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RUDOLIF 11'S

EMPIRE OF KNOWLEDGE

[There is] . . . a certain Chinese encyclopedia called the
Heavenly Emporiun of Benevolent Knowledge. 1n its
distant pages it is written that animals are divided into:
{a) those that belong to the emperor: (b) embalmed ones:
(¢) those that arc trained: (d) suckling pigs; (¢) mermaids;
(f) labulous ones; (g) stray dogs: (h) those that are in-
cluded in this classification; (i) those that tremble as if
they were mad: (j) innumerable ones: (k) those drawn
with a very line camel's-hair brush; (1) eteetera; (m) those
that have just broken the flower vase; (n) those that at
a distance resemble flies.

Jorce Luis BoRGEs,

“John Wilkins' Analytical Language”

Nothing is more beautiful than to know evervthing,
Prarto

‘ ‘ 7 ith little warning, on a cold winter day in early January
1612, the favorite lion of Rudolf 1. the Holy Roman

sEmpcror and king of Hungary and Bohemia, died. Rudoll was
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. . . . )
the servanmts, it was also the heraldic beast of Bohemia, lis deatly -

t

could only be an evil omen. Surely it presaged the imminent eng

of Rudolf himself.

And the omen proved true. On January 20 the emperor expirdg

in his great echoing castle perched on a hill above Prague. Refys.
ing last rites, he died a bitter, disillusioned man, stripped of hjg
crowns and his imperial dignity by his hateful brother Matthiy

How did it come 1o pass that he began his reign as the loftieg

monarch of Europe only to end it as a humiliated prisoner in his

own home?

Rudoll s detractors said that his preoccupation with natyre

and alchemy caused him to lose his mind and his reign. Certainly
these had been his abiding passions and his therapy for his p()]il.~
ical and mental ills. With Rudolfs death, his beloved Royal Garden
full of exotic plants and his ponds stocked with rare fish were left
bereft of their admirer. The foreign beasts in his menagerie and

the tropical birds in his aviaries had lost their devoted master
and scholar. Rudolf's Kunstkammer — a cabinet of wonders com- - . -
posed of four large halls filled to the brim with natural history -

specimens [rom around the globe, the most advanced scientifie s

instruments. and works of art by the greatest craftsmen — lay
abandoned. This unsurpassed collection, the wonder of its age,
had been the soul of this complex and troubled man. He had
failed miserably as the ruler of the Holy Roman Empire, but
the empire of knowledge he created in his castle ensured his last-

ing fame,

Ruvorr 11 came into the world on July 18, 1552, the firsthorn
son of a discordant union between the charismatic and open”
minded Holv Roman Emperor Maximilian [ Habsburg and his
stern and bigoted cousin Maria of Spain, daughter of the former
emperor Charles V. Maximilian was a popular ruler who presided
over a lively and intellectually vibrant court. He conversed with
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higsubjects and guests in German, Spanish, halian, French, Czech,
and Latin. A lover of music, he attracted splendid performers into
his employ; Orlando di Lasso, one of the greatest composers of
'po]ﬂ)h“”)’ in the late Renaissance, deemed Maximilian's chamber

music so wonderful that "neither tongue could describe it nor

ears take enough of it.”

Fascinated by ancient history and literature and by natural sci-
ences. Maximilian lured 1o his court the leading practitioners in
these fields and encouraged them to conduct further rescarch.
When Maximilian's favorite diplomat, Ogier Ghislain de Busbecq,
returned from an imperial mission 1o Constantinople, he brought
back for his lord's garden the lirst tulip to reach Europe. Bushecq
also taught young Rudolf about botany and imparted to him an
admiration for natural philosophy. Meanwhile, Rudolf fell in love
with animals at the two menageries his father had founded near
t\ienna, at Neugebau and Ebersdorf. The year Rudolt was born,
spMaximilinn was thrilled to acquire an clephant, an exceedingly
rare and precious beast. Alas, it died only four months after reach-
ing Vienna, a victim of improper diet and severe climate change.
But Rudoll avidly observed and fell under the spell of many other
beasts in his father’s collection. He would retain his fascination
for them all his life and take it to new heights when he grew up.

From his father Rudolf also learncd religious tolerance and
openness to talent regardless of creed. This was an cra of bitter
struggles between Catholics and Protestants. battles that would
plague Rudolfs reign. The fault line van right through his own
home. Maximilian sympathized with the Protestants, granted
them freedom of worship in his territories, and worked for reform
in the Catholic Church, including letting priests marry. But his
progressive etforts were thwarted by the opposition of the mili-
tantly Catholic Spanish roval house to which his wife, Maria, be-
longed. Muaria was a staunch Roman Catholic who despised her
hushand's Protestant leanings. Fearful for her children’s souls

at the liberal Viennese court, and more strong willed than her
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husband, she insisted that Rudolf and his younger brother Erneg
be dispatched to Spain, to be educated in the true faith and jp,
the dignities of their exalted rank by her brother Philip 11.

And so, in 1563, eleven-year-old Rudolf and ten-year-old Emeg
his favorite brother, were sent away from Vienna to spend Lhé
next cight years at the Spanish court. The boys felt miserabl,
at leaving their father's warm and sparkling home. The prospect
of living with their uncle — a distant, suspicious, pedantic, ang
remorscless man — chilled their young hearts. It was commoy,
knowledge that Philip was universally disliked by his subjects, A
Venctian ambassador described the atmosphere at the Spanighy
court as being as “cold as ice.” Philip, always attired in o somber
black habit, was conspicuously pious. He attended endless reli.
gious services and even arranged his apartment at the Escorigl

monastery, which he adopted as his residence, in such a way agiyq

be able to see the high altar from his bed. He disapproved of such
hedonistic pleasurcs as hunting and feasting, and banned poly-
phonic music from his liturgy in favor of organ and plainsong, '
Under Philip’s stern watch, the boys' joyful and carefree child-
hood came to an end. Rudolf and Ernest had to focus on their hu-
manistic studies, write letters in Latin, and help their uncle serve
Sunday Mass. Philip allowed them certain joys due young princes:
they could hunt. dance, and participate in chivalric tournaments.
But he kept a vigilant eye on their religious education and in-
structed them in what he considered to be regal conduct. Whereas
Maximilian's relat ionship with his courtiers was warm and hearty,
Philip’s was formal, aloof, and majestic, and he demanded tremen-
dous reverence during his audiences. When the boys returned
home from Spain, people commented that they had become dis-
tant and haughty. Maximilian even ordered his sons to "change
their bearing,” but their uncle’s behavior had become ingrained in
them. Rudolf would maintain Spanish fashion — dark clothes and
hats with feathers — and a stiff manner for the rest of his life. Yet

Rudolf 11's Empire of Knowledge - 185

ghe would never embrace his uncle’s strident and bloodthirsty
Catholicism. His father's moderate views and intellectual inter-
ests, which Rudolf had absorbed as a boy. would remain at the
core of his personaliry.

As the eldest son, Rudolf began to step into his father’s politi-
cal shoes at age twenty, when he was crowned king of Hungary
in 1572, Maximilian's health was in decline — he suffered heart
attacks, the excruciating pain ol gout, and bouts of “kidney
colic” — so Rudolf was groomed for succession. In 1575 he was
crowned king of Bohemia, and in 1576, when Maximilian died,
Rudolf became Holy Roman Emperor.

“The emperor presided over o complex of territories in western
and central Europe — a successor state to the one Charlemagne
had founded in 8oo in an attempt to revive the Roman Empire.
While the pope was the vicar of God on carth in spiritual matters,
the emperor claimed to be Cod's temporal vicar, and thus the
supreme ruler of Christendom. In reality, the power of the Holy
Roman Emperor was illusorv. Rudolf was accorded diplomatic
precedence over other rulers, and his domain included what is
now Cermany, Austria, the Czech Republic, Switzerland, eastern
France, the Low Countries, and parts of northern and central lualy.
The Cerman lands were his primary area of sovereignty, however,
and his control over international affairs was limited.

In person Rudolf was a likable but hardly an imposing pres-
ence. The Venetian envoy to Prague, Girolamo Soranzo, described

him as

a rather small figure. of quite pleasing stature and relatively
quick movements. His pale face, nobly formed forehead, fine
wavy hair and beard, and large eyes looking around with a cer-
tain forbearance, made a deep impression on all who met him.
The Habsburg family likeness was evident in the largish lips

which curled towards the right. There was nothing haughty in
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his comportment; he behaved rather shyly, avoided all noisy so.-
ciety and took no part in the usual amusements: jokes pleased

him not, and only rarely was he seen to laugh,

Rudolf had received a princely education and spoke German,
Latin, French, Spanish, and some Czech — all the languages
necessary for political and intellectual discourse in his realm. Byy
from the start, his reign was bescet by difficulties. He hoped
preside over a united Christendom, but the Floly Roman Empire
was an unruly domain. A loose confederation of more than three
hundred political entities of varying sizes and importance — each
with its own sovereign, army, and laws — it was characterized by
particularism and disunity. How could it not he when it included
Germans, Swiss, Czechs, Flemings, Dutch, and Danes, as well ag
warring Catholic and Protestant groups within them?

Lurope in the sccond half of the sixteenth century was con-
sumed by religious wars, as Catholics and Protestants clashed
violently. especially in the northern countries. The crisis had be-
gun ecarlicr in the century when various reformers had openly at-
tacked the Catholic Chureh for its corruptions: priests keeping
mistresses, popes selling religious offices and indulgences 1o fi-
nance their own luxurious lifestyles and political agendas. Then
Martin Luther postulated that one could attain salvation through
a personal relationship with God, rather than one mediated by
the clergy. This idea fell on many ready cars, especially in light of
widespread disapproval of the pricsthood, and the Protestant
movement spread like wildfire. Naturally. the Church lashed out
against its critics. and for the next few decades conflicts between
Catholics and Protestants divided not only countries but also in-
dividual cities and communities, and involved all members of so-
ciety, from laborers to rulers.

An agent of the Fugger banking firm. which had many inter-
national branches, vividly conveyed the feeling ol such religious

clashes in his report from Antwerp in May 1581: “Eight days ago the
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soldiery and the Calvinists mutilated all the pictures and altars in
the churches and cloisters of Belgium. The clergy and about five
hundred Catholic citizens were driven out and several among them

cast into prison.” Two months later he wrote again:

In the past days the Calvinists here have wrought much
havoc. . . . They ravaged the Church of Our Lady, the Churches
of St. Jacques, and the Palace Chapel, as well as the Convent
of St. Michael, where up 1o now the Catholies held their reli-
gious exercises and ceremonies, in such fashion that they have
wrecked everything therein, with the exception of the organ and
alew pictures. ... Not one person did protest against this, since

the rule of the clergy is completely destroved and at an end here.

[n responsc to these disorders, and to the larger rebellion of
the Low Countries against its Spanish overlords, Philip Il sent
his nephew the Duke of Parma at the head ol a powerful army to
crush the Netherlandish Protestants.” Parma captured and sub-
dued the rebel towns in the southern provinces, taking Antwerp
in August 1585. The Dutch rebels fled 10 their northern strong-
holds, which cluded Spanish control.

But religious clashes continued to flare up elsewhere in Rudolf’s
empire. Another Fugger agent wrote from Steyr in October 1599
that the ruler of that territory, Ferdinand ol Austria, removed two
Protestant pastors from a parish in the mining town of Eisenerzand
replaced them with two Catholic priests. As soon as he left town,
however, the people drove out the Catholic clerics. Ferdinand,
annoyed, sent his officers and six hundred soldiers 1o reinstate
his priests and keep order. As soon as Ferdinand's men entered
town, they arrested the heads of the municipality, the aldermen,

*Although this region technically fell under the jurisdiction of the Holy Roman
Emperor, it was governed hy the king of Spain, whose methods deeply troubled

Rudolf.
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the burghers, and other real and potential rebels and ordered )

citizens to surrender their arms. Then they erected seven gibbegs

in the marketplace and prepared to begin the

hangings, beheudings, impalings and other torments, tortures
and agonics, o find our by means of suffering whether there
was an understanding between them and other places and dis-
tricts. Altogether it is a grievous state of affairs. Everyone who
can, flies from the parish. Women with their children are driven
from their houses and are obliged to watch in terror and pain
the miscrable existence of their hushands. Although it was
intended 1o execute the ringleaders and the heads of the town
at once, it is said that Imperial Commissaries have arrived
these last days, who have stemly forbidden, in the name of His
Majesty [Rudolf 11]. any harm to be done unto any man or to
put any one to the rack or torture. It is greatly hoped that His
Majesty will show mercy.

Rudolf had to adjudicate such incessant religious confronta-
tions, as well as contend with conflicting political factions in
his domains. His sovereignty was continually challenged by
independent-minded princes, particularly in his German lands,
who were keen to pursue their own religious and political agen-
das. His own brothers, jealous of his power, further undermined
his reign. At the same time, the Ottomans were trying 1o invade
Europe across his empire’s eastern frontiers.

After capturing Gonstantinople in 1453, the Ottomans contin-
ued their expansion, and in the next hall century they conquered
the Black Sca, the Balkan Peninsula, and Greece. In 1529 Sulei-
man the Magnificent laid siege to Vienna. He did not succeed
in taking this city but proceeded to subjugate a large portion of

Hungary — a Habsburg territory — and from there to threaten

the rest of Europe.
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All these problems required o strong ruler to resolve them.
Rudolf, however, was more given to contemplative study than to
decisive political action. “Rudolf of few words,” as he was called,
not only spoke little in person but also left few writien state-
ments. A complex and clusive man., he balffled his contemporaries.
One moment he presented himself as o wise and charismatic sov-
ereign: the next he appeared 10 be an absentminded prince who,
though courteous, was cager 1o withdraw into his study, which
seemed to matter more 1o him than his throne. Yet it is hardly
surprising that Rudolf should have been conllicted. He strove
for stability and peace, while his family and foes constantly un-
dercut his aspirations. He was tolerant and open-minded yet
surrounded by religious strifc and bigotry. He detested his uncle’s
dogmatic Catholicism, having spent his childhood under its
shadow for cight years in Spain. Now. in adulthood, he watched
its brutal implementation in the Netherlands. Although he re-
mained within the Catholic laith, Rudoll welcomed refugees
from the Netherlands at his court and engaged Protestant artists
and scientists — something many of his peers refused to do. And
though he preferred 1o devote as much of his time as possible 1o
scholarship, the demands of his office distracted him from these
cherished pursuits.

