The Dragon and the Tartar Lamb

Dragons have always crawled out from their lairs deep in the begin-
nings of time to test the virtue of the faith of humankind. In legend,
they appear before the city gates devouring innocent blood and chal-
lenging the greatest and the most pious warriors to defend the order
of things by pitting sword against fiery breath.

When a ‘fearsome dragon’ was sighted in the marshes near Bologna
in T572it might have stirred these ancient fears. This time, however,
the hero of the hour was no knight in shining armour on his way to
canonization, but a portly, balding scholar with nothing but a heroic
name, Ulisse, to show by way of warlike credentials.

Despite the fact that the pope himself was visiting the city, the
Church did not lay claim to what would have been seen only a century
before as a victory of Christianity over the devil. Now a collector
scientist, the renowned Ulisse Aldrovandi (1522-1605), was thought
competent to deal with strange creatures. The deadpan tone in which
he relates the capture of the animal is in itself significant:

The dragon was first seen on May 13, 1572, hissing like a snake. He had been
hiding on the small estate of Master Petronius near Dosius in a place called
Malonolta. At five in the afternoon, he was caught on a public highway by a
herdsman named Baptista of Camaldulus, near the hedge of a private farm, a
mile from the remote city outskirts of Bologna. Baptista was following his ox
€art home when he noticed the oxen suddenly come to a stop. He kicked them
and shouted at them, but they refused to move and went down on their knees
father than move forward. At this point, the herdsman noticed a hissing sound
and was startled to see this strange little dragon ahead of him. Trembling he
BEEUck it on the head with his rod and killed it.'

L3




A PARLIAMENT OF MON STERS

A simple bop on the head with a walking stick was all it took. What
exactly this creature was is impossible to say. A large and rare lizard
perhaps. Aldrovandi did what a man in his position was expected to
do: he had the dragon preserved and set about writing a Dracologia,
a Latin history of the dragon in seven volumes. Itisa scientific treatise,
attempting to explain the phenomenon before him as a natural occur-
rence, not in terms of metaphysics or religion. The animal, he wrote,
was still immature, as shown by its incompletely developed claws and
teeth. It had moved, he believed, by slithering along the ground like a
snake, aided by its two legs. The corpse had a thick torso and a long
tail and measured some tWO feet in all.
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Parts of Aldrovandi’s museum have survived to our day and are
now housed in Bologna’s Museo di Storia Nationale in the Palazzo.
Poggia. Few tourists find their way in here and the wood-panelled
rooms with their white cabinets are left in relative silence for much of
the time. Two dried crocodiles mounted on the wall are watching OVEES
the birds’ eggs, strange horns, stone samples, plants and learned tomes.
Only the fluorescent lighting serves as a reminder that four centuries
have passed. The dragon, which is now lost, had once been part of this’
display.

Scholars from all over Jtaly came to Visit his collection to s€€ the
dragon for themselves. In its heyday the collection attracted scores ol
visitors, both learned and curious, and Aldrovandi kept an elaborat!

guest book, which was regularly inventorized and updated. AMOS
those invited to sign the guest book were 9o7 scholars, 1 18 nobles, &
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habits and their names than could any number of Latin manuscripts.
It was no longer enough to sit at a desk in a monastery. Aldrovandi
himself toured the fish markets for new finds and talked to the

fishermen, just as Descartes would make observations about animal

anatomy in a Paris butcher’s shop a century later.

It would have been anathema to collectors even 4 century before to
seek out objects 10 places such as these, for until the sixteenth century
collecting had been the prerogative of princes, whose interest concen-
trated on objects that were both beautiful and precious, thus reinforc-
ing their wealth and power. Tut Ankh Amon had collected fine
ceramics while Phe raoh Amenhotep Il was known for his love of blue

enamels, and sanctuaries from Solomon’s Temple tc the Akropolis a8
4

well as the courts of noblemen had always held famous treasures.
Ancient Rome had seen 2 brief blossoming of culture of collectings
mainly of Greek w ks of art, but with the empire that, to0, vanished:"
Throughout the Middle Ages princes of the Church and seculat
rulers accumulated great hoards of relics, luxurious vessels, jewellerys
and objects such as horns of unicorns (narwhales) or other legendaty
creatures.t Out of these treasuries developed a more private form of
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THE DRAGON AND THE TARTAR LAMB

appreciation, the studiolo, ‘a purpose-built chamber filled with
antiquities, gemstones and sculptures, popular in Italy among men
of both means and learning from the fourteenth century onwards.”
Oliviero Forza in Treviso is thought to have had the earliest recorded
studiolo in 1335.)Collecting works of art and objects crafted from
precious metals and stones became a pastime of princes, a diversion
that could border on an all-consuming passion.

