
Science, Art and Passion: 
Treasures from the Imperial  

Habsburg Kunstkammer

Claudia Lehner-Jobst 
Art Historian and Curator,  Vienna

108



109

The new Kunstkammer galleries at the Kunsthistorisches 
Museum in Vienna were opened in March 2013 after a period 
of ten years of restoration, construction work, and the 
design of a contemporary form of presentation. This most 
important and largest collection of Kunstkammer objects 
in the world is displayed in a space of 2.700 square metres.  
2200 pieces, chosen from a tight “short list” of four thousand, 
thus found new and old places within the extensive holdings 
of the former imperial museum. To understand the new 
display, which aims to act as a stage for those members of 
the Habsburg family who were outstanding collectors, art 
lovers and initiators of new artistic styles, consideration first 
has to be given to certain other matters and facts, such as 
the Museum building itself, and the complexity of another 
“house”, namely, the House of Habsburg. 

The Kunsthistorisches Museum was designed – appropriately 
– in the Renaissance style by the architects Carl von 
Hasenauer (1833–1894) and Gottfried Semper (1803–1879) 
under Emperor Franz Joseph I (1830–1916). It was opened 
in 1891 as a home for the Imperial Collection, which was 
thus united under one roof for the first time. For the new 
Kunstkammer display, the museum building itself had to 
be respected as a space that could not be subjected to 
substantial change. As part of the historic city centre of Vienna 
it has been protected as a UNESCO World Heritage site 
since 2001. 

This meant that the twenty rooms had to be restored in the 
extant nineteenth-century historicist style and their structure 
had to be maintained. There are now the most advanced 
air-conditioning systems hidden behind the walls, and similar 
wonders have been worked in the three hundred display 
cases. Fifty-one  “star brick” chandeliers, to a design by Olafur 
Eliasson (b. 1967), add a contemporary element to rooms that 
formerly had no electric lighting at ceiling level.

The last of this suite of rooms, the Goldsaal (“Golden Hall”) 
bears an important ceiling painting entitled Die Mäcene der 
bildenden Künste im Hause Habsburg – Habsburg Patrons of the 
Fine Arts (fig. 1). This programmatic depiction was executed 
by Julius Victor Berger (1850–1902) in 1890/91 and shows 
the Habsburg emperors and their artists gathered around 
the throne with Maximilian I (1459–1519), after a portrait 
by Holbein, and the double-headed eagle of the Holy Roman 
Empire behind him. The painting also features the reigning 
Austrian Emperor Franz Joseph in the form of a bust above 
the throne. Maximilian I is about to study a drawing by 
Albrecht Dürer (1471–1528), one of his favorite artists, who 
is standing next to him. On the right, Archduke Albrecht VII 
(1559–1621) can be seen with his spouse, the Infanta Isabella 
Clara Eugenia, both residents of the Spanish Netherlands, 
alongside their portraitist Peter Paul Rubens. On the left are 
Giambologna (1529–1608), Titian (d. 1576) and Benvenuto 
Cellini (1500–1571), who is holding his famous Saliera, 

Figure 1. 
Julius Victor Berger
Habsburg Patrons of the Fine Arts
Ceiling painting, 1890/91
Kunstkammer, Room XIX
©Kunsthistorisches Museum, Vienna



probably the best known work of art of the Kunstkammer 
collection in Vienna (see fig. 6). Many more archdukes and 
emperors parade their treasures on this ceiling painting, 
almost on eye level with their admired artists.

The term “Kunstkammer” literally means a chamber filled 
with art, but it also implies a new view of the world. It is not 
without reason that the Kunstkammer is a phenomenon of 
the Renaissance. The objects of such a collection were meant 
to represent the richness of the world; the Kunstkammer was 
thus a microcosm that could be controlled by its owner and 
therefore also symbolized sovereignty. The Kunstkammer as 
an “art chamber” reflects an idea that originated in the early 
treasure vaults of fourteenth- and fifteenth-century European 
princes. To own a treasury has always been regarded as a sign 
of power. A ruling house must be decorated with crowns 
and other insignia, relics, robes, jewellery, coins and objects 
of representation – its “objects of state”. These had to be 
kept in safe places, mostly towers or vaults, and ideally – 
for security reasons – be distributed around a number of 
different residences. Sometimes the treasures were even 
hidden too well, so that the heirs had a difficult time finding 
them. Even as Emperor Friedrich III (1415 – 1593) was making 
his last confession on his deathbed in 1493, his son and heir 
Maximilian I was desperately trying to discover where his 
father had secretly stored his precious belongings.

