, Hieronymous Baldung, was the honorary personal physician to Maximilian I and Friedrich the 
Wise was a patron of Albrecht Dürer’s.   

42
 Landau and Parshall, Renaissance Print, 169. Chapter 5, “Cultivation of the Woodcut in the North: The 

Refinement of the Single-Leaf Woodcut, 1500-1512,” attempts to dispel the common-held belief that the woodcut 

print was the “poor cousin of the print family.”  

43
 Ibid., 366.   
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held important offices in the city of Strasbourg and Baldung was born and raised within these 

academic and intellectual circles.
44

 For this reason, Margaret Sullivan argues that Baldung’s 

interest in depicting witches was a result of the humanist interest in antique literature and art 

rather than local witchcraft. In 1512, Baldung left Strasbourg to fulfill a commission for the high 

altar of the Münster in Freiburg im Breisgau.
45

 In the five years he lived there, Baldung produced 

a number of chiaroscuro drawings of female witches. In the “Freiburg drawings,” as they are 

often dubbed, Baldung depicts sexualized nude women engaged in various acts of witchcraft, 

acrobatics, and other activities that continue to elude concrete interpretation.
46

 After his return to 

Strasbourg in 1517, Baldung’s activity in the humanist circles of Strasbourg is evidenced by his 

portraits of local humanist scholars and woodcut designs intended to illustrate many local 

humanist publications.
47

 Additionally, many of Baldung’s original designs reflect a personal 

interest in ancient literary traditions and tropes, as exemplified in his drawing of Phyllis and 

Aristotle (1516) and a woodcut print of The Fates (1513).
48

  

Baldung would have been aware of the ancient myths about witches and witchcraft as a 

result of his interaction with the humanist circles of Nuremberg, Freiburg, and Strasbourg. 

Scholars often attempt to connect Baldung’s Witches’ Sabbath to the European witch hunts of 

the early modern era. However, as Sullivan duly points out, avid witch hunts did not begin until 

the late sixteenth century.
49

 Few trials are known to have occurred where witches were tried and 

convicted in Germany during the late fifteenth and early sixteenth centuries.
50

 If artists were not 

                                                 
44

 Sullivan, “Witches of Dürer,” 364.   

45
 Brady, “The Social Place,” 299.  

46
 Brinkmann and Hinz, Hexenlust, 50-68, for a detailed analysis and discussion of Baldung’s chiaroscuro drawings 

of witches he composed while in Freiburg (c. 1514).  

47
 Sullivan, “Witches of Dürer,” 369. Sullivan discusses the particular images Baldung designed for humanist 

printed publications. For example, Baldung designed woodcuts for Laurentius Valla, “Hercules Gallicus” (1521), a 
title page for Pliny’s De viris illustribus (1521), and a frontispiece for Conrad Celtis’s Libri odarum quatuor (?).  

48
 Karl Oettinger and Karl-Adolf Knappe, Hans Baldung Grien und Albrecht Dürer in Nürnberg (Nürnberg: Verlag 

Hans Carl, 1963), fig. 66 for a drawing of Phyllis and Aristotle (1503). For an image of the printed version see 

James H. Marrow and Alan Shestack, Hans Baldung Grien: Prints and Drawings (New Haven: Yale University Art 

Gallery, 1981), 171.  

49
 Sullivan, “Witches of Dürer,” 369.  

50
 Ibid., 339, Sullivan argues that few trials occurred during Baldung’s lifetime. However, it is important to note that 

“few” trials occurred relative to the witch-hunts that occurred before and after Baldung’s life. “Few” trials occurred 
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responding to contemporary events of witch hunts and witch trials, to what then were they 

reacting? Sullivan notes the wealth of ancient authors and myths that appear in early modern 

texts, sermons, and art. Early modern writers often referred to ancient satires of mythical female 

witches as a means of undermining contemporary beliefs in witchcraft. Sullivan cites Erasmus of 

Rotterdam’s Praise of Folly (1509), in which the author refers to Horace’s satires in order to 

mock “foolish mortals” who believed in the pagan goddess Diana and sorceress Circe.51
 As a 

result of the renewed interest in classical literature during the early modern period, learned 

skepticism and satire played important roles in humanist discourse.
52

 According to Brian Levack, 

humanists attacked aspects of medieval scholastic ideas that fostered belief in witchcraft through 

published texts and as a result, this learned skepticism created a climate of moderation in witch-

hunt rhetoric.
53

 The humanist author Ulrich Molitor was a professor of law at the University of 

Padua in the late fifteenth-century and wrote a witch-hunting treatise in the “form of a dialogue 

between himself, the Chief Magistrate of Constance, Conrad Schatz, and Duke Sigmund of 

Austria.”54
 Relative to the highly misogynistic Malleus maleficarum, scholars consider Molitor’s 

De lamiis et phitonicis mulieribus (On Female Sorcerers and Soothsayers) published in 

Constance in 1489, to be moderate in its view of the woman’s role in diabolical witchcraft. 

Molitor considered “witches” to be victims of the Devil’s delusions and vessels for his infernal 

powers. Ultimately, he argued that witchcraft was illusory, and if it did indeed exist, it could only 
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occur with the permission of God. Additionally, as a result of an increase in humanist 

publications, classical literature played an important role in Molitor’s text. He cites several 

classical authors, such as Socrates, Aristotle, and Plato. Specific to witches, Molitor mentions 

Circe, the Greek sorceress from Homer’s Odyssey, who turned a group of men into pigs.
55

 

Indeed, many of Baldung’s compositions reveal an interest in writings of the ancients, but 

Baldung’s Witches’ Sabbath reveals no explicit connection to witches of ancient literature and 

myth. Although witch persecutions were not common during the time Baldung created Witches’ 

Sabbath, the contemporary witch was prevalent in the early modern era.
56

 Indeed, humanists and 

early modern artists looked to the ancients for inspiration in their own work, but in reality, the 

ancient witch may have served as proof for the existence of the early modern witch.
57

 The 

authors of Malleus cite passages from Horace, Cicero, Seneca, and others to corroborate their 

misogynistic message.
58

  

Witches’ Sabbath has traditionally been considered one of, if not the first woodcut print 

to depict witches. Witches and their craft were not common subjects in art before the end of the 

fifteenth century.
59

 The 1486 publication of Malleus maleficarum (Hammer of Witches) written 

by the Dominican inquisitors, Heinrich Kramer and Jakob Sprenger, brought witchcraft to the 

forefront of many European discourses, both ecclesiastical and secular. Fourteen editions were 

published between 1487 and 1520 and an additional sixteen editions were published between 

1574 and 1669.
60

 Pope Innocent the VIII granted Kramer and Sprenger a papal bull for their 

efforts as inquisitors in 1484. Kramer printed the bull as the preface to Malleus which 
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contributed to the tract’s authoritative nature.61
 In addition, the authors included numerous 

examples of sorcery events in towns throughout Germany and cited the number of women they 

had personally condemned for the crime.
62

 Malleus is a highly misogynistic work and while it 

acknowledges that men could practice witchcraft, it focuses almost entirely on the sexual 

deviance of women. Kramer asserted that the very nature of woman’s name, “‘femina’—from 

‘fe-minus’” or the one with little faith—designated her as a lesser being.
63

  He claimed that 

witches copulated with devils, that women were addicted to “evil superstitions,” and witches 

even held the ability to “conjure away” the male member.64
  

Malleus was the first printed publication that served as a handbook to inform and instruct 

the witch-hunter about the nature of witches and their craft.
65

 It was authoritative and congruent 

with contemporary concepts of civilization as an ordered and rational male culture. Men created 

and controlled the ecclesiastical and secular spheres that dominated medieval and early modern 

society. As a result, women were forced out of doctrinal and political discourses, making it 

impossible for women to participate in these discussions or defend themselves from accusations 

of witchcraft.
66

 Malleus was addressed primarily to the educated European male and it was this 

audience that established and perpetuated the female witch’s power as being derived from the 

woman’s sexuality. According to Linda Hults, the most extreme view of European male culture 

conceived all women as being inextricably linked to the demonic forces of nature and therefore a 

threat to Christianity.
67

 The text Mirror of Human Salvation (c. 1400) exemplifies this extreme 

view of women. The anonymous author advises its readers to be weary of all women because 
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they were dangerous and a threat to men.
68

 Hults additionally points out the ironic tension 

evident in the educated male’s claim. Early modern European women held little power in society 

and what power they held was given to them and controlled by men. Women only gained 

tremendous power when in collusion with the devil. This power, however, was paradoxical in 

that it was conferred upon women by men, and in turn allowed men to control women out fear of 

being revealed as a witch.
69

 Malleus maleficarum’s misogynistic message had seemingly 

condemned women—both “civilized” and not—to being inherently weak, highly sensual, and 

therefore closer to the Devil. On the other hand, some early modern writers, such as Molitor, 

took a more moderate stance. In De lamiis, he described women as victims of delusion or as 

unsuspecting conduits for the Devil’s powers.70
 Whether the text was “moderate” or aggressively 

misogynistic, the weaker sex did not stand a chance against God’s most formidable adversary. 

Malleus was never illustrated, but the later publication by Ulrich Molitor, De lamiis et 

phitonicis mulieribus, included six small woodcut illustrations depicting witches and their craft 

(Figs. 4-8). After its initial publication in 1489, more than a dozen editions of De lamiis were 

published in the 1490s, including a German version titled Von den Hexen und Unholden 

(Strasbourg: Johann Prüss, 1493).
71

  Each edition’s illustrations are variations of the same six 

scenes: “weather magic, archer magic, a warlock [or witch] riding a wolf, flying witches partially 

transformed into animals, witches banqueting, and a witch embracing her incubus demon.”72
 In 
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De lamiis the women and their cohorts are always located at a distance from any town. The 

illustrators included a building or two in the distance and a tree in each scene to establish the 

witches’ separation from civilized society. Women were traditionally viewed as highly 

sexualized carnal beings and, thus, closer to the untamed forces of nature than the regulated 

society of man. According to Hults, early modern texts such as Malleus and De lamiis played an 

important role in establishing carnality and witchcraft as innate characteristics of women.
73

 

However, a disjunction exists between women as carnal, natural beings and how they appear in 

woodcut illustrations. The women have been “de-natured.” The untamed nature to which women 

were so attuned and the source from which they derived their power is non-existent. According 

to contemporary texts on witchcraft, demons, devils and witches manipulated what was given to 

them by God.
74

 Demons could disorder air, twist and distend their bodies, and were “incorporeal 

enough to pass through [a] body’s boundaries, yet bodily enough” to move and manipulate the 

body once inside.
75

 Women and their demon cohorts were only powerful through their 

relationship with nature. Therefore, demons and witches would go where these sources of power 

were uncontrolled and accessible. De lamiis woodcut illustrations reveal an underlying tension 

between women being closer to nature and women being depicted as unnatural. These women 

are natural women in theory, but the artists deny them their source of power by omitting any 

sense of natural wilderness.  

The faces and the bodies of the women in De lamiis are not particularized or 

representative of a witch’s carnal character. As such, the woodcut illustrations do little to inform 

the reader how to recognize a witch based on her physical characteristics.
76

 The illustrations 

depict many scenes that include overt acts of witchcraft, but the women do not appear 
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particularly lascivious or lecherous. The book illustrations are more closely aligned to the 

depictions found in The Travels of Sir John Mandeville (Strasbourg: Johann Prüss, 1483), which 

serve as visual guides for the reader (Fig. 17). These images are entirely dependent on the text 

and serve as visual place holders that have little meaning without the accompanying textual 

narrative. Although they are entirely dependent on the text, the illustrations in De lamiis are not 

attuned to the polemical rhetoric the text conveys.  

A pictorial shift occurs between the 1489 and the 1500 editions of De lamiis. The 1500 

edition illustrates the publisher’s concern with depicting witches with a physiognomy that 

reflected the women’s depraved nature (Figs. 7, 8). The women become more particularized in 

their physical appearances. Their costume remains the same—large formless dresses that cover 

their entire bodies and head scarves that hide their hair—but the women’s faces have been 

altered. The reason for this particularization may be found in the European interest in 

physiognomy and physiology. The study of physiognomy, believed to have been founded by 

Physionomyas, is the belief that outward appearances, especially the features of the face, reveal 

the true character of an individual. Treatises were written to serve as guidebooks to help decipher 

a person’s physical appearance in the hopes that the reader would be able to know the true nature 

of a person through visual observation.
77

 Individuals had distinct markers that could be combined 

in an infinite number of ways and therefore imply infinite combinations of personality traits. 