An intellectnal and a dreamer, Rudolf was prone to “melan-
choly,” a form of severe depression that ran in the family and
probably resulted from too much Habsburg inbreeding. (Rudolf’s
parents shared the same grandmother. Joanna the Mad of Castile,
who was quite mad indeed: she refused to bury the body of her
deceased hushband for almost a vear, helieving in the prophecy
of his resurrection.) Within a year of becoming emperor. Rudolf
cracked under the pressure. The first severe bout of illness seized
him in 1577. Only twenty-five years old, he developed acute gas-
tric problems and suffered & mental breakdown. He remained

sick on and ofl for four years, lost weight, and became reclusive.
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Such physical and emotional afflictions would continue (o .

ment Rudolf for the rest of his life.

Avtnioucr BuboLr was the absolute ruler of the empire and
paid his siblings ample annual allowances, his three brotherg
(aside from Ernest) caused him incessant embarrassment and

gricl through their smoldering ambitions. Their political machi.

nations, combined with constant harping about Rudoll’s failings

as a ruler, frustrated him to no end. His mother. too, refused him
moral support, suspecting him of sympathy toward Protestants and
ol neglecting the duties of & Boman Catholic monarch. Hoping
for greater independence and peace, as well as relief from his
melancholy, Rudolf decided in 1585 10 leave Vienna and settle in
Prague.

Prague was a venerable city with a glorious past. In the late four-
teenth century, under King Charles 1V, it had thrived as a cos-
mopolitan cultural center and a lively university town. Since then
its glory had dimmed, and it had become somewhat provincial. But
it olfered Rudolf significant advantages. The kingdom of Bohemia,
with its four million souls. was the most densely populated, rich-
est, and best developed region in central Europe. Bohemia was
also more religiously diverse and tolerant than Austria, and farther
away from the Vatican and the pope, whom Rudolf profoundly
disliked. Bohemia's mountains provided greater protection against
the Ottoman armies than did the open Hungarian plains leading
to Vienna. And being removed from his family was a major boon.

When Rudolf first came to Prague, the city was both enchant-
ing and rough around the edges. Lying in a broad basin formed by
a bend of the Vltava River, it is fringed by gently sloping hills. The
denscly settled right bank of the river, with its skyline of numer-
ous church spires, was home to three districts. The Old Town

was inhabited by rich patricians residing in narrow, multistory

t
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stone houses. The adjacent New Town was o more modest mu-
nicipality with market squares, booths, storehouses. and counting-
houses. On the other side of the Old Town stood the crowded
Jewish ghetto, with its closely packed homes. Thanks to Bohemia's
'religious tolerance and the financial usefulness of the Jewish
community, Prague developed into the most significant central
European center of Hebrew scholarship and publishing,

On the left bank, the Lesser Town nestled between the castle
and the Charles Bridge. A residential and service area of the cas-
tle, the Lesser Town was the neighborhood of courtiers and court
craftsmen, including the large community of northern ltalian
stonemasons, bricklavers, stucco workers, and painters whom
Rudolf had summoned 1o Prague 1o renovate the castle. A major
fire had destroyed much of the Lesser Town in 1541, so it was
abuzz with building activity as members of the aristocracy snapped
up the vacant lots and crected imposing new palaces on this prime
real estate.

Prague was not large, its population totaling only about fifry
thousand. The relocation of the imperial seat there brought new
vigor and growth to the city, along with noise, dirt, and crowds of
beggars, criminals, and prostitutes. The streets were often muddy,
the squares piled with manure, and channels of filthy water ran
from the courtyards of aristocratic residences. With time Rudolf’s
presence and his patronage of the arts and sciences would turn
Prague once again into a cultural mecca and usher in its second
golden age.

While the city bustled with activity, Rudolf kept to himself in
his castle on the hill, removed from all this commaotion. Hradcany,
as this district was called, was a town unto itsclf. In addition 1o
the royal palace, there stood the Cathedral of St. Vitus, the resi-
dence of the archbishop of Prague, and the imposing homes of
leading Bohemian nobles. The mighty ramparts and the deep
Stag Moat (o dry ravine encircling the palace) made the castle
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appear inaccessible and majestic, and the surrounding gardeng

cloaked it in o mantle of peace. It was just what Rudolf wante, -*

ALAS. PRAGUE DD not remove the emperor from the politicg]
and religious turmoil he had hoped to escape. On Christmas Eye
1590 a Fugger agent reported to the home office on the growing
tensions in the city. Apparently a rumor had spread around town
that Catholic priests were planning to forcibly occupy severa]
Hussite Protestant churches. Rudolf, notified of this imminent
confrontation, ordered an inquiry and then issued a proclama-
tion, posted in all public places, calling for calm. But people were

still in an ugly moaod, and

in all parts of Prague there broke out disturbances. It has heen
ordered that a number of burghers hold night-watch in all the
suburbs of Prague. Likewise, house-to-house visitation was
carried out in order to ascertain how many strange guests there
be with each citizen, how named. [rom whence, and ol what
nature their business. This had to be reported to His Majesty.
Moreover, it was ordered that whosoever should know or hear
of any danger should give tidings thercof to His Majesty or the
Council. This scheme may lead to great bloodshed, theft and
pillaging, it by chance a daring murderer or robber make use of
this rumor [of the Catholic takeover] 1o start an outery and

raise disorder in the town of Prague.

*IHussites were followers of Jan Hus, a religious leader burned for his heretical
teachings in 1415, A powerful force of religious dissent in Bohemia and
Moravia, they demanded freedom to preach, Communion of wine and bread for
the laity as well as priests, the limitation on property holding by the Church,
and civil punishment of mortal sins, including simony (the buying and selling of
Church offices). The Hussite movement was the first substantial attack on the
Roman Catholic Church, and it helped pave the way for both the Protestant
Reformation and the rise of modern nationalism.
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In addition to these internal conflicts, Rudolf's territorics, par-
dcularly his Fungarian fronticrs, were threatened by i renewed
Ottoman offensive. As we have scen, the conflict between the
Furopeans and the Ottomans was long-standing, with both sides
secking to crush the “infidel” and gain vital economic territories
and shipping routes. The Ottomans enjoved a period of remark-
able westward expansion after their conquest of Constantinople
and suffered a major blow from the Europeans only in 1571, when
their navy was demolished at the Battle of Lepanto by the Holy
League (composed of papal, Spanish, ltalian, and other European
forces). Despite the massive Turkish defeat, the tensions and ri-
valrics among the Europeans prevented them from pressing their
victory and attaining o lasting supremacy over the Ouomans. By
the early 1590s the Turks had regrouped and hegan a new action
against the Europeans, their line of attack starting at the doorstep
to Rudolf’s lands.

Rudolf was keen to fight them, but he could not do it alone.
Other rulers within the Holy Roman Empire, as well as the pope
and Philip 11, refused 1o cooperate with him on his terms or to
give their support without some guarantee of control over the war,
At the suime time, poor genceralship and squabbles between com-
manders on the battlefield further hampered Rudolf's military ef-
forts. These sethacks aggrieved him intensely. Although he was a
religious moderate when it came to Christianity, he was imbued
with the traditional Habsburg zeal for crushing the enemies of
Christendom and impctuously wished lor either a complete vie-
tory over the Ottomans or none at all. Instead. he became mired
in a protracted conflict that lasted for a decade and a half.

Rudoll’ was also distressed by his failed plans to marry. even
though it was largely his own fault. His family — his mother and
brothers — were alarmed at the absence of an heir and pushed
him into what seemed to be the most advantageous match, with
his Spanish cousin Isabella, daughter of Philip 11 But Rudolf

could not abide falling under his uncle’s immediate influence.
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The negotiations dragged on lor fifteen years. Finally, Isabell,
was betrothed to Rudolf's younger brother Albrechl.dAlthol ]d
Rudolf had let the union slip through his hands, he flew int:)g-]
rage at the news, {eeling utterly hetrayed. He then tried 1o neg ;
tiate a marriage with Maria de' Medici, daughter of the gra%x()(i
duke of Tuscany, but this match also came 10 nothing, again b
cause of his procrastination. Once more he was desolate wh \e-
Maria married Fenry IV of France instead. o
Rudolf s inability to marry had nothing to do with his physical
capacities. He was well known for his illicit liaisons and had.q
Iong»lerm mistress in Katharina Strada, the daughter of his f;—
vorite court antiquary, Jacopo Strada. Katharina even bore hjg
several children who were brought up at court. The problem was 5
reluctance 1o trust anyone, which perhaps stemmed from Rudol‘["’q
childhood. when he was sent away from home by his mother. Hi;
mistrust was exacerbated by the political intriéues around hin;
and by his propensity for depression and paranoia. As a result of

all these political and personal difficulties, Rudolf grew more mo- !

rose and removed from the world. He turned for solace to his in-
tellectual pursuins,

Turoucuour wis Ligk Rudolf actively patronized the fine
arts and natural sciences. He collected paintings and sculptures
by the best artists, bought scientific instruments, and amassed an
impressive colleetion of flora and fauna, both alive and dead. As
a powerful ruler he was expected 10 set up an art gallery and a
cabinet of wonders in his palace, so his collecting was in part
consonant with his position. But it was spurred far more strongly
by his insatiable curiosity and his quest for knowledge.

Thanks to new developments in natural history. the sixteenth
century was a great age of collecting and studying a variety of man-
made and natural creations. With the discovery and exploration
of the New World by Cortés and other advenlu'rers, novel birds,
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’“,';im”l-*'» and |)|anls streamed into Eur()pu, :n‘(msing wonder and in-

spiring changes in scientitic thought. Until then scholars had relied

on the works of Aristotle and Pliny when interpreting nature, but

the influx of untamiliar specics made natural scientists rethink the
old system of knowledge. Stimulated by encounters with exotic
creatures, they began to study afresh the familiar ones as well.

The Swiss naturalist Konrad Gesner revolutionized the in-
vestigation of the animal world in particular with his Historia
Animalivm (History of Animals). a five-volume encyclopedia pub-
lished between 1551 and 1558. In this massive publication — 4.500
pages long, with nearly 1,000 woodcut illustrations — Gesner
compiled all that had been written on animals by ancient and me-
dieval authors, as well as all he himsell could learn from the di-
rect study ol live heasts, their skins and bones, and drawings and
descriptions sent 1o him by correspondents from around the world.
Reveling in the idea that secing led to knowledge. Gesner and his
contemporaries placed new emphasis on empirical evidence.

Gesner divided the animals into five Aristotelian categories —
mammals, four-legged animals that lay eggs, birds. animals that
live in water, and serpents, including dragons. (He planned
sixth volume. on insects, as well as a vast History of Plaits but
died prematurely of plague in 1565.) Gesner arranged the animals
alphabetically — not an idcal system, but a sensible one. He be-
gan his discussion of cach animal with its name in many lan-
guages, then offered a precise description and information on its
morphology, diet, reproduction, ceology, and enemies. After that
he addressed the particular uses of a given creature in medicine,
agriculture, and other spheres of human activity. In the final sec-
tion he considered the symbolic, allegorical, and moral meanings
of the animal in different civilizations, thus providing its cultural
history.

Ulisse Aldrovandi, another great naturalist of the age and the
author of Ornithologiae (Ormithology) (1599) and De animalibus
insectis libri septum (Seven Books About Inscets) (160.), de-
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scribed to his patron, Cardinal Barberini (the future Pope Urban

VI, his study of insects in the field.

What iy labors have been, and to what lengths T went, | could
wish vou to judge: and when 1 reflect on the many days | have
given to this study, and what expenses | have incurred, | can-
not but wonder how I have been able 10 obtain possession of.
and 1o examine, and o deseribe such a number of minue
creatures. For the attainment of mv object, | was in the habit
of going into the country for months during the summer and
autumn, not lor relaxation, like others; for at these times |
employed all my influence, as well as money, 1o induce the
country-people to bring me such insects, whether winged or
creeping, as they could procure, in the ficlds or under ground,
and in the rivers and ponds. When any were brought me, |
made inquiries about its name, habit, locality, &c. I often, too,
wandered over the marshes and mountains, accompanied by
my draughtsman and amanuenses, he carrying his pencil, and
they their notebooks. The Tormer 100k a drawing il expedient,
the latter noted down to my dictation what occurred 1o me,

and in this way we collected a vast variety of specimens.

Collecting an extensive assortment of live and preserved fauna
and flora became essential Lo the new approach to natural history,
By assembling his own array of specimens, a scholar had knowl-
edge at his fingertips. As natural history turned into the passion
of the age, rulers eager to be at the forefront of scientific inquiry
began 1o amass their own collections of animals, minerals, plants,
and other natural marvels. Rudolf cagerly embraced this trend.

Of course sixieenth-century natural history was not vet “pure
science.” Nature was still viewed above all as a manifestation of

divine creativity. And man’s purposc in studying it was to marvel

at God's ingenuity. As the humanist Giovanni Pico della Mirandola
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Qrolc in his Oration on the Dignity of Man (1486), after crc:fl.ing
the world and populating it with animal life, the Divine Architect
“Jonged for a creature which might comprehend the meaning .of
¢0 vast an achievement, which might he moved with love at its
beauty and smitten with awe at its grandeur.” The French natu-
ralist Pierre Belon, in his Natural History of Birds (1555), con-
tended that it was one of the chief dutics of a well-bred man to
improve his understanding of the universe by studying and }l.d-
miring God's creations. And the English clergyman cum naturalist
Edward Topsell promoted the study of naturc as a guide to salva-
tion. In his Historie of Foure-Footed Beastes and Serpents (1607),
he argued that God saved the animals from the Flood in order to
allow humans access o divine genius. “Surely, it was for that a man
might gaine out of them much knowledge. such as is imprinted in
them by nature, as a spark ol that great wisdome whereby they
were created.”