The intention behind collecting in this period is well 
illustrated by a woodcut by Albrecht Altdorfer from around 
1515 showing Maximilian I’s fortified treasure vault in 
his residence in Wiener Neustadt, south of Vienna.1 The 
inscription reads: “He alone owns the biggest treasury, of 
silver, gold and precious stones, of good pearls too, and 
sumptuous robes. Never was there a prince known to have 
given and to give so much to serve God and His great glory.” 

The treasury consisted of a profane and an ecclesiastical 
section, which were not usually displayed as depicted on the 
woodcut, but were stored in locked and sealed trunks that 
could easily be transported to other locations in times of 
war or other forms of crisis. According to the posthumous 
inventory of Maximilian’s estate, he had forty trunks filled 
with precious objects in the vaults that can be seen on the 
woodcut – and this was a treasury in just one of his many 
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Figure 2.
“Maximilianspokal”
Goblet with thistle flowers and pears, decorated inside the lid with the double-headed 
eagle and the coat-of-arms of Emperor Maximilian I. 
Nuremberg, circa 1510
Silver, partially gilded and enamelled; H. 56 cm
©Kunsthistorisches Museum,  
Vienna, inv. no. KK 110
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residences. The so-called “Maximilianspokal”, a silver-gilt 
goblet with thistle flowers and pears formed with a naturalism 
typical of the Renaissance, is one of the few objects which 
can be ascribed with relative certainty to this emperor´s 
collection (fig. 2). 

Even though inventories of the Habsburg treasuries of these 
periods are rare and incomplete, one can observe an increase 
in the number and genres of Kunstkammer objects in the 
second half of the fifteenth century. From this period on, 
it was not only preciousness that counted: the archdukes 
began to collect objects notable for their rarity and scientific 
interest or for their magical and exotic character. One side 
effect was a new awareness of the objects themselves, rather 
than their value, which happily improved their chances of 
being preserved for later generations. New family laws were 
established which forbade the selling or giving away of certain 
objects, which became the “Unveräußerlicher Hausschatz” or 
the “inalienable treasure of the House”.

If the Habsburg family treasuries of medieval times were 
made up of items in precious materials, this was not only 
done in order to represent the family’s princely power and 
wealth, but also for a very practical reason: so that they could 
if necessary be turned into money. The heirs of Emperor 
Maximilan I, among them Charles V (1500–1558), not only had 
to divide up the treasure but also had to melt down parts of 
it to finance wars and new  representational requirements as 
they stepped into more powerful positions. 
Elsewhere a more refined sense for the artistic aspects of 
precious objects had established itself, notably in France, 
especially at the court of Duc Jean de Berry (1340–1460), and 
also at Italian courts such as that of the Medici in Florence. 
This led to the more visionary practice of collecting objects 
also for the sake of their non-material and artistic qualities. 
This new spirit was only introduced to the Habsburgs in 
the late fifteenth century, by a female member of the House, 
Archduchess Margarete (1480–1530) (fig. 3).

Margarete, daughter of Maximilian I and Mary of Burgundy 
and sister of Philip the Beautiful, became the governor of 
the Austrian Netherlands in 1507. She had a magnificent 
palais built in Mechelen (today used as a courthouse), one 
wing of which was dedicated specifically to her splendid 

collection, which according to later writings contained 
all the necessary aspects of the world and the arts and 
thus formed a microcosm in accordance with the logic of 
a Kunstkammer: artificialia, naturalia, scientifica, exotica and 
mirabilia, and antiquitas. Her guests, among them Albrecht 
Dürer (1471–1528), were shown around the Kunstkammer by 
the sophisticated and knowledgeable Archduchess in person. 
It was no longer a “Hausschatz” in the former sense, though 
it was precious enough, but a collection to enjoy, to learn 
from, and to marvel at. Such a collection could no longer be 
sealed and shut away in trunks, but cried out to be displayed 

Figure 3. 
Archduchess Margarete (1480–1530) 
as a widow
Dutch, after 1506
Oil on wood; 31 x 20 cm
©Kunsthistorisches Museum,  
Vienna, inv. no. GG 5615



in a proper and approachable manner. After all, Kunstkammer 
objects were also intended to communicate meaning and 
wisdom, which one could only fully understand and “grasp” if 
one held the objects in one´s hand. 

