 Scientific report of Dr Madelon Simons, University of Amsterdam (m.simons@uva.nl)
Aim: my visit to Vienna and the conference The Habsburgs and their Courts in Europe, 1400-1700, 
7-10 December 2011. 
Work: paper held at Wednesday 7 December 15.20 titled: Archduke Ferdinand II and his ‘Theatrum’ of representation in Prague (1547-1567). 

Main results: the direct response on my paper was very interesting and a stimulus for further investigation. Archduke Ferdinand stayed in Prague for twenty years as Statthalter for his father King Ferdinand I and his brother King Maximilian II.  I described some elements of his court, posing the question if the activities of the archduke must be seen as manifestations of the Kings representation or possibly more his own. I  focused on hunting lodge Stern, a unique building with the plan of a six pointed star. In perspective of Archduke Ferdinands later involvement in Schloss Ambras near Innsbruck where he arranged his collections in specific rooms, my hypotheses he used Stern to show some of his collected armory, was critically received. Dr Veronica Sandbichler, of Castle Ambras, posed that the Archduke meant the rooms in Stern to be empty. She argued that the concept of his presentations in Ambras were different. It would be very interesting to compare both hypothetical concepts. 

My critical view on the  iconography of the stucco decorations on the volts of Stern led to an interesting discussion with Dr Jan Bazant, an art historian of the Academy in Prague. We came to the conclusion that in case of archduke Ferdinand II it is hard to discover who his intellectual advisers must have been. As there is a lack of sources, the circle of humanists and artists around the archduke appears to have been limited. My theses is that the ceiling decorations in Stern are part of the repertoire of the Italian stucco workers. Although the decoration of the main hall surely can be understood as a reference to the Habsburg sovereign. The other vaults in the five rooms and six corridors are decorated in a rather divers manner. A great many gods and mythological figures can be recognized, but in my opinion there is no program. Bazant argued that the fact that mythological figures are used meant a program is intended. We agreed on a further discussion and comparison of the sources he would like to bring in consideration, is needed. Although these sources are not found in the direct entourage of the Archduke himself. More research has to be done in relation to the artists in this entourage. Did they work under direction of a humanistic spirit who wrote a complicated iconographical program of do we, art historians project too much intellectualism? Bazant thinks such humanism can be found in Prague.
A beautiful suggestion on one of these artists was given. There appears to be more information on Hans Tirol, one of the main builders in Prague in the time Stern was built, around 1555. In relation to my hypothesis on Stern, Tirol doesn’t play a role as architect or leading director of  the decorations. But he was one of the German builders who coordinated the work of the Italian builders and who was possibly involved in the Archdukes representational plans in Prague. 
A very interesting suggestion to further research on the architecture and the purpose of Stern was made by Dr Andreas Kusternig. He sees resemblance in the way the stairway in Stern is build and the secret communications within Schloss Neugebäude.  During the excursion to this exiting site we recognized the same elements in both buildings, although the scale is totally different. This is no news, since at both places Italian builders were involved, but the use of the hidden alleys and stairs in Schloss Neugebäude and the two spiral stairs (an inner and an outer one) in Stern indicate some ‘playfull’ function. We both agreed this must have been elements to impress the guests.  I hope to find these elements in others sites too, to show again that an elements of disorientation and surprise were part of the use of both buildings. In Stern I described the function of the spiral stairs and the position of the windows. Circling upwards a first time visitor loses his/her sense of orientation after some steps. His host who took the inner spiral stairs, will be waiting on the next floor and will guide an even more impressed quest further. In Schloss Neugebäude the leading host is able to disappear in the outer shell of the building and pick up his visitors on a totally different spot. This calculating element of surprise is significant and a comparative study will be interesting.

More indirect result of the interesting days at the Austrian Academy of Science must be characterized as a broad European view. Not often I have been confronted with some many aspects of Spanish, Portuguese and Muslim court life in relation with the Habsburgs.
I plan to stay again at the National Bibliothek in Vienna to get more information on humanistic collaboration in Vienna and Prague and visit Prague again to compare my results with Dr Bazants.  Direct collaboration with the Australian Academy of Science is not yet foreseen, but possibly in the near future.

Projected publications: The way a Kunstkammer could be visited, a comparison between several collectors sites.
No further comments, except for my apologies to have past the deadline with this day.

Sincerely yours, Madelon Simons 