Indeed, the story of Noah's ark served as a major inspiration
for collecting animals, both live and preserved, and for classifying
them as a step toward attaining this true knowledge. Sixteenth-
and seventeenth-century natural philosophers were engrossed by
the ark. They wrote treatises and made elaborate caleulations try-
ing to figure out its size and design. composition and organization.
But 10 re-create it fully, one also had 1o gain o complete under-
standing of the species of animals, their sizes. habits, dic.ls. and
life eyeles. Aldrovandi, who assembled one of the most famous
natural history collections of his day. was called a “second Noah.”

Rudolf, spurred in part by his desire to grasp the wondertul va-
riety, beauty, and purpose of divine creation and in part by his
wish (0 escape his political and personal problems, avidly hunted
for specimens from every possible source. He enlisted merchants,
with their far-flung contacts, to seek out diverse creatures, urged
his diplomats to acquire animals for him from distant countries,
kept an eye on rare beasts procured by other rulers, and tried 1o
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cajole them 1o cede the ereatures to him. His hunger for exotic’
fauna had no bounds, and he spared no effort or expense to ag.-
semble a complete compendium of it in Praguc.

THE INCREASED MARITIME traftic to the New World, Africy .
and Asia channeled a steady stream of new birds and beasts t(;
Europe. They aroused astonishment and delight in some, greed
and competition for ownership in others. When the I“orlugﬁese
having set out in search of gold, returned to Lishon \vilhrstrik-‘
ingly colored parrots and adorable monkeys from South America
these instantly became prized commodities. [n 1522 Mugellan’
brought home stuffed birds of paradise, native to New Guinea and
the Moluccas. These ethereal creatures fascinated the Lzuropeans
and made them eager for more. When Rudolf's uncle Philip 11
added the throne of Portugal to his possessions in 1580, he inher-
ited s trading posts in Brazil, the East Indics, and India, He
enchanted his daughters back in Madrid with news of the arrival
in Lisbon of ships from India loaded with precious spices and
fabulous animals, including an elephant, still a great rarity in
the West. '
The Fugger banking house added exotic animals o its portfolio.
Al Antwerp — Europe's major port, which received shipments
from around the world — it set up next to its business offices a
large garden full of cages where forcign beasts could be tem-
porarily kept before being sold o collectors across Europe. The
business was so brisk that the Antwerp branch managers com-
plained to the head office in Augshurg of the larpe amount of
work involved in handling “monkevs” from India, Africa, and
South America. In Amsterdam the Dutch East India Company,
founded in 1602, buili special warehouses and stables on the
quayside to hold exotic creatures before selling them off to an en-
thasiastic international clientele. (The company also had an in-

termediary animal depot at its colony on the Cape of Good Hope.)
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Meanwhile, Dutch sea captains returning from distant voyages

displayed the animals they brought back for a lucrative fee. It was

thanks to Dutch traders that Rudolf obtained the first live cas-

sowary ever to come to Europe.
The cassowary is a large, flightless bird that dwells in the trop-

ical forests of Australia and New Guinea. It has glossy black

plumage that looks like thick hair. a bright blue neck with a patch
of brilliant red skin on the nape, and two long red wattles dan-
gling in front. A domed horny helmet rises atop its head, over the
eyes and beak. giving it its name, which derives from the Papuan
word meaning “horned head.” The bird uses this helmet to push
aside vegetation as it runs through the rain forest with its head
bent down. The cassowany’s stout, powerful legs end in long, three-
roed Teet. The inner toe has o deadly g-inch-long spiky claw,
which the bird uses for defense.

Rudolf’s cassowary had had quite an adventurous life. It made
its first recorded appearance on December 4. 1596, as a gift from
the king of Java to a Dutch ship captain sailing in search of spices.
The bird, however, was “as much a stranger to the inhabitants of
Java as it is new for us.” remarked the French scientist Carolus
Clusius. The king of Java had probably received the cassowary as
a diplomatic gift, although from whom it is not recorded. Given
the rarity and the spectacular appearance of the creature, the
king must have figured that it would make an excellent goodwill
offering to the Dutch traders, known for their fierce conduet in
the East Indies. The Duteh gladly accepted the bird and managed
to preserve it alive and in good health on the long journey home.
The cassowary disembarked in Amsterdam in July 1597. For sev-
eral months it was put on display, and locals and foreigners pass-
ing through the bustling port gawked at it — for a fec. After its
novelty had worn off a bit. it was sold 10 Count Georg Eberhard
von Solms, who collected animals in his park at La Haye.

When news of the remarkable bird reached Rudolf, he at once

undertook to secure the fascinating stranger for his menagerie.
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Did it offer him some consolation from the rage he fely upon
hearing that his bride-to-be Isabella had just been betrothed ¢
his brother Albrecht® Rudolf threw great c¢ffort into obtaining the
cassowary, calling on o local duke 1o help persuade the coung 10
give the bird 1o him. Rudoll may well have expected a truly fan;
Lastic creature, for rumors said that the strange “Indian” |)i;‘d ate
embers and red fire. Four months later, the cassowary arrived in
Praguc. It did not peck at coals, but it was a spectacular speg-
men. with its long cobalt blue and raspberry red neck, which was
visible from afar in the Royal Garden, and its rounded helmet,
giving it regal hauteur. Rudoll was thrilled with his acquisition,
generously rewarding the courtiers who delivered it to him.
Rudoll wis now the only man in Europe to possess such an ex.
traordinary pet. To honor and safeguard his distinguished animal,
he erected in the Royal Garden an imposing aviary especially for
the Indian bird and engaged the painter Bartholomius Beranek
to decorate the cassowary’s home with pretty pictures — perhaps
cevocations of its natural habitat. While the emperor was clearly
elated, it is harder to know how happy the Cassowary was in its
new abode or how long the tropical creature lasted in the wintry
Prague climate. By 1007 it was listed as o stuffed specimen in
Rudolf’s Kunstkanmer. Not quite as splendid in death as in life,
it was still o valuable sample that could be studied for its body
structure, plumage. and distinctive features. ’
tudoll was also delighted 10 secure o dodo — very likely the

first live one to reach Europe. This gawky and defenseless bird

was discovered by Dutch sailors on the island of Mauritius on |

September 18, 1598. Five Dutch ships had come upon this unin-
habited island in the Indian Ocean while heading for the East
Indies. After landing, the sailors spotted a strange bird waddling
around the island and showing no signs of fear at their approach.
The undaunted creature had a heavy, ungainly body, stubby wings

too small 1o Lift it off the ground, and a large beak shaped like

a lobster claw. Originally the dodos, or rather their ancestors,
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robably did fly, but when they lunded on Mauritius and found
plenty of food and no predators, they evolved into ground dwellers.
Accustomed to their comfortable life on the island, dodos had no
idea that the newly arrived Europeans were a dangerous species
that would pounce on them and turn them into an easy and
tasty meal.

One could well understand the excitement of the Dinchmen —
tired of rancid meat and stale, maggot-caten biscuits — joyiully
plucking the bizarre birds from underfloor and savoring their fresh
meat, even as they tried to puzzle out what these creatures werc.
A mixture of scicentific perplexity and gastronomic fixation per-
vades all Dutch accounts of the dodo. First commissar Jacoly van
Heemskerek deseribed it to the best ol his ability: “There is also
there a kind of bird the size of a goose, which has legs as those of
an ostrich and feet of an cagle, and a very large beak. . .. 1t has a
few feathers in its legs, its wings are like those of jackdaw; they
are very fat and their legs, once de-feathered. are very pood, but
their skin a bit tough.” Helmsman Hevndrick Dirrecksen Jolinck
jotted down in his diary: "Morcover we found large birds whose
wings are the size of those of pigeons. of the kind that cannot flv
and that the Portuguese call pingouins. These birds have a stom-
ach [breast] so large that two men can make a roval mcal out of
it, and it is also their tastiest part.” Another helmsman, Philip
Grimmaert, echoed the culinary theme: "There were also here
big birds, the size of lamb, and we ate them cqually; we called
them Docderssen [dodoor bheing a Dutch word for a sluggish per-
son].” This may have been the origin of the nume dodo.

When the Duteh returned to Amsterdam in late July 1599, they
apparently brought aboard a live dodo. It says much about the
scientific passion of the age (and the profit 10 be derived from
selling foreign fauna) that the sailors did not eat the bird along
the way. Such a fate certainly befell many cxotic animals on
homeward journeys as food supplies dwindled and fascination

with their strangencss dulled. Once the dodo reached Europe,
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Rudolf jumped at the chance to add it to his collection, Probably
buying it from a Dutch merchant who sold him other animals, .
cluding birds of paradise.

Did the dodo provide an uplifting distraction from the anyj.
eties and fears Rudolf felt at the approach of the millennium —
feclings that would soon push him over the edge? Again he asked
one of his court artists to paint the uncanny creature for his come
pendium of fauna illustrations. (INustrations of animals became
in this era o crucial component of natural history studics becauge
they supplied valuable visual data. As Konrad Gesner wrote, the
reader of his Historia Animalium could look at the woodcut im-
ages of the animals he discussed wherever he pleased, whereag

the ancient Romans could see exotic beasts only for the duration

of the games.) Likely using this painting as his model, Carolus:

Clusius made a printed image of the dodo, thus bringing it for

the first time to the cyes of Europeans. He included it in his

Exoticorum libri decem (Ten Books ol Exotica), an up-to-date and
extremely influential presentation of new animals and plants pub-
lished in 1605 and based in part on Rudolf’s menagerie.

It is unclear how the dodo adjusted 1o its new life in Prague.
By 1609 its embalmed body also resided in Rudolf's Kunsthkammer.
The mortality rate of exotic animals and birds was tragically high
once they had been transported to unfamiliar climates and fed in-
appropriate food. Rudolf probably mourned the demise of his dodo
as of his other singular pets, but it scems he was more motivated
by a collector's zeal und scientific curiosity than a deep love for
the animals. He clearly found them as fascinating and useful when
they were in his menageric or his aviaries in the Royal Garden as
when they passed into his anthology of preserved specimens in-
side the Prague Castle. Not that Rudolf did not care whether his
animals werc dead or alive; he looked for living beasts first and
was mesmerized by them. But his intellectual interests led him to
prize stuffed creatures, too, because he could gather more of them

than of the live ones, enabling scholars to draw wider conclusions
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about the properties and peculiarities of each species. The stuffed

dodo would acquire even greater value once the bird became

extinct only a hundred years after its discovery. having fallen

pathetically casy victim to the appetites of the Europeans who

landed on Mauritius and the cats, rats, and pigs they brought

.along.

Rudolf could more readily obtain exotic birds than mammals
for his menagerie because birds were casier 1o bring to Europe.
Ships returning [rom the New World, as well as Trom the bast
Indies. ofien sailed with long rows ol birdcages aboard, hoping
that their inmates would survive the journey and realize a good
profit. Thus the emperor was able to augment his aviary with
New World parrots, such as blue macaws with yellow breasts and
scarlet macaws with blue and vellow wings, which enlivened the
Roval Garden with their tropical colors and loud chatter. He also
acquired lovebirds — small parrots with green-blue bodics and
red faces und beaks — that live in pairs in tropical Africa and
Madagascar. And from Amboine. in the Moluccas, Dutch East
India Company merchants brought him a purple-naped lory, a
parrot with o red body. green wings, blue feet, and a purple “hat”
and wing tips. Rudolf had onc of his court artists paint a portrait
of the lory cheerfully pecking at a pear, which it holds in place
with its claw. Swect and affectionate creatures, lories make lovely
pets. If the portrait does not lie, it would seem that the lory got on
quite contentedly in Rudolf's care. The emperor’s salmon-crested
cockatoo — with its striking white plumage. orange crest, and
beak whose curved upper and lower portions overlap like round
scissors — lusted through seven Prague winters thanks 1o the
devoted care of the old valet de chambre Christoph Ranft. When
it died in August 1608, Ranft received o handsome severance pay
of one hundred florins “for seven vears of caring for the white par-
rot and feeding it with the food of its native island [southern
Moluccas].”

Rudolf's two ostriches had a rougher time. They were brought
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from Africa aboard a Venetian galley in 1603. Purchased in Venice
by the emperor’s agents, the large birds were loaded on carts ang
transported by an overland route via Innsbruck (Austria), then
transferred onto a boat and taken by water 10 Linz, unloaded onto
a cart again, driven 10 the Vhava, and put on another boat ¢,
Praguc. The distance between Venice and Prague is 335 miles,

but the journey lusted twenty-cight days and taxed the spirits of

the birds and their four attendants. Not only was it exhausting 1o
heft crates with heavy and stressed birds on and ofl carts ang
ships, and to bump for days along uneven roads and through
mountain passes, but the travelers also had to contend with
crowds of locals assembled 1o gawk at the bizarre creatures at
every stop along the route. Nor did the ostriches enjoy u long life
once they reached the Royal Garden. By 16c7 they appcaréd in
the inventory of Rudoll’s Kunstkammer as mere skins and bones,

tudolf bought at least some of his birds of paradise — crow-
like birds with gorgeous plumage and trailing tail feathers only
as preserved specimens. His supplier in this case was the mer-
chant Hans van Weely, who regularly sold him exotic faung, The
emperor would eventually accumulate sixteen such birds, of dif-
ferent varietics, including the king bird of paradise, with a bright
red body, white stomach. blue legs, and two long antenna-like tail
feathers ending in o green spiral curl; and the lesser bird of par-
adise, with a brown body and long, bright vellow and white tail
plumes. (Both came from New Guinea.)

Over the course of his reign Rudolf’s passion for fauna had be-
come common knowledge, and the fame of his menagerie spread
throughout the realm. Though not open 1o the wider public, it was
accessible to Rudolf's visitors and Lo some well-placed foreigners,
who penned accounts of their visits to his zoo. The collection
grew thanks to direct purchases and gifts, as those wishing to
please or court the emperor would send him exotic beasts. In
this way, for example, despite the European war with the Otto-

mans, Rudolf acquired several dromedaries — very rare in central.
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Europe at this time. Rudoll’s subjects in Hungary, which lay clos-
est to the Ottoman Empire, procured these animals via Turkish
intermediaries and presented them to Rudolf. When the English
rraveler Fynes Moryson visited Praguc in 1591, he counted a
dozen dromedaries in the Royal Carden. They must have looked

incongruous and marvelous, chewing contemplatively as they

strolled about the manicured castle grounds.