One day he may simply want for his
pleasure to let his eye pass along
these volumes [which he had bought

and copied for him] to while away

the time and give recreation to the
eye. The next day ... so I am told,
he will take out some of the effigies
and images of the Emperors and
Worthies of the past, some made of
gold, some of silver, some of bronze,
of precious stones or of marble
and of other materials which
are wonderful to behold ... The
next day he would look at his jewels
and precious stones of which he had
a marvellous quantity of great

value, some engraved, others not.

He takes great pleasure and delight
in looking at these and in discussing

. their various excellencies. The next
ethaps, he will inspect his vases of gold and silver and other precious

Hal. . . All in all then it is a matter of acquiring worth or strange objects
0es not look at the price.*

Or so engrossed in his treasures, Piero de’ Medici/known
ULy (1416-69), could afford not to worry about the cost of
Cts he was acquiring and commissioning wherever he could
. Several of his descendants, most notably Francesco and
Magnificent, were also swept up in this passion. Francesco
0l0 built and painted with panels depicting the twelve

17




A PARLIAMENT OF MONSTERS

months and twelve orders of books that were to be found in his library.

There is, however, a world of difference between these ‘armories for
precious things’ and Ulisse Aldrovandi’s museum some 10O years
later. Antonio Averlino Filarete, who observed Piero de’ Medici in his
studiolo, notes the kinds of possessions assembled here: antiquities,
gems and works of art, as well as a few ‘hoteworthy and strange
objects’.” The significant distinction between the medieval treasuries
“and the new studioli was the privacy inherent in the idea of a study. In
their programme and structure, however, little had changed. The
walls that both shut out and represented the outside world with their
symbolic order of things still resonated with the memory of plainchant
and the vibrancy of heraldic emblems. The studiolo with its statues,
painted panels and gems from antiquity expressed a love of art and
beauty, and with beauty came virtue, faith, and what Umberto Eco
called a kind of ontological humility before the primacy of nature’."’
The overwhelming curiosity that made collectors hunt not for what
was beautiful and emblematic but strange and incomprehensible, that
made them pit their wits and their erudition against that of the authors
of antiquity, was still far away.

How, the French Huguenot pastor and America traveller Jean de
Léry had asked in 1 578, could he ask his French readers to ‘believe
what can only be seen two thousand leagues from where they live;
things never known (much less written about) by the Ancients’?'!
Things never known by the Ancients — this phrase would echo though-
out Europe until it had shaken its very intellectual foundation. With
the exploration of new continents, of the planetary macrocosm and
the microcosm of the smallest things, Europe was stepping out of the
shadow of antiquity and its authors which had circumscribed what
was known for more than 1,000 years. During the Middle Ages and
the early Renaissance it had been thought certain there was no naturak
phenomenon, no culture, no animal and no sensation that had noE
already been dealt with conclusively by Aristotle and Pliny, by Cic#
or Pythagoras. The rest, so the scholastics had asserted, was merel)
commentary and reinterpretation in the light of the gospels.

Now, however, a century after the discovery of America, nEW di

coveries on earth and in the skies kept pouring in seemingly every
Knowledge exploded as age-old horizons were expanded beyond
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was a bad thing and those who were reluctant to listen to their message
could find it reinforced by excommunication and by burnings at the
stake.l” Even Michel de Montaigne, whose insight into human nature
was not hidebound by Church teachings, was no friend of too much
inquisitiveness. Having met a man who had lived in the New World,
Montaigne was unimpressed: ‘Tam afraid our eyes are bigger than our
bellies, and that we have more curiosity than capacity; for we grasp at
all, but catch nothing but wind.”'* Men who spent their lives investigat-
ing obscure questions without properly knowing themselves were
fools, he thought.