These concepts were expanded and applied to males and females as collective, cultural groups. 

The male culture of the early modern period was characterized as ordered and connected with 

geometry. Female culture, on the other hand, was associated with nature and physical matter.
78

 

Men were considered to be hot and dry and the male body was described as “closed, self-

contained, [and] controlled.”79
 In contrast to this, the female body was viewed as being wet, cold 

and unnaturally “penetrable and permeable” and, therefore, perfect vessels for devils and 
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demons.
80

 Plato, Aristotle, and Galen described the female’s womb as a hungry animal that 

desired and actively sought sperm, and could only be satiated once the woman had intercourse 

with a man.
81

 These ancient physiological texts, coupled with Christian misogyny fixed women’s 

inherently lascivious natures to the apparently unnatural internal functions of their bodies.
82

 

According to physiognomy, these internal functions would have revealed themselves through 

distinct physical markers on a woman’s body. 

While the 1500 edition of De lamiis presents the women in the illustrations as more 

particular and more “witch-like,” it also represents a significant step for witches from being 

depicted as mere place holders to the key players in independent fine art prints. Through the 

artists’ attempt to particularize the women as witches, the illustrations are more enriched in their 

position as woodcut prints. The 1500 edition woodcut illustrations still rely entirely upon the text 

for the viewer to understand the images’ implicit meanings, but they represent a movement 

toward a more “artful” understanding of the print medium.  

  The early modern concepts of vision and sight may also factor into the reason for the shift 

in how the artists depicted witches differently in the 1489 and 1500 editions of De lamiis. 

Renaissance Europeans believed that sight was the most direct form of acquiring knowledge.
83

 

Furthermore, vision was understood to be physical. Renaissance theories in optics often asserted 

that vision was the result of light physically striking the eye, making the object that reflected or 

emitted the light, visible.
84

 Therefore, an individual was physically connected with everything he 

or she saw. One example of this reliance on sight was the interest in physiognomy, as discussed 

above. Medical treatises from the fourteenth century reveal an almost complete reliance on 

“reading” a person’s physical characteristics to understand the physiological and characteristic 

nature of a human being. Specialists used catalogues and handbooks as a way to decipher the 
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hidden truths based on a person’s features.85
 As mentioned previously, it was believed that the 

inner characteristics of an individual manifested themselves as corporeal attributes. The reliance 

on physicality, in both physiognomy and vision, might explain the publisher’s desire to create a 

more particularized woman. According to the Strasbourg preacher and writer Johannes Geiler 

von Kayserberg, demons were able to create a “medium” which they could channel into an 

individual’s eye so that they might be deceived into thinking what they saw was real.86
 In 

addition to creating phantasms, early modern humanists discussed the potential effects demons 

had on human beings if they interacted with a demon visually. Because vision was believed to 

provide a direct link between the viewed and the viewer, it was thought that the viewer could be 

corporeally affected by the visible object.
87

 It may, then, be more effective to question why the 

artists chose not to depict the women as more depraved, demonic, and witch-like in both the 

1489 and 1500 versions of De lamiis. Michael Cole proposes that the reason demons did not 

often appear in early modern artwork could have been the fear that they would affect the 

viewer.
88

 Indeed, demons and witches were confined to working with nature, but they could 

manipulate “natural causes with superhuman dexterity and thereby work marvels.”89
 By not 

depicting the women in their power source—uncivilized nature—the artists denied them of their 

power to affect the viewer.  
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 Artists were sometimes associated with magicians because of their ability to enliven 

subjects and objects through naturalistic depictions.
90

 Early modern scholars asserted that the 

Devil and his demons were never able to produce new things or perform miracles. They could 

only work within the confines of the natural world. Therefore, what was visible to the human eye 

was always of this world.
91

 Like demons, magicians and artists worked with a medium which in 

turn affected the medium (air) that affected the viewer’s vision and, ostensibly, their being. 

Claudia Swan discusses this concept in relation to the idea of artistic phantasia as the artist’s 

ability to “generate nonreal images from actual, observed objects.”92
 Cole addresses this concept 

in relation to naturalistic painting and the smoky effects of sfumata, but Swan equates phantasia 

with the early modern practice of using real figures that existed within the artist’s mind in order 

to depict entirely new creations.
93

 This concept is similar to the belief that demons could only 

work with what God had provided them: materials from the natural world. Taking this concept 

even further, Linda Hults asserts that artists such as Hans Baldung chose the subject of witchcraft 

“precisely because it embodied the power of fantasy in which they believed their creativity to 

reside.”94
 

By the end of the fifteenth century, prints began to reach a new, elevated status among 

artistic communities throughout Europe.
 95

 Artistic invention was highly esteemed and the artist 

assumed a more elevated station in society.
96

 As a result, artists became more aware of the way 

their subject matter was depicted in the printed medium.
97

 Baldung deviated from the illustrative 

print, such as the woodcuts in De lamiis, and produced an artistically-conceived print through the 

                                                 
90

 Daston, “Marvelous Facts,” 622.  

91
 Clark, Vanities, 125.   

92
 Swan, Art, Science, and Witchcraft, 154.   

93
 Ibid.     

94
 Hults, “Baldung,” 275. Hults looks primarily at Baldung’s series of chiaroscuro drawings produced in Freiburg 

from 1512 to1515.   

95
 Landau and Parshall, Renaissance Print, 179.   

96
 Hults, “Baldung.” This was not exclusive to printmakers, but included all artists.  

97
 Additionally, the increasingly elevated status of the artist may have played a role in the increased detail of the 

1500 De lamiis woodcut illustrations (Figs. 5-6). 



 

28 

 

new chiaroscuro woodcut technique. As stated previously, scholars often attempt to locate the 

scene in Witches’ Sabbath to a specific contemporary text (Figs. 1-3). Additionally, some 

scholars have attributed the heightened attention to detail and mood as being Baldung’s attempt 

at frightening the viewer, scaring him or her into believing witches must surely exist. Baldung 

probably did not create Witches’ Sabbath with the intent of describing and informing his 

audience of contemporary witch practices. While some aspects of Witches’ Sabbath do coincide 

with passages in Malleus maleficarum, for example, Kramer and Sprenger cite objects such as 

“bones, strands of hair, [and] pieces of wood” that witches used to conjure spells.98
 Kramer and 

Sprenger describe occurrences of naked witches in the woods who believed they were flying or 

copulating with the devil.
99

 As stated by Brinkmann, however, Baldung’s prints have about as 

much to do with the accurate depiction of witches, as described in Malleus and De lamiis, as “the 

depiction of the witch’s oven in the fairy tale ‘Hansel and Gretel’ has to do with a real 

bakery.”100
 The similarities between the contemporary texts and Baldung’s prints are not 

compelling enough to prove Baldung created Witches’ Sabbath as an attempt to inform his public 

about witchcraft. These similarities are superficial and many were drawn from folklore that was 

established long before witch-hunting treatises were written.  

The Transgressive Nature of the Natural Woman 

 The chiaroscuro woodcut elevated the print’s role as art. It was a luxury print meant for 

patrons and meant to be circulated among artistic communities.
101

 Furthermore, because of 

Witches’ Sabbath’s compositional complexity and Baldung’s attention to detail, Baldung 

probably created it in part for artistic and experimental purposes. Baldung utilized an innovative 

printing technique in order to experiment with the tradition of depicting the female nude. As a 

result, Baldung created a new way to view previously established subject matter and existing 

graphic vocabularies through a new form of graphic art. Witches’ Sabbath marks a significant 

development in the subject matter of Baldung’s oeuvre. This woodcut was one of the first 
                                                 
98

 Mackay, The Hammer of Witches, 119.  

99
 Ibid., 313.  

100
 Brinkmann and Hinz, Hexenlust, 70.  

101
 Landau and Parshall, Renaissance Print, 179. The authors believe that the luxurious chiaroscuro woodcut print 

was “the clearest symptom that woodcuts were bettering their station in the art market during the first decade of the 

sixteenth century.” 



 

29 

 

compositions Baldung created after leaving Dürer’s atelier to become a master in his hometown 

guild. Prior to 1510, Baldung engaged primarily with religious images, such as images of saints, 

panel paintings of Adam and Eve and printed images of death and decay.
102

 After Baldung’s use 

of the chiaroscuro woodcut and introduction of the natural woman, he produced many images—

paintings, drawings, and prints—of nude women exuding power both within and outside of 

landscape settings.
103

 He created these images primarily, though not exclusively, within the 

genres of drawings and prints.  

Witches appear in the printed medium about a decade before Witches’ Sabbath in 

Albrecht Dürer’s engraving most commonly titled The Witch (1500) (Fig. 18).
104

 It is a small 

print, measuring only 11 x 7 cm.
105

 In this composition, Dürer depicts a crone riding backwards 

on a large he-goat. She holds a spindle, a common attribute in depictions of the fates, witches, 

and women in general, and four putti sit, stand, and somersault on the ground below her. Dürer 

depicts her as a weather sorceress, which he designated by the torrents of rain and hail that are 

just visible in the upper left corner of the composition. Margaret Sullivan and Joseph Koerner 

acknowledge the erudite, humanist discourse in which Dürer’s composition exists.106
 Dürer 

establishes The Witch within the iconographic lineage of fine art by surrounding her with putti 

and evokes the medieval and early modern trope of the world upside down or topsy-turvy.
107
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Dürer’s small engraving was not created in order to illustrate a text, but was probably meant to 

be examined and discussed by educated men within the intellectual community. He overtly 

introduces the classical figures for a reason, possibly to instigate conversation, but they seem 

starkly out of place. Dürer’s introduction of the antique projects a classical light onto the witch 

riding a goat and calls up images of Aristotle and Phyllis or the topsy-turvy concept of woman 

on top.
108

 The plump, twisting figures of the putti may imply that the composition was more a 

practice in representing the human form. Furthermore, their detailed wings, as well as the he-

goat’s fur, reveal Dürer’s fascination with animal studies.  

It is likely that Baldung knew Dürer’s engraving from the time he spent in Dürer’s atelier. 

Both prints were created before a distinct witch iconography had been created and their 

similarities, although minimal, reveal Baldung’s potential response to Dürer’s engraving. Dürer 

and Baldung incorporate the image of a woman riding a he-goat in their respective prints, The 

Witch (Fig. 18) and Witches’ Sabbath (Fig. 1). Baldung and Dürer depict their witches with long, 

unkempt hair and undignified bodies with sagging breasts. Their faces, too, are representative of 

a depraved, inner nature. It was a common belief in the Middle Ages and the early modern era 

that heretical women sometimes rode out at night with pagan goddesses such as Diana and 

Venus to eat, drink, and convene away from men. Such stories were drawn from traditional 

German folklore of the Wild Ride.
109

 According to Charles Zika, Molitor compared early 

modern witches to the riding women who accompanied the pagan goddesses, and as such, 

designated the “riding witch as a figure of the wild.”110
 These natural women found freedom 

outside of civilization and empowerment by channeling the unbridled forces of nature.  
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In contrast to Dürer’s engraving of The Witch, Baldung used the chiaroscuro woodcut 

technique to augment the women’s roles in Witches’ Sabbath as extensions of nature and 

women’s inseparability from nature. None of the women, in either De lamiis or The Witch appear 

to channel the forces of nature, nor do they exert their power over nature. The woman in Dürer’s 

engraving may have summoned rain and hail from the skies, but her role in this evocation is 

ambiguous. The connection between the forces of nature and the woman are not formally 

apparent. The engraving technique disengages the woman from her natural surroundings and the 

hail storm she has apparently brought forth. Hans Baldung’s regular chiaroscuro woodcut 

renders a similar dissociation of woman from nature (Fig. 3). Indeed, the women in Witches’ 

Sabbath establish the clearing in the forest as their own, but they appear disengaged from it. The 

thick black outlines of the woodcut extricate the women from their surroundings, from each 

other, and the natural forces understood to be at work. Ultimately, the form and the subject 

matter do not operate in a harmonious fashion.  

Form and subject matter interact and work together in Albrecht Altdorfer’s chiaroscuro 

drawing Departure for the Sabbath (1506) (Fig. 19). Tuscan artists were the first to use colored 

ground as a drawing support and often used the technique for life drawings and as preparation for 

other compositions because the ground provided a middle tone from which the artists could 

work.
111

 German artists, however, often produced chiaroscuro drawings as finished works of art. 