Margarete´s nephew, the future Emperor Ferdinand I 
(1503–1564), brother of Charles V, knew her collection and 
her passionate approach to the arts. He resided in Vienna 
from 1530. Interestingly, it was his Chamberlain who first used 
the term “Kunstkammer”, when recording the Emperor´s new 

acquisitions in 1554. In 1558 Ferdinand I had a Kunstkammer 
built within the complex of the Imperial Palace (the Hofburg), 
which may be regarded as the first museum building in 
Europe. Although all evidence of its location has been lost, 
fragmentary inventories can at least give us a glimpse of 
what Ferdinand´s collection was like. Among the objects 
were coins, Greek and Roman antiquities, portraits, armour, 
glass, a famous agate bowl, and a very refined gaming board. 
Ferdinand also owned a unicorn’s horn, which was of course 
a narwhal´s horn, as part of his “Wunderkammer”, another 
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Figure 4. 
Three characters from the Commedia 
dell´arte
Probably the Innsbruck court glass house 
or Murano, last quarter 16th century
Glass, enamelled, iron thread 
construction; H. 21.4 cm; 19.6 cm; 
20.4 cm
©Kunsthistorisches Museum, Vienna, inv. 
nos. KK 2705, KK 2711, KK 2714
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term for a collection of rare and curious objects, which 
explains the aspects of “wonder”, magic and surprise attached 
to the admirable trouvailles from the realms of nature and art. 
His son, later Maximilian II (1527–1576), inherited the coin 
collection from his father with the instruction to regard it as 
something valuable not merely for its material but also for its 
age and its diversity. He began to collect tapestries and built 
up a famous Kunstkammer at his residence in Graz, Styria. 
He also commissioned many breathtakingly artistic works 
from the stonecutter Gaspare Miseroni. His Kunstkammer 

was often cited as an example of a well-composed collection. 
In 1565, the Belgian Samuel Quiccheberg (1529–1567), a 
custodian at the court in Munich, promoter of the educational 
aspect of art collections and founder of museum theory as 
a science in Germany, called it an “archive of wisdom” in his 
writings.2 But in addition to the theory of the Kunstkammer 
and its instructive goals, there was always a certain amount of 
pleasure involved.

One of the most remarkable collectors of Kunstkammer 
objects was Maximilian II´s brother Archduke Ferdinand 
II (1529–1595). After serving as governor in Bohemia, he 
moved to Innsbruck in Tyrol together with his morganatic 
wife Philippine Welser (1527–1580), the daughter of a wealthy 
but untitled southern German banker and trader. While 
Ferdinand II had already collected when he was in Prague, 
he now had several buildings constructed adjacent to his 
residence, Schloss Ambras, in order to house his various 
collections. He was in contact with other great collectors 
of his time, and many northern princes envied him for his 
refined Italianate taste and his “Kunst- und Wunderkammer”, 
his arms and armour collection, his paintings and his 
curiosities. The Archduke was also interested in turning ivory 
and in woodwork, and had several workshops installed in the 
gardens of the Innsbruck Hofburg. But his greatest passion 
was for the delicate glass of Venice. A richly mounted glass 
beaker presented at the Kunsthistorisches Museum is said to 
have been blown by the Emperor himself and is used as one 
of the key pieces to illustrate this patron´s personality. 
Ferdinand II’s is the best documented of all the Habsburg 
treasuries. The inventory of 1596 mentions exotic animals, 
such as crocodiles, suspended from the ceilings, as well as 
paintings densely arranged on the walls. We even know 
about the appearance of the cabinets in which objects were 
displayed. Painted in different colours, probably to give the 
objects a suitable background and to structure them visually, 
these cabinets were filled with treasures in accordance with 
a scheme based on the materials. Glass was displayed in a 
cabinet painted in black to provide the transparent  
material with a setting that would enhance its subtle shapes 
and decoration. 
  