[t was lucky that some animals came 1o Rudolf for free, for he
spent huge sums not only on obtaining so many beasts but also
on housing them at his castle. Most of the live animals and birds
lived in the Royal Garden, where Rudolf liked o promenade on
horseback. His ancestors had previously built a small zoo. but he
greatly expanded the premises and their inhabitants. The Royal
Garden lav on the north side of the castle and was separated {rom
it by the Stag Moat, where game that Rudolf hunted for diversion
was allowed to graze. (Though fascinated by exotic creatures, the
emperor had no dificulty killing more common species for sport,
and stuffed deer heads abundantly decorated the inwerior of the
castle.) A covered wooden bridge led from the castle to the garden,
allowing Rudolf to come and go without being seen, which suited
his introverted nature. He preferred o spend time alone here. In
addition to the deer ambling around the grounds. buffalo, au-
rochs, and central Asian sheep with white fleece and black faces
and cars munched contentedly on specially allocated meadows.

Rudolf’s predecessors had also built a series of pleasure ameni-
ties in the garden. His uncle Ferdinand of Tyrol had crected the
Belvedere pavilion at the castern end of the park, with a large
ballroom for summertime dance parties. Rudolf was not inter-
ested in such pastimes, so he converted the Belvedere into an ob-
servatory for ‘Tycho Brahe when the famous astronomer came 1o
his court at the wurn of the century. Later he made it into a mu-
seum of scientific instruments.

Rudoll's desire to surround himsell with the creatures of his

passion continued inside the palace. In the castle courtyard, he



200« THE MEDICI GIRAFFE

set up o large pereh for his cagle, o symbol of the Holy Romay

Lmperor. Depictions of this raptor were ubiquitous on the impe.
rial insignia, but Rudolf went to the trouble of keeping a live one,
The bird made international news when a Fugger agent reported
to the home oftice that “a short while ago, His Imperial Majesty
wished 1o betake himself o his apartments. . . . Thereupon (he
cagle, who has his stand in the courtyard by the cistern of the
fountain, flew towards His Majesty through the corridor and ingq
his own chamber, 'There, upon a table, a snow-white dove was (g
be seen. whereat His Majesty was greatly surprised, for it was up.
known to him that white doves were bred in that part of the coun-
tv." The Fugger agent marveled at the prominence of animals in
Rudolf’s castle and wondered if the birds” behavior was some
kind of an omen.

Rudolls lions also lived in close proximity to the emperor. He
was exceedingly fond of these beasts, having inherited his love for
them from his lather. Like Maximilian, Rudolf kept a lion in the
castle. as if it were a domestic cat. and let it prowl the corridors
and curl up by his side. to the astonishment and fear of onlook-
ers. His other wild cats resided in the Lion's Court in the north-
crn part of the Roval Garden. When Rudolf first came 1o Prague,
there had been a wooden animal pavilion there. He replaced it
with a stone building with seven large enclosures (107 by 15 feet
cach), all facing cast, which gave a more comfortable exposure to
his animals by letting in the morning light and not overheating
the cages during the dav. A corridor led from this building 1o a
small adjacent yard through which animal keepers came to clean
cages, bring food, and make appropriate heating arrangements in
the winter. A spiral staircase in one comer of the courtyard led up
to the visitors” gallery overlooking the cages. Rudolf would stand
there for long periods, admiring his majestic cats.

Between his affection for big felines and their high mortality
rate, the emperor regularly bought lions, tigers, and leopards. The
cost of feeding a whole menageric of hungry animals. on top of
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paying for their purchase and transport. was a heavy burden on
the imperial treasury and on Rudolfs subjects, who were expccted
«to subsidize it. Upkeep was expensive, as the lions required some
thirteen pounds of meat per animal per day.

There was, in fact, not always enough money to feed the vora-
cious beasts, and they were often hungry. (Rudolf’s wars and
other expenditures drained his (inances, and he was in desperate
need of new sources of wealth.) This might explain why on sev-
eral occasions the emperor had to recompense servants and sub-
jects mauled by his felines. On September 15, 1581, the imperial
treasury was ordered to pay the court barber Matthidus Schrag,
the halberdicer Hans Rider, und an unnamed woman a compensa-
tion for having been attacked and wounded by the emperor’s lion
inside the Prague Castle. The barber survived the encounter, but
the halberdier and the woman died of their wounds. (Presumably
their families received the payment.)

Rudolf's tigers caused similar problems. The largest of wild
cats, adult male tigers can reach up to g feet in length and 660
pounds. Yet Rudolf apparently let them run around half-hungry.
In 1580 Peter Zitardus — the guardian of the felines av the
Ebersdorf palace, where Rudoll continued to maintain the zoo
founded by his father — had to pay an indemnity to a blacksmith
whose voung child had been wounded by a tiger. The beast must
have escaped his cage and begun prowling the palace grounds
in search of food. In 1596 the surgeon Georg Schaller received
twenty florins to care for another poor boy wounded by His
;\flajes‘ty’s tiger. It seems that Rudolf’s menageric eluded his con-
trol, just as did the larger political realm he struggled 1o rule. In the
aftermath of each animal attack, it must have been nerve-wrack-
ing for Rudolf’s servants and courtiers to walk down the castle
corridors and grounds, wondering when they might be pounced
on by a colossal cat.

Tigers were rarer than lions, which resided in royal and mu-

nicipal menageries throughout Europe, and thus were considered
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more valuable and prestigious beasts. The same was true of
leopards. Unfortunately, Rudolf’s leopards — brought o Lurope

from Africa. Asia, and India — seem to have been of grearey-
danger to themselves than to humans. In 1579 an Austrian bm{,n
bought two leopards for Rudolf for a princely sum of 568 floring,
(A sixteenth-century foot soldier was paid 4 tlorins per month
and a veteran soldier 8 florins.) As the animals were being S]]ippedl
from Venice 1o Vienna, one of them turned unruly and began
tear violently at its collar. It ripped at it so ferociously that iy
punctured its own neck. Then, before its guardians could come tg
the rescue, the poor beast strangled itself, probably by pulling too
liercely onits leash. 1 was asad loss, though not @ complete one.,
Rudoll received one live leopard lor his menageric and one hide
for his Kunsthanimer. In 1587 his master ol the hunts, Wolf
Sigmund, Baron of Auersberg, presented Rudolf with two more
leopards plus one Lnglish dog.

While lions, tigers, and leopards commanded attention at the

Prague Castle, Rudolf’s cheetahs added luster 1o the Star Villa,

his hunting lodge outside Prague. Renaissance princes who could
afford it kept cheetahs as prized hunting accessories. Keen to
take advantage of these cats"hunting qualities and instinets, men
over the centuries had perfected the art of catching adult chee-
tahs in the wild. taming them within a few months, and training
them to work with humans. On the day of the hunt, a cheetah,
much like a falcon, had its head covered to keep it from seeing its
prey too carly and taking off after it [t was ted 1o the hunting arca
on a leash, in a cart, or on the back of a horse, where it sat behind
the rider. Once near its quarry, the animal’s head was uncovered,
and the cheetah sprinted away. Then, after it had captured the
desired game, the trainer would reward it with a piece of meat,
which reinforced the contract between man and beast.

Rudolf enjoved the thrill of the chase and the clegance and
skill with which his working animals — horses, dogs, and fal-
cons — played their part in the hunt. His cheetahs’ grace and
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speed made the sport all the more splendid. Because they repro-
duced puorly in captivity, cheetahs had to be continuously im-
ported from Africa and Asia, so they remained costly and exotic.
Fynes Moryson was very impresscd with these magnificent

beasts at Rudolf’s hunting lodge:

The Emperour hath two inclosures walled about, which they
call Cardaines, one of which is culled Stella, because the trees
are planted in the figure of starres, and a little faire house
therein is likewise built, with six corners in forme of a starre.
And in this place he kept 12 Cammels, and Indian Oxe, yellow,
all over rugged, and hairy upon the throate, like a Lyon; and an
Indian Culfe, and 1wo Leopards [actually cheetahs® ], which
were said 1o be tame, if such wild heasts may be tamed. They
were of a yellow colour spotted with blacke. the head partly
like a Lyon, partly like a Cat, the tayle like a Cat, the body like
a Greyhound, and when the hunts-man went abroad. at call
they feaped up behind him, sitting upon the horse like a dog on
the hinder parts; being so swift in running, as they would eas-
ilv kill & Hart.

Prized and exotic in a ditferent way were Rudoll’s albinos. In
1603 Picrre Bergeron, upon visiting Prague, noted, “Then there
was a menageric with lions, leopards and civets, as well as a crow
as white as snow.” Like Montezuma, Rudolf saw albino animals
as miraculous beings (though, happily, he kept only animal pets,
not humans). He had a live albino raven, magpie, and stag, which
aroused wonder in visitors. Other Kunstkammer specimens that
reflected nature’s variety included the foot of a sparrow hawk

with twelve claws, the skin of a fawn with two heads, a quail with

*People often confused cheetahs and leapards because of their similar appear-
ance. They are two distinet species, and cheetahs were the ones trained to huni

with men.
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three legs, a worm whose tail blossomed into o branch, and othe,-
marvels. When he could not obtain actual prodigies, live or pre.
served, Rudoll got drawings of them to make his collection g
complete as possible. Among the most remarkable of these rep.
resentations was the portrait of Pedro Gonzales and his childrept

Conzales, born in 1544 on Tenerife in the Canary Islands. wag
alflicted with hirsutism, the congenital occurrence of abnormag)
hair growth over one’s entire body. Deemed “a miraculous work of
nature.” he was shipped as a baby to I'rance, to the court of King
Henry 1. Educated by the king and “rejecting the customs of hig
native land” (his barbaric ways. presumably). Gonzales studied
line arts and Latin and became a man ol letters. After his royal
patron died, Gonzales moved 1o the Netherlands. where around
1503 he married a perf'ccll'\" normal woman — a rather mtraclivc‘
Dutch girl. The couple had four children: three of them inherited
their father's hirsutism.

Because of their marvelous appearince, the Gonzales family
became international celebrities and were painted by several artists’
for princely collectors. Tn these portraits Pedro and his hairy chily
dren were depicted as nobility — dressed in opulent aristocratic
garments — but with furry, animal-like faces. The little girt in par-
ticular looked like a pretty cat decked out in human clothing, The
strangeness of these people — the wondrous wayv in which they
combined a cultured European spirit with animal-like bodies —
was heightened by the inclusion in some of the portraits of their
mother, a pleasant smooth-skinned woman in simpler attire.*

As the naturalists of their day saw it, Gonzales and his children'
were the epitome of divine creativity. By adding their portrait to.
his collection of fauna, Rudolf augmented its encyclopedic scope.
And although he did not keep people in cages, in this peculiar case

*The portraits usually showed only two of the hairy children. Perhaps the third
one did not survive and the fourth, normal-looking one was 100 unremarkable to
depict or also died.
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I
he seems 1o have had no qualms about blurring the line between

fantastic animals and people. As Carolus Clusius wrote in his Ten
Books of Exotica. 1 hear that in these (orcign things of his, His
Majesty is greatly delighted by the thought of all the miracles of
Nature.”

All of this collecting provided Rudoll with an cscape from his
political woes. Nothing illustrates this better than his long pur-
suit of a rhinoceros. nstrumental 1o this wild goose chase was his
ambassador to the Spanish court. Hans Khevenhiiller. Given the
[raught relations between Rudoll and Philip I, Khevenhiiller had
his hands full with all kinds of diplomatic matters. 1t is astonish-
ing, then, how much time and energy he devoted — or, depending
on one’s point of view, wasted — in tracking down the rare crea-
ture for his ford.

In September 1577 a rhinoceros arrived in Portugal from India,
This massive beast, with a deeply creased hide that looks like ar-
mor plates, has an unpredictable character and can be dangerous
when threatened, charging its potential enemy with its horn low-
ered and ready to strike. Few wished o risk their lives capturing
and transporting live rhinoceroses, so the appearance of such a
creature in Lisbon made international news. As soon as it reached
Rudolf, he apparently instructed Khevenhiiller to secure the mur-
velous beast for him.

Unfortunately, there were other contenders, including Friancesco |
another avid student of

de' Medici, the grand duke of Tuscany

nature — and Pope Gregory X1 But Khevenhiiller was not easily
discouraged. He began by ordering a portrait of the rhinoceros,
which he dispatched to Prague as a kind of promissory note, as well
as a piece for Rudolf’s collection of illustrations. Khevenhiiller's
plan was 10 wait until King Sebastian of Portugal presented the
animal to the king of Spain. He was reasonably sure that he
would then be able 1o secure it for Rudoll since, “as Your Majesty

n
knows, the king [Philip H] is not so keen on such things.

Frustratingly, however, Khevenhiiller's initial negotiations werce
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annuolled when, in August 1578, King Schastian fell in bl(mdy
battle in North Africa between the Portuguese and the Mooy,

Sebastian's old uncle Henry, who had been a cardinal, stepped i, - %
to take the throne. Khevenhiiller dispatched servants and diplomayy - 4

to get the beast from Henry, offering to pay the cost of transport.
ing the cumbersome and foul-tempered creature to Madrid ang
then on o Prague. But King Henry had different plans. He needed
to persuade the pope to relieve him of the vow of celibacy he hy(
taken as part of his previous ecclesiastical career and which, in hig
present position, was quite a burden. The gift of an astonishing
animal seemed 1o him a perfect offering to gain the pontiff's favor,

On January 31, 1580, Henry died without having dlspalche(]
the rhinoceros 1o Rome. After several months of uncertainty an(l
a struggle for succession, Philip 11 invaded Portugal and claimed
the throne, in the process wreaking great bloodshed and destrue-
tion on Lisbon. Under the circumstances. the rhinoceros faded
from view [or suine time.,

In August 1582 Khevenhiiller seemed to be getting closer to ob-
taining the beast. He was pondering how to send it to Prague. It was
a lerocious animal, he reported 1o Rudolf, and its transport would
cause great difficulties. "Even though its horn has been cut down,
it does not cease to kick and maltreat people around it. Recently
it even killed a royal servimt. It is a dangerous animal. And blind
in one eye, and they think it does not see much out of the other.”

