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THE ROSICRUCIAN COUNTERCULTURE



“Ronnie Pontiac’s The Rosicrucian Counterculture brings to 21st-century life the most famous secret society that never existed. Who were the Rosicrucians? Not even René Descartes could find out. But when the mysterious Rosicrucian Manifestos turned up in a sleepy German town shortly after the great Hermes Trismegistus lost his street cred, an esoteric treasure hunt began with participants who are still at work today. Join in: you may discover that you were a Rosicrucian and didn’t know it.”

Gary Lachman, author of Touched by the Presence, The Return of Holy Russia, and Maurice Nicoll

“Ronnie Pontiac vividly places the Rosicrucian phenomenon in the rich historical tapestry from which it emerged and traces its multiple reverberations up to modern times. The book covers a broad panorama with a lively and engaging style.”

Christopher McIntosh, author of Occult Russia, Occult Germany, and The Call of the Old Gods

“Ronnie Pontiac’s history of the Rosicrucian movement is learned, engaging, and remarkably breezy reading. He has done an enormous service in sifting what can be known about the Rosicrucians from speculation and fancy.”

Richard Smoley, author of A Theology of Love and Forbidden Faith

“Ronnie Pontiac’s remarkable talent for researching hidden history and esoteric secrets, combined with his passion for storytelling, really shines through in this masterwork! He takes us on a captivating journey through time, brilliantly demonstrating how Rosicrucian countercultural ideals have shaped civilizations for centuries and continue to influence contemporary culture today. This is a must-read that revolutionizes our understanding of our modern world by illuminating the invisible threads that connect our past and present.”

Heather Diane Lauvia, translator of Etteilla’s The Seven Nuances of the Hermetic Philosophical Work

“This work is simply dazzling. It follows a single Rosicrucian thread to unfold a vast historical tapestry of people and events made real through a prose that sings with life. Ronnie Pontiac describes himself as a storyteller, and it is with this special gift that he invites the reader to step from the past into the present, bearing the blessings of the phoenix: counterculture itself.”

Naomi Ozaniec, priestess of Isis, founder of The House of Life, and author Becoming a Garment of Isis

“Ronnie Pontiac’s The Rosicrucian Counterculture traces the deep and often overlooked roots of Rosicrucianism, following its flowering within the heart of the European intellectual tradition in the 16th and 17th centuries and its eventual diffusion across the Atlantic into early American culture. In doing so, he reveals how this esoteric current helped shape the often-hidden spiritual, artistic, and philosophical undercurrents that continue to resonate today. With both scholarly rigor and evocative storytelling, Pontiac illuminates the enduring legacy of a visionary tradition that is too often overlooked within European culture and its transatlantic inheritors.”

Ian H. Gladwin, coauthor of Letters on the Royal Art and writer for the Rosicrucian and Hermetic Tradition website Pansophers.com
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This book is dedicated to Tamra.

“Blessed Aurora will from now on begin to appear (after the passing away of the dark Night of Saturn)—”

Fama fraternitatis
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Thank you Manly Palmer Hall, Tod Davies, Sasha Chaitow, Ian H. Gladwin, Sam Robinson, Juan Ayala, Kimberly Cooper Nichols, and Newtopia Magazine.
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[image: ] INTRODUCTION What Is a Rosicrucian?

A scattered dynasty of solitary men has changed the face of the world. Their task continues.

Jorge Luis Borges

The many years of research that led to this book began when Manly Palmer Hall generously gave me his own copy of A. E. Waite’s The Brotherhood of the Rosy Cross. Reading it while working at the Philosophical Research Society meant I had access to artifacts of the history Waite wrote about. After I read his chapters on the Rosicrucian manifestos, in the PRS library vault I held in my hands the earliest editions. When Waite wrote about the alchemist Bacstrom, whose ocean voyages spanned the globe from Iceland to South Africa, I read Bacstrom’s handwritten journals, and studied his own copy of his Rosicrucian diploma. When Waite wrote about Robert Fludd, I gazed at the famous drawing of Fludd’s monochord in a book by him published during his lifetime. I was moved by the courage and creativity of these independent thinkers.

I’m not a PhD, I’m a storyteller. The stories in this book have been gathered from scholarly sources spanning the centuries, but especially from academic works from the last twenty years because they have revised our understanding of the Rosicrucian counterculture. After the publication of the Rosicrucian manifestos in the early seventeenth century, Europe trembled with anticipation but also fear at the possibility of a hermetic Holy Roman emperor and a universal reformation. A new mythology was born then that continues to influence Western culture, showing up in unexpected places even in the twentieth and twenty-first centuries.

In his classic shtick “Father Flotski’s Triumph” (1960), comedian Lenny Bruce has Dutch, his convict character, dismiss Flotski by accusing him of trying “to give me all that Rosicrucian jazz and all that other non-scheduled theologies there.”

The hit comedy show Second City Television (SCTV) in 1985 aired an episode of the old black-and-white western series The Cisco Kid. The comedians dubbed their own voices over the original dialogue. In one scene Cisco and his sidekick Pancho earnestly debated Rosicrucian ideas about the individuality of the soul.