Because of his great love of glass, Ferdinand initially placed 
large orders from Venice, as well as from Hall in Tyrol, and 

Figure 5. 
Christoph Gandtner (circa 1560/65 - 
1605 Meran):
Tantalus
Innsbruck, 1580/90
Earthenware, tin glaze, cold painting
H. 26.6 cm
©Kunsthistorisches Museum, Vienna, 
inv. no. 3155



finally founded his own Court glasshouse in Tyrol in 1570, also 
in the garden of the Hofburg Palace in Innsbruck. He even 
succeeded in concluding an agreement with the Serenissima 
Signoria in Venice specifying that Venetian glass workers should 
be allowed to travel across the Alps to Tyrol to teach the 
Archduke their art. They executed some of his commissions 
in Tyrol, and were in fact only allowed to stay until they had 
finished their task. It is quite impossible to distinguish some 
of the glass objects made at the Court glasshouse from those 
made at the glass works of Murano, as the Venetian masters 
not only transferred their skills to Tyrol, but also their secret 
and exclusive recipes and formulas, with notable ingredients 
such as soda. The most highly coveted objects are covered 
goblets with diamond engraving, cold painting and gilding. They 
reflect the taste of the Archduke and his time for sumptuous 
ornamental decoration, which is also documented by a series 
of albums in which Ferdinand II collected cut-outs from 
ornamental prints.1 Amongst the works made in Innsbruck 

by and with the help of Venetian masters are a large variety 
of amusing glass toys – “joke” or “puzzle” glasses – and glass 
jewellery as well as the famous glass pictures and figural 
scenes inside goblets and architectural constructions. The 
three bizarre figures of commedia dell’ arte actors illustrate 
the fact that a Kunstkammer was no longer a place for a 
serious treasure only (fig. 4). These three elongated figures are 
admired both for their originality and amusing qualities and 
also for the artistic and scientific skills of the glassmakers. 

The Archduke also owned a large number of entertaining tin-
glazed earthenware figures. While these represent caricatures 
of vices, many of them could also be used as vessels for 
alcoholic drinks (fig. 5). They were made by the Tyrolean 
potter Christoph Gandtner, who worked for the court in 
Innsbruck around 1580/90. Apart from these light-hearted 
objects he also made jugs and jars and other everyday wares. 
His style is very much in accord with the rough humour of 
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Figure 6.  
Benvenuto Cellini (Florence 1500–1572 
Florence): Saliera
Paris, 1540-43
Gold, enamel, ebony, ivory; H. 26.3 cm, 
L. 28.5 cm, W. 21.5 cm
©Kunsthistorisches Museum, Vienna, inv. 
no. KK 881 
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the northern countries, where the games played at table were 
suitable only for robust, hard-drinking guests. The tin glaze, on 
the other hand, with its yellows, greens, browns and purples, 
looks southward to the majolica production of Urbino. The 
mythological King Tantalus is the model for one particularly 
diverting ceramic object. Tantalus was eternally punished by 
the Gods for having stolen their nectar and ambrosia and 
had to stand in a pool of water, which receded whenever the 
poor king wanted to take a sip. At the same time, a tree laden 
with fruit tempted, but refused to feed him. Here, Christoph 
Gandtner has created a witty character, with the vine wreath 
of Bacchus and a wine jug as his headgear, riding on a barrel 
and held fast by a collar in the shape of a table top offering 
all kinds of delicacies. Alas, the dishes cannot be reached. 
The barrel bears the coat-of-arms of Andreas Unterberger, a 
member of the household of the second wife of Ferdinand II, 
Anna Caterina Gonzaga, which clearly places this Tyrolean 
production within the Archduke’s circle of interests.
One of the most famous objects at the Kunsthistorisches 

Museum in Vienna is a salt cellar: the “Saliera”, as it was 
named by its creator Benvenuto Cellini (fig. 6). It was given 
to Ferdinand II in 1570 by Charles IX of France for having 
acted as the King’s proxy at his wedding with Archduchess 
Elisabeth of Austria. The precious salt cellar had been made 
for the French king François I, and is now presented in a 
setting which illustrates the refinement of the French court. 
Originally, the Saliera was destined to adorn the collection of 
the cardinal Ippolito d´Este, who cancelled his commission 
on account of the high price and because he did not believe 
in the possibility of its creation, given the technical challenges 
of chasing the gold in such extreme ways. On its underside 
are ivory balls, which enabled the object to be moved across 
the table, much to the delight and astonishment of the guests. 
The reclining couple who guard their containers for pepper 
and salt, represent the elements of earth and water. Symbolic 
creatures, allegories of the times of day, the four winds and 
many more symbols and motifs, such as musical trophies, 
support the allegory and the manifold story which was 

