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This paper argues that European figured poetry of the Renaissance and Baroque
periods is a distinctive art form, which combined aspects of Greek and Latin art
into a new synthesis. The result was a specifically typographical style of litera-
ture, exemplified here in the theoretical comments and the cyclical collections
of “picture-rhymes’” by Birken and Helwig.

The Emergence of Renaissance Figured Poetry

When later writers adopted the Greek medium of figured poetry, they intro-
duced some far-reaching changes. Whereas the Greek poets, such as Theoc-
ritus, had written individual poems in which the outline represented the shape
of an object, Latin poets such as Porphyrius and Hrabanus Maurus utilized a
new, rectlinear form where, by the use of complex acrostichs, a pattern was
produced within a rectangle. No less significantly, the Latin poets put their
poems into cycles. The unity of perceptual time implied by a single image
notionally inscribed onto an object now gave way to the sequential progress of
hours as the reader worked his way through from one complex image to the
next. There was a time change. The visual instantaneity of previous figured
poetry gave way to a contemplative continuum. And an ontological change:
the free interplay between word, image, and object in the Greek poems was
shut off by the eschatological certainties of Christianity. History had become a
closed book. Hence, metaphysically, those magnificently adorned Latin re-
ctangles, fit for a King or a Pope, which lay immutably bound between their
covers. Time began with Creation and ended with the Second Coming. Bet-
ween these incontrovertibles lay the mutable pages of history, of mere passing
interest. The book, then, as a leaf in the volumes of time, asserted the perma-
nence of faith. But with the Renaissance the splendid monastic folios made
way for pocket books which an individual could afford. Even if he remained the
child of God, the reader could open and close his books freely, without the
say-so of clerical authority. The Church’s censorship was ultimately ousted by
this freedom.

Devotional copying receded before mechanical impression: the earliest suc-
cess of mechanization was the lever of free ideas. Printing with movable type
made ideas portable as never before. Italso brought a new lease of life to
figured poetry which, in fact, became the art form of printing with movable
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type. The form ceased to be a calligraphic exercise and now depended on the
determinants of lead and press. Other functions of typography were utilitarian
or decorative, albeit in the best sense, but in figured poetry the printer’s skill
could be stretched in the service of verbal-visual meaning. For printed figured
poetry is not an eccentric art form but a quintessential expression of the
emerging modern era. The machine had entered the service of art, and the age
of mechanical reproduction, in which no ‘original” existed, had begun.

An acute dialectic of Greek and Christian typifies the new poetry of the
Renaissance, and not least figured poems. This even shows in the way they
were put together. Numberless single poems were written. But, no less, most
of the best writers linked several poems in some or other form. They were
gathered into small anthologies in various poetics; or were included as integral
parts of longer works. Here a complex play could arise between verbal image,
implied object, associated, corresponding, and contrasting images — and be-
tween the surrounding text and the figured inserts.

The Pegnitz Shepherds

Among the mostinteresting examples of extended texts including groups of
figured poems are the works of the Pegnitz Shepherds. The Shepherds were a
moral and literary society founded in the seventeenth century in Nuremburg.
Uniquely, the Shepherds gathered their figured poems into pastoral romances
in the tradition of d’Urfe and Sidney. Thereby, they combined the dual heri-
tage of Theocritus as a father of pastoral poetry and as an originator of figured
verse. The resulting pastoral romances transfigured the maze of the world into
what Poe called ““the playful maziness of art”"."

The work which first combined these two aspects of the Pastoral tradition
was The Pegnitz Pastoral published in 1644 by Georg Philip Harsdorffer and
Johann Klaj.2 These were the founding fathers of the Pegnitz Shepherds. Their
pastoral contains a figured poem in the shape of an Anvil,* more remarkable
forits original shape and historical significance than for any intrinsic worth.
The full import of its inclusion in a pastoral was only to be recognized later, by
Sigmund von Birken and Johann Helwig. It was Birken who first exploited the
potential of the new medium in his Continuation of the Pegnitz Pastoral of
1645.* This work includes two figured poems: ““Garland’® and “‘Syrinx’’.®
Birken’s recognition of the form’s worth emerges in his use of it in these two
poems to celebrate the foundation of the Pegnitz Shepherds or Flower Order,
as it was also known.

