A PARLIAMENT OF MONSTERS

resembling 2 portrait, are more than just Wity Virtuoso pieces. They,
too, state that nothing is as it appears ¢hat changing perspectives cafl
transform the random into the purposeful, the unknown into the
¢amiliar, a face into 2 bowl of fruit, that art could be nature and nature
art. Asin Hainhofer’s Kunstschrank, the eye was easily deceived while
the subtle and occult harmony of the universe stood revealed by the
artist’s hand. The artist’s poetic insight bared the disegno interno
underlying the divine creation, and this divinity itself was revealed to
be an artist. The grotesque and the totality of excess werc only the
flipside of the simplicity of the eternal truth. The 1tems in Rudolf’s
Kunstkammer bore witness to this conviction: somewhere 1D their
staggering multiplicity and diversity lay hidden that kernel of eternal
truth which the alchemists called the Philosopher’s Stone. To find it
would be to grasp the beating heart of creation tself. The collection
itself became an instrument: the greatest alchemistic laboratory the
world had ever seen. p
“For all the dazzling exoticism of the collection, Rudolf was no naive
lover of everything strange. He insisted that the podies of birds of
paradise (thought to be forever airborne as most specimens reached
Europe without feet), be drawn and painted with legs, so that
fiction around the object was contrasted with the imagined reality. Thi
scientific bent, though, did not prevent him from collecting magica
objects, such as the paracelsian zenexton, an amulet enclosed by
bejewelled gold case and containing 2 cake made of toads, virgiik
menstrual blood, white arsenic, orpiment, dittany, r00tS, pearls, COf
and Eastern emeralds, the recipe for which appeared under impef
privilege in Basilica chymica (1 609).
Rudolf was especially proud of his unicor
dragons, which so much impressed the court physician de Bro
he made a drawing of one of them, adding ‘this 1 the figure @
Dragon which the Emperor Rudolf 1T has; dried it is this exact §
where it 18 preserved’- The relics held in the vaults were charal
istically not Christian but classical in orientation and included
from Noah’s ark, and the jaw of one of the sirens that Odysseus
encountered.
Among the books in Rudolf’s library, symbolic knowledg® i
prominent\y in works on Egyptian hieroglyphs, alchemical; B8
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and Rosicrucian tracts and other works investigatin b '
seals and e.mblems. It appears that the emperor . Syml - m'agw?]
neO-PIat_omst literature. Other magical texts él?;{asbwelj fiem t'hls
Talrnudlc and cabbalistic scholars added to the librar 0; ii by’J?W]Sh
est 1.11 the magical arts went further than just invitin y.' ; Olf' S' L
to his court, for he himself was actively involved, In ?:S - theTacen
ambassador sniffed disdainfully, “for he himself trlies alcho 9’ Fhe Tusca_ﬂ
megts and he himself is busily engaged in making ¢] erlmcaf eé(per'li
agams‘t the decorum of a prince. He has transferre?h' f)c . g
imperial throne to the workshop stool’. ", iy
| Attracted ‘by the emperor’s reputation, the English occul
John Dee arr-lved in Prague in 1 §84.Hehad been advis;e ()C;u t o
t0 Queen Elizabeth I, had had an influentig] post at N0
‘..;_7 ‘good position to pursue his main ambition: to reCO
ameval knowledge that Adam had had Whi(;h h %a
i the fall, and thus to understand ;lle cr tiunﬁid
ween all things and the unijversa] core of trgti c{:: )
b ope§ of achieving this goal were boundupina monsri b
blzeroglypbica, designed to elevate Spirits throuy h i enc} Ier'n, v
aystical, geometrical and theological con e L
- an_audience with Rudolf, which laste
"- his method of gaining arcane knowle
g to his own handwritten protocols:

urt and was in
in the perfect,
nkind had lost

tained in them,

dge and also told him,

B e
i mIéO:] Za};l;iaeppeared to me, and rebuketh you for your sins.