Montaigne’s opposition to curiosity as an intellectual form of escap-
ism had a very different motivation to the theologians’, who feared
that their entire world might be turned upside down. They were right,
of course, as some 300 years later collections of curiosities proved a
veritable engine of secularization. Collections of naturalia, of animals,
plants and minerals, mushroomed around Europe, each one a small
encyclopaedia of nature, of knowledge not dependent on the Church.
Between 1556 and 1560, the Dutch collector Hubert Goltzius itemized
968 collections known to him in the Low Countries, Germany, Austria,
Switzerland, France and [taly, while a century later another collector,
Pierre Borel, boasted of having seen 63 collections. The Venetian
Republic alone had more than 70 notable collections within 1ts
borders."”

“Why was it during the sixteenth century that Europe experienced its

“first explosion of collecting activity, indeed the first collecting activity

not limited to a handful of people known since Roman times?

The answer, it sees, lies partly in this world and partly in the next.
The worldly explanation is that the expansion of knowledge in the
sixteenth century necessitated new responses, new approaches to new
phenomena. Scholars across Europe explored the macrocosm through
the telescope and the smallest things through the microscope- Techno=

logical innovations, such as the printing press, advances in ship build=

ing and navigation facilitated tradeacross the globe and brought more
and cheaper wares to Europe. At home, a more sophisticated banking
system smoothed the exchange of goods. With trading empires Suct
as the Dutch and Venetian republics came unprecedented wealths
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THE DRAGON AND THE TARTAR LAMB

another. crucial factor for a flourishing collecting culture. In ord
Eii:gzb]ectshout ofbcirculation or to devote oneself to ﬁn.dirrl]go ls:etsz
, one has to be able to i
Indeed, collections flourished jﬁiﬁvg‘reczi;i?i rdeiilmm:eS S
Together with these earthly revolutions, though aIIIOEhf: |
pable,l one was occurring, a change in the p—erceptio’n of d ri’l e
material world.2 Medieval Christians were forced to choeat ‘?I}lld -
love thr? physical world and the pleasures in it and s:)fsé ]
damn'atlon, olr to renounce it in favour of heaven — for little 'r Ete;nal
man if he gain the whole world but lose his own soul, as tLt i
put it. From the perspective of the faithful, death was ,a tr . g_OSpel
moment of reckoning marked by public spectacle and comrilnsm'on’ L
Even f(_)r those few able to afford it, accumulating object - Flflual-
1m'med1ate use was acceptable only if they were in atc:cinrdS e O'Ut
this conception of the world: relics and works of beaut alllme'fw'lth
Goc_l. We_dc? not know of any collection of plants stonezjofi Orl’ ymlg
during t‘hlS time, though individual pieces with seen:ingl othe anmllj .
properties such as ‘dragon bones’, usually fossils ofth f rwdor l_Y
way mtolthe treasuries of Church and nobility. ) RS
By the increasingly secular and capitalist 1 500s attitudes to li

?md to Worldly goods had changed. A heightened aware n’lortfa .
:Eﬁ:e:juf endllc}cr?ina:}ed poetry and art, as witnessed by thii?nimgie
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‘ ut: on a”d on ever canvas tlle aSSElge (){ tllllC was LOUIlth
y Ourg aSSf:S, Sku S b i
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) th.is N izabethan J;_)()et Robert Herrick (1591-1674) encapsu-
3 iment of futility by appealing to his readers to seize the

Gather ye rosebuds while ye may,

Old Time is still a-flying:
And this same flower that smiles today
Tomorrow will be dying.*!
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Death is only frightening if it really is the end, and if the dying of the

flowers suddenly no longer signifies the eternal cycle of God’s creation

but irreparable loss. In a world in which death was looming larger,

wﬂmﬁc‘ﬁl*tguhgtzﬁ attention was now directed to-

A g | wards the rosebuds themselves, to

: the material world, and to those

who inhabited it. Portraiture as-

serted itself at the same time as the

till life. Tt was this new conception

of life that made collecting possible

as it was transformed from an

indulgence in avaritia, one of the

seven deadly sins, and from the

rejection of eternal life into a search

for God through his creation, into practical theology. For men like

Aldrovandi, the awareness of the mortality of the world’s splendours

only spurred them on to make their collections a testament to future

generations.

