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In 1542, a small elephant was prodded onto a ship in Ceylon bound for Portugal,
the beginning of a remarkable expedition. His epic ten-year journey was punctuated
by a pirate attack off the coast of France, a trek across the Alps, and a celebrated river
barge voyage. Everywhere he travelled, the pachyderm became an instant sensation,
and his image was captured by contemporary artists in a surprisingly complete
pictorial history. Later dubbed Süleyman, this celebrity elephant was the prized pet
of a succession of royal owners: Catherine of Austria, Prince Carlos of Spain, and
finally Emperor Maximilian II of Austria.

The Story of Süleyman tells this fascinating tale, providing a glimpse into the daily
lives of Renaissance royals in the 1500s. It explores their insatiable appetite for
imported animals and merchandise, the role their exotic pets played as beloved
companions, the robust commercial market that emerged to support their
extravagance, and the symbolic significance of their opulent collections. The story
comes to life with images (several never before published) by such early Renaissance
luminaries as Albrecht Dürer, Giuseppe Arcimboldo, Anthonis Mor, and Giulio Romano,
and includes a detailed bibliography, image credits, and a simplified genealogy.

“For many years, I have lived a fascinating double life,” says author and historian
Annemarie Jordan Gschwend, “with one foot rooted in the 20th and 21st centuries
and one foot resting on Habsburg imperial soil. I have travelled into the past,
befriended members of the extended Habsburg clan and their courts, bridged the
500 years that separate us and entered the realm of their complicated lives. I am
delighted to share my work with a wider audience through the publication of this volume.”
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CHAPTER ONE

Historical Background:
The Culture of Wild Animals in Renaissance Portugal

Royal Menageries in Manueline Lisbon

Menageries and aviaries formed a fundamental part of daily and ceremonial
life at the Portuguese court, beginning in the early 16th century. The chase,
capture and exhibition of strange and wild animals were essential
components of the pageantry, spectacle and imagery cultivated by the
royals of the period. The more exotic the animals, the more highly they
were prized, and displaying them in newly created menageries and gardens
quickly became an important status symbol. Yet few studies have focused
on the role exotic animals
played in the political imaging
of Portuguese monarchs
during the Age of Discovery.5

Exotic animals destined for
the Lisbon court aroused the
curiosity of the populace,
creating a market for local
artists who specialized in the
production of quick sketches
sold as souvenirs.6 In 1515,
Manuel I, King of Portugal
(r. 1495-1521) received a
one-horned rhinoceros,7

known in India as a ganda,
from Cambay, in Northwest
India, as a gift from the Sultan
of Gujarat, Muzufar II. The
beast traveled with an Indian
handler by the name of Oçem. They set sail with the Portuguese fleet
that left Cochin at the beginning of January 1515 and arrived in Lisbon on
May 20, 1515. Shortly thereafter, the Moravian printer, Valentim Fernandes8

(who had been based in Lisbon since 1495), sent a rough sketch by a local
artist to his friend in Nuremberg, the German painter, Albrecht Dürer
(1471-1528). This depiction of the Gujarati rhinoceros became the most
popular one of its day, firing the imaginations of people curious about
new animals and hungry for novelty.

Dürer, a genius at marketing, produced a preliminary drawing (Fig. 3),9 then
a woodcut, based on Fernandes’ drawing. This print flooded the market,
becoming one of the earliest mass-produced images, with 4-5,000 copies

Fig. 3: Rhinoceros
Albrecht Dürer, 1515



Fig. 30: Brazilian coati
Joris Hoefnagel, ca. 1591-1596
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Terra
Giuseppe Arcimboldo, after 1563

Fig. 39: Costume design
for the 1563 Elephant

Jacapo Strada, 1571

A contemporary, Gregorio Comanini, wrote about
the composite head in the Terra panel, in which he
described the elephant: “The area behind the
cheek (the head being in profile) is formed by an
elephant whose ear is large enough to be the ear
of the whole figure. A donkey underneath the
elephant fills out the lower jaw. Instead of a chin,
there is a tiger, held up by the elephant’s trunk.”118

Comanini further observes that the animals in Terra
were made after the nature studies Maximilian II
ordered Arcimboldo to execute of animals in his
menagerie. Maximilian II sent a copy of this
painting to his cousin, Philip II, so the king of Spain
could see for himself how the 1563 elephant had
become the pachyderm superstar of the Viennese.
The replica of Terra was awarded a stellar place
in the king’s collection in the Alcázar palace
in Madrid.

Jacopo Strada (1507-1588), an art dealer and
antiquarian, employed both by Maximilian II in
Vienna and by his brother-in-law, Albert V, Duke
of Bavaria, in Munich, seems to have been just as
inspired by this new elephant. A preparatory
drawing made for the 1571 marriage festivities
of Albert V’s daughter, Maria, to Maximilian II’s
brother, Archduke Charles II of Styria, shows a
highly ornate, plumed caparison (Fig. 39).119

In 1574, Henri III of France saw the 1563 elephant at the Kaiser
Ebersdorf menagerie, when Maximilian II granted the French prince a
special tour of “the most singular things” of his collection.120 The first
thing the emperor showed him was his precious elephant. Eleven
years after his arrival, the elephant’s luster had not dimmed.

The 1563 elephant lived longer than the Lisbon elephant, at least until
1577, surviving his imperial master by more than a year. An Austrian
courtier, Jacob Görz, appointed as his warden (elephanten warter),121

supervised the pachyderm and probably his mahout. Maximilian II
was not going to make the same mistake twice and made careful
arrangements before his death for the ongoing care of his beloved
elephant, the star of his famous menagerie.