Figure 7.  
Richard Toutain the Younger (Master in 
1558, d. 1579 Paris): Onyx Jug
Paris, 1570
Sardonyx, agate, gold, enamel, 
diamonds, rubies, emeralds, pearls
H. 27.9 cm, L. 18.4 cm
Kunsthistorisches Museum, Vienna, inv. 
no. KK 1096 

Figure 8.  
Goldsmith: Anton Schweinberger 
(Augsburg circa 1550 – 1603 Prague), 
Carving: Nikolaus Pfaff (Nuremberg 
1556? – 1612 Prague):
Jug with Seychelles nut (coco de mer)
Prague, 1602
Seychelles nut (Lodoicea Seychellarum), 
silver, partially gilded, niello,
H. 38.5 cm
©Kunsthistorisches Museum, Vienna, inv. 
no. KK 6872
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certainly read with ease by the contemporary spectator. 
Among the four objects given to Ferdinand by the king 
of France was another courtly object: the richly mounted 
sardonyx jug made by the Parisian artist Richard Toutain 
the Younger in 1570 (fig. 7), which in fact consists of two 
parts, a jug and a bowl. The object was created in parts from 
fragments of Byzantine vessels.

Of all the Habsburg collectors the best known is almost 
certainly Emperor Rudolph II (1552–1612), son of Maximilian 
II (1552–1612) and nephew of Archduke Ferdinand II whose 
collection he got to know well. He grew up at the court of 
his uncle Philip II in Spain, yet another of the great collectors 
of his time. Rudolph established his court in Prague in 1583 
and surrounded himself with the most able scholars and 
artists of his time. He also had antiquaries to systematize 
his collection, which was housed in various halls, partly in 
numbered cabinets, in trunks and on tables so that it could be 
viewed. Even though scattered or lost due to the hazards of 
history, his collection is well documented. Emperor Rudolph, 
who was shy and suffered constantly under his exalted 
position, was intensely involved in the making of objects and 
thus also in the creation of artistic styles. He was especially 
fond of the cut stone objects crafted by the Milanese dynasty 
of the Miseroni, and also pieces in rock crystal, ivory and 
other rare products of nature which were mounted according 

to the taste for imperial splendour, such as the wonderfully 
mannerist jug with its fluid formal motifs, which uses a carved 
Seychelles nut as its body (fig. 8). The Kunstkammer room 
dedicated the Emperor´s glory has display cases arranged 
centrally around the famous bronze bust of Rudolph II by 
Adriaen de Vries (fig. 9). Rudolph had a love of cheerful, 
sometimes mischievous, but always programmatic automata, 
which played an important role within the settings of 
table culture and festive representation. One of the most 
impressive objects is an automaton in the shape of a battle 
ship (fig. 10). It even includes a figure of the Emperor himself 
as its Commander. Not only does a little orchestra play 
sumptuous melodies, but the cannons fire and the ship moves 
across the table whenever it is turned on. Its inscription 
teaches the spectators a lesson: their sovereign is invincible. 
During the restoration phase of the objects a film was 
produced to demonstrate some of the automata and their 
functions, so that visitors can get an impression of the former 
use of these objects, the meaning and intentions of which can 
only be fully understood when they are seen in action.
In all he did, Emperor Leopold I (1640–1705) had one 
major concern: the identity and standing of the House of 
Habsburg in Europe. This is strongly reflected in his collection. 
Threatened on one side by the Turks and by the Reformation 
on the other, his particular interest was in Baroque objects 

Figure 9.  
View of Room XXVII dedicated to 
Rudolph II and his collections at the 
court of Prague with the bust by Adriaen 
de Vries (Den Haag 1545 – 1626 
Prag): Emperor Rudolph II
Signed and dated: ADRIANVUS FRIES 
HAGIEN FECIT 1603
Inscription: „RVD. II. ROM. IMP. CAES. 
AVG. SVAE. LI. ANNO 103“
Prague, 1603
Bronze; H. 112 cm
Kunsthistorisches Museum, Vienna, inv. 
no. KK 5506