As it turned out, Khevenhiiller had been wrong to get his
hopes up. At the beginning of 1583, once Philip 11 had stabilized
his affairs in Portugal ¢nough to be able 1o return home, he de-
cided to keep the rhinoceros for himself. Transporting it to Spain,
along with an elephant that had arrived from India in 1581, he
procceded to send the two animals on a tour around the country
to be shown to the marveling populace. Even three years later the
animals were still bringing profit, both material and political, to
Philip. In November of 1584 they were put on display in Madrid,
to impress the first Japanese delegation cver to come to Europe.
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gince there was no love lost between Philip and Rudolf, the
gpanish king obviously was not in a rush to cede his valuable an-
imal to his Protestant-sympathizing, rebel-shielding nephew.

At last, in 1603, Rudoll received word that the rhinoceros had
died. But the demise of an animal did not dissuade the emperor
from trying to add it to his encyclopedic collection. In 1605 he
would gladly buy from Emanuel Swerts ol Amsterdam, a merchant
who regularly supplicd the court, a stuffed sloth that had expired
en route from America. Rudoll also possessed the skin of a pangolin
(a scaly mammal that dwells in Africa and Asia), three preserved
South American iguanas, four armadillos, two chameleons, two
indian crawfish. and some blowfish and sca horses, among others.

Even in death, however, the rhinoceros, or what remained of
it, proved elusive. Alter many months of inquiries and pleas,
Khevenhiiller was told that its hide was no longer available. 1t had
been poorly prepared and was spoiled and full of worms. Still, the
tenacious Khevenhiiller and his lord were determined, after all
this time, 1o get some piece of the beast. At last, in December
1603, Khevenhiiller laid his hands on the animal's horn and some
hones. He dispatched them o Prague with what must have heen
an audible sigh of relief. It had taken nearly three decades ol in-
tense diplomatic efforts to add this creature to the emperor's sci-
entific menagerie. Though far from a complete specimen, it was,
by the standards of the day, a valuable stand-in for the whole beast.
The rhinoceros turned out to be a perfect symbol of Rudolf’s in-
trinsic impotence o master his political world. Instead of pursu-
ing diplomacy that might get him out of his bind with his family.
with the Ottomans, and with his other rivals and critics, he spent
his ambassador’s time chasing after a rhino — and then the rhino's

carcass.

JusT As Rupori's animal collecting was gaining momentum,

his political situation worsencd alarmingly, together with his mental
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state. In 1600 he suffered his second and more dramatic break.
down, caving in under a combination of pressures, disappoint.

The final straw was his intense anxiety about the rarn of the sey.

entecnth century. Rudolf was highly superstitious by nature; noyw 1
he was gripped by the fear that he would die before the age of @

fifty, like his father, and. worsc. fall victim to an assassination.
Around the year 1600 the court astronomer “Tycho Brahe had
drawn up the emperor's astrological chart and prophesicd that he

would be plotted against by members of his own tamily —

certainly a very plausible scenario, which would indeed come |

true

and perhaps be stabbed 1o death. As o consequence,
Rudolf began to fear audiences and 1o avoid appearing in public,
Yet he refused to delegate authority and insisted on continuing to
make important decisions himself. Predictably, his ability to gov-
ern in this agitated condition suffered, and his grip on political
power deteriorated.

[n the next few months, leeling cornered, Rudolf lashed out in
all directions, insulting, dismissing, and imprisoning his minis-
ters and even his trusted associates. In a fit of uncontrollable rage,
he banished from his court two of his closest advisers. Wolfgang
Rumpf and Paul Sixt Trautson. He faulted Rumpl for his close
links with Spain and his pressure on Rudolf 1o settle the issue of
succession. Rudoll was in the grip of the most severe depression
he had ever experienced. He spoke of abdication and apparently
attempted suicide more than once. As confusion in his court
worsencd, Rudolf retreated from the world and remained out of
view for two years. Many thought that he had died.

This new breakdown only gave ammunition 10 Rudolf's family
and encemies, who had long been harping that his hatred of the
Church and his dabbling in alchemy had made the emperor un-
fit to rule. They voiced their growing conviction that he was both
a madman and a damned soul and schemed to depose him on the
grounds of lack of succession and insanity. But it seems that
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Rudolf thought he was actually healing his soul‘ by shunning the
world and spending his time in the company of artists, scholars.
alchemists, and animals. The more he sank into melancholy, the
more he apparently hoped that being surrounded by his exotic
and marvelous pets and his natural history collection would ease
his mental anguish. Through his menagerie and his Kunstkanmer,
Rudolf tried 1o create an alternate world where he coul(.] be well.

His other fellows in this private kingdom were, in fact, men
who shared the emperor’s interests in nature, science, and the
occult. Rudoll's family was indignant that, hidden in the recesses
of his paluce, “His Majesty is intcrested only in wiz:n"ds. al-
chemists, kabbalists and the like, sparing no expense to find a]]‘
kinds of treasures. learn secrets and use scandalous ways o
harming his enemies. . .. He also has a whole library of magical
books. He strives all the time to eliminate God completely so that
he mav in [uture serve a different master.” This was not how the
Holy Roman Emperor was expected to hehave. But while his crit-
ics ;VCI'(‘ correet that Rudolf immersed himself in occult studies,
this was not a sign of madness so much as a logical extension of
his pursuit of natural history.

In this period of political and religious upheaval, ulchfrmy had
reached the height of its popularity. (The second hall of the six-
teenth century is considered “the golden nge of alchemy.”) In his
treatise Philosophical Colloguinn (1597), Alexander Lauterwald
argued that the alchemist’s true purpose was to heal all hodigs.
“human. animal and metallic.” of the worldly corruption that fol-
lowed the fall of Adam and Eve. So at its purest, alchemy was the
sacred work of curing underlying spiritual ills. No wonder Rudolf
pursued alchemy with such keenness that his court hecame an
internationally renowned and preeminent center for magic and
occult studics.

Alchemy also claimed to offer health benefits. When Lorenzo
de’ Medici's health was declining in 1492, his physicians treated
him with a potion composed of ground gems (by today’s standards



216 *THE MEDICI GIRAFFE

not the best therapy for the gout that eventually killed him).
Lorenzos court philosopher, Marsilio Ficino, explained that gemg
and precious metals could call down the favorable influences of
the planets, for each celestial body was attracted to and acteq
through terrestrial matter. In his Three Books on Life (1489),
Ficino outlined an entire program of mineralogical and astrologj-
cal medicine best suited for the health of an intellectual and pre-

scribed gold, gems. and other ingredients as potent curatives,

If vou want your body and spirit 10 receive power from some
member of the cosmos, say from the Sun, seek the things
which above all are most Solar among metals and gems, still
more among, plants, and more yet among animals, especially
human beings. .. . These must both be brought 1o bear exter-
nally and, so far as possible, taken internally. especially in the
day and the hour of the Sun and while the Sun is dominant in
a theme of heavens. Solar things are: all those gems and flow-
ers which are called heliotrope because they turn towards the
sun, likewise gold, chrysolite, carbuncle, myrrh. frankincense,
musk, amber, halsam, yellow honey, sweet calamus, salfron,
spikenard, cinnamon, aloe-wood and the rest of the spices: the
ram, the hawk. the cock, the swan, the lion. the scarab beetle,
the crocodile, and people who are blond, curly-haired. prone

to baldness, and magnanimous.

Rudolf obsessively worried about his health (he suffered from di-
gestive as well as mental problems) and about his longevity, so he
looked to alchemy's medical promises with great hope.

Alchemy also had more tangible material applications. Much of
Rudolf’s wealth depended on the mineral riches of his territories.
Bohemia, for example, was especially abundant in silver, tin, lead,
and semiprecious stones. But the demands of courtly splendor
and Rudolf’s obscssion with acquiring exotic animals were de-
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pleting his coffers. At the same time, over the course of the pre-
vious century, the production of central Europe’s mines had he-
gun Lo stagnate. Because of the production slump, German and
Bohemian rulers in particular sought ways to improve mining in
their lands — their major source of income. Alchemical expertisc
could help extract precious metals [rom ores and increase yields.
Besides, alchemists promised to multiply existing precious met-
als and to turn metals of lesser quality into gold or silver. Rudolf
hoped Lo profit from this magic. He founded a new mining town
named after himself (Rudolfov), fostered mining explorations,
and supported the work of Lazarus Ercker, his main adviser on the
exploitation of minerals. Ercker's treatise on assaying and smelting
methods, published in Prague in 1574, became a landmark work
on the subject.

So while the emperor scemed to his family 1o be wasting time
and resources on useless indulgences, he believed that he was

advancing science and industry in his realm, in part by personally

cngaging in scientific studies — apparently he invented a me-
chanical chart for travelers. actuated from bencath by a com-
pass — but largely by sponsoring such investigations at his court.
The same was true ol the money and efforts he expended on
building his menagerie and his Kunstkammer. By gathering exam-
ples of every kind of creation — naturalia {nature’s invenlions),‘
artificialia (objects made by man), and scientifica (instruments of
human knowledge) — Rudolf assembled the universe in micro-
cosm. a theater of the world, as contemporaries called it.
According to theories of the time, there existed magical links
hetween the microcosm and the macrocosm. Through the study
of this variety of ereation and of alchemy, Rudolf aspired to grasp
the underlying unity, which could serve as a “key” to the harmony
of the universe, much as physicists today continue to look for
a “theory of ¢verything.” In a more personal sense, the objects

and creatures Rudolf gathered were talismans that promised to
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in part because they were said o live always in the air, for they
had no feet. This is how they got their name, which referred to
the heavens rather than to the birds' tropical origins. This unlikely
notion had arisen because for much of the sixtcenth century,
birds of paradise reached Furope as preserved, and modified,
specimens. When in 1594 Clusius looked closely at the samples
assembled by Rudolf, he realized that native traders had altered

the beautilul birds by removing their feet and wings, presumably

strengthen his control over the greater world, which was so pro-
cipitously slipping through his fingers. :

At the same time, Rudolf turned his collection into a hands-on
scientific laboratory for specialists invited to his court. Alsemug

Boethius de Boodt, one of Rudolf's doctors and also his chief lap-

idary, wrote his book Gennmarum et Lapidum Historia (A History
of Gems and Stones) (160y), largely based on his study of miner-, - B
als in Rudoll”s Kunstkanmmer. This book, considered to be “the |
.mosl important lapidary of the seventeenth century” and reissued to give them a more striking and aerodynamic appearance.
in some ten editions, covered 647 minerals. It offered a complege! Despite their spirit of scientific inquiry. Rudolf's scicntists
were sometimes misled by the more {abulous creatures in his col-

reclassification of stones, discussed the location of their deposits
?
lection. De Boodt described one illustration of o specimen from

treated their morphological characteristics, examined their virtues
and !)()\‘vcrs, and addressed their medical applications. In the the Kunsthanmier as “a Dragon which the Emperor Rudoll 11 has;
book’s dedication, de Boodt praised Rudolf as a lover of stones dried it is this exact size, where it is preserved.” Yet Rudolf and de
Boodt were by no means out of step with developments in natural
history in gathering and studving dragons. Gesner and Aldrovandi
devoted lengthy discussions o their anatomical, etymological,
and moral significance and distinguished between real and fake

ones. Gesner described how certain apothecaries made fraudu-

“not simply in order that he may thereby augment his dignity and
majesty . .. but so that in them the excellence of God mz’w be
contemplated, the ineffable might of Him Who is seen 10 1,;ress
the beauty of the whole world into such exiguous bodies and in-

clude in them the powers of all other created things.”
lent dragons from ravs: “They bend the body. distort the head and

mouth, and cut into and cut away other parts. They raise up the
parts that remain and simulate wings, and invent other parts ns
well.” De Boodt was not always so credulous. Examining the uni-

corn's horn in Rudolf's Kunstkammer, he concluded that the leg-

De Boodr also helped found the Bohemian crystal industry,
worked on alchemical transmutations, studicd [)()l’an\' and zool-
ogy, and produced a splendid album of drawings depicting birds
and plants, again using Rudolf’s collection. Among the cre}uures
de Boodt illustrated (some of them wearing collars and thus pre-
sumably alive rather than stuffed) were a skunk. a coatimundi, and endary unicorn did not exist, since the “unicorn horn” clearly
came from a narwhal.

Rudoll promoted such research and engaged in it himself.
“When our arduous tasks of government permit,” he wrote to the
fealian polyinath Giovanni Battista della Porta, author ol Netural
Magic (which included obscrvations on geology, optics. medicines,

poisons, cooking, metallurgy, magnetism, perfumcs, gunpowder,

a llima — all New World pets in Rudolf's menagerie.

Rudolf’s chief botanist, Carolus Clusius.* also studied the em-
peror’s collection of preserved animals and birds. Through care-
ful observation he hecame the first 1o grasp the truth behind
birds of paradise. These birds, with slender bodies and exquisite
trailing plumes. were first discovercd by the Spanish in the Spice
Islands in 1519. They at once captured Europeans’ imaginations, and invisible writing — a range of interests consonant with those of
Rudolf), “we enjoy the subtle knowledge of natural and artificial

* .
He is credited with imroduci . . . . “w oA
credited with introducing the potato to Europe. things in which you excel.” A ‘Tuscan ambassador commented
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disapprovingly that “he himself [Rudolf] tries alchemical experi-
ments, and he himscll is busily engaged in making clocks, which
is against the decorum of a prince. He had transferred hig seat
from the imperial throne to the workshop stool.”