According to Christopher Wood, these drawings appeared visually similar to paintings and, 

therefore, were more successful as final works than plain pen drawings.
112

 Altdorfer is 

considered a member of the Danube school of painting, so named after a genre of Danube 

landscapes by artists from southeast Germany.
113

 The Danube school’s landscapes were often 

images of wild nature. According to Larry Silver, the wilderness was a “charged arena of natural 

energies” and was traditionally imbued with magical powers of both good and evil.
114

 The forest 
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represented both a “symbol and a setting,” which the Danube artists portrayed in their landscape 

compositions. The school’s, and specifically Altdorfer’s, use of line is fluid and spontaneous 

which reflects these same qualities of natural forces. The figures in Departure for the Sabbath 

are not self-contained. The red ground that serves as the image’s background also serves as the 

flesh of the women, the trees, and the goats. Similar to Baldung’s chiaroscuro prints of Witches’ 

Sabbath, Departure for the Sabbath depicts four women who stand or sit on the ground while the 

rest of their coterie ride into the sky on goats (Figs. 1, 2, 19). Altdorfer enlivens his composition 

by employing diagonals, atmospheric phenomena, and densely filling the frame with sundry 

objects and figures. Smoke billows out of the forest from an unknown source but appears to aid 

the women and animals in their flight. A skull and small vessel lie on the ground between two 

women who stand with their arms raised to the sky. The women wear loosely bound strips of 

cloth that cover very little of their bodies. The last woman shown departing on a goat holds a 

distaff in her left hand and grabs the goat’s horn for stability as she lifts off of the ground. In 

addition to placing the women on the outskirts of a forest, Altdorfer includes a small town in the 

distance to show their physical and mental detachment from civilization. Hans Baldung, 

however, places the women in Witches’ Sabbath at the center of their power source: the middle 

of the wilderness. He omits any sense of civilization or reference to a nearby city. The natural 

women originated where Baldung depicts them, from the unbridled primeval wilderness.  

There is no evidence of whether or not Baldung was aware of Altdorfer’s Sabbath, but 

Baldung certainly knew of this style of chiaroscuro drawing and the effects it had on the subject 

matter and the viewer.
115

 Altdorfer’s “mood-ridden landscapes” reflect the inherent turmoil of 

the subject matter and the setting.
116

 In Departure for the Sabbath Altdorfer employs white ink in 

order to highlight the surfaces of objects, as well as to render entire objects in white. As such, 

Altdorfer creates a visually confounding composition. The viewer cannot ascertain whether 

objects are solid or phantasmal. For example, a small plate or convex mirror rendered entirely in 

white rests against the skull lying in the foreground, which is outlined in black and highlighted 

with white. In addition, the head and legs of an animal jut out from behind the woman at center. 

Is this an animal-skin cape worn by the woman, is it a wild beast emerging from the forest to join 

the fray, or is it an illusory creature formed out of airs to confound the viewer? The fluid lines 
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and incomplete forms coupled with the interplay of light and dark on the colored paper express 

“the same fantasy and magic” as the narrative.117
 As stated by Zika, the whole scene is “suffused 

with the elemental wildness of nature.”118
  

Baldung includes various objects in Witches’ Sabbath that are not intrinsic or inherent to 

witches and witchcraft. Many of the objects that litter the ground exist within larger notions of 

women as inherently lustful and marginalized figures. Hults argues that the mirror in the extreme 

foreground refers to the practices of black magic and divination and the brush alludes to its 

purpose of applying a flying salve or “witches’ ointment.”119
 However, the brush and mirror 

appear in two of Baldung’s paintings not associated with witchcraft. Two paintings, one dated 

1524 and another undated, depict nude women examining themselves in a convex mirror (Figs. 

20 and 21). In both works, the women use the mirror to examine their genitalia. The undated 

painting, Women’s Bath with a Mirror, shows three women using the mirror and one uses a 

brush that is identical to the brush seen in the foreground of Witches’ Sabbath.
120

 The woman in 

the painting is entirely consumed in her own reflection and the act of using the brush. Brinkmann 

suggests that the woman may be “amusing” herself with the brush or it may have been used to 

apply a depilatory. Both interpretations of the woman’s use of such a brush allude to the female’s 

lascivious tendencies.  

Baldung’s incorporation of the fabric, held up by the old crone in the center of the 

composition, may imply her association with prostitution and/or death. According to Joseph 

Koerner, prostitutes were often required to wear a veil as a “badge of their profession.”121
 The 

old woman central to Witches’ Sabbath does not use the cloth to cover her body, but rather she 
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holds it high above her head, as if to flaunt her sexuality. She appears to be the eldest of the six 

women depicted by Baldung, and presumably, understood to be past her prime. Hults asserts that 

older women, particularly those in postmenopausal times of their lives, were believed to have 

greater sexual drives than younger women. The female body’s physical “openness” (relative to 

the “closed” bodies of males) already established women as being carnal and inherently sexual, 

and the fact that postmenopausal women had greater sexual drives represented an even greater 

deviation from the natural order. Their bodies were not considered attractive or conducive to 

sexual interaction and the women’s sexual desires would never result in procreation, making it 

all the more adverse.
122

  

 Baldung included pseudo-Hebraic symbols on the pot situated between the woman’s 

spread legs, which augment the marginalized station of the women in Witches’ Sabbath, and 

ostensibly all women. Jews, blamed for the death of Christ, were often stereotyped and 

negatively portrayed in art during the Middle Ages and the early modern era. According to Brian 

Levack, magicians and Jews were the only groups charged with ritual murder, cannibalism, and 

the production of magical potions between the eleventh and fourteenth centuries.
123

 Jews were 

considered especially deceitful and accused of tricking even their own followers into believing 

fraudulent ideologies.
124

 Furthermore, biblical villains such as Cain and Judas were often 

depicted with red hair and caps, which identified them as Jews and apparently alluded to Jewish 

deceit and criminality.
125

 Baldung’s decision to include the pseudo-Hebraic symbols within this 

scene, places the women within the larger scheme of the uncivilized and “other.”  

 The witches’ brazen nudity delineates and accentuates the female’s heightened natural 

state. The women in the De lamiis illustrations are shown covered from head to toe in formless 
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dresses and each woman wears a scarf that covers her hair. Clothing was associated with 

civilization and Christian principles. When European explorers first encountered the New World 

natives, they reported, with surprise, the people’s shameless nudity.126
 Clothing separated the 

civilized Europeans from the uncivilized, naked heathens. Indeed, the women’s nudity reveals 

their pernicious natures, but it also solidifies their existence in nature and on the margins of 

civilized male society.  

Baldung’s use of the chiaroscuro print technique extracts the women in Witches’ Sabbath 

from the textual discourse of early modern witchcraft (Figs. 1, 2). Baldung was aware of 

contemporary texts about witchcraft, folklore and humanist discourse, but Witches’ Sabbath is a 

stand-alone image. The natural women are no longer dependent illustrations that serve as guides 

for reading a text. Because of the chiaroscuro woodcut technique, the composition is able to 

stand on equal footing with contemporary, authoritative texts. It provides the print with more 

substance, both literally and figuratively. More specifically, the tone block itself becomes a form 

of communication and a lens through which the viewer must examine Baldung’s scene. Not only 

does the chiaroscuro woodcut technique completely transform how a viewer reads the 

composition, it physically affects the viewer, as well. As stated by Koerner, the black contours 

and white highlights are interchangeable, so that what the viewer sees is unstable. The image 

forces the viewer to “first conjure up the objects” because of the composition’s resistance to be 

understood upon first glance.
127

 Baldung used the new chiaroscuro woodcut technique to create 

an image that would visually confound the viewer. Claudia Swan discusses a similar concept in 

relation to de Gheyn’s later engravings and drawings of witchcraft and nature studies. Swan cites 

the Renaissance interest in nature as “maker” and the inconstancy or mutability of objects which 
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nature produced.
128

 She calls these “objects of inconstancy” and they revealed a world where 

“nature metamorphoses and witches exist.”129
  

Forests, like the wilderness in which the women in Witches’ Sabbath exist, exemplified 

the “unbridled natural forces” they were believed to contain.130
 Nature, independent of any 

artist’s translation, produced metamorphic, ambiguous, and inconstant visual forms to the 

viewer. Hans Baldung accentuates nature’s mutability by applying a grey or ochre-toned block to 

Witches’ Sabbath (Figs. 1 and 2). In so doing, he extends nature’s metamorphic abilities, and 

uses the tone block to accentuate the same abilities of the six natural women within the 

composition. Female bodies were believed to be permeable and closer to nature and Baldung 

brings this aspect to the fore in his addition of tone. When compared to the regular woodcut 

print, the women, their states in nature, their milieu, and the viewer’s understanding of the image 

metamorphose. The unstable visual effects of the chiaroscuro woodcut reflect the tenebrous 

qualities of the subject matter, and in turn, reveal the ambiguity of the iconographic lineages in 

which the women exist. Rather than particularize them and attune them to the witch rhetoric of 

the time, Baldung released them from it. First, he does this by calling upon numerous sources 

considered part of witch rhetoric and many that have no prior connection to witches. Ancient 

literature and the humanist revival of pagan goddesses and sorceresses played an important role 

in Baldung’s art. However, these ancient themes are not explicit in Witches’ Sabbath. Baldung 

was likely aware of witchcraft literature and illustrations, but he deviated from such precedents 

to create a new type of female. The themes of pagan goddesses, ancient sorceresses, sixteenth-

century witches and prostitutes, and the art of his contemporaries intermingle to create a new 

woman, the natural woman. Second, Baldung used the innovative chiaroscuro woodcut technique 

to impress upon viewers that the women in Witches’ Sabbath are not what they initially appear to 

be. The technique introduced the interplay of light and dark to the woodcut technique and was 

groundbreaking for the graphic medium. The woodcut was normally reserved for expedient 

publishing and cheap illustration and the relief process of carving into wood was difficult and 
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labor-intensive.
131

 The chiaroscuro woodcut technique allowed Baldung to challenge the 

viewer’s understanding of the formal qualities of the woodcut. Furthermore, the technique’s 

inception aligned it with royalty and the luxuriousness of the print it produced further elevated 

the woodcut in the eyes of those who saw it. Konrad Peutinger praises the technique in his letter 

to Friedrich the Wise and Cranach’s desire to be known as the technique’s creator, reveal the 

chiaroscuro woodcut’s role in elevating the status of not only the woodcut, but the artist who 

used it. Furthermore, Vasari describes the labor-intensive processes required to create a 

chiaroscuro woodcut print and praises Ugo da Carpi’s ability to master the multi-block woodcut 

technique. Such high praises for the innovative technique and those who used it reveals a shift in 

how patrons, scholars, artists, and viewers understood the woodcut and its capabilities. Thus, the 

chiaroscuro woodcut presents a unique moment in the history of print and the effect it had on the 

subject matter should not be overlooked.  

Hans Baldung used the chiaroscuro woodcut technique to evoke new issues of human 

nature. The interaction between the new print form and the novel subject matter demanded a 

reassessment of Baldung’s Witches’ Sabbath (Fig. 1). Baldung adapted the luxury print 

technique, which was originally used to depict traditional subject matter of saints and patrons, to 

reveal a new kind of woman in art. Baldung’s chiaroscuro woodcut of Witches’ Sabbath disrupts 

the iconographic lineage of the witch that first began with the woodcut illustrations of Molitor’s 

De lamiis. In addition, Baldung adapted ancient and contemporary notions of natural women to 

the chiaroscuro woodcut print, and in turn, created a new subject matter. The elite and artistic 

audiences in which Witches’ Sabbath would have circulated would have viewed the print with 

these ideas in mind. However, the humanist skeptic or fellow artist would not have read Witches’ 

Sabbath as a truthful depiction of witchcraft, but rather, as a new mode of depicting the 

traditional and active relationship between women and nature. The women in Witches’ Sabbath 

exude a sense of agency that was either not made explicit or was excluded entirely in other 

works of art and literature. Baldung’s introduction of the tone block to Witches’ Sabbath serves 

as a cohesive fabric that unifies the women’s powers with their natural surroundings. The natural 

woman is a woman inseparable from nature and at the same time, or as a result, is an extension 

of nature. She is a “natured” woman. This new, natural woman existed outside of any one 
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traditional genealogy, and through Baldung’s chiaroscuro woodcut prints, the natural woman 

revels in a life and history all her own.  
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CHAPTER THREE 

THE ORIGINS OF THE NATURAL WOMAN 

 Hans Baldung used the chiaroscuro woodcut technique to depict a dark, dramatic, and 

highly-sexualized version of the Fall of Man (1511, Fig. 9). Eve confidently stands in 

contrapposto in the foreground of a gloomy Garden of Eden. Her hair flies wildly in the breeze, a 

wind that brings with it impending doom and despair. The large serpent, wrapped around the tree 

at right, hisses toward the apple Eve holds in her hand as she lifts it toward Adam’s face. Eve is 

not the innocent and naïve ur-mother of humanity, rather she actively and knowingly encourages 

Adam to partake of the fruit. However, it is not the fruit in Eve’s hand that most entices Adam, 

as Baldung shows Adam cupping Eve’s breast. Baldung depicts Eve as a lascivious, natural 

woman who is imbued with the powers of nature that surround her and is fully aware of her 

carnal nature, which she uses to persuade Adam to transgress against God.  