The new breed of collectors had ceased to appeal to the authority

_of the Church. As cardinals and bishops flocked to see Aldrovandi’s -

dragon and the other wonders he had assembled in his house, they

tacitly acknowledged the validity of his secular approach to nature,

and one of the most important collections of this time, that of the

Jesuit Athanasius Kircher, was housed in the Vatican. Nature and the

arts had broken free from their theological shackles, and the princes

of the Church were eager to be part of the excitement, marvelling at

the intricacies of human anatomy during dissections, at the mysteries

of magnetism and at beautifully woven garments made of asbestos

which would not burn even in the hottest fire — all phenomena their
teachings had nothing to teach about.

There were, of course, still the great princely collections, immensé
treasures such as those owned by August, the Elector of Saxonys by
Ferdinand II on Castle Ambras near Innsbruck, and of the great rO¥&8

houses. Beginning during the 15508, however, a network of scholati

collections spread throughout Europe, as recorded by the Dutch collee:
tor Hubert Goltzius. These scholars were in regular correspondentt
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with each other and carried on their arguments about the
order of their collections-in learned books.*> Ole Worm ipu]rjpoSe -y
umversmles such as/Leiden in the Netherlands OXfoFd iEmaFk,
Tnuselum inBasel,Switzerland, and Pierre Borel in 1;aris all a’rt' ‘e e
in th.ls exchiange of ideas and in the hunt for items that Wire lilpated
precious alnd unknown, ranging from bizarrely formed tree trs r'f}l{nge,
exotic fruits, nautilus shells and fragments of dragons and m un 'Sdto
With the dissemination of collecting as a serious ursu'termalhs.
phenor.nenon appeared: collecting became popular amgng p:eoaiwt he ;
had neither great means nor great scholarly ambitions; ordinar i 10
who had a little bit to spare. The Netherlands We;'e an inty a0
special case. In this republic, living from its access to the wid i
and off its trading connections reaching from the East Incl'Er b
Baltic Sea, the harbours of Amsterdam and Rotterdam w . ftollthe
wonderful and exotic things. Captains were under instruc:e uf o
merchants and collectors to note down and purchase ever th(i)n rl? -
thought worth.taking home, and sailors commonly incr)f(:asel;gttl1<3?1i
‘walges by h_awkln_g stuffedl animals, shells or foreign artefacts around.”
n a society without aristocracy many people could partake of h
p!enty and buy objects that they could store in their cabi e
display to friends, evidence of the wonders beyond the WavlelletS ;ni
:—the staggering success their own small and marshy countr 1‘1aldaIl ccl)
of necessity by turning the hostile sea into its marketplace )ifher e
lers who specialized in such exotic wares, and apothec;aries fv‘zzf(j

on onl)_( store items of curiosity such as Egyptian mummi d
E j:;:rlfz ﬁsldl, olf:en leaving it up to chance whether they V:Zrzlzo
o and taken as medicine or sold intact to become part of a
12;X2¢;:§;1 I:(l)r}le; ap;)ltheu?ary Christiaen Porret diedIi)n 1628,
kel ;S-S op 1tem.1zed a (fornucopia that would
. dellai " mf ;mc)lz‘ cabinet of its time: ‘curiosities or
i landgansdof ndian and othftr outlandish sea horns,
e ﬁro_nilthe sea, m?nerals and also strange
e ;Ila y made ob]e_cts and paintings’.**

e evltlered speculatlon_ on tulips made and
- establismdx;ﬂznie, the_ admiration of colourful
e yandt e cabinet of curiosities, initially

which such items could be stored, became a
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great fashion among the burghers of Dutch cities, sO much so that
even dolls’ houses Were not thought complete without their own
miniaturized collectors’ cabinets complete with tiny sea shells and
carvings in drawers 00 larger than a thumb.”
[n Amsterdam alone, just under
100 private cabinets of curiosities
were recorded between 1600 and
1740, testament tO the great
prestige collections had acquired
and to the availability of objects
to fill, according to inclination
and purse, individual drawers
or entire rooms.” The cabinet
became an integral -patt of the
Dutch interior, beginning with the
mahogany cupboard crowned by
oriental porcelain that can still be
found 1in Dutch houses, and
culminating in the famous private
museums of amateurs such as
Nicolaes Witsen, Bernadus Paludanus of Frederik Ruysch. These cabi-
hets really were microcoSImS behind doors: while poor weather and
Calvinist principle meant that wealth could and would not be displayed
in the street, be it on the fagade of houses OF in dress, the sames
restrictions did not apply to drawing rooms, where objects of interest
fine furniture, carpets and of course paintings defined their owners’
status and taste.”