Although Rudolf was usually reclusive, he was always glad (o
display his collection to interested visitors and foreign dignimrieé
When Cardinal Alessandro d’Este and Archduke Maximilian ]]i
came Lo Prague in 1604, the emperor eagerly took them on a 1oy;
ol his menageric, stables, and garden. During the visit of Ilecgor
Christian 11 of Suxony in July 1607, the only private audience he
had with the emperor was spent visiting his collections. And the
Venetian ambassador noted that because of Rudolf’s interest in
“the seerets of natural matter, as of anificial . . . he who has the
chance to treat of these things will always find the ears of the em-

peror ready.”

RUDOLE'S DARKEST YEARS as a ruler proved his most produc-
tive as u devotee of nature, alchemy, and science. His intellectual
inquisitiveness and religious tolerance made Prague a beacon for
scientists, scholars, and craftsmen. Karel van Mander, a Dutch
painter and theorist who visited Prague in 1604 to study the em-
peror's superb art holdings, wrote admiringly, "Whosocver aspires
today to do anything great necd only come (if he can) 10 Prague.
to the greatest patron of the contemporary world, the Emperor
Rudolf 11; he will sec there, in the imperial residence . . . an ex-
traordinary number of excellent and precious things, special, un-
usual and beyond price.”

Among those who accepted Rudolf’s invitation was Tycho
Brahe, a renowned astronomer whose colorful personality rivaled
Rudolf’s own. Like Rudolf. Tycho was an animal lover. His pet of
choice (before he came 10 Prague) was a moose that used to fol-
low him around like a dog. One day it followed its master into a
dining hall during a dinner party. Whether upon the urging of the
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amused company or out of its own sense of mischiel, the moose

got its muzzle into a vat of heer. Unfortunately, it drank so much

that on exiting the banquet, it fell down the stairs, broke a leg,
and died from complications shortly thereafter.

Tycho had another unusual attribute: o false nose. As a twenty-
year-old student at the University of Rostock in Germany, he had
quarrcled with another Danish nobleman at a dancing party at
his professor’s house. The two young men parted in anger at the
end of the evening and picked up their fight again a few days
later, deciding 1o settle their differences in a duel. Tycho's oppo-
nent turned out to be the better swordsman, and in one success-
ful swipe sliced off much of Tycho's nose. Tycho, whose alents
lay outside swordsmanship, drew on his alchemical skills 1o
fashion a prosthesis from an alloy of gold, silver, and copper —
probably to match the color of his flesh. He made and attached
his new nose so skillfully that it looked nearly real. although he
always carried around a small box of paste or glue o reattach it il
it popped off.

[t was for Tycho's scientific gifts. however, that Rudolf invited
him 1o Prague. Tycho brought with him an array of instruments
and records on celestial bodies, for he believed that the advance-
ment of astronomy hinged on accurate observations. He not only
designed and built his own equipment but regularly checked and
calibrated it for precision, thus revolutionizing astronomical in-
strumentation. He also changed observational practice. Earlier
astronomers had been content to view the positions of the plan-
ets and the moon only at certain important points of their orbits,
bt Tycho studied them throughout their orbits :aind made ex-
plicit a number of orbital anomalies never noticed before. He was
also the first astronomer to make corrections for atmospheric re-
fraction. Even more impressive was the fact that he accomplished
all this before the invention of the tclescope, relying only on
rulers, quadrants, sextants, and armillary spheres.

‘Tycho came to Prague in 1599, at a time when the emperor was
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sliding into one of his worst depressions. Although the trouble
ruler shunned mosi other visitors, he greeted 'l*y>cho with opep
arms and bare head, as if the scientist were a fellow king. He of-
fered the astronomer a salary of three thousand ducats i)er year
the largest at court, and put at his disposal the castle of Benz‘itek’
on the outskirts of Prague, to sct up an observatory therc. RudolfYI
also gave Tycho the Belvederce in the Roval Carden as his work.
space so as to be able 1o visit the astronomer as often as he
wished, ask Tycho to explain his instruments, and discuss expef,
iments with him.

Rudolf was enthralled by Tycho's science and did not care
in the least that he was a Protestant. But the Catholic laction
at court viewed the astronomer as the emperor's “evil geniug,”
S50 they may have gotten their wish when 1wo vears léler, on
October 13, 1601, ‘Tvcho attended a banquet at the house of a
leading Bohemian nobleman. Tycho spent the evening cating and
drinking heartily, but when nature called, he decided it would be
impolite to leave the table to empty his bladder; he would wait
until the dinner was over. Unfortunately, when he finally got
home, he was unable to pass water. Afier five sleepless, :lg()r;izing
nights, he finally produced bloody urine. Then followed more in-
somnia and fever. On the morning of October 24 he died after
hours of delirium, during which he muttered, in Latin, “Ne frus-
tra vixisse videar” (May | not scem to have lived in vain).

Alter Tychos death, rumors began o circulate that he had
been poisoned, given that both the Catholic council and the no-
bility had resented his influence over Rudolf. When an analysis
of the astronomer’s beard was conducted in the tygos (his tomb
had first been opened in 1901, revealing a male corpse with a nose
opening rimmed with traces of copper). it showed that Tycho was,
indeed, poisoned — but the poison was probably self-administered.
As a practitioner of medical alchemy, Tycho concocted various
drugs, including ones containing mereury, & common ingredient
in curative potions in those days. 'Iraces of mercury in Tycho's
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beard suggest that shortly before attending the banquet, he prob-
ably took pills containing mercury to treat his enfarged prostate
and the resultant urinary problems. It was the combination of
mercury poisoning and uremia that killed him within those few
miserable days.

Soon therealier Rudolf appointed Tycho's assistant, Johannes
Kepler. as imperial mathematician, the most prestigious mathemat-
ics position in Lurope. For the next eleven years, until Rudolf’s
death, Kepler thrived under the emperor’s patronage. [n 1604 he
published Astronomia pars Optica (The Optical Part of Astronomy),
in which he discussed atmospheric refraction and lenses and
gave the explanation still accepted today for the workings of the
eye. Two years later he produced De Stefla Nova, describing
new star, actually a supernova, that had appeared in 1604.

In 1609 Kepler's Astronomia Nova (New Astronomy) came out,
introducing his first two laws: first, that planets move in elliptical
orbits with the sun as one of the foci (a thesis he was able 1o
demonstrate thanks to Tycho's accurate vhservations); second, that
a planet sweeps out equal areas of an ellipse during cqual inter-
vals of time, meaning that the closer a planet comes 1o the sun,
the Taster it moves. Kepler's Tubulae Rudolphinae (Rudolfine
Tables) — which used Tvcho's observations on the planets and
stars 1o catalog the positions of 1,005 stars and offercd tables of
relraction values — was published in 1627 and posthumously
paid homage to the emperor's enlightened support. Perhaps only
someone like Rudolf — only a patron who was literally crazy
about science — could have provided the means for all of these

vances in knowledge. By giving his

discoveries and momentous ac
scicntists free rein 1o pursue their rescarch, Rudolf fostered a re-
markably creative environment at his court and turned Praguc
into the intellectual capital of Europe.

When, in 1610, Kepler reccived news of Galileo's newly devised
telescope, Rudolf wanted to learn all about the lalian astronomer’s
findings: irregularities on the surface of the moon, numerous new
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stars, and the satellites of Jupiter. It was another sign of the eny.
peror’s religious tolerance and broader vision that he embraceq
the work of Galileo despite the fact that the astronomer was con-
demned by the Catholic Church. Rudolf suggested that Keple;
use instruments from his Kunstkammer to take these investi-
gations further. Meanwhile, Calileo sent one of his telescopes ro
Praguc. Thanks to these instruments and Rudolf’s benefaction
Kepler published Narratio de Observatis Quatuor Jovis .S'ulclliu'bmj
(Narration About Four Satellites of hipiter Observed). Hudoll:‘
Kepler wrote appreciatively, was endowed with the same restless‘
spirit of seeking out nature that Galileo possessed.

The English philosopher Francis Bacon suggested in his Gestg
(7‘1'uyorzmz, presented at the English court during the twelve days
of Christmas in 1504. that to achicve greatness, o ruler must en‘—
gage in the conquest of nature, “the scarching out, inventing, and
discovering of all whatsoever is hid and secret in the world.';

Those kingdoms were accounted most happy. that had rulers
most addicted to philosophy. ... And to this purpose | will
commend to Your Highness [the English king] Tour principal
works and monuments 1o yourself: First, the collecting of a
most perfect and general library. . . . | LXt, a spacious, \‘vnrnde[*
ful garden, wherein whatsoever plant the sun of divers cli-
mates, out of the earth of divers molds, either wild or by
culture of man brought forth., . . . This garden 1o be built ;llmull
with rooms to stable in all rare beasts and 1o cage in all rare
birds; with two lakes adjoining, the one of fresh water the
other of sal, for like variety of fishes, And so you may have in
small compass a model of universal nature made pri\;ulc. The
third, a goodly huge cabinet, wherein whatsoever the hand of
man by exquisite art or engine hath made rare in stuff, form, or
motion; whatsoever singularity chance and the shuffle of things
hath produced; whatsoever Nature hath wrought in things that

want life and may be kept; shall be sorted and included. The
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fourth such a still-house, so furnished with mills, instruments,
furnaces, and vessels, as may be a palace fit for a philosopher’s

stone.

Although Rudolf had already put into effect just such an all-
encompassing program, it seemed to rob him of his rule rather
than enhance it. The protracted and indecisive Ottoman war had
drained his finances and prompied his Hungarian subjects, who
bore the brunt of the confliet, to revolt in 1604, The next year
Rudoll's family stepped in and forced him to cede Hungarian af-
fairs to his ambitious younger brother Matthias, who had become
the candidate for succession alter Erest died in 1595,

There was little alfection between the two siblings. Matthias,
anlike Rudolf, had not been sent o Spain and had grown into a
decisive. ambitious, and manipulative man who schemed for
years to unscat his older brother and take his place on the impe-
ral throne. Matthias was also politically savvy and saw that bring-
ing the Ottoman and Hungarian conflicts 1o a close would help
consolidate his power. In 1606, accomplishing what Rudolf had
not been able o do, he laboriously concluded peace {irst with
the Hungarian rebels and then with the Turks. At the same time,
alarmed by Rudoll’s growing detachment and incompetence, as
well s his failure to guarantee suceession, Rudolf’s brothers and
cousins began to speak about deposing him. On April 25, 1606,
they met sceretly in Vienna and recognized Matthias as the de
facto head of the house of Fabshurg,

Even as Matthias was moving to seize power, Rudolf, trapped
in the enormous gap between the glorious ideal of his title and
the sordid reality of family rivalries, was plunged into another de-
pression and again disappearcd from public view. Seemingly lost
to the world, he focused more than ever on his natural history
collection and on giving his Kunstkanmer a new splendid shape.
Up 1o now his specimens, instruments, and artifacts had heen

spread throughout the palace, but in 1605 Rudoll began to move
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them into o newly constructed series of rooms consisting of (h
vaulted antecchambers, cach measuring 65 by 18 feet and r‘::e
hall some g8 by 18 feet. o ’ S

The rooms were illuminated by large windows on their wester

sides and crowded evervwhere else with cupboards, chests, o 2
tables. Globes and clocks, sculptures and precious vessels e;r;tl:

and stuffed animals congregated on every available surfa;:e Thrs
cupboards contained the embalmed, dried, and partial s.pecie.:
mens of animals, birds, inscets, and crustaceans, as well as shells
piec?s of corals, and minerals. Chests housed the emperor's sci:
entitic instruments and clever mechanical tovs — such as 4 ea-
c“ocl\' that walked, turned around., and l';mnc(l‘ils il made ol‘[;eal
feathers, and a large gold spider that could be wound up and sent
scurrying across the table, Small statueties, works in gold and sil-
ver, carved gems, and ivories rested in their own crnl)irnels as did
Rudolf’s books and illustrations of fauna and flora, -

In the middle of the main hall of the Kisesthammer stood a
long table covered with green cloth on which were disposed vari-
ous natural history objects and instruments. IHere Rudolf would
sit and study for hours. As the ambassador of the Duke of Savoy,
Carlo Francesco Manlredi, reported home, Rudolf spent "lwc;
and a half hours sitting motionless, looking at the painting of fruit
and fish markets sent by Your Highness.” Were Rudolf's relatives
right, and was he indced mad 1o stare at one image for so long?
Or was such focus a sign of passionate absorption in objects that
b’roughl him knowledge and jov: His collection, both inside the
Kunstkanmimer and outside in his menagerie and aviaries, was his
refuge and a source of unceasing pleasure, the one kingdom that
never disappointed or failed him.

, Outside the Kunstkammer and the Royal Garden, however.
Rudolf’s world continued to disintegrate. Appalled by Matthias’s
negotiations with the Ottomans, the emperor wanted 10 renew
the Turkish war. Marthias moved faster, Rallying support among

o

» "
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the disaffected Hungarians, and promising religious and |)()|i1ic;||
concessions to them as well as to the emperor’s subjects in Austria
Moravia, Matthias reccived their assistance and marched on

and
praguc at the head of a large army in the summer of 1608. Rudolf.
cornered, was forced 10 cede Austria, Hungary, and Moravia to
his hated brother. He was left only Bohemia. Tyrol. and the in-
creasinghy meaningless imperial title.

AL least for the time being, his Bohemian subjects remained
loval, though for o price. Taking advantage of the emperor’s polit-
ical and mental weakness, they compelled him to issue, on July g,
1604, a “Letter of Majesty” that gave the Protestants official per-
mission to freely exercise their religion. construet churches and
schools, control the university, and compose a constitution gov-
erning their rights. Although Rudolf had been a tolerant ruler,
he had so far done his best to walk a middle road hetween the
Catholics and Protestants, and this dispensation, larger than he
fell comfurtable with, underscored his decline.

