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St. Jerome: Scholar and Ascetic 

The Renaissance revived interest in many people from the 
classical past, one of whom was the early Christian saint Jerome. 
Rarely depicted during the Middle Ages, Jerome ranks among the

most popular Renaissance saints, and remains a favorite in the art 
of the following two centuries. Jerome may at first appear an unlikely 
hero: often pictured as an elderly monk, he was well-known for his 
irascibility and irritability. But, the scholarly and pious Jerome was 
the perfect model for the Christian humanists of the Renaissance. 
We shall explore in this essay the circumstances that led to Jerome's 
increased popularity during the Renaissance and following centuries. 

• The Historical Jerome

Jerome (or Hieronymus) was born on the Dalmatian coast of 
modem-day Yugoslavia in about the year 340 A.O., and in about 360 
went to Rome to begin his education. There he studied pagan and 
Christian authors, and was baptized as a Christian. In the years 
following, he continued his education in France and Germany, and 
travelled widely in the Near East. Disturbed by a dream in which 
he was called before God, flagellated, and accused of being more 
interested in Cicero than in Christ, Jerome isolated himself in the 
desert wilderness. There he lived as a penitent hermit for several 
years, enduring physical hardships in order to purify himself. Then, 
after his return to Rome in 382 and in acquiescence to requests from 
Pope Damasus, he began his monumental work on the Vulgate 
translation of the Bible, his most important contribution to 
Christianity. Jerome knew Latin and Greek well because of his 
extensive classical education, and had made himself study Hebrew 
secretly with an old Jew while in the desert: he writes in a later letter 
that he considered learning Hebrew one of the tortures he endured 
while in the wilderness! This knowledge of Greek, Latin and Hebrew, 
however, made Jerome the ideal scholar to reexamine the various 
textual redactions extant of the Old and New Testaments of the 
Bible, and to create a new Latin translation. It was a project which 
was to occupy him for several decades, but his Vulgate has remained 
a standard text of the Catholic Bible. 
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1. Anonymous, German, "St. Jerome in his Study," Page from the
Lubeck Bible, printed by Steffen Arndes, 1494; woodcut, 19.0 x 19.6
cm; Davison Art Center Collection, Purchase Fund, 1963.

Fig.2 2. Anonymous, Florentine, "St. Jerome in Penitence," c. 1500; 
engraving, 22.0 x 16.9 cm; Davison Art Center Collection, Gift of 
George W. Davison '92, 1944. 

3. Albrecht Diirer, German, "St. Jerome in the Wilderness," c. 1496;
engraving, 32.0 x 22.2 cm; Vassar College Art Gallery,
Poughkeepsie, Gift of Mrs. Felix Warburg and her children, 41.1.26.

Fig.J 4. Albrecht Diirer, German, "St. Jerome in his Cell," 1511; woodcut, 
23.5 x 16.0 cm; Davison Art Center Collection, Gift of George W. 
Davison '92, 1953. 

5. Albrecht Dilrer, German, "St. Jerome in his Study," 1514;
engraving, 24.6 x 19.0 cm; Vassar College Art Gallery,
Poughkeepsie, Gift of Mrs. Felix Warburg and her children, 41.1.25.

6. Hieronymus Hopfer, German, "St. Jerome in his Study," 1514;
reversed copy after Dtirer, etching, 22.3 x 15.5 cm; Sterling and
Francine Clark Art Institute, 58.40.

7. Anonymous, German, "St. Jerome in his Study," 1514; unreversed
copy after DUrer, engraving, 23.9 x 18.4 cm; Sterling and Francine
Clark Art Institute, 58.42.

Fig.5 8. Master W. S. (Wolfgang StUberl, German, "A Portrait of Martin 
Luther as St. Jerome in his Study," late 16th century; engraving, 
14.0 x 12.6 cm; Sterling and Francine Clark Art Institute, 58.41. 

Fig.3 9. Lucas Cranach the Elder, German, "The Penitence of St. Jerome," 
1509; woodcut, 33.7 x 22.8 cm; Vassar College Art Gallery, 
Poughkeepsie, Purchase, Fund in Memory of Adolf 
Katzenellenbogen, 66.24. 
10. Albrecht Altdorfer, German, "St. Jerome in the Cave," c. 1515;
woodcut, 17 .0 x 12.0 cm; Davison Art Center Collection, Gift of
George W. Davison '92, 1953.

11. Albrecht Altdorfer, German, "St. Jerome Walking in a
Churchyard," c. 1516; engraving, 12.0 x 10.5 cm; The Metropolitan
Museum of Art, Gift of Felix M. Warburg, 1920, 20.64.1.
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