Figure 10.  
Hans Schlottheim (Naumburg /Saale 
1544/47 – 1624/25 Augsburg):
Automaton in the shape of a naval 
vessel
Augsburg, 1585
Silver, gilded, bronze, cold enamels, oil 
painting, works made of iron
H. 67 cm, L. 66 cm
Inscription (translated): 
„Anno 1585/ I am called the double 
eagle, well known amongst all princes 
and noblemen. I am sailing strongly, no 
wind can be as mighty as to do me any 
harm. I say this honestly and know you 
sailors that you mustn´t stand against 
me as there is no storm which could 
make me fail nor stop. Against him who 
wishes me evil I will stand and won´t 
spare my cannons“.
©Kunsthistorisches Museum, Vienna, inv. 
no. KK 874
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with a refined propaganda 
value. Amongst his private 
passions were ivory-
turning and collecting 
ivory sculptures. His 
favourite artist in this 
field was Mathias Steinl, 
his highly accomplished 
“Kammerbeinstecher” 
or chamber ivory-cutter. 
Steinl created a number 
of most impressive small 
sculptures, which show his 
ability to bring the delicate 
ivory to life with just the 
right measure of virtuoso 
drama (fig. 11). The exalted 
movement of a charging 
horse, of its mane and the 
riders clothing as well as 
their inner dynamic result 
in an intense elevation of 
the spectator´s feelings and 
spirit – very much in the 
taste of the baroque era. 
           
After Emperor Joseph I 
came Charles VI, who was in 
principle not so interested 

in pomp and splendour but, rather, in a scholarly approach to 
the arts. He ordered the new display of the famous collection 
of Archduke Leopold Willhelm (1614 – 1662), the mid-
seventeenth-century governor of the Austrian Netherlands 
who on returning to Vienna from Brussels had enriched the 
Habsburg trove of artistic treasures with a collection that had 
a new and personal emphasis on painting and sculpture. The 
new presentation ordered by Charles VI was documented 
by the artist Ferdinand Storffer in gouache on parchment. 
This magnificent painted inventory reveals the ideas of order 
and aesthetics of display in the early eighteenth century. A 
famous painting by Francesco Solimena of 1728 depicts the 
presentation of this inventory to the Emperor and emphasizes 
the importance of the collection to the image of the House 
of Habsburg.

In the early Enlightenment period, Maria Theresa’s husband 
Emperor Franz Stephan of Lorraine focused mainly on 
his scientific interests (fig. 12). He began to distribute the 
collections around various newly founded institutions. The 
Treasury itself (the “Schatzkammer”) was now dedicated 
to objects with dynastic meaning and special value. In 1747, 
Maria Theresa had splendid walnut cabinets built for this 
purpose, and in 1776 took a further step in structuring the 
collections by transferring the pictures from the Stallburg to 
the Belvedere Palace, where a newly classified picture gallery 
was founded. 

One splendid object, which endured several alterations during 
the second half of the eighteenth century, is a surtout, the only 
remaining element of a large gold service made in Brussels 
in 1755, which once belonged to the Emperor´s brother, 
Karl Alexander of Lorraine, as governor of the Austrian 
Netherlands (fig. 13). The jugs and jars for the condiments 
consist of Eastern Asian and later additions of Vienna porcelain; 
the  porcelain bouquet was also an addition, as it had adorned 
the wedding table of Joseph II and Isabella of Parma in 1760.3 
This example shows the care which was taken to assemble 
precious “souvenirs” of various members of the family to 
create an intact object for the use of later generations. This 
kind of “recycling” of materially and artistically valuable items 
can be found often within the imperial household, which has 
always disliked unnecessary wastefulness.

For all that the Kunstkammer of the Renaissance is the 
original predecessor of our modern-day museums, from that 
period onwards they tended to fall into disrepute, precisely 
because they exemplified the acquisition of knowledge in 
order to consolidate power, which was a practice at odds 
with the Renaissance and post-Renaissance spirit. The idea 
that knowledge was founded on awe, on blank amazement, 
was suspicious, as it seemed to be perpetuating old views. 
Too much “wonderment” can be negative – as Descartes 
noted – because it prevents and distorts the right use of the 
mind. The “holistic” principle of objects being perceived by the 
whole man – heart and mind – had to give way to intellectual 
analysis and the concept of classification. As a result, a great 
many of the Kunstkammer collections disappeared, with 
their contents being distributed around the up-and-coming 
specialist museums.