I 1601 Budoll attempted one last time 1o regain his power.
He urged his chosen successor, his cousin Archduke Leopold V,
bishop of Passau, to come o Prague with an army to restore his
authority and oust Matthias, who had confined him 1o the city.
Leopold complied, but as he marched through southern Bohemia,
his army pillaged the countryside. And when his forces reached
Prague. they devastated the New City but failed to turn out
Matthias. This botched intervention only further discredited
Rudolf. His Bohemian subjects now appealed to Matthias to de-
fend them. and he was pleased to oblige. Taking Rudolf as a vir-
tual prisoner, he forced him o yield the erown of Bohemia in
May 1611, For the next nine months, the last of his life, Rudolf
dwelled as a ghost in his own home. A contemporary portrait
shows the pudgy emperor with a bushy beard concealing the
Habsburg jaw and bags under his deep-set eyes, which look

wearily and sadly out of the darkness of the picture. His personal
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physician, Johannes Pistorius, commented that the emperor wy
melancholic and that there were many malevolent types arouI;s
him taking advantage of his condition to make lhings’ worse.
Even in these last miserable years, when he was widely re-
puted to be mentally imbalanced and unapproachable, apatl&etié
yet extremely stubborn, Rudolf continued 10 win over visitors to hls
court. Daniel Lremita, who came to Prague as part of the Tuscan
embassy in 1009, was irritated by the detay helore the reclusive
emperor would reccive even such a high-ranking delegation and
remarked on his cvidently failing powers. But he wrote admir-
ingly that "the Emperor’s amazing knowledge of all things. hi;
ripe judgment, and skill have made him famous. while his friend-
liness, steadfastness in religion, and moral integrity have won him
popularity: these were the principles of his outstanding and re-
markable reign which gained the plaudits of the whole world.”
In the opinion of his detractors, Rudoll had ruined everything
by taking up the study of arts and nature with such a lack of mod-:
eration that he deserted the affairs of state for alchemists' lab-
oratories, painters studios, clockmakers” workshops, and animal
enclosures. “Disturbed in his mind by some ailment of melan-
choly, he had begun 1o love solitude and shut himself off in his
Palace as if behind the bars of a prison.” lamented Eremita. The
result was administrative chaos. Yet when Rudolf died from
edema on January 20, 1612, the people of Prague mourned “der
gute Herr” (the good lord). whose reign had brought to Prague a
golden age. While Rudoll’s temporal reign fell Tar short of suc-
cess, his intellectual pursuits lived up to a princely ideal that few
rulers managed to artain. '

SHORTLY BEFORE H1s final showdown with Matthias, Rudolf
be , - I . [ . - ™ . . [ . .
gan to inventory his vast holdings of naturalia, artificialia, and

scientifica. This process, which started in 1607, continued for four
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cars because his Kunsthanimer was so huge in scope, varicty, and

y - . .
importance. Truly it was the entire world in one place.
The richest and most significant portion of the collection were

his specimens of naturalia (and the inventory did not even in-

clude the live beasts). In addition 1o the more familiar animals

and those already mentioned, there were stuffed lorises (lemur-
like animals from Asia) and various African and South American
monkeys, including the First tdead) colobus brought 1o EBorope
from Lthiopia. A black-crowned crane {from South Africa looked
very clegant with its white-tipped wings and a golden crown of
a black

feathers atop its head. The splendid red-billed toucan

bird with a white throat and a massive red bill with black and yel-

low stripes at its base — was represented by six beaks. The stuffed
African penguin, about 27/ inches long and weighing from 47 to
6/ pounds, came from South Africa, where its habitat coincided
with the cold, nutrient-rich Benguela Gurrent. The inventory de-
seribed it as “skin of duck of Magellan which walks upright on
two leet like a man; the bird is black and white and has very cu-
rious wings, without true plumage.”

Rudolf’s marine specimens encompassed red and black coral,
various shells. crabs and lobsters. blowfish. Norwegian basket stars
(starfish with heavily branched arms that look like intricate tree
roots). walking hatfish from off the coasts of Brazil and Florida.
and flying fish with enlarged winglike fins used for brief gliding
flights several feet above the water.™ And then there were mar-
velous inseets, including a leal inseet from Southceast Asia, which
has the color and shape of an old leaf with slightly browning and
curling edges, and a South American cricket with jusper wings.

Rudolf also had an extensive collection of ethnographic arti-

*A Fugger agent sailing from Lisbon to India recorded that “I have seen many
kinds of fish, whereof there would be much to write, especially of those that fly
above the sea and have wings. This many will not wish 10 believe, but 1 have

seen them a thousand times [y as near as the musket will carry.”
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facts from China, India, Siam (Thailand), Persia, Turkey, Egypt
and the New World (including Mexican feather pictures depictin,

Christian saints). And there was a section devoted 10 weaponsg
from superbly wrought Turkish swords captured in battle with [he
Ottomans to a dagger that supposedly was the one used to myr.
der Julius Caesar in 44 BC. The inventory of the Kunstkammer
described these objects with much care, giving their dimensiong
and explaining the 1echniques of their manufacture and dec.
oration.

With Rudolf's demise. his collection quickiy scattered. Just
prior to his end, when he had lost his power and apparently his
ability to care properly for his animals, the inventory of live beasts
in the Lion’s Court listed only one lion, two tigers, once bear, and
two wildeats. There may have been some other creatures left else-
where in the Royal Garden and the aviaries, but the menagerie
was clearly at its nadir. Meanwhile, Matthias seeretly began 10
move to Vienna the most valuable items from his |)r(')l'herr's col-
lection — primarily artwork and objects made from precious ma-
terials. (The Venetian envoy Girolamo Soranzo estimated that
there were more than three thousand paintings alone. The other
treasures were valued at seventeen million ducats — more than
the entire Spanish roval budget in 1628.)

The Bohemian estates clamored Tor part of these assets. since
they had helped pay for them, and a great deal more was dispersed

when Prague was invaded by Swedish troops in 1648 at the end

of the Thirty Years” War.* Tronically, this war, which would rage *

throughowt Europe for a generation, was sparked on the very
grounds of the Prague Castle on May 23, 1618. On that dav the
Catholic lieutenant governors serving the new Habsbhurg king,
Ferdinand Il (Matthias’s successor) were hurled out of the windows

s ‘ .
This conflict swept central Europe from 1018 10 1648, pitting the German
)] it N a . Ny '

Protestant princes and a number of foreign powers against the Holy Roman
Empire and its Catholic allies. and causing massive death and destruction.
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 of their offices by Protestant Bohemian nobles. The religious toler-

ance and peace that Rudoll had tried to preserve during his reign

came to naught shortly after his death.

The surviving inventory of the Kunstkanimer is the only testa-
ment to the once astonishing, marvelous, and inspiring world
that Rudolf had created in Prague. Alas, the hundreds of lines of
German script give us some idea of the Kunstkammer but do not
bring it 1o life. There renuains, however, one picee of the emperor's
collection that still seems to breathe: the Museum of Rudolf 11.

As if sensing that his Kunstkammer would vanish with his death,
Rudoll ordered his court artists to produce a pictorial record of
his beloved ereatures, both live and preserved. The Museim con-
sists of two large volumes, measuring more than 16 by 12 inches
and containing 179 illustrated parchment folios. On their pages
passes a parade of Rudolf's mammals and birds, reptiles and fish,
insects and corals, and noteworthy animal parts, lere is the horn
of the rhinoceros that [lans Khevenhiiller spent almost thirty
years trying to procure for the emperor; the tusk that de Boodt
correctly identified as belonging to a narwhal rather than a uni-
corn; the skin of a hippopotamus with its head and teeth at-
tached, draped over a dowel on which it hung from the ceiling of
the Kunstkammer. Aside from these fragments, redolent with his-
tory, most of the other animals appear still alive and full of spirit.
They are as mesmerizing now as they were to Rudolf when he
strolled past their enclosures in the Royal Garden or pored over
their remains in the Kunstkansmer. And something, of the em-
peror's own spirit lingers in the few images of naturalia arranged
on the green cloth table at which Rudolf spent his days secking

to unlock the mysteries of the universe.
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now that Philadelphos possessed his own source of these ani-
mal tanks.

After the elephants came bigae (two-horse chariots) drawn by
goats, saiga antclopes (hump-nosed ruminants from the Urals),
oryx with their bright white bodies and horns rising like tall
spears, swift hartebeests (hump-shouldered fawns with long,
narrow flaces), and ostriches. Behind them still more African,
Ethiopian, Arabian, Syrian, and Persian beasts drew chariots —
all o them driven by boys dressed as chariotcers and girls armed
with lances and shields.

No animal array of such diversity had ever becn scen in
Alexandria or in any other Greek city. Some spectators gawked in
wonder. Others recalled Aristotle’s learned  deseriptions of
strange beasts dwelling in distant lands and marveled at how [ar
Philadelphos’s power had spread. But they could not ponder any
species for long, as more and more animals and other prized
goods streamed past, trumpeting vet another conquest of land,
commerce, and diplomacy. There were bigae drawn by camels, as
well as carts carrying Indian women, other exotic foreigners, and
prisoners huddled under colorful tents. There were further carts
loaded with hundreds of pounds of frankincense and myrrh, saf-
fron and cassia, cinnamon and orris, and many other spices from
Arabia and India — brought to Alexandria to be turned into the
finest ointments, perfumes, and cosmetics and then shipped to
clients across the sea. Next marched Ethiopian tribute bearers,
walking slowly, bent low under the weight of six hundred ele-
phant tusks, two thousand ebony logs, and dozens of large vessels
full of gold — testaments 1o Philadelphos's expansion down the
Trogodvie coast and into Meroc.

As a coda. traincrs led one large white bear — either a Thracian
fourteen leopards, nine chee-

variety or an albino from Syria
tahs, four caracals, and two marvels: a girafle (an animal unknown

N . . . - .
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Both of these strange beasts had been shipped from Meroé, and
they made an indelible impression on the onlookers. The Jewish
scholars translating the Torah at the Museum included the gi-
raffe in Deuteronomy 14 among the beasts that can be safely
eaten by Jews. The animal does not appear in the non-Greek ver-
sion of this text.

In the days after the Dionysian procession, statues of the dei-
fied Ptolemy | and Alexander the Great, borne by quadrigac of
elephants, were paraded through the city, honoring the men who
had made Philadelphos’s kingdom possible. There were also cel-
ebrations of Zeus and other Olympian gods. And it took an entire
day for Philadelphos’s army — some 57,000 infantry, 23,000 cav-
alry, and massive quantities of military hardware bought with the
new gold — to pass before the spectators, leaving them in no
doubt of the kings readiness for war.

It seems incredible that Philadelphos could have amassed so
much, especially so many elephants, in so short a time — from
the moment he took the throne in 282 BC to the celebration of
the Ptolemaia in 275 BC. Yet here they were. nearly one hundred
beasts marching before the astonished spectators, plus every-
thing that followed in their wake. Determined to defend and ex-
tend his kingdom in the face of various enemies, Philadelphos
had moved with efficiency and determination, opportunism and
vision. In the process of huilding a corps of his animal warriors,
he had made his kingdom far richer and stronger than it had been
when he had received it from his father. And now he was inform-
ing Antiochos that he also had his own potentially vast supply of
Alrican elephants. The former imbalance of power had been re-

dressed.

LaTer Tnar yvear Philadelphos marched cast, to wrestle
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without further liquid for about ten days. Besides, the beast
yielded a variety ol useful products. Female camels could furnish
milk for humans to consume along the way. Camel hair was spun
into cloth and rope. Its skin served for saddlebags, sandals, and
water buckets, and its dried dung made good cooking fuel in the
treeless desert. The animal was the most versatile moving system
one could desire in that climate and geography. Recognizing its
importance to the commerce of his kingdom, Philadelphos began
to import camels through his Arabian trading contacis.

The journey of camel and elephant caravans from Berenike to
Coptos, a stretch of some 265 miles, took twelve days. Men and
beasts traveled during the night 1o avoid the extreme heat. In the
daytime they rested at protected watering stations, called hy-
dreumata, and were happy for water, shelter, and some sleep. The
hunters were also pleased to be returning home. At El-Kanayis.
the penultimate hydrenma on the road from Berenike 1o Edfu, a
man named Dorion recorded his return with a picture of an ele-
phant carved on a rock. Once at the Nile, men and beasts boarded
riverboats and sailed north to Memphis. Since the chief purpose
of the elephants was (o serve in the Syrian war, it was best to keep
most of them at the royal depot there. From Memphis they could
reach Egypt’s castern border and Syria much faster than if they
were to march from Alexandrin across the full width of the delta
and its network of waterways.

A MAN WITH a less agile mind might have stopped at procuring
gold and war elephants and expanding his trade networks. But
Philadelphos, as ancient writers note, was driven by grander am-
bitions and by curiosity. As a highly educated Greek nobleman,
he valued learning, both as a political 100l and as a goal in itself.
Even as his elephant hunts were going on, he began building on
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Alexandria into a preeminent research institution, usurping cul-
tural leadership from Athens.

Philadelphos wanted the Museum scholars to carry out stud-
ies in all areas of knowledge. Thus Euclid. whose Elements would
remain the standard textbook of elementary mathematics for two
thousand years, worked and taught in Alexandria. The renowned
enginecr Ktesibios (a local barber’s son). also thrived under
Philadelphos’s patronage. He was the first to make devices oper-
ated by pneumatics, constructing the first accurate water clock
and a water organ, marvelous automata (self-propelled mechani-
cal devices) for the king's festivals, and war catapults for his
military campaigns. Mcanwhile, the physician Herophilos per-
formed disscctions on cadavers 1o unlock the secrets of the brain,
which he saw as the organ of the soul (while his contemporaries
believed the soul was in the heart or liver). and studied the eye,
liver, and sexual organs. He also discovered the nerves and the
rhythm of the pulse, and in his medical practice he devoted care-
ful attention 1o diagnostics and the use of drugs, diet, and excr-
cise. Straton, Philadelphos’s chief tutor, wrote books on cthics
and logic, cosmology and psychology, and physics and zoology. He
argued that the processes of nature must be explained by natural
causes rather than by the actions of the gods. And Philadelphos
himsell composed a treatise on trees.