Natural women channeled, controlled, and shaped the natural forces that seethed in the 

spaces around them. Baldung enlivened Eve’s natural abilities in his chiaroscuro print of the Fall 

(1511) and of her fallen descendants in Witches’ Sabbath (1510, Fig. 1), by materializing the 

women’s power and nature’s power with the chiaroscuro woodcut. The technique emphasizes the 

darkness of the composition, as well as the natural forces that are at work. Baldung’s 

contemporaries depicted Eve, Christian hermits, and the folkloric wild woman as nudes in 

wilderness landscapes. The iconographic categories of Eve, hermit, and wild woman are 

appropriate, but this chapter analyzes the nude female figures under the conceptual category of 

the natural woman in order to better understand their conceptual similitudes and the nude 

female’s role within the early modern landscape. Baldung used the chiaroscuro woodcut to 

depict the Eve and the witches because of the technique’s ability to attune the nude female to her 

surroundings. In so doing, Baldung rendered Eve differently than his predecessors and 

contemporaries. The artist established a new emphasis and iconography for the Fall of Man by 

introducing a distinctly dramatic mood and darkness to the scene. Furthermore, Baldung 

incorporated grey-toned blocks in order to reveal and materialize Eve’s relationship with nature 

and its primeval forces from which she was born. Baldung used the chiaroscuro woodcut 

technique to visualize the inherent drama of the Fall, Eve’s active role in the Fall, and the natural 

forces she invoked, and thus establishes her as the original natural woman.  
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The technique establishes the prints as luxury woodcuts and the subject matter as 

independent of textual and pictorial precedents. Baldung’s compositions Fall of Man (Fig. 9) and 

Witches’ Sabbath (Fig. 1) work together to form the overarching concept of the natural woman. 

The technique establishes visual and formal connections between Eve in Fall of Man and the 

witches in Witches Sabbath, and thus confounds their traditional iconographic associations. 

Indeed, the chiaroscuro print removes Eve and her female descendants from the stories and 

narratives with which they are traditionally associated. Additionally, images of hermits, both 

female and male, recall the Christian anchorites who inhabited the same untrammeled forests of 

witches, post-lapsarian Eve, and the non-Christian wild folk.  Other artists’ engravings and 

drawings of hermits and wild women serve to fill a “gap” between Hans Baldung’s early modern 

natural woman, as exemplified in Witches’ Sabbath, and the original, Christian beginnings of the 

natural woman via Eve in Fall of Man.   

This chapter will first address the Fall according to biblical history. Visual and textual 

representations of Christian hermits serve as post-lapsarian examples of the natural woman. 

Early modern artists depicted penitential figures, such as Mary Magdalene and St. John 

Chrysostom, as wild, primeval figures that intentionally sought out isolation in the wilderness. I 

argue that the hermitic figures are closely related to the non-Christian wild woman of medieval 

folklore. Christian hermits and the non-Christian wild woman serve as prime examples of the 

rustic nature of the natural woman and as direct descendants of the wilderness-roving Eve. 

Furthermore, hermits and wild women as natural women operate as ancestors to the sixteenth-

century witch, and thus establish a genealogy that connects Eve in Baldung’s Fall of Man to the 

witches in Witches’ Sabbath. Finally, this chapter will conclude with an analysis of Eve as the 

original natural woman in Baldung’s Fall of Man.  

The Fall of Woman 

The Fall of Man served as a prototype for woman’s sensual power over man’s reason and 

served as a visual and conceptual prototype for artistic depictions of the female nude throughout 

the early modern period.
132

 A nude female, particularly if paired alongside a nude man, invokes 

Eve, as well as the iconographic and literary history with which she is associated. Medieval and 

early modern theologians blamed Eve for the presence of sin and death, as well as the lascivious 
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and cunning nature of women.
133

 Eve and her female descendants were influenced more by the 

senses than by reason, and thus exerted a carnal power over men and nature. Artists heightened 

the sensuality of their female subjects by representing women naked and within landscapes.  

Prior to the Fall, the Edenic wilderness in which Eve resided with Adam was balanced 

and tamed. Because of her transgression against God, Eve was expelled from the garden and 

forced to live the life of an ascetic in the unbalanced, untamed wilderness of the fallen world. 

The biblical Garden of Eden played both a redemptive and condemning role in Eve’s tale. 

Indeed, the garden was a paradise in which Eve was able to communicate directly with God and 

neither sin nor death existed. Within the garden, however, lurked Eve’s foils, the serpent and the 

Tree of Knowledge of Good and Evil. Eve, the serpent, and the tree were part of the paradise 

garden and God’s creations, but nonetheless instigated the Fall of man. The wilderness’s 

redemptive and condemning aspects are equally important to understanding the natural women in 

Baldung’s compositions. Indeed, the natural woman possesses the power to wield the forces of 

nature, but the primeval forest should also be understood as an entity in its own right. Rather 

than the forest being wholly subject to the natural woman’s control, the forest and the women 

work together. The wild forest contains and emits forces on its own. Baldung reveals their 

cooperation by materializing the forces of the forest and the forces of the natural woman through 

the tone blocks in his chiaroscuro woodcut prints.  

According to the book of Genesis, Eve’s lascivious and deceptive nature did not go 

unpunished. As a result of Eve convincing Adam to consume the fruit from the Tree of 

Knowledge, their eyes were opened and they understood for the first time that they were naked. 

Ashamed, they sewed leaves together and made coverings for themselves. God walked through 

the garden looking for his children, but they hid and called out to inform God that they were 

indeed naked. Adam tells God that Eve gave him the fruit, Eve blamed the serpent for the deed 

and God, not accepting either of their excuses, cursed the serpent and expelled Adam and Eve 

from the garden. Before punishing them to a lifetime of toil, God made garments for the couple 

out of animal skins. Thus, they left the Garden of Eden in order to work the soil and populate the 

earth. Eve’s expulsion was a life-long penitential exercise forced upon her, and humanity, by 

God. God forced Eve and Adam to roam the desert in search of salvation and many Christian 
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penitents and hermits throughout the Middle Ages and early modern era followed suit. 

Anchorites were men and women who chose to live an ascetic, reclusive life for religious 

reasons. They often wore the animal skin garments, or hair shirt, that Eve was forced to wear as 

part of her compulsory asceticism. Her Christian progeny would spend their life-time trying to 

reach a pre-lapsarian state by wandering through deserts and primordial forests. Women and men 

actively chose to escape the corruption brought on by civilization by retreating into deserts and 

forests.  

The Rustic Nature of the Natural Woman 

Although female hermits were not as common as male hermits, Mary Magdalene as a 

hirsute anchorite appeared as a subject in the visual arts throughout the Middle Ages and the 

early modern period.
134

 Lucas van Leyden portrayed the hermitic Mary Magdalene in an 

engraving from c. 1505 (Fig. 23). Lucas portrays Magdalene seated atop a cliff that overlooks 

rolling hills and a fortified structure, and thus emphasizes Magdalene’s physical and spiritual 

distance from civilization. The Magdalene sits on the ground and prays among the cragged-cliffs 

and trees, which Lucas renders much darker than the “civilized” background. Her long hair, for 

which Magdalene is so well known, streams wildly in the wind that blows from the wilderness at 

left. Lucas partially covers Magdalene with a large heavy cloak that obscures her pubic area, and 

her arms, held up in prayer, hide her breasts. The biblical character Mary Magdalene lived the 

early part of her life as a prostitute, but found redemption through her faith in Christ and her time 

spent as a hermit in the wilderness.
135

 Sixteenth-century artists often portrayed the penitent Mary 

Magdalene as an anchorite completely covered in hair or, as in Lucas’s engraving, with long, 

loose-flowing hair. Mary Magdalene, as did all anchorites, strove for spiritual transcendence 

through isolation in harsh environments away from mainstream society. The wilderness provided 

them with a redemptive space for an opportunity of regaining their lost salvation. Thus, as 
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Michelle Moseley-Christian argues, the anchorite Mary Magdalene existed within the same 

realm as the post-lapsarian Eve who was forced to live in the harsh world beyond the Garden of 

Eden.
136

 In Lucas’s engraving, Magdalene is successful in her attempt to find salvation, which 

Lucas reveals by presenting her with a halo and receiving a blessing directly from God in 

heaven. Thus, Mary Magdalene and Eve serve as Christian examples of concupiscent natural 

women expelled from their past comforts and living out their lives as penitents.   

The exaggerated presence of darkness emphasizes and heightens the natural states of the 

female personages depicted by Lucas van Leyden and Hans Baldung. Mary Magdalene (Fig. 23), 

the women in Witches’ Sabbath (Fig. 1) and Eve in Fall of Man (Fig. 9) reside in and embody 

the darkness that encompasses them. Mary Magdalene’s immediate surroundings are 

significantly darker than the rest of the composition. Additionally, Magdalene’s disproportionate 

size makes her appear more as an attribute of the landscape or a giant statue carved out of the 

bluff rather than an actual person. Similar to the witches in Witches’ Sabbath, Magdalene sits 

heavily on the dark earth to which she has been so intimately connected during her life as an 

anchorite. Their bodies have not been rendered in the classically proportional tradition, but 

appear fallen, fleshy, and undignified. Larry Silver attributes the artists’ emphasis on the 

women’s flesh as a result of the Northern, particularly the Reformed belief that the flesh and the 

spirit were fundamentally at odds.
137

 Although Magdalene is shown redeemed, her dark, 

tempestuous past subsists through the darkness that encompasses her. Similarly, Baldung 

provokes a similar notion in the darkened, fallen bodies of Witches’ Sabbath and Fall of Man. 

Additionally, the natural women in all three of these compositions do not appear apt to return to 

civilization. Lucas and Baldung present their natural women as personages who will not and 

cannot return to civilization because of their transformations brought on in part by the dark 

landscape they consider home. Likewise, their comfort in these dark, natural spaces reveal that 

they perpetually exist on the fringes of civilization. 

Lucas Cranach the Elder utilized the chiaroscuro woodcut and chiaroscuro drawing in 

two portraits of the hermit St. John the Baptist. As a result, John the Baptist appears more 

connected with the wilderness in which he, like the natural woman, experienced a redemptive 
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transformation. In both compositions, Cranach presents John the Baptist as a man who returned 

to nature and became part of it. Lucas Cranach was one of the first artists involved in the 

development of the chiaroscuro woodcut technique and used the technique to create his 

composition of St. John the Baptist Preaching (1516) (Fig. 24). According to the gospels of Luke 

and Matthew, John the Baptist was a hermit who traveled the countryside preaching God’s word. 

Cranach depicts St. John the Baptist preaching in a dense forest. Men, women, and children 

huddle closely in a small clearing to listen to his sermon. His audience members wear long 

formless dresses or tunics and head coverings. Cranach emphasizes St. John’s wild existence in 

contrast to his civilized audience by presenting John barefoot and in a hair shirt fastened by a 

rope. Cranach physically separates John from the townsfolk by placing a large tree branch 

between the hermit and the group. Furthermore, Cranach accentuates John the Baptist’s position 

in nature by incorporating a brown tone block. As in Baldung’s Fall of Man, Cranach’s 

incorporation of the tone block opens up the human body to nature. St. John the Baptist seems to 

meld into the forest that surrounds him, and Cranach renders the back of St. John’s tunic 

indistinguishable from the natural space behind him, while the fully-clothed members of the 

audience remain distinct and separate from their environment and from each other.  