‘ s V€ me, you shall Triumph:
3 = Cfod that made Heaven and Hearth, put
will throw you headlong down from’ p::

_rd hath made hjs covenant with me J
- _.::iltzz: unto him, your Seat shall pe ¢
% OME your prisoner: Which De

[ My Comission, is from God.¢
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fied by this messase and sceptical about the
eat Turk and Dee’s more personal motives for
seekin ge of Rudolf’s salvation. Dee was never again
allowed to appear .n front of the emperor and was banned from the
Habsburg territories WO years later.

Asan intellectual approach to the mysteries of the universe, alchemy
and magic were Seen to be right at the cutting edge of a scientific
hing between phenomena

method which had as yet no way of
such as magnetism and other pr : .es” between sub-
stances, berween the existence of iguanas and sea snakes already
discovered and the lore of dragons that mightstill be awaiting discovery
in lands as yet unreached. Natural magic, the pursuit of the prisca
theologica, the frst knowledge revealed tO Adam and handed down In
a2 hermetic tradition tO Moses, Orpheus, Pythagoras and later magi,
assumed that che key to the understanding of the world lay in
deciphering the alphabet in which the universe was written at its
creation. There are strong echoes of this in our modern preoccupation
with the genetic code and the creative, indeed demiurgical, possibilities
raised in understanding and controlling ¢ Tt is in itself 00 less strange
than the assumption chat all elements were constructed according ¢
an occult ‘genetic’ code, and that unravelling and changing it would
allow initiates to change mud into gold.

To the alchemists and the magicians of the sixteenth centurys
dividing line between the natural and the occult was simply that natus
phenomena were those that occurred most of the time, according
the ‘habits of nature’, and manifestly to the senses. Occult phenomes
were those that differed from the norm, Of those that were hiddi
from sensory perception. In accordance with this conception, gt&
magnetism and acoustic resonance were all counted among the ocd
phenomena, together with the prneuma, the spirit realm govemini
object world, and with the symbols presumed capable of unlocking
secrets. In investigating these, the alchemists wWere scientists.7

The central notion in the alchemical conception of the world}
the idea of preuma OF spiritus mundi, the invisible fluid mec
world spirit that linked all elements and entities 0 the universess

existence was accepted by scientists and thinkers as different frof
another as the author of the Anatomy of Melancholy, Robert BY
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responses to the challenge of recent discoveries and new horizons. The
analytical, Aristotelian rhetoric of the high Renaissance seemed tO
provide the answer to some, while others found it wanting. They
turned to the traditions of Hermetic knowledge promising the single,
occultkeytoa multiplicity of problems. Among the opponents of such
neo-Platonist collections, Sir Francis Bacon was particularly trenchant
in his critique of the mystical hotchpotch of ideasand correspondences:

There is such a multitude and host as it were of particular objects, and lying
so widely dispersed, as t0 distract and confuse the understanding; and we can
therefore hope for no advantage from 1ts skirmishing, and quick movements
and incursions, unless we put its forces in due order and array by means of
ProOper, and well arranged, and as it were living tables of discovery of these
matters which are the subject of investigation, and the mind then apply itself
to the ready prepared and digested aid which such tables afford.

When we have thus properly and regularly placed before the eyes a collection
of particulars we must not immediately proceed to the investigation and
discovery of new particulars or effects, or, at least, if we do so, must not rest

satisfed therewith."'

Bacon was on the winning side. The scientists and philosophers,
the pan-sophists, eirenists, Hermetists, neo-Stoics and neo-Platonists,
Paracelseans and chiliasts were soon dismissed when rationalism began
to provide more powerful and verifiable answers to many of the
problems that had been exercising Europeant thinkers. Rudolf’s poli-
cies of balance and indecision, later distorted by paranoid wilfulness,
were arguably an illustration of the powerlessness of these ideas to
provide solutions to problems in the prosaic realm of human lives. For
a brief period, however, the return to neo-Platonism and the search for
the greatidea seemed to contain the answer that found its expression in
the most splendid collection of the period. Only in the twentieth
century would the search for the Big Idea be taken up again, and again
with catastrophic results.

As his collections, forever unable to satisfy his appetite, grew t0
legendary size, Rudolf the politician became an increasingly embattled
and disputed figure. He had always been a complex man, oscillating
between conscientious government and obsessive pursuit of his ideas;

great moderation and phenomenal excess, between kindness and fits of
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rage, approachability and total withdrawal, generosity and paranoia.