At the same time. a contingent of literary scholars at the
Museum studied, analyzed, and preserved for posterity the body
of Greek literature and that of other cultures. Philadelphos invited
foreign philologists to his court, including a group of religious
scholars from Jerusalem, who came to Alexandria to translate
the Torah into Greek for the Library. The king and his succes-
sors were so intent on gathering all of the world’s extant books
that they not only scouted the major book markets at Athens
and Rhodes, but they also engaged in book piracy. They would
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documents mention trackers who located the animals, hunters

who captured bears and lions, and veterinarians who cared for -

the army’s horses and baggage animals, as well as [or captive ex-
otic heasts.

Transporting wild creatures from distant provinces 1o Rome
was another complicated business. Here the Roman fleet came
into play. Merchant galleys, which served as both cargo vessels
and men-of-war, depending on circumstances, were one means
of conveyance. Transport ships for ferrying army horses, called
hippagogoi — with a large hull in the back and a flat bottom —
were another. Ferocious beasts were brought on hoard and kept
in cages for the duration of the journey. Larger or calmer animals
were secured on deck by ropes or chaing attached o their feet.
Pliny the Elder reports a charming anecdote about disembarking
the elephants at the southern ltalian port of Puteoli (modern
Pozzuoli). The animals got [rightened by the length of the gang-
way stretching from the boat 1o the shore, so of their own accord,
thev turned around and crossed it backward to cheat themselves
in their estimation of the distance.

Animals destined for Rome were disembarked al Ostia, the
closest port 1o the capital. Here the cages and loose animals were
transferred to flat-bottomed boats that went up the Tiber River.
On reaching Rome the cages were stacked at the docks until
the appropriate officials came to collect them. Pliny mentions
that the sculptor Pasiteles was once so absorbed in studying an
African lion at the docks, peering at it so as to depict the creature
most accurately, that he nearly lost his lif¢ when a leopard burst
out of a nearby cage,

Even it they arrived in good time and decent shape, unhin-
dered and undamaged by storms at sea, exotic beasts required
proper care and feeding to perform in the games. Symmachus, a
consul who staged opulent animal hunts in AD 391, had imported
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freedom? When the appointed day arrived. the crocodiles had lit-
(le pluck left in them. Limaciated. they had to be dispatched in a
hurry, before they expired on their own from the stress of being
dragged into the arena and attacked by armed men. The specta-
tors could hardly have been pleased with the show.

Despite such challenges, Pompey managed the logistics of or-
ganizing his games with the same military discipline and admin-
istrative savvy he had employed in conquering and resettling the
pirates and subjugating the East. And he outdid his predecessors
by a wide margin. Sulla had created a sensation in 93 BC when
he had displayed 100 lions. Pompey imported 600. In 58 BC the
extravagant acdile Marcus Scaurus had exhibited 150 female
leopards for the first time in Rome. Pompey ordered 4oo for his
show, as well as 20 clephants. He also 100k care to procure ani-
mals the Romans had never before seen in the arena. There were
Ethiopian baboons, which Pliny described as having “hind feet
resembling the feet of a man and legs and forefeet like hands”
and as being extremely ferocious. The Gallic lynx, “with the
shape of a wolf and leopard’s spots,” according to Pliny. was also
a novel creature. So was the rhinoceros, which would become a
favorite in Rome, bred 1o light elephants by slicing their stom-
achs with its sharp horn.

That he was able 1o ussemble such a spectacular array of exotic
animals rellected Pompey's lar-llung influence and command.
Despite his political problems at home, he was able to call in fa-
vors and obligations from his numerous clients across the ancient
world. In Africa he could rely on the Numidian king Hiempsal.
whom he had put on the throne. In Egypt king Prolemy Auletes
was in Pompey's debt for his restoration 1o power. Having con-
quered Pontus. Armenia, the Caucasus, and Syria, Pompey could
request rare beasts from rulers in these lands. He probably ob-
tained his 600 lions from Alfrica, Arabia, Syria, and Mesopotamia;
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common and thus not enumerated by eyewitnesses and histori-
ans. Inany event, this was undeniably the largest wild beast hunt
vet staged in Bome. Would the magnificent games restore Pom-

pey to his former glorv?

IN LaTE SEpTEMBER and carlv October 55 BC. Rome was
more crowded, noisier, and smellier than ever. The city was
packed with people who had come from all over Ttaly and the
provinces to attend Pompey’s [estivitics. There were many enter-
tainments on offer. some in the Circus Maximus, others in
Pompey's newly built theater

Shortly after his return from the Fast, Pompey had begun o
build the first permanent theater in Rome.* The new edilice,
made of stone with red granite columns, was three arcaded sto-
ries high on the outside and profusely adorned with statues
thioughout. Some sculptures represented marvels of history,
such as Eutvehis. a woman of Tralles who bore thirty children,
and Alcippe. who gave birth to an elephant. Others were allegor-
ical depictions of the nations Pompey had subdued. The vast au-
ditorium. some 1604 vards in diameter, scated 11.00c spectators.
The stage was the size of half of the Colosseum's arena (built a
century later’. and the stage building — o permanent architec-
tural backdrop lor plays — measured 104 vards widc.

Behind the stage building stretched o great portico: two cov-

"Uip to that ume theatrical productions in the city were presented in temporary
wooden struetures. Fach play was dedicated o a parricudar god and 1thas most
suitably offered in his or her sanctnary. More to the point. theater was @ venue
for papular gatherings. and thus was potentially a threat to the ruling elite, so a
permanent theater had. for many vears, been effectively blocked by conserva-
tive senators. Pompey circumvented the senatorial opposition in part thanks to
his stature as the conqueror of Europe, Africa, and Asia, and in part by a clever
bit of wchitecture. He erected a temple of Venus the Victorious — the goddess
to whom he credited all his conquests — at the sumnmt of his new structure.
This way the theater was, ostensibly. just a monumental stairway to the temple.
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ered colonnades a hundred columns long displaying Pompey's
collection of paintings by famous masters (brought from Creece)
and shimmering gold tapestries from Pergamon. Between the
colonnades was laid out Rome's first public garden, planted with
trees and shrubs Pompey had imported from Asia Minor. As the
Roman natural historian Pliny the Elder notes, "1t is a remarkable
fact that ever since the time of Pompev the Great even trees have
figured among the captives in our triumphal processions.”

At the far end of the portico, Pomipey erected a meeting hall
for the Senate. It was there that Caesar, the man who would
cause Pompey's downlall. would be assassinated. On the Ides of
March. 44 BC, the Senate met in Pompey's edifice. When Caesar
was attacked and repeatedly stabbed by conspirators, “either
by chance or because he was pushed there by his murderers,”
writes Plutarch. “he fell down against the pedestal on which the
statue of Pompey stood. and the pedestal was drenched in his
blood. so that one might have thought that Pompey himsell was
presiding over this act ol vengeance against his enemy, who lay at
his feet. quivering from so manv wounds.” But this vengeance was,
in 55 BC, still uncarned. For now Pompey was content o assert
his supremacy over Caesar by peacelul, il ostentatious, means.

The inauguration of Pompey’s theater was supposced to be the
main event. Here, beneath the temple of Venus, Pompey put on
dramatic and choral performances carefully selected and staged to
recall his military successes. Cicern, consoling his friend Marcus
Marius. who had been oo il to attend, cattily remarked that it
had been painful to sit through so many farces and to endure the
actors who returned 1o the stage out of respect for Pompey, hay-
ing left it o ol respect for themselves. The sheer spectacle of
such magnificence had taken all the fun out of the thing. for what
possible pleasure could one derive {rom the sight of six hundred
mules onstage in the Clytaenmnestra, or three thousand vases in
the Trojan Horse, or all the varieties of arms and armor worn by

whole regiments of foot soldiers and horsemen who appeared in
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every battle seene? For those who were bored with the plays,

Pompey prepared another entertainment — his splendid animal

combats. In fact, of all the events, the games proved the most

popular spectacle.

Ture Circus Maximus, the clongated valley between the
Palatine and Aventine, was the oldest games venue in Rome,
Here 150.000 people gathered for cach ol Pompey's animal shows,
and as there were two shows a day lor five days, the crowds
hardly subsided. Vendors, astrologers, fortune-tellers, prostitutes,
and pickpockets did a marvelous business under the Circus’s ex-
terior arcades. Inside, the 6oo-yard-long, 87-yard-wide racetrack
seemed Lo pulsate with the encrgy of three tiers of spectators, the
nobler ones occupying the cushioned stone scats closer to the
arena, the others taking wooden seats higher up.

Pompey, handsome in his embroidered purple toga and gold
laurel crown, gazed at the assembled masses from the box at the
northwest end ol the Circus, above the twelve starting gates
closed off by ornamental grillwork. His pride and vanity were
richly rewarded by the sight of thousands of delighted Romins
tlocking to partake of his magnanimity. He must have been very
pleased with himsell for having prepared for them the most
amazing games Rome had ever seen.

The arena, set up with an artificial landscape of mountains.
forests, shrubs, and flowing streaims, was ready o receive its actors.
Behind the scenes the hunters and beast fighters checked their
equipment for the last time. ' The wild animals roared in their cages.
The animals to be used for “padding” — the sheep and cows
whom the wild cats would hunt berween battles with humans —
stood in fearful clumps. sensing predators in the air. Around the

arena, the noise of thousands of eager viewers grew deafening,. 1t
il I 1 I
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For four days majestic lions and lcopards appeared in contests
with less exotic animals and with beast fighters. Smoked out of
their cages and driven with bundles of burning straw along the
vaulted passages into the arena, the wild cats fought fiercely. A
aumber of men had to be carried from the arena on stretchers,
bleeding prolusely from gashes inflicted by claws and fangs. But
the animals suffered the most casualties. Translixed with spears,
lions and leopards rolled on their backs in agony, tried 1o extract
weapons stuck in their throbbing flesh with their teeth, howled in
anguish, and died torturous deaths. The baboons. lynx, and rhi-
noceroses also provided great entertainment with their fighting
abilitics and noble demise.

And then came the grand finale. Wild elephants would mateh
their massive strength against lithe and swift Gaetulian hunters,
whom Pompey had imported from Africa along with the beasts.
To the sounds of the chanting crowd and the fanfare of organ,
trumpets, and horns, some twenty clephants entered the arena,
moving ponderously to the center. Assaulied by the noise and
smell of thousands of humans, the clephants flapped their ears,
raised their trunks in the air. rumbled, and warily watched the
men with javelins on the far side of the ring. At last Pompey gave
a sign, and the contest began.

Early on in the program one hunter managed to Kill an cle-
phant with a single blow. His javelin pierced the animal just un-
der the eve, instantly reaching the brain. The crowd roared with
delight. The music sourcd. Then another elephant put on a mag-
nificent performance. lis feet wounded, it crawled on its knees
against its enemics, snatching up their shields and tossing them
high in the air. The spectators, Pliny reports, were thrilled by the
curving flight of the falling shields, as if they were thrown by a
skilled juggler and not an infuriated wild animal.

But then things began 1o go wrong. A group of elephants, find-

1 .
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The closely packed spectators, terrified, ran for their lives, tum-
bling over and trampling one another. The lofty occupants of the
front scats lost all dignity as they scrambled for the exits.

And then the doomed beasts, pursued at spear point and sce-

ing that there was no escape, did something that no one had an-

ticipated. They turned the sympathy of the usually bloodthirsty

spectators toward themselves. Dio Cassius recounts:

Contrary 1o Pompey's wish, [the elephants] were pitied by the
people when, after being wounded and ceasing 10 fight, they
walked about with their trunks raised toward heaven, lament-
ing so bitterly as to give rise to the report that they did so not
by mere chance, but were crving out against the oaths in which
they had trusted when they crossed over from Africa. and were
calling upon Heaven to avenge them. For it is said that they
would not set foot upon the ships before they received a pledge

under oath from their drivers that they should suffer no harm.

The Romans believed that the clephants could understand hu-
man language. Pliny, who particularly admired these noble beasts
(along with dolphins, nightingales, and becs), thought them “the
nearest 1o man in intelligence: [the elephant] understands the
Limguage of its country mnd obeys orders, remembers duties that
it has been taught, is pleased by affection and by marks of honor,
nay more it possesses virtues rare even in man, honesty, wisdom,
justice, also respect for the stars and reverence for the sun and
moon.” He tells a lovely story of one literate elephant who could
trace in Greek letters in the sand, "1, the elephant, wrote this,”
and mother about a slow learner who was so cmbarrassed by his
failure to master his lessons, and tired of being beaten for it. that
he would practice alone in the night.
clephants, when thev had lost

According to Pliny, "Pompey’s

Caontrolling Nature in the Roman Arena + 83

of wailing, so much to the distress of the public that they forgot the
general and his munificence carefully devised for their honor.
and bursting into tears rose in a body and invoked curses on the
head of Pompey for which he soon afterwards paid the penalty.”

The audience begged Pompey to spare the animals who had
supplicated for his clemency. Supplication was, after all, a legiti-
mate part of a fight. Gladiators who fought well could ask for a
missio, an honorable dismissal from the arena. Why not the ele-
phants, who appeared 1o be partly human alrcady? They had
fought bravely and skillfully, and it was the courage, rather than
the pathos, of a fighter that won him a reprieve.

But Pompey seems not to have understood popular sentiment,
or he simply chose to ignore it. Hle apparently decided that he
could show his power and wealth better if he readily disposed of
the exotic creatures he had obtained and brought to Rome at
enormous cxpense. Acting as the warrior he was, rather than as
the savvy politician he aspired to be, Pompey ordered the ele-
phants hunted down and slaughtered. The cost of his decision
proved greater than he had calculated. The games went down in

history as a flop.

Pomrey's norcirn camis did not in themselves spell the
end of his career. In the years that followed, Rome plunged into
increasing chaos. When, in late February 52 BC, no consuls were
elected because of prevailing disorder and corruption, Pompey
was made sole consul, another bending of the rules for him. But
the death of his wife, Julia, Caesar's daughter, in childbirth,
weakened the bond between the former colleagues. And Crassus’s
death in battle, in Syria in 53 BC, further upset the fragile bal-
ance of power. As the poet Lucan comments, Caesar could allow
no man to be his superior, and Pompey no man his equal. The