Thirteen years prior to the chiaroscuro print of St. John (1516, Fig. 24), Cranach 

composed a chiaroscuro drawing of John the Baptist in isolation. Cranach drew St. John the 

Baptist in the Wilderness (c. 1503) on dark brown paper with black and white ink (Fig. 25).
138

 

Cranach’s spontaneous pen strokes excite a scene in which there is no action. Nature teems 

around the static figure of John the Baptist, a wild nature with which he lives harmoniously. John 

the Baptist sits with an open book in his lap as he gazes at a small lamb lying on the ground at 

his feet. A building, overtaken by vines, can be seen in solitude at the top of a cliff in the 

distance. Cranach depicts John the Baptist after he retreated into the wild nature most men chose 

to leave behind in an attempt to live a more holy life as a hermit. Cranach emphasizes this aspect 

of John the Baptist’s character by rendering his flesh out of the same material as the wilderness 

that surrounds him. John’s figure appears just as red and just as highlighted as his immediate 
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surroundings. The dark, clay-colored ground forms the landscape, the ruined building, the lamb 

and St. John himself, and thus unifies all aspects of the composition.   

Christian hermits and witches were not the only characters to inhabit the European 

wilderness. The sixteenth-century artist Albrecht Altdorfer created numerous works of art that 

revealed a Germanic forest filled with the uncivilized, barbaric peoples known as wild folk.
139

 In 

the course of Altdorfer’s career, European literary and visual representations of nature began to 

be identified with the unwieldy forces that man could not control.  Nature became a place that 

sanctioned behavior engendered by anomalies of a natural order, which Altdorfer addressed via 

mythical and folkloric personages.
140

 The forest became a primary subject in Altdorfer’s 

paintings and drawings. According to Christopher Wood, Altdorfer was the first artist to paint 

and draw independent compositions of landscapes.
141

 The wilderness itself represented and even 

embodied myth and magic and Altdorfer thus conveys this by either excluding human figures 

entirely from his compositions or by overwhelming the figures with their natural surroundings.
142

 

In his chiaroscuro drawing Wild Family, Altdorfer permeated the violent scene with darkness 

(Fig. 26). A wild man, presumably the wild woman’s companion, stands over a figure that lies 

prostrate beneath the wild man’s staff. The nature of the conflict is unclear, but the dead or dying 

figure may well have been an intruder who wandered into the wild family’s home. Wild folk 

were often depicted as figures entirely covered in hair; however, Altdorfer conveys their 

wildness through nudity, violence, and darkness. The chiaroscuro technique enhances these 

aspects because of its capacity to unify the wild beings with their natural surroundings. The wild 

woman, in particular, has very little white highlight and blends in with the trees behind her as she 
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leans over to protect her child with her body.
143

 Similar to Cranach’s chiaroscuro drawing of St. 

John the Baptist, Altdorfer uses a dark, reddish-brown ground as the flesh of the wild woman and 

her mate, the earth on which she sits, and the landscape in which she resides. Thus, Altdorfer 

presents her as a natural woman by emphasizing her association with her surroundings through 

the medium of the chiaroscuro drawing. Moreover, Altdorfer situates the nude wild woman on 

the bare ground. Women were associated with the more carnal, baser aspects of human nature. 

Thus, her physical connection to the earth through the physically and conceptually “lower” parts 

of her body, accentuates her role as a natural woman.
144

 Baldung alludes to this aspect of women 

in Witches Sabbath by situating three natural women on the ground at the fore of the composition 

(Fig. 1). Indeed, the three women seated on the forest floor, one of which sits up on her knees, 

appear to be in charge of working the airs that emanate from the small receptacle at the center of 

their activities. All of the women in Witches’ Sabbath are indeed natural women, but the three 

women physically connected to the earth control and direct the scene. Thus, both Altdorfer and 

Baldung place the natural woman in the wilderness, as well as place the wilderness inside the 

natural woman.  

The wild woman in Altdorfer’s Wild Family recalls the state of Eve after her expulsion 

from the Garden of Eden and her life as a fallen natural woman. According to Moseley-

Christian, late fifteenth- and early sixteenth-century artists sometimes depicted Eve as a 

domesticated wild woman rather than the lascivious temptress of Eden. The artists responsible 

for the illustrations in the Nuremberg Chronicle (1493), Michael Wolgemut and Wilhelm 

Pleydenwurff, depicted Eve as an exemplary mate to the hard-working Adam and mother to her 

two small children (Fig. 27). In the woodcut illustration, Adam wears the fur pelt made for him 

by God, and Eve covers herself with draping fabric. Although she is mostly covered, Eve’s cloak 

parts just enough to expose her breast for the suckling child, as well as her bare feet and ankles. 

Similar to the wild woman in Altdorfer’s drawing, Eve is shown as a maternal protector and 
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natural woman who, like the wild woman, maintains her physical connection with the earth from 

which she was born.  

The relationship between the wild man and the wild woman can be understood vis-à-vis 

the relationship between Adam and Eve. Like Eve, the wild woman was introduced to serve as a 

companion to her male counterpart, the wild man. The wild man grew in popularity after the 

German humanist Conrad Celtis promoted a primitive Northern ancestor, the “‘nature children of 

the North [known as] the Lapps’” or Finns, which Celtis read about in the writings of Tacitus.
145

 

The Lapps lived in harmony with nature and were unspoiled by the trials and tribulations brought 

on by human civilization, thus exemplifying nature’s redemptive qualities. Tacitus’s Germania, 

first published in Venice in 1470 and then in Nuremberg in 1473, provided Germans with an 

authoritative, first-hand account of their first-century ancestors.
146

 As a result, the wild man came 

to be an object of admiration, as well as a national symbol of Germany.
 147

 Tacitus described the 

early Germans as a strong, natural, indigenous people who preferred to live in the countryside 

rather than the city and worshipped their deities not in churches, but in forest groves.
148

 German 

humanists, such as Conrad Celtis, appropriated Tacitus’s description of their ancestors and used 

it to fashion a national identity.
149

 While the wild man was appropriated as a national symbol, 

however, the wild woman remained a marginal figure. Similarly, Protestant reformers 

appropriated the ideal personage of New Adam as the new model of masculinity, but Eve did not 

assume a comparably revered position.
150

 The wild woman, following in Eve’s footsteps, 

continued to exist within the margins of society while her male counterpart was elevated by 

humanists and artists.  

                                                 
145

 Silver, “Forest Primeval,” 14. . Scholars discovered and translated the classical writing of Tacitus in the mid-

fifteenth century. 

146
 Silver, “Forest Primeval,” 14.   

147
 Bernheimer, Wild Men in the Middle Ages, 21-22. Stephanie Leitch, “The Wild Man, Charlemagne and the 

German Body,” Art History 31 (2008): 283-284.   

148
 Silver, “Forest Primeval,” 14. Silver cites the antique gods Hercules, Mercury, and Mars in particular.  

149
 Leitch, “The Wild Man,” 284.  

150
 Crowther, Adam and Eve, 103.  Crowther compares the Protestant New Adam to the Catholic Virgin Mary: as 

superior beings and role models for their sex.  



 

48 

 

The nature of the uncivilized wilderness and the non-Christian wild folk was ambivalent 

and contested in early modern literature and art. Rather than target a particular social group or 

specific demographic, as medieval and early modern witchcraft rhetoric certainly did, the literary 

traditions of the wild folk often focused on the psychological concepts of the outcast or the 

“other.” The literary wild folk often served as an embodiment for a wild existence rather than a 

physical, wild being.
151

 The persona of the wild man came to be a national symbol for Germans, 

but the wild instincts and desires he embodied continued to keep him close to the margins of 

society. Celtis championed the German wild man as one who lived in the woods, free from the 

evils of civilization, but Celtis did not promote the wild man’s barbarism.152
 His origins belonged 

to a pre-Christian world and “reified the subconscious fears of civilized European society.”153
 

Wild folk lived in a world that seemed to conflate pre- and post-lapsarian concepts. Their 

existence harkened back to the way humans were initially created. Wild folk were free of 

civilization’s chains and in harmony with their natural surroundings. However, because of Adam 

and Eve, no humans, not even the wild folk, could live in Edenic purity. Indeed, while the forest 

was viewed as a means of escape from the false world created by man, the medieval forest “was 

a vast stock of pagan beliefs…a bewitched space, [and] an inner frontier that genuinely or 

imaginarily menaced the Christian faith.”154
 Wild-folk lore embodied a paradox of how people in 

the Middle Ages viewed nature. On the one hand, medieval theologians believed all aspects of 

nature obeyed the will of God because nature was His divine creation, but on the other hand, the 

world was essentially evil.
155

 Thus, nature was man’s foil and his salvation. As a result, wild folk 

lived vicariously between these two worlds, between human and beast, between civilization and 

wilderness. 
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The wild man began his life as a literary personage in the early Middle Ages.
156

 Mid-

twelfth to thirteenth century German authors first wrote about the European wild-folk legends of 

Wolfdietrich and St. John Chrysostom.
157

 Both men lived a portion of their lives as wild men 

who roamed the primeval forests in search of their salvation and encountered wild women in 

their peregrinations. The wild women and the forests in which they lived played vital roles in 

both the condemnation and salvation of the bestial men.  

An illustrated version of the tale of Wolfdietrich in Johann Knoblouch’s Das Heldenbuch 

mit synen Figuren (Strasbourg: Johann Prüss, 1509) depicts a scene between the female 

antagonist Rauhe Else and the main character Wolfdietrich (Fig. 28). Wolfdietrich was born and 

raised by wolves in the wilderness and was later bewitched by the wild woman, Rauhe Else 

(Rough or Shaggy Else). At the time of their meeting, Wolfdietrich was a civilized man whom 

Rauhe Else lusted after. The twelfth-century tale of Wolfdietrich describes Rauhe Else as a 

woman, who was covered in hair, walked on “all fours, like a bear,” and possessed magical 

powers. In the illustration, Else stands in a traditional contrapposto pose with long flowing hair 

and a hair-covered body. She approaches Wolfdietrich and extends her hand toward his. 

According to the legend, Rauhe Else attempted to seduce Wolfdietrich as he stood guard while 

his companions slept. Else and Wolfdietrich are shown standing in a clearing and a campfire 

burns on the ground behind the wild woman. Her long hair flows sinuously out of the smoke and 

tree branches behind her. Rauhe Else appears to have materialized from the forest and the smoke, 

similar to the way Hans Baldung’s natural women emerge from the smoky substances in 

Witches’ Sabbath (Fig. 1). The illustrator of Das Heldenbuch conveys the wild woman’s affinity 

with the wilderness from which she was born. This scene, therefore, illustrates the moment just 

before Wolfdietrich spurns Rauhe Else’s advances and Rauhe Else bewitches Wolfdietrich, 
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forcing him to roam the wilderness like a beast on all fours.
158

 The exchange between Rauhe 

Else and Wolfdietrich in the woodcut illustration, however, is unclear without the text. Indeed, 

Rauhe Else is portrayed as a natural woman, but her power to bewitch exists beyond the purview 

of the illustration and can only be understood through knowledge of the textual and/or oral 

traditions. The text’s audience may have been aware of the powers held by the legendary Rauhe 

Else, but the illustration does not convey them. As a result, this illustration of Rauhe Else serves 

as a visual landmark, much like the illustrations in Ulrich Molitor’s De lamiis.  

Wild, untrammeled forests often served as stages for trysts and “unrepressed love” in 

medieval and early modern tales.
159

 The wilderness paralleled the uninhibited physical passions 

of its occupants and often accentuated the inhabitants’ sexual and violent natures. The story of 

St. John Chrysostom reveals the intimate relationship between sex and violence and the fine line 

that separates them. St. John Chrysostom retreated to a cave in the wilderness in order to escape 

worldly temptations. After years of living his life in solitude, a naked princess was dropped near 

St. John’s cave by a griffon that had taken her captive. Scared and alone, the virgin princess 

found St. John and requested he take her in. He initially refused her request, but later decided to 

allow her into his hermitic home. St. John, being the post-lapsarian man that he was, succumbed 

to his sexual desires and made love with the young woman. Ashamed of fornicating with the 

virgin princess, St. John hurled her off of a nearby cliff. The guilt overwhelmed him and St. John 

again chose to roam the wilderness on all fours like a wild beast as penitence for both fornicating 

and murdering the woman. As a result of his wild existence, St. John grew hair all over his body 

and the hair on his head grew long and untamed.
160

 In the course of his wild peregrination, St. 