Sigmund von Birken’s Typographical Poetics

Birken’s beautifully produced volume reveals that when he turned to figured
poetry, it was not for him just a visual form, but a typographic one. At the end
of the work he gives expression to a typographical consciousness which
typifies not just the layout of his volume, but the content, and the inter-
relation of typography and meaning which characterizes the whole produc-
tion:
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Furthermore, | hereby exhort the reader to observe three things in this little
work: Of these the first are the side-notes (marginalia) which often clarify
the content of a poem, and are therefore not to be ignored, although they
are mainly included for his benefit, who is not conversant with the ancient
names and histories. Furthermore, by use of small and large picture-letters,
the content of a poem is often expressed, and sometimes even represented
emblematically . . .. Thirdly, and most importantly, | have always noted
something remarkable by use of the blacker (Schwabacher) type, signifying
amongst other things the objects described and sung . . . common rhyme-
schemes. . ., etc. All this the gentle reader is asked to study most exactly,
and then to judge in a favourable manner.”

Birken conceives of typography creatively, as a part of the poet’s technical
arsenal: his concept of form extended beyond poetics, and embraced the
elements of typographical meaning as constituent parts of the literary artifact.
Typography belonged integrally to meaning, and typographical meaning
merged into poetic sense. As an illustration of Birken'’s three typographical
devices, consider the page on which his ““Syrinx’’ appears (Figure 1).

1 The Marginal Notes. These function here much as they may in other texts,
but it makes a difference when the poet himself prescribes them. In the first he
draws attention to the nature of his ““Syrinx’" as “’Picture-Rhymes”’
(Bilderreimen). By using the term ““Picture-Rhyme’” he specifies the precise
nature of his text: itis not justavisual poem, but a rhyming picture. In
denoting the form, he lets the act of naming enter into the poetic process: the
linguistic sign, the very act of signifying, is integrated into reading. Such play
between signifier and signified is basic to Birken'’s technique, and underlies
both the inter-relation of text and image, and a whole series of transforma-
tions.

By seemingly stating the obvious, the marginalia elevate poetic representa-
tion into a self-conscious, abstract process. Typographical play intellectualizes
the content. Typically, after “Syrinx’” has been written, the poets think about it
(nachsinnen).

The second of these marginalia goes further: itis a cross reference to the
Society’s original emblem (Sinnbild) presented earlier. In fact it introduces
several correspondences: explicitly, it connects the Society’s first emblem, the
Garland, with its new one, the Syrinx; implicitly, it may remind that the first,
also, was depicted as a picture poem. Crucially, then, both emblems are ele-
vated into picture poems — and they are the only two such poems in the work.
The marginal note thus draws attention to the poems’ symbolic function.

2 The Black Letter (Schwabacher). This works in a way related to the maginalia,
but within the text. For example, Sinnbild (“Emblem”) stands out almost in
mid-page. The type also picks out the motto of the emblem, Mit Nutzen er-
freulich. Finally, it picks out the key words of the motto as they recur in the
interpretative poem which follows.
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3 The Decorative Initial. The book which forms the ground of the initial com-
plements the meaning of the entire poem, by imaging the vehicle through
which the Shepherds become useful (cf. Nutzen) and give pleasure
(erfreulich). For the text refers only to ““pastoral poem(s)”’ (Feldgedicht), to
“rhyme’’ (Reim), and to the ““gleeful pipe of reeds’’ (Freudenpfeiff aus Rohren).
The pictorial initial asserts the verse’s literary dimension: the work forms part

Figure 1. Sigmund von Birken, Fortsetsung Der Pegnitz-Schaferey, p. 67.
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of book-culture, which is a self-conscious mirror of the pastoral existence,
grounded in learning as well as play. Letter and book assume a single identity
as mirrors of the world.