Figure 11.  
View of Room XX dedicated to Emperor 
Leopold I
Matthias Steinl (Mattsee/Salzburg? 
1643/44 – 1727 Wien):
Emperor Leopold I as the victor over 
the Turks
Vienna 1690/93
Ivory on an ebony plinth
© Kunsthistorisches Museum, Vienna, 
inv. no. KK 4662



In the nineteenth century, the new science of art history 
focused on the fine arts of selected periods and separated 
objects of applied art from the lofty Olympus  of creative 
“high art”. A perfect example is the destiny of the Tyrolean 
Kunstkammer of Archduke Ferdinand II, which was rescued 
from the Napoleonic threat and transferred from Schloss 
Ambras in Innsbruck to the Belvedere Palace in Vienna 
in 1806. There, it was displayed as a relic of days gone by, 
while Schloss Ambras itself was temporarily changed into a 
nineteenth-century gothic dream with additional small towers 
and other decorations.

In 1891, the imperial Kunstkammer collection was arranged 
in accordance with its materials, techniques and genres. The 
medieval collection was displayed in one separate room, 
following the prevalent taste of the time. In 1908 the art 
historian Julius Schlosser published a book with a general 
overview on the Renaissance Kunstkammer, which marked 
a certain interest in the topic. In 1919, after the end of 
the monarchy, and according to the art historical views at 
the time, the collections were even called quite soberly 
“collections of sculpture and applied arts”. The intention 
was to dissolve the historic order of the now former 
imperial collections completely, but the economic and 
political difficulties of the period prevented the museum´s 
officials from realizing this project. In 1934 a new order was 
established, which had the cultural and historical contexts 
of the collection in mind as well as some of the collecting 
personalities from the House of Habsburg, but still under the 
somewhat dry title of 1919.4 Only in 1990 was the evocative 
and historically correct term Kunstkammer revived, to be 
followed by new research in the field and a revision of the 
concept of display.

The past two decades have seen a remarkably strong interest 
in the subject of the Kunst- and Wunderkammer, in art 
history, in literature, and among collectors and art dealers. 
One reason may be a new longing for true astonishment in a 
world of all too much in the way of naked realities. All these 
“wonder-ful” objects are able to reveal to us a certain sense 
of “Wunder”, somewhere between miracle and surprise – 
which is precisely what enchanted their first owners.
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Figure 12. 
Johann Zoffany (Frankfurt/Main 1733 
– 1810 Strand-on-the-Green/Kew): 
Emperor Franz I Stephan of Lorraine 
with his naturalia collections 
1776/77
Oil on canvas, 232 x 149 cm
© Kunsthistorisches Museum, Vienna, 
inv. no. GG 6389

Figure 13. 
Pierre-Joseph Fonson (Mons 1713–
1799 Brussels), Jaques-François Van der 
Donck (Brussels 1724–1801 Brussels):
Surtout for Archduke Karl Alexander 
of Lorraine
1755, with alterations in 1770 and 
1794
Gold, porcelain; H. 54.5 cm; L. 63.2 cm; 
W. 46 cm
© Kunsthistorisches Museum, Vienna, 
inv. no. KK 1268 – KK 1284

1. Illustrated in Sabine Haag and Franz Kirchweger (eds.), Die 
Kunstkammer. Schätze der Habsburger (Vienna 2012), p. 15, fig. 4. 

2. Samuel Quiccheberg, Inscriptiones vel Tituli Theatri Amplissimi..., 1565, 
quoted from Franz Kirchweger, “Die Schätze des Hauses Habsburg 
und die Kunstkammer. Ihre Geschichte und ihre Bestände”, in Sabine 
Haag and Franz Kirchweger (eds.), Die Kunstkammer. Schätze der 
Habsburger (Vienna  2012), p. 19.

3. The Kunsthistorisches Museum catalogues the flowers as Vincennes, 
John Whitehead suggests that the porcelain flowers mounted on this 
object are not of French origin. The Imperial porcelain manufactory in 

Vienna produced naturalistic flowers of average quality, mainly used 
for knobs on lids around 1760. The only known spectacular flower 
garlands surround a Du Paquier wine cooler of circa 1740/44 (see 
Meredith Chilton, ed. , Fired by Passion (Stuttgart 2009), vol. 1, figs. 1.11 
and 4.87, vol. 2, fig. 8.59, and vol. 3, cat. no. 146, p. 1254).

4. For more details on the history of the collections in the 19th 
and 20th century, see Franz Kirchweger, “Die Schätze des Hauses 
Habsburg und die Kunstkammer. Ihre Geschichte und ihre Bestände”, 
in Sabine Haag and Franz Kirchweger (eds.), Die Kunstkammer. Schätze 
der Habsburger (Vienna 2012), pp. 12–14.
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