John was captured by the princess’s father and forced to confess to his role in the princess’s 

disappearance and assumed death. The king’s men searched for the princess and found her at the 

base of the cliff, alive and nursing a healthy baby boy. According to the legend, the princess 

survived because of St. John’s penitent life as a wild man. Thus, St. John’s forest heightened his 

original purpose of penitence and redemption, until a woman entered the scene. The mere 

presence of this princess-turned-natural woman caused the wild and carnal forces of nature to 
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overwhelm even the most pious sort of man. The forest setting amplified the natural woman’s 

inherent carnal powers and together unraveled St. John’s original, penitential goal.  

 Albrecht Dürer and Lucas Cranach chose John Chrysostom’s tale as the subject for 

engravings (Figs. 29, 30). Although St. John plays the main character of his own story in text, 

both Dürer and Cranach assert the naked princess with her child as the leading actors in their 

pictorial transliterations. Dürer’s engraving of 1497 depicts a fleshy woman sitting in a small 

stone outcrop. She looks down at the baby at her breast whom she has wrapped in a pelt. Dürer 

makes the space directly around the natural woman much darker than the rest of the composition. 

The woman is placed exactly at the center foreground of the print. A small town can be seen in 

the background, which draws the distinction between the civilized world and the marginal world 

in inhabited by the natural woman. Between the natural woman and civilization appears St. John 

walking on his hands and knees. In Dürer’s composition, St. John plays a minor, supporting role 

to the natural woman and her newborn child. The natural woman in Cranach’s 1509 engraving of 

the same scene sits heavily on the ground with her back against a rock face, much like Lucas van 

Leyden’s Mary Magdalene of 1506 (Fig. 23). Again, St. John has been relegated to a tertiary 

character in the engraving that bears his name in its title. Even more than Dürer, Cranach 

emphasizes the natural woman’s connection with nature by surrounding her with wild animals 

that have accepted her as part of their world. The wilderness in the foreground exudes a darkness 

that encompasses the princess and her child that does not exist either in the civilized background 

or in the middle ground inhabited by the bestial St. John.  

The primeval forest and the female personage function as both a foil and a means of 

salvation to the wild man character of Wolfdietrich and the Christian hermit St. John 

Chrysostom. In the medieval legends, Christian men attempted to escape from the civilized 

world into a place untouched by human sin and corruption as a means of finding salvation.
161

 

However, because of Adam and Eve’s transgression against God, theologians described the 

world as a place that was essentially evil.
162

 According to Bartra, Adam was “the perfect wild 

man and was then corrupted by sin,” but the medieval wild man had some hope of finding 
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salvation through seclusion in the wilderness.
163

 The female protagonist, or rather antagonist, 

serves most often as the primary reason for the wild man’s downfall. Both Wolfdietrich and St. 

John Chrysostom fall prey to a woman in their forested refuges. Rauhe Else bewitches 

Wolfdietrich and St. John succumbs to his sexual desires and commits the sin of fornication. The 

forest was a fickle, ambivalent place, and the tales of Wolfdietrich and St. John revealed that 

even in nature man was not safe. St. Augustine wrote that corruption triumphed over nature and 

that “death, sexual desire, illness, and pain [were] not part of the natural order, but the disastrous 

effects of the sin of Adam and Eve, inherited by humanity.”164
  

Legends of wild women played an important role in forming European concepts of 

witches, women, and wilderness and essential to the understanding of the natural woman. Wild 

women were born out of nature, and although they sometimes transformed into civilized women 

at the end of their tale, it was rarely the other way around.
165

 In other words, civilized women did 

not often retreat to nature to become wild women as often as did men. Literature depicted wild 

women as villainous creatures who attempted to bring down the male protagonist through 

enchantment, trickery and/or seduction. Wild women were grotesque, their bodies were covered 

in hair and tusks sometimes protruded from their mouths. In addition to Rauhe Else of the 

Wolfdietrich legends, the wild woman Cundrie in Parzival is described as being covered in hair 

and having boar tusks protrude from her mouth.
166

 Ruel, from the Arthurian legend Wigalois (c. 

1204-1210), was dubbed as the “devil’s consort,” a “she-devil,” and had anthropomorphic 

features similar to those of the boar-like Cundrie.
167

 Authors imbued wild women with magical 

powers and physical strength, with which she was naturally imbued and proved her to be a 

formidable opponent to the male protagonists. Like the early modern witch, legends 

characterized the wild woman as having uncontrollable sexual impulses, which sometimes led to 
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the rape of a male character. The wild women Rauhe Else, Cundrie and Ruel were described as 

having great physical and mental prowess over the male protagonists. Thus, literary sources most 

often associated the wild woman with violent and demonic deeds derived from their ability to 

channel natural forces.
168

 The wild and natural characteristics of Rauhe Else, Cundrie, and Ruel 

serve as prime examples of the demonic aspects that came to characterize the wild woman and 

her incorporation into the category of the witch.  

Wild women were increasingly associated with witchcraft and Christian demonology by 

the end of the Middle Ages. For example, the pagan goddess Diana was described as a sort of 

wild woman who led the “wild hunt” in which women and spirits rode wild animals to meet in 

the forest. According to Bartra, this ancient tale foreshadowed the early modern belief of the 

witches’ sabbath.
 169

  Artists and scholars conflated notions of witches and pagan goddesses, 

such as Diana, with the European wild woman. Albrecht Altdorfer’s engraving Temptation of the 

Hermits (1506) conveys such a woman through a scene of personified sensuality tempting two 

ascetic anchorites in the dead of night, the time when the temptress is most powerful (Fig. 31).
170

 

In fact, Silver argues that the woman is a “power of darkness” itself.171
 The naked woman 

presents the two crouching Christian hermits with a platter of food. The sky behind her is pitch 

black and contrasts starkly with her white skin. The way Altdorfer composed the scene implies 

that the woman materialized out of the darkness in order to tempt the two men. German folklore 

told of wild women, called “Faengge or Fankke,” who lived in the Bavarian Alps.172
 They 

tempted and harassed travelers on their journeys in numerous, often violent ways. Similar to the 

folkloric Faengge, the seductress in Altdorfer’s engraving tempts the men, but her dignified body 

reveals her as a different kind of being. Thus, the woman has no iconographic or textual 

precedent. Altdorfer’s ambiguous temptress is a natural woman unencumbered by any specific 
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text or visual reference. This natural woman epitomizes the concept of nuditas criminalis, or the 

category of nudity, which symbolizes lechery, vanity, and sinfulness.
173

   

Altdorfer depicts two Christian ascetics, similar to St. John the Baptist and St. John 

Chrysostom, attempting to live a pre-lapsarian life free of temptation and sin, but Altdorfer’s 

natural woman enters the scene to remind the hermits and viewer that a sin-free life is 

impossible. Joseph Koerner presents a similar argument for Hans Baldung’s Witches’ Sabbath 

and Fall of Man (Figs. 1, 9). However, instead of including figures within the compositions 

whom the natural woman tempt, Baldung tempts the viewer of his chiaroscuro woodcuts. 

Witches’ Sabbath depicts a group of natural women apparently unaware of the viewer’s 

presence. Koerner argues that Baldung’s composition “portrays the inner substance of the witch-

hunter’s gaze.”174
 While this woodcut may represent the imagined notion of discovering a gaggle 

of maleficent women in a forest, the actual composition provides the viewer with an 

advantageous vantage point. Baldung forces the viewer into the role of the discoverer and the 

voyeur. The viewer, either as innocent bystander or as “witch-hunter,” finds the natural women 

engaged in their uncivilized activities. Moreover, Baldung presents a similar scene in Fall of 

Man by directly engaging the viewer through Adam’s direct eye contact and Eve’s pointedly 

averted gaze. Like Altdorfer’s natural woman in Temptation, Witches’ Sabbath and Fall of Man 

foreground the post-lapsarian nature of the untrammeled wilderness, the personages who have 

made it their home.  

The Primordial Nature of the Natural Woman 

Eve appeared in her most renowned form in Albrecht Dürer’s 1504 engraving Adam and 

Eve (Fig. 32).  Adam and Eve stand nude in a densely forested Eden. Their muscular bodies face 

frontally, but Adam and Eve turn their faces toward each other and can only be seen in profile. 

Eve, with a slight smile on her lips, looks down at the serpent that places a small apple into her 

right hand. Adam looks with concern at Eve’s face and reaches toward her with his left hand, 

palm open and curved as if ready to take the fruit. Adam’s hair is engraved into tight, chiseled 

curls and Eve’s hair flies loosely behind her in tendrils. Wild animals, symbols of the four 

humors, rest at the feet of Adam and Eve or stand behind them in the forest. Additionally, a goat 
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stands on a precipice in the upper right corner, which may represent the looming and inevitable 

fall of man.  Dürer’s Eve appears weak and gullible, but is neither malicious nor wicked. In 

Dürer’s engraving, the serpent actively places the apple into Eve’s open hand and it does so in 

front of Adam. Her smile is not one of guile, but one of innocence. She appears naïve and thus 

foolishly trusts the serpent and unknowingly convinces Adam to partake. 

In Christian theology, Eve was the first person to break God’s laws. Indeed, Adam and 

Eve both took part in bringing forth the fall of mankind, but theologians most often placed the 

blame on Eve. Eve fell prey to the Devil’s trickery and convinced Adam to go against God, who 

explicitly ordered them not to eat the fruit from the Tree of Knowledge. God created Adam from 

the dust of the Earth and Eve from Adam’s rib in order to provide Adam a companion. After 

Eve’s betrayal, however, Eve became more or less subservient to Adam. Eve was created by 

God, but medieval and early modern scholars construed her as “weaker, less rational, more 

vulnerable to temptation, and less able to restrain her [sexual] desires.”175
 Eve’s motives in the 

matter vary depending on the interpretive account. In The Mirror of Human Salvation (c. 1400), 

an anonymous author exclusively blames Eve for causing the Fall and claims that her female 

ancestors are inherently wicked. However, the poet Lutwin (c. 1300) wrote that Eve was indeed 

weaker and more foolish, as are most women, but does not go so far as to say that they are 

wicked or malicious.
176

 Ultimately, Eve, and women, were generally considered to be weaker, 

more gullible, and more sexual than Adam and his male descendants. The authors of Malleus 

maleficarum and De lamiis hearkened back to Eve as the origin of women’s weaknesses.177
 

However, artists did not traditionally characterize Eve in such a derogatory manner. Humanity’s 

first parents were represented with reverence and, in the early modern era, with classically-

rendered bodies.  

                                                 
175

 Crowther, Adam and Eve, 114.  

176
 Ibid., 99-100.  Lutwin’s poem Eva und Adam was written in c. 1300. He went on to say that Eve and all women 

could be guided down the path of righteousness with a good husband at their side.  

177
 Mackay, Hammer of Witches, 170. See Part I, Question VI: “For though it was the Devil who misled Eve into 

committing sin, it was eve who led Adam astray, and since the sin of Eve would not have brought the death of the 

soul and body upon us if the guild in Adam to which she and not the Devil misled him had not ensued, she is ‘more 
bitter than death.’ Again, she is ‘more bitter than death’ because death is natural and kills only the body, but the sin 
introduced by woman kills the soul as well as the body by depriving it of Grace as a penalty for sin.” 



 

56 

 

 The forest in Dürer’s engraving appears truly Edenic and does not present an 

uncontrollable wilderness. Dürer’s nature is Eve’s civilization. Indeed, Eve serves as the 

progenitor of the natural woman. Nature and humanity coexist and interact most perfectly in 

Dürer’s Adam and Eve. The humors, represented as “wild” animals, are in balance, unafraid of 

the original natural woman, and represent her original sinless state.
178

 This harmonious 

coexistence between animals and the natural woman can be seen in Cranach’s engraving of The 

Penance of St. John Chrysostom (Fig. 29) and a late fifteenth-century engraving by the 

Housebook Master, Wild Woman Riding a Stag (Fig. 33).  Cranach and the Housebook Master 

emphasize the natural woman’s affinity with the wilderness by revealing the animals’ lack of 

fear of the women and, as the Housebook master shows, her ability to tame the wild. Dürer, 

Cranach, and the Housebook Master convey the natural woman’s ability to exist in harmony with 

the setting in which she is most comfortable.  