All three typographical devices coincide in emphasising the emblematic na-
ture of the page, which in fact reflects the typical tripartite structure of an
emblem: /femma or motto, pictura or picture, and subscriptio or epigram.? As
the emblem depends upon the interplay between curious motto, image, and
explanation, so Birken’s typographical play effectively multiplies the signs in-
volved into a veritable maze of meaning. Within this constellation, too, the
visual poem has a pivotal place, in that it condenses the different features of an
emblem into a single text.

Mythological Transformation of Antiquity

Behind the verbal visual play lies a further dimension of mythological trans-
formations. The poem recalls the god Pan’s love for Syrinx as related by Ovid.*
The story is this. Syrinx, fleeing from Pan’s advances, begged the earth and the
river nymphs to aid her, and was thereupon turned into a bed of reeds. In
lamenting his disappointment at clasping these reeds for Syrinx, and to his
own surprize, Pan stirred a melancholy sound from the reeds with his signs.
Hereupon, he cut the reeds up into pipes of unequal length, to make the
original Pipes of Pan or ““Syrinx”". In Birken’s pastoral, Pan himself gives this
same pipe to the Pegnitz Shepherds." Thus the pipe represents a mythical
continuity with original pastoral poetry.

Further, the pipe implicitly asserts an historical continuity with the origins of
figured poetry, and its connection with pastoral, by imitating the shape of
Theocritus’ one figured poem, the ““Syrinx"". An obvious difference between
Theocritus’ syrinx and Birken’s, however, lies in the number of reeds. This
indicates another, contemporary significance.

In the Shepherds’ original emblem of the Garland, the individual flowers
represent particular members of the Order of Flowers, each of whom selects
one flower as an emblem. The seven reeds of Birken’s poem correspond to the
seven members of the society at the time Pan donated them the Syrinx." Thus,
the text telescopes myth, history, and contemporary reference into a single
image.

However, no less importantly, an interplay emerges in the juxtaposition of
Garland — Flowers — Shepherds — Reeds — Pipe, whereby a motif undergoes
a sequence of transformations, to establish the fundamental identity of only
outwardly distinct realities. The mythical process engages contemporary ac-
tion. Individually, the Shepherds are represented by flowers and reeds; collec-
tively, by the garland and pipe. Thus garland (visual) and syrinx (acoustic)
represent two aspects of a single reality. The choice of pictorial poems to
embody this coincidence is of course crucial: for through its dual character as
poem and picture, the genre inits very essence typifies the mirror-relation and
identity of different orders of existence, and, specifically, of music and paint-
ing in the art of verse. Itis to this quality especially which Birken’s choice of
name, Bilder-Reim (“Picture-Rhyme”’), draws attention.
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Note: Figures 2 through 13 are from Johann Helwig, Die Nymphe Noris.

Figure 2. “Hertz” (heart), p. 7.

8 Dea Clymphe Clovis Erfte Tagscit.
An cinemandesn Ost fTunde ein drepefetes Pysamis
sicheet/ anbc m 6¢mn cines/mit Jarben yexlich g«%«
M faehendem Sonnenfehein/ ¢in bitiens
Sy l'mﬂo&/nddzﬁbemfclbcnfanceimfreumscmngcﬁcbb
34? b m gcrm/ und bande ¢in siesliches Blumenfrdnglan ; anderfeits
zoar, aion bepfinfender Sonne/ der Stoff feines Blumen besaude / die
ecunten an der SExden Berum lagen/ nafend darbey s
cine exblafite Schdferin / dieeine fcharge Nattern indie
esfengeflochen $ indem dritten Raum funden diefe Reimen/
nach tm eftaltdes Poyramis oder Flammfenle / in griinem
Seloes mit weif/ angcwtcbm ]