During the later stages of his life conjecture and rumour abounded
in the streets of Prague and at the courts of Europe as to the contents
of the famous Kunstkammer, and about its owner’s state of mind. As
his passion had become known, princes had made it a point of honour,
and of policy, to search their own palaces for the finest pieces to
pe sent to Rudolf. The ambassador from the Duke of Savoy, Carlo
Francesco Manfredi, reported with delight that Rudolf had speht ‘two
and a half hours sitting motionless, looking at the painting of fruit and
fish markets sent by Your Highness’." The ambassador was not always
so lucky with the emperor’s changeable moods. During his second
Visit, he was made to wait a full nine months before being granted
an audience and being allowed to present his gifts of friendship: ‘an
Indian dagger’, a rhinoceros horn
encrusted with rubies, three be-
zoars, ‘a large silver ship that con-

2 crown. This time, however, the
earer of gifts was treated to a
tour around the collections, which

was conducted by two servants
{the emperor himself only showed |
ound other crowned heads). He |
was especially impressed by a
plished stone ‘and in the vein of

he stone “Christ”” was written by
ature’s hand in big letters’, he
ported. Nature had spoken to the
iperor through the stone.

K udolf’s collection and his
dely reported ‘ailment of melan-
Oy increasingly interfered with |
#business of state, sometimes |
& 1t well nigh impossible. |
0 d the change of the century,
Bafter the death of his uncle
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Philip I in 1598, a crisis occurred. The emperor’s mood swings
worsened. When he heard that Isabella of Spain, tired by twenty years
of fruitless negotiations, had decided to marry one of his brothers, he
exploded in a fit of rage. Soon afterwards he dismissed two of his most
trusted administrators, Wolf Rumpf and Paulus Sixt von Troutson.
He also seems to have attempted committing suicide with curtain cords
and splinters of glass. The emperor was confused and distrustful to the
point of paranoia, refused to see petitioners, ministers and ambassa-
dors, and relied for everything on a small group of lackeys and minor
aristocrats of dubious stature who effectively constituted his govern-
ment and held in their hands enormous power. Even the once highly
trusted Spanish ambassador San Clemente, Rudolf’s link to the court
of his childhood and youth, could not gain an audience and was unable
to catch a glimpse of the emperor for two years.

By 1600, Rudolf was a changed man and it was commonly believed
that he had been bewitched by his enemies, but he could still impress
foreign emissaries with his dignity, intellect and charm. The Venetian
envoy Soranzo met the emperor in 1607. Rudolf, he said, was

.. rather small in figure, of quite pleasing stature and relatively quick move-
ments. His pale face, nobly formed forehead, fine wavy hair and beard and
large eyes looking around with a certain forbearance, made a deep impression
on all who met him. The Habsburg family likeness was evident in their
largish lips which curled towards the right. There was nothing haughty in his
comportment: he behaved rather shyly, avoided all noisy society and took no
part in the usual amusements; jokes pleased him not, and only rarely was he

seen to laugh."

Despite being able to summon his old qualities at times, Rudolf was
increasingly beleaguered by religious and political problems, and his
days as an even remotely effective ruler were now numbered. His
politics had long been hostage to his indecision and to the hatred he
felt for Matthias, his ambitious brother who had forged strong alli-

ances with Protestant and Hungarian nobles. Soon, brother stood

against brother, and Matthias swiftly consolidated his advantage by
marching into Prague. In an effort to avert his downfall Rudolf, no
longer in command of the political situation and manipulated by his
entourage, put his fate in the hands of his 23-year-old nephew,
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Leopold, who was charged with opposing Matthias. Prague was in a
state of civil war, with plundering troops ravaging the Old Town .ancl
the Jewish Quarter. At the critical moment, when Matthias approached
with his own forces, Leopold’s mercenaries abandoned the town and
left Rudolf to see his brother crowned King of Bohemia, while he
himself was granted an annuity and the ceremonial title of emperor
Having lost all power, he finally had the solitude he craved. But this:
| [ast period of his life lasted for less than two years, and he died on 20
| January 1612. His grand experiment of collecting as practical alchem

had come to an end once and for all. 4
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