In 2015, James Ellis wrote an article called “Shadows in the Shadows: The Rosicrucians, a Fake Secret Society, Had a Real Impact on the World” for the Newsweek special edition he curated: “Secret Societies: Infiltrating the Inner Circle” (Ellis 2015).

In her book Provocations: Collected Essays on Art, Feminism, Politics, Sex, and Education, Camille Paglia offered this definition: “The Rosicrucians, called Illuminati, claimed their esoteric order was founded in ancient Egypt and was brought to Europe by knightly crusaders; however, it probably dates from the seventeenth century. Its cabalistic and Hermetic imagery includes the Rose” (Paglia 2019, 450).

What does the rose cross symbolize? A question with many answers. Some scholars have written that the rosy color is the blood of Christ. Others that Jesus is the Rose of Sharon. Some have pointed out that the Rose of Sharon is the congregation, together and individually, tended by the Lord like roses in a garden. Another perspective tells us that the alchemists wrote about collecting a mysterious substance they used the Latin word ros (dew) to describe. Some called it celestial sweat, and the first matter, a distillation of cosmic energy. The purifying and healing power of the first matter was said to be the key to the philosopher’s stone. Others say it is the symbol of the purity every alchemist must attain before achieving the Great Work. The New Age interpretation equated the rose on the cross with the Hindu symbol of the jewel in the lotus. The rose and the jewel represent the soul; the cross and the lotus represent the body. It has been suggested more recently that the ros-gathering Rosicrucians were practicing what might be called a tantric sexual discipline.

Rosicrucian is one of the most romanticized proper nouns in the esoteric world. A sometimes specifically defined creature but also a mirror in which many different reactions have been revealed—from the widespread panic of the French when they found posters put up overnight declaring the arrival of the Rosicrucians (probably a prank) to the admiration of English and colonial intellectuals, such as the celestial intelligencers of the seventeenth century, among whom the Rosicrucian ideal was synonymous with free medicine, protection of the oppressed, alchemy, early science, and a dedication to the betterment of society. Inspired by the Rosicrucians, people here and there lived exceptional lives; for example, John Winthrop the Younger, the alchemist who was a founding father of Connecticut.

The Rosicrucians have been described as Protestant Jesuits, but also the devil’s Jesuits, and even a trick of the Jesuits. They’ve also been revered as the ultimate example of Christian spiritual evolution. They have been blamed for throwing fuel on the fires that started the bloody Thirty Years’ War between Protestants and Catholics. That war, along with the plague and starvation it caused, killed roughly one out of ten Europeans. Some areas lost half their population. But what does any of that have to do with the relatively more recent public Rosicrucian groups that, alongside their esoteric studies, have practiced good citizenship through public service?

Our subject is complex. We’ll explore many lives and events before we are able to gain some understanding of context. Our protagonists will appear, disappear, and appear again, each time revealing more about themselves and history. We will move forward and backward in time, tracing the intricate patterns of many tributaries as though we were viewing them all from above and glancing where our curiosity leads us.


Inspired by recent research, the result of a significant evolution in esoteric studies in academia, the intent of this book is to provide historical context for the emergence of the Rosicrucians. Where did it happen? Who is most likely to have been behind it? What events inspired them to take such a radical stance? We will let them define themselves, and we will see how others defined them. More questions will be raised than answered.

This book is the third of a trilogy on counterculture. The first, American Metaphysical Religion: Esoteric and Mystical Traditions of the New World, presented a neglected lineage of spiritual pioneers, some fraudulent, some sincere, but frequently a combination of both—an important and constant influence on four hundred years of American history.

The second in the counterculture trilogy, The Magic of the Orphic Hymns: A New Translation for the Modern Mystic, coauthored with Tamra Lucid, examines a uniquely important source for not only esoteric but also literary, musical, and artistic countercultures throughout Western history, including connections with Rosicrucianism.

This, the third book in the series, explores the lives of three of the most influential people of their time: Holy Roman emperor, art collector, and occultist Rudolf II (1552–1612) and the often-romanticized royal couple Frederick V (1596–1632), Elector Palatine, and his wife, Elizabeth Stuart (1596–1662), briefly the king and queen of Bohemia. She was also known as the Queen of Hearts. Many books have been written about her, but almost every author copied sources that were little more than propaganda, not to mention the sins of omission of generations of scholars who considered the letters of women unworthy of study or publication.

Beginning the research that became this book, I expected to share a romance between two esotericists who happened to be monarchs. I imagined them fostering the Rosicrucian movement. Twenty years of scholarship by Nadine Akkerman provides a richly detailed new vision of Elizabeth that contradicts the romantic ideal exemplified in a wonderful but sometimes inaccurate book by Frances Yates, The Rosicrucian Enlightenment.


Yates argued that it’s unlikely that either Father CRC (Christian Rosy Cross) or his secret Rosicrucian society ever existed. Instead, the movement was born from a loose-knit group of esotericists who were also social critics. But Yates sometimes proposed connections and organizations where they have not