Igiwr
beadht:
Deut an mir/
Wiorggen an  dir 5
Dichuit tmcbtitob verlacht.
glagw die Koi;cp bald g;lﬁw
r YOuf unfrejunge Tage fliba:
. ehell Soiie Liecht eweicht/(chnell ver{chwind
3u9mb/ und die Rofenblileman vervoelttet find,
Gtella fchnuii wolggeart | txuge luft am Rinfléfpiel
in der beften Sreudemseit fie der {chwarge Llad anfiel ¢
Divten und der HircimmBunffe /  voollet ibrer nicht vergefjes
i Detvachtung ihres Salls 7/  auch der Jabre Srendemeffen !

woriber dern Schdfer Montano die Augennaffeten / inCre
wegung/ da fo gar nichts BDeftdndiges Hier auf & edenwere /
Hund weder @a'ﬁ?cr&it/ Sottesforcht / noch Jugend dem jeite
fichen Tod entflichenfonne, Welches Periandes bald inache
enommen; und der nicht fondes Usfach / nach eslangter Ses
ﬁmobm/ wie cirt enesunsienes Bogel/ fich mubtig macnm/bac

Figure 3. “Pyramis oder Flammseule” (pyramid), p. 8.
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Johann Helwig’s Aesthetics of the ‘‘Picture-Rhyme”’

Johann Helwig adopted the same format as Birken for his avowed sequel to the
pastoral, namely his Noris the Nymph of 1650." He adopted the same open
formal structure; and a similar layout to his predecessors, following them in
the very choice of page size. However, where Birken had included only two
figured poems, Helwig marshalled a total of twelve (Figures 2-13). If history had
robbed him of the chance to commemorate the founding of the Pegnitz
Shepherds, he was not to be outdone when it came to a pyrotechnical display
of technopaegnia.

Shortly after presenting his first two figured poems, Helwig explains the
form by way of a speech which he attributes to Strephon (i.e., the poet Georg
Philip Harsdorffer) to whom Birken, in his turn, had previously attributed his
“Garland” poem. Helwig's speech contains four main points. Firstly, Helwig
cuts a lance for figured poetry by modifying Harsdorffer’s actual published
views. Previously, Harsdorffer had expressed some reservations about the
form, classing it more to rhyming than to poetry proper.' Now, Helwig lets
him designate it the finest example of poetic “‘novelty”’ (des Neuen). Itis the
form par excellence which both “amuses’” and “instructs” (belustiget und
nutze).™ Thus he gives figured poetry pride of place among all poetic forms, by
presenting itin terms of an aesthetic of novelty. This aesthetic is indeed crucial
to the appreciation of the form.

Secondly, and no less importantly, Helwig underpins his case with reference
to classical precedent, by naming the earliest Greek examples: “Theocritus’
Pan-pipes, the egg made by Simias of Rhodes, the double-headed axe, and a
pair of wings.” " In this way Helwig fills a gap in Birken’s argument, where the
role of the pastoral poets in developing figured poetry had remained unstated:
he explicates both the aesthetic and the historical sub-text of Birken’s
achievement.

Thirdly, Helwig surveys the current scene to give an idea of contemporary
inventiveness: . . . And today in our mother tongue the shape of an egg, tall
goblet, raised cross, garland, mourning flag, Egyptian pyramid, purse,
shepherd’s cap, heart, altar, and others .. .””." This observation combines the
firstand second points, in that it reveals contemporary “‘novelty”” at work in the
historically attested form: besides the Greek shapes of an egg and an altar,
Helwig lists others typical of the new age, such as the cross, the heart, and the
goblet; but also some which are less common, such as the purse and the
shepherd’s cap.

Fourthly, Helwig concludes with two linguistic points: the purity of rhymes
in figured verse, and the appropriateness of the language: ““Yet, . . . besides
the purity of rhymes, we should also observe what a wise man has demanded
in his dialogues [marginal note: Plato]: thatin all things one should employ the
equivalent words and phrases, which imitate the things”."” The reference to
rhymes is far from incidental: it recalls Birken’s preferred term, Bilder-Reime,
and asserts the dual character of the medium, not just as picture-poems, but as
a combination of words and music. More than this, as the reference to Plato’s
Cratylus indicates, the choice of language should be meaningful, not arbitrary;
words and picture should combine into a meaningful image.
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Figure 4. “'Parnassus”’, p. 83.
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Figure 5. “Thurn”’ (tower), p. 84.
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Figure 6. “NuBbaum” (nut-tree), p. 85.
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Figure 7. “Reichsapfel” (imperial orb), p. 86.
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Figure 9. ““‘Schalmei” (Syrinx), p. 88.

‘Laute” (lute), p. 88.

Figure 10.
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Figure 8. “Oergelein” (organ), p. 87.
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Verbal-Visual Poetry

Besides the general fulfilment of shape by language in lines, each of Helwig’s
figured poems entails the specific enactment of rhythm, metre, and rhyme. In
his poems (as in Birken’s) rhyme is indeed inseparable from shape, and
contributes substantially to the poems’ “playful maziness’’. Take 'Parnassus’’
(Figure 4). The poem consists of a first visual dimension provided by the outer
shape; and of a second, created by the sequence of lines, which demand a
reading against the shape:
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The text displaces the normal smoothness of linear perception by a technique
of repeated interference. Simultaneously, the rhymes overlay the first two
visual dimensions with a third, defined by the point where the eye recognizes
the exact repetition of a sound. Here, the visual and the acoustic dimensions of
the poems intersect, and the sound effectively creates a third acoustico-visual
dimension.

The text continually plays on the reader’s rhyming expectations. A sugges-
tion of rhyme emerges in the first two lines with the echoing “’e”” of hohe,
Berge, and Weide, which imply a connexion between the separate summits.
But the rhymes only fully emerge in lines two and three with:

welcher Weide
unser Hirtenfreude

The poem asserts a pattern of vertical rhyme. The two summits appear sepa-
rate. Thereupon, however, the textimmediately breaks the pattern with cross

rhymes:
Spitzen >/ Stralen
mahlen T

erhitzen
The summits seem connected. Then come parallel rhymes:
Pierinnen Zinnen
Next, a reversion to cross rhyme:
Frucht Montan
Pan >< gesucht
Finally, the text reaches a climax with another parallel rhyme:

Klingen singen
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Figure 11. “Springender Rohrbrunnen” (fountain), p. 89.
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Figure 12. “Sanduhr” (hourglass), p. 90.
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The rhymes not only enhance the poem’s density. By offsetting the interfer-
ence between the first two visual dimensions and by introducing repeated
acoustic resolutions, the rhymes actually complete the image. More than just a
visual poem, itis a verbal, visual, and acoustic text, whose parts create a single
whole.

The “Open”’ Cycle

If for Helwig the figured poem depends upon an aesthetic of novelty, this must
mean the initial novelty of words putinto shape in a single poem. For this
creates a surprise effect, by breaking out of a standard framework into pictorial
space. Such novelty can indeed be found in the individual poems. But there is
also another aspect: the sense of novelty which arises in a sequence of poems,
where one image replaces another in quick succession. The experience of
novelty when discovering an individual poem or sequence consists in a pecul-
iar combination of things: surprize, curiosity, admiration, a shade of incredul-
ity, perhaps, and possibly a moment of doubt and censure. Mixed with a mild
sense of wonder, the viewer will probably feel, either more or less approv-
ingly, a sense of disquiet or satisfaction at the overturning of an aesthetic
norm. Hence the ridicule and disproportionate criticism that figured poetry
has called forth." For the visual poem is by its nature a small outrage against
convention. Itis a hybrid, bordering on the grotesque, what has been called a
“Centaur”." The form depends, in the West, upon the tension between ex-
pectation (distinctness of the arts) and fulfilled contradiction (picture poem).
As aresult, the complexity of emotions which the form arouses produces a
degree of pleasure (or discomfort) out of all proportion to the artistic achieve-
ment. The pleasure consists, | think, in a kind of mental intricacy. An intellec-
tual delight corresponding to the ingenuity of the work.

As when Pierrot pulls out a whole succession of coloured handkerchiefs
from his pocket, sheer abundance enhances the novelty. The order of the
poems similarly heightens the surprise. In some cases poems may be visually
paired; in others, wholly contrasted. The best collections combine continuity
with variety, as is the case with Helwig’s. Some poems are clearly paired: the
first “Heart” shape (Figure 2) is inverted in the following ““Pyramid” (Figure 3);
“Nut-tree”’ (Figure 6) in “Orb of the Realm”” (Figure 7); and "*Syrinx"" and
“Lute” (Figures 9 and 10) also form a pair. But no less significantly, related
objects may be separated, such as “Monument” (Figure 5), “Fountain” or
“Spring” (Figure 11), and the final “Monument’ to the shepherds (Figure 13).
Where a more logical sequence might strengthen the coherence, the emphasis
here falls on variety, to heighten the sense of abundance and ingenuity. As a
result, a theatrical quality enters the collection: the sequence of texts forms a
dazzling display, as each page opens up new surprizes. To the extent that they
are novelties, these poems are conceits. But as in the best conceits, incon-
gruity reveals a more deep-rooted order. For example, the poem in praise of
Strephon (Figure 5) in the shape of a tower with three turrets represents
Harsdorffer’s real coat of arms. By alluding to his noblest attributes, the poem
unequivocally explains his escutcheon: the linguistic representation of the
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armorial bearings discloses the underlying meaning of the visual image. First
(lines 1-4), the text interprets Strephon’s position on earth — according with
his tower — in terms of height imagery. Then, prior to praising his poetry, it
establishes Strephon’s relation to the metaphysical order, by equating his
height with contemplation of the Divine (line 7). This creates a moment of
anticipation at the poem’s head, only resolved at the end (lines 22-27). Here, it
emerges that poems such as Strephon’s actually attain the metaphysical order
in eternity. The earthly tower is ultimately replaced by God'’s heavenly tower
(line 27). Thus, the figured poem captures the metaphysical reality underpin-
ning the sublunary world, disclosing a correspondence between worldly es-
cutcheon and heavenly estate. No less important than the hierarchical order
which an individual poem establishes is that which emerges in the intercon-
nection between different poems. Here, too, behind the apparent diversity of
forms, the reader is led to discover a basic unity. Take “Fountain” (Figure 11).
Visually, this belongs with the architectural pieces such as Strephon’s “Tower”
and “Monument” (Figures 5, 13). According to the accompanying text, it rep-
resents an actual fountain which two of the poets had seen that morning.
However, itis also to be understood as an emblem of a spring on Mount
Parnassus. Hence, the poem is to be seen as a companion-piece to “’Parnas-
sus’’ several pages earlier (Figure 4). These two poems, moreover, are but two
points in a more complex image pattern which, in fact, encompasses the whole
collection. Visually, “’"Heart’” and ““Pyramid”’ (Figures 2 and 3) reappear in the
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double pyramid of ““Parnassus’’; thematically, ‘’Parnassus’ heralds the theme
of poetry and music, which in its turn finds expression in “Organ’’, ““Syrinx"’,
and "‘Lute” (Figures 8,9, 10). But via “Fountain’’ another relation also pertains
to the final poem, which celebrates the Shepherds’ work as a ““spring”” and
"’stream’’ (Figure 13, 1.15f). Thus, in a cycle like Helwig’s, the free-play typical of
the earliest Greek examples fuses with the more structured framework of a
medieval cycle.

Helwig’'s poems can be seen to exploit the same principle of quasi-mythical
transformations as Birken’s. This they do by relating past and present (e.g.,
Parnassus’ stream and the fountain), and by successfully transforming different
categories of being: visual shape, language, semantic sense, theme, imagery,
object, and metaphysical reality. Going beyond Helwig, one might add that it is
not just novelty which distinguishes picture poems nor, indeed, their pivotal
position as the one typographical art, but their dual character which makes
them the ideal vehicles of poetic transformation. In congruent duality, they
can reveal an essence equally beyond word and picture, which unites the
bristling diversity of things into a delightful yet somehow edifying whole.
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