When an admirer wrote about the famous collection of Bernadus
Paludanus that it contained specimens Ut alle hoecken claer, des
werelts’ (‘From all corners of the W r1d’), he did not just use a figure of
speech.™ The sheer variety of items collected as early as the seventeet h
century 1s astonishing and reflects the extent of the Dutch trading
empire: from Japanese arms, porcelain and calligraphy, items recordeg
n Dutch cabinets have their origin in outposts of a mercantile WO
stretching across China and India, Indonesia, Australia, Africa

regions as diverse as Nigeria, Ethiopia and Angola, the Malaccs
Islands, the Caribbean, North-and South America, Egypt, the Mid€
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THE DRAGON AND THE TARTAR LAMB

East and right up to Greenland and Siberia. This profusion of exoti

and the manner in which it was transported, often bl:Onght b:(c)lzliaj
st:amen unconcerned about the intricacies of preservation, had curic }‘
side effects, such as the long-running debate on Whether’o ui)l'ous
of paradise had legs (inspiring the e or not birds
beautiful and tragic legend that
they were condemned to keep fly-
ing until they died — colibris were
thought to drill their beaks into
trees and stay fixed there if they
needed rest), as the overwhelm-
ing number of specimens to reach
Europe consisted only of the body,
usually even without tail and head.
Shells and coins, being easy to pre-
serve and store, and decorative to

boot, were especially sought-after.
While many of these rarities
were used for diversion and dis-
play, other collectors applied
themselves to methodical study
and used their collections as repo-
Sitories of knowledge, comparison, and as an encyclopaedia. |
lacobsz. Swammerdam (1606—78) wrote a monograph on ‘bloed.ef e
rkens’ (‘bloodless little animals’ or insects), which appeared e
: slafter his death under the title Bybel der natuure (Bibl?g of NarSIXtY
@aring phrase in a pious country. Apart from some 3,000 insect?r}fi)sj

.niolilnalsci czlontamed sp(icimens that were right at the borders of
i owle ’ge, such as ‘The fur of a Tartar Lamb which grows
. tnei tiirth , a2 woolly plant, which was thought to turn into a

ght to graze off the surrounding plants and to bleed when

epting such ¢ i
P! SggOOd reatures as at least possible until conclusively dis-
; " i .
oy Childhcw;lce, no.t superstition, especially in a culture reared
| ood on biblical stories and miracles, and on ideas

tural history .
proposed by Pliny, PI - .
*d considerable inﬂuence).( iny, Plato and Aristotle, which
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Good science and the spirit of empiricism, however, were only one

answer to the multiplicity of things pouring into Europe and European
minds. While scholars in Italy and the Netherlands were counting

beetles, another, infinitely richer, collection was growing in the heart
of Europe, at the court of the Saturnine Prince, the Habsburg Emperor
Rudolf II.
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You marvel that this matter, shuffled pell-mell at the whim of Chance,

could have made a man, seeing that so much was needed for the construc-

tion of his being. But you must realize that a hundred million times this

matter, on the way to human shape, has been stopped to form now a

stone, now lead, now coral, now a flower, now a comet; and all because

of more or fewer elements that were or were not necessary for designing

a man. Little wonder if, within an infinite quantity of matter that

ceaselessly changes and stirrs, the few animals, vegetables, and minerals

we see should happen to be made; no more wonder than getting a royal

pair in a hundred casts of the dice. Indeed it is equally impossible for all

this stirring not to lead to something; and yet this something will always
e wondered at by some blockhead who will never realize how small a

lange would have made it into something else.

Cyrano de Bergerac, Voyage dans la lune'

:Inagniﬁcent flotilla that landed in Genoa in 1571. The banner
Hlabsburgs was flying from its masts, and the cargo being
€d carefully on to the pier of the busy harbour consisted of

88ts full of gifts, weapons, books and precious clothes, and of

%65 with their entire entourage of advisers, armed guards,
d dignitaries. The commander of the ships, Don Juan of
djust defeated the Ottoman fleet in the celebrated Battle of
P HOW oversaw a gentler, peaceful mission. One of the
fider his care was by all accounts a rather severe young
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