Despite Eve’s harmonious relationship with her natural surroundings, the material forms 

in Dürer’s engraving are closed off from one another and distinctly separate. The couple’s self-

contained actions, as well as Dürer’s engraving technique enforces this separation. The graphic 

vocabulary Dürer used to create Adam and Eve is distinctly different from the vocabulary he 

used to create their surroundings. Dürer’s modeling of Adam and Eve is beautifully and naturally 

rendered, but rather than have the human form meld and interact with their shadowed 

surroundings, Dürer included an outline around the edges of each form. Koerner points out that 

Adam and Eve interact very little with their surroundings and are “entirely self-complete.”179
 The 

outlines of their figures serve as “boundaries” to separate the human body from their world.180
 

Furthermore, their bodies are highlighted, as if two spotlights subtly illuminate their forms. 

Dürer created numerous preparatory drawings of Adam and Eve in order to flesh out and detail 

their sculptural bodies. As reflected in his 1504 drawing, Adam and Eve were close to their final 

state in the engraving (Fig. 34). The most notable change Dürer made in the engraving is the 

addition of the forested background. Adam and Eve’s forms appear even more statuesque and 
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distinct from the landscape that surrounds them. After perfecting Adam and Eve’s bodies in his 

1504 engraving, Dürer depicts the bodies of Adam and Eve as closed and distinct from their 

surroundings, yet fallen in The Fall of Man (Fig. 35) from the Small Passion (Nuremberg, 1510-

1511). Similar to the 1504 engraving, Adam and Eve appear distinctly separate from their 

surroundings and their forms appear highlighted. The forested-Eden in the Fall from the Small 

Passion, still retains its harmonious nature, represented in the animal humors at Adam and Eve’s 

feet, but Dürer does not depict the bodies of Adam and Eve as proportionally ideal. Adam and 

Eve’s fallen forms and the dense forest behind them are dark portents of things to come.  

 In the Fall of Man (1511), Hans Baldung provided his audience with a different view of 

humanity’s first parents (Fig. 9). Baldung’s chiaroscuro woodcut of the Fall is a nontraditional, 

highly-sexualized depiction of the first female, Eve, and her male counterpart, Adam, in the 

Garden of Eden. Scholars have argued that Baldung’s Fall of Man is the first woodcut to 

represent the Fall “as an overtly erotic act” and reflects the Augustinian belief that sexual desire 

was always associated with death and “fallenness.”181
 The nude figures of Eve and Adam stand 

between large trees in a small clearing. Eve stands in front of Adam and partially obscures his 

body. Her upper thigh covers his genitalia and Eve conceals her own with a small leaf and 

branch. She looks out of the composition and over the viewer’s left shoulder while she holds up 

the forbidden fruit from the Tree of Knowledge of Good and Evil toward Adam with her left 

hand. Rather than grasping the fruit, however, Adam gropes Eve’s left breast. He extends his 

right hand up to reach for two apples that remain attached to the tree behind them. Unlike Eve, 

Adam looks directly out of the composition and confronts the viewer by meeting the viewer’s 

gaze. Similarly, the large serpent that tricked Eve into seducing Adam is wrapped around the tree 

at right and looks out to the viewer. The serpent’s head is almost as large as Eve’s and Adam’s 

and its body is surely twice as long as the couple’s bodies. The serpent holds its mouth open and 

directs an extended tongue toward the heads of Adam and Eve. Two rabbits rest on the ground 

behind Eve on the left side of the composition. Rabbits served as visual metaphors for the 

sanguine humors of humans.  
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Adam and Eve stand nude in a small clearing, but a dense, untamed forest remains visible 

in the background beyond the open space. The tops of the trees blend into the dark sky above. 

The couple’s forested paradise is wild, uncontained, and it appears as if an ominous storm is 

brewing. The couple’s hair appears serpentine and flies loose behind them. A leaf from the tree 

has fallen on the ground between Eve and the rabbits, either from the brewing storm, Adam’s 

reach for the apples in the tree, or from Eve plucking her apple prior to the scene at hand. Over 

the couple’s heads, Baldung included a carved placard that reads “LAPSVS HVMA / NI 

GENERIS” or “The Fall of the Human Race.”182
  

Baldung’s composition reveals the sexual and demonic pressures placed retroactively 

upon Eve by the witch, wild woman, and temptress. As a result, the artist chose to represent the 

anticipation of violence and death brought on by Adam and Eve’s consumption of the fruit, and 

the sexual acts that followed. Their bodies are dignified and strong, but do not reflect the 

classical perfection Dürer had sought. Furthermore, Baldung dissolves or inverts Dürer’s 

intellectual interpretation of the Fall. Dürer relegated the drama of the single event that 

condemned humanity to a post-lapsarian life of weaknesses and failures.
183

 Baldung conflates 

pre-lapsarian ideals with post-lapsarian realities by placing the dignified bodies of Adam and 

Eve in a sexualized interaction. Rather than take the apple from Eve’s hand, or open his palm in 

preparation as Dürer’s Adam does, Adam cups Eve’s breast and looks knowingly out toward the 

audience.
184

 Eve’s sideways glance is ambiguous, but Adam’s pointed stare coupled with his 

actions makes his intent clear. Baldung’s Eve seems to illustrate the textual description of Eve in 

The Mirror of Human Salvation, as a foolish yet cunning woman who maliciously tricks Adam 

and singlehandedly causes the Fall. In allegorical interpretations of the Fall and the relationship 

between Eve and Adam, Eve enacts the role of a lower, corporeal being while Adam plays the 

role of someone endowed with higher, spiritual reason.
185

 Eve is carnal, instinctual, by nature, 
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but it is only after sensual pleasure that a man’s reason can be undermined.186
 However, 

Baldung’s chiaroscuro woodcut subverts the well-known, revered story of humanity’s parents 

and reveals the weaknesses of Adam and by extension, of the male viewer.
187

 According to 

Koerner, Baldung establishes the Fall as a contemporary (early modern) event and the viewer of 

his chiaroscuro woodcut stares into a “notional mirror.”188
 

 Baldung’s chiaroscuro woodcut participates within a popular debate about the role of sex 

in the Fall of man. According to St. Augustine, Eve and Adam knowingly engaged in carnal 

activities prior to the couple’s consumption of the forbidden fruit, but did so within an entirely 

innocent capacity.
189

 St. Augustine wrote prolifically on this subject and concluded that carnal 

lust did not occur until after Adam bit into the fruit from the Tree of Knowledge. Thus, higher 

reason or Adam, who St. Augustine equated with transcendent truth and spirituality, gave way to 

the lower reason of corporality (Eve) and became subject to corporality instead of dominating 

it.
190

 This paradigmatic way of viewing Adam and Eve as higher and lower forms of reason 

existed in various degrees throughout the Middle Ages and the early modern period. However, it 

reflects the contemporary interest in understanding not only how humanity came to exist, but 

what humanity was made of (i.e. humanity’s corporeal make-up).
191

 According to Genesis 3, 

God created Adam out of the “dust from the ground.” An illustrated version of this verse in 

Hartman Schedel’s Nuremberg Chronicle depicts Adam as a half-formed man emerging from an 

amorphous dollop of mud (Fig. 36). God, with an elaborate halo and flowing cape, holds Adam’s 

hand and raises his right hand to bless him. Trees and forest animals surround Adam and God. 

Most importantly, Adam’s upper body, which includes the vital organs “associated with reason, 
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intelligence and emotion are shown fully formed.”192
 The lower, baser, more carnal parts of his 

body are represented as unformed mud. Thus, the illustration captures “the dual nature of 

humankind, both earthly and spiritual.”193
 Although Adam was made from the dust of the earth, 

Eve was taken from Adam and is thus of the same substance. 

 Baldung’s Fall of Man addresses the earthly and the spiritual, the visible and the 

invisible, in primarily two ways. The first, and the most apparent, is Adam’s carnal attraction to 

Eve and how she appears to have drawn him to her. Eve holds a magnetic attraction by which 

everything in the image is compelled and around which everything is centered. Baldung alters 

the traditional conception of Adam and Eve’s relationship by denying Adam’s, and the viewer’s, 

understanding and control of the situation.
194

 Eve, representing the “baser” aspects of 

humankind, compels Adam’s more spiritual mind to be subject to her sway. The serpent directs 

its open mouth to Eve’s breast around which Adam holds his hand. The very center of the print is 

not the fruit from the Tree of Knowledge, but the point where Eve’s hip appears to move in front 

of or into Adam’s groin. Eve half-heartedly attempts to cover her pubic area by holding a softly 

curving leaf between two fingers. Her sideways glance and slight smile inform the viewer that 

she is aware of the effect she is having on Adam. Indeed, Eve in Baldung’s woodcut exudes 

carnality, intuition, and instinct, notions which came to be characteristic of women. As stated by 

Charles Talbot, Eve “lived in the mind as every woman, and therefore, also as modern 

woman.”195
 Thus, Eve forms the foundation of the natural woman.  

The second way in which Baldung accentuates the earthly and spiritual aspects of the Fall 

and of Eve is through his graphic technique. As previously discussed, Dürer’s understanding of 

the human body as closed off from nature was apparent in his formal rendering of the figures. 

His subtle modeling of Adam and Eve’s bodies stopped with the outlines of their forms. Dürer’s 

Adam does not appear to have been taken from the dust of the ground nor does his Eve appear to 

be linked to nature. Baldung, on the other hand, does not separate Eve or Adam so distinctly 

from her or his surroundings. Baldung’s regular woodcut version of the scene reveals a natural 
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woman who is more intimately attuned with nature as compared with Eve in Dürer’s engraving 

(Fig. 22). Both Eve and Adam mirror the natural forms that surround them. Although Eve is 

distinctly separate from the dark forest in the background, her tall white figure continues on in 

the tree trunk above her head. Her hair flies in all directions and melds into the shadows behind 

her. A tendril that hangs down her hip mirrors the serpent’s tail on the right. Even Adam’s right 

arm looks strikingly similar to the tree branch which it parallels.   

Baldung’s Fall of Man substantiates Eve as a natural woman through the chiaroscuro 

woodcut technique, which opened Eve’s body to the forces of nature that surround her and 

heightens the inherent darkness of the scene (Fig. 9). Moreover, the tone block reveals the 

“magnetic” forces at work on Adam, and through his direct visual contact with the viewer, the 

seductive forces at work on the viewer, as well. Similar to the witches who work airs in Witches’ 

Sabbath, Baldung gives substance to the invisible and spiritual concepts, with which women 

were believed to be so attuned, and thus reveals Eve’s part in channeling and directing these 

forces.  

The chiaroscuro woodcut substantiates the earthly and the spiritual aspects of Eve and her 

relationship to Adam. Additionally, it accentuates the already subversive tone of the print. The 

darkness heightens the sexual tension between Adam and Eve, and Eve appears much more 

dangerous with her face in shadow. Eve chose to eat the fruit from the Tree of Knowledge 

because the serpent told her it would make her God-like. Her eyes would be opened and she 

would gain wisdom and power. The chiaroscuro woodcut divulges Eve’s darker motives and 

reveals that she is not so naïve. Eve now knows of her natural power and her role as its conduit. 

The dark-grey tone introduced by the tone block presents an ominous sense of doom for Adam, 

and for the unfortunate, post-lapsarian viewer, as well. The dark looming forest is no longer 

situated in the background, but envelopes Adam and Eve and pervades the entire scene. It is 

unclear whether or not Baldung meant for this to appear as a night scene, but the highlights 

create a flickering moonlight effect similar to Witches’ Sabbath. According to Margaret Sullivan, 

Baldung was the first artist to depict witches in a scene at night, which she argues was 

“technically feasible” because of the new chiaroscuro print technique.
196

 However, the 

chiaroscuro woodcut allowed Baldung to create more than just a scene at night. It allowed him to 
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establish a similar mood for the nude women in Witches’ Sabbath and Fall of Man. Baldung 

transforms the typically straightforward scene of the Fall into one of dramatic darkness and 

ambivalence by incorporating the same grey-tone he used in Witches’ Sabbath. Thus, Baldung 

unifies these two compositions by utilizing the same technique and relating the female 

personages of the witch and Eve directly to one another. As a result, Baldung removes these 

women from their traditional iconographic lineages and places them within a new category: the 

natural woman.  

Baldung, through his use of the chiaroscuro woodcut technique, establishes the witch as 

the pictorial progenitor of the natural woman and Eve as the first natural woman in the 

chronology of Christian history. Initially, Baldung’s subversion of the well-known and revered 

Biblical narrative of humanity’s parents removes Eve from her traditional iconographic 

interpretation as seen in Dürer’s 1504 engraving, and depicts her as a highly-sexualized nude. 

Baldung presents the viewer with a very different version of humanity’s mother. Eve’s power, 

particularly in the non-chiaroscuro woodcut version, appears to come explicitly from her carnal 

sexuality. Baldung found Eve’s “innate power to attract” fascinating, but reveals that women’s 

power “existed to a considerable extent because of the folly of men.”197
 Indeed, the non-

chiaroscuro woodcut depicts Adam as a man who has been duped into thinking that he has the 

capacity to exercise natural control of his choices. Eve is aware of her sexual power to attract 

him, but her power is limited to her own physical form. The chiaroscuro woodcut version, 

however, opens Eve’s body up to the invisible natural forces around her, as well as Eve’s 

knowledge of her role as a natural woman. The natural woman’s powers are not explicitly 

sexual, nor do they exist because of the “folly of men.” Rather, natural women’s power is linked 

to their gender and not exclusively through sexual deviance or the ability to invoke lust and 

carnal desire. Therefore, Baldung’s Eve as natural woman is disengaged from the exclusively 

sexualized tradition perpetuated by texts such as Malleus maleficarum and The Mirror of Human 

Salvation. Natural women draw their power from natural forces and their surroundings, which 

Baldung’s chiaroscuro woodcut allows.  
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CHAPTER FOUR 

CONCLUSION 

My thesis contributes to scholarship on Hans Baldung’s oeuvre by focusing on the way in 

which the chiaroscuro woodcut transformed the female nudes in Witches’ Sabbath and Fall of 

Man. By introducing the concept of the natural woman, this thesis has proffered new ways to 

view women outside of the traditional iconographic veins in which they have been placed. While 

scholars acknowledge the tenebrous qualities of the chiaroscuro woodcut technique, they have 

not analyzed how the technique and the subject matter interact within Baldung’s oeuvre and 

contemporary graphic arts. The chiaroscuro woodcut technique transformed Baldung’s witches 

and Eve into natural women, women attuned with their feminine power and nature, the source 

from which they draw it. Scholars have acknowledged the ambivalence of female nudes printed, 

painted and drawn by Baldung, dubbing them as studies of aesthetic form, acknowledging both 

women’s role in the procreative aspects of “mother nature,” and the carnal associations between 

female culture and the untrammeled forest.
198

 This thesis highlights the role of the chiaroscuro 

woodcut technique in bringing these “natural” aspects to the fore. Baldung’s compositions 

Witches’ Sabbath and Fall of Man provide prime examples of how the artist could use the 

chiaroscuro woodcut technique to innervate the subject matter with an energy that did not exist 

in regular woodcuts or in other graphic media.  

 Hans Baldung used the chiaroscuro woodcut technique to create an original work of art 

that addressed traditional themes in nontraditional ways. As a result, it was necessary to 

reevaluate and question the methods most often used to analyze Baldung’s chiaroscuro woodcut 

prints. The traditional method of iconographic analysis does not provide the tools an art historian 

needs to understand the relationships and interactions discussed in this thesis. Iconography does 

not take into account the technique used to create a work of art. Thus, Baldung’s active choice to 

use the chiaroscuro woodcut technique falls out of the discussion. Furthermore, the chiaroscuro 

woodcut technique elevated the woodcut to a higher form of fine art. In particular, Witches’ 

Sabbath marks an important step in the attempt to elevate the station of the print medium, as well 
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as the marginal figures that are its subjects. The chiaroscuro woodcut technique lends itself to 

producing dark compositions and Baldung used the technique to bring such aspects of his subject 

matter to the fore. These aspects include women’s inherent relationship to nature, the power of 

nature for which they serve as a conduit, and women’s ability to wield that power for their own 

purposes. Moreover, the technique allowed Baldung to draw upon extant sources of nude 

females that exhibited traditional features of witches, wild women and Eve, and create a new 

composition unencumbered by any particular text, iconography, or literary precedent. An 

analysis of Baldung’s compositions in relation to text reveals not so much the similarities 

between image and text, but rather their differences.  

Art historians are not bound by a single methodology or by the categories and titles 

retroactively given to works of art by modern scholars. The relationship between sixteenth-

century witches, Christian hermits, wild women, and Eve, in addition to their relationship with 

the technique by which they were depicted, had not been addressed prior to this thesis. The 

conceptual category of the natural woman was created in order to address the complex 

relationships between the women and to the technique(s) with which they were created. Artists 

chose techniques to depict particular subjects and scenes, and thus should be taken into account 

when analyzing works of art. Furthermore, artist communities and intellectual circles with which 

they interacted played important roles in what the artist chose to depict and the means by which 

he/she depicted their subjects. Texts written by the artist, about the artist, or contemporary 

writings of which the artist would have been aware are important aspects of the artist’s milieu. 

They provide the art historian information about the artist’s cultural background and social 

milieu that may or may not be reflected in his or her art. Thus, the reasons behind why particular 

concepts do not appear in an artist’s work, is just as important as the concepts that do make their 

way into an artist’s oeuvre.   
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APPENDIX A 

FIGURES 

 

 

Figure 1. Hans Baldung Grien, Witches’ Sabbath, 1510. Chiaroscuro woodcut with grey tone 

block. New York, The Metropolitan Museum of Art. 
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Figure 2. Hans Baldung Grien, Witches’ Sabbath, 1510. Chiaroscuro woodcut with ochre tone 

block. London, British Museum.  
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Figure 3. Hans Baldung Grien, Witches’ Sabbath, 1510. Woodcut. New York, Metropolitan 

Museum of Art. 
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Figure 4. Anonymous Artist, Witches Banqueting. From Ulrich Molitior, De lamiis et phitonicis 

mulieribus (Constance, 1489). Woodcut illustration. New York, New York Public Library. 

 

 

                                     
Figures 5. Anonymous Artist, Weather 

Magic. From Ulrich Molitior, De lamiis et 

phitonicis mulieribus (Constance, 1489). 

Woodcut Illustration. New York, New York 

Public Library.  

Figure 6. Anonymous Artist, Witch 

Embracing her Incubus Lover. From Ulrich 

Molitior, De lamiis et phitonicis mulieribus 

(Constance, 1489). Woodcut illustration. 

New York, New York Public Library.  
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Figure 7. Anonymous Artist, Weather Magic. From Ulrich Molitior, De lamiis et phitonicis 

mulieribus (1500). Woodcut Illustration. Berlin, Berlin State Library. 

 

 

 

Figure 8. Anonymous Artist, Witch Embracing her Incubus Lover. From Ulrich Molitior, De 

lamiis et phitonicis mulieribus (1500). Woodcut Illustration. Berlin, Berlin State Library. 
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Figure 9. Hans Baldung Grien, Fall of Man, 1511. Chiaroscuro woodcut with grey tone block. 

New York, The Metropolitan Museum of Art. 
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Figure 10. Lucas Cranach the Elder, St. George and the Dragon, 1507. Woodcut printed from 

two line blocks in black and glue on indigo-wash paper, gold flocking added to glue. London, 

British Museum.  
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Figure 11. Hans Burgkmair, St. George on 

Horseback, 1508. Woodcut from two blocks 

on blue-tinted paper. Cambridge, 

Fitzwilliam Museum.  

 

 

Figure 12. Hans Burgkmair, St. George on 

Horseback, 1508. Woodcut from two blocks 

on tan paper.  
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Figure 13. Hans Burgkmair, The Emperor 

Maximilion on Horseback, 1508. Woodcut 

from two blocks in black and white on blue-

tinted paper. Cleveland, Cleveland Museum 

of Art. 

Figure 14. Hans Burgkmair, The Emperor 

Maximilan on Horseback, 1508. Woodcut 

from two blocks in black and gold on 

vellum. Chicago, The Art Institute of 

Chicago. 
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Figure 15. Hans Burgkmair, Lovers 

Overcome by Death, 1510. Chiaroscuro 

woodcut from three blocks: light teal, dark 

teal, and dark grey. New York, The 

Metropolitan Museum of Art. 

Figure 16. Hans Burgkmair, Lovers 

Overcome by Death, 1510. Chiaroscuro 

woodcut from three blocks: tan, light grey, 

and dark grey. New York, The Metropolitan 

Museum of Art. 
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Figure 17. Anonymous German Artist, God Shutting the Jews Up in the Caspian Mountains 

Where They Can Be Reached Only by the Queen of the Amazons. From John Mandeville, The 

Travels of Sir John Mandeville, (Strasbourg: Johann Prüss, c.1483). Woodcut illustration. New 

York, New York Public Library, Spencer Collection 

 

 

 

Figure 18. Albrecht Dürer, The Witch, 1500. Engraving. New York, The Metropolitan Museum 

of Art  
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Figure 19. Albrecht Altdorfer, Departure for the Sabbath, 1506. Pen and ink with white 

heightening on brown-red-tinted paper. Paris, Musée du Louvre. 
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Figure 20. Copy after Hans Baldung, Naked 

Woman with Mirror, 1524. Oil on panel. 

Munich, Bayerische 

Staatsgemäldesammlungen. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 21. Copy after Hans Baldung, 

Women’s Bath with a Mirror. Oil on panel.
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Figure 22. Hans Baldung Grien, Fall of Man, 1511. Woodcut print. 
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Figure 23. Lucas van Leyden, Mary Magdalene, 1506. Engraving. Amsterdam, Rijksmuseum. 
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Figure 24. Lucas Cranach the Elder, St. John the Baptist Preaching, 1516. Chiaroscuro woodcut  

Print. 
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Figure 25. Lucas Cranach the Elder, St. John the Baptist in the Wilderness, c. 1503. Pen with 

white heightening on brown-grounded paper. Lille, Musée des Beaux-Arts.  
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Figure 26. Albrecht Altdorfer, Wild Family, c. 1510. Pen and ink with white heightening on 

brown-tinted paper. Vienna, Graphische Sammlung Albertina.  
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Figure 27. Michael Wolgemut and Wilhelm Pleydenwurff, First Family. From Hartmann 

Schedel, The Nuremberg Chronicle (Nuremberg: Anton Koberger, 1493). Woodcut Illustration. 

London, The Warburg Institute Library.  

 

 

 
 

Figure 28. Anonymous Artist, Rauhe Else Tries to Seduce Wolfdietrich. From Wolfdietrich in 

Das Heldenbuch mit synen figuren…(Strausbourg 1509). Woodcut illustration. New York Public 

Library, Spencer Collection; Astor, Lenox and Tilden Foundations, folio i6 recto. 
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Figure 29. Albrecht Dürer, The Penance of St. John Chrysostom, 1497. Engraving. 

Williamstown, Sterling and Francine Clark Art Institute.  
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Figure 30. Lucas Cranach the Elder, The Penance of St. John Chrysostom, 1509. Engraving.  

Saint Louis, Saint Louis Art Museum.  
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Figure 31. Albrecht Altdorfer, Temptation of the Hermits, 1506. Engraving.  
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Figure 32. Albrecht Dürer, Adam and Eve, 1504. Engraving. New York, Metropolitan Museum 

of Art. 
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Figure 33. Master of the Housebook, Wild Woman Riding a Stag, c. 1465. Engraving. 

Amsterdam, Rijkspretenkabinett, Rijksmuseum 
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Figure 34. Albrecht Dürer, Study for Adam and Eve, 1504. Pen and ink drawing. New York, 

Pierpont Morgan Library and Museum.  
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Figure 35. Albrecht Dürer, The Fall of Man. From The Small Passion (Nuremberg, 1510-1511), 

woodcut. Boston, Boston Museum of Fine Arts.  
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Figure 36. Michael Wolgemut and Wilhelm Pleydenwurff, The Creation of Adam. From 

Hartmann Schedel, The Nuremberg Chronicle (Nuremberg: Anton Koberger, 1493).  

Woodcut Illustration. London, The Warburg Institute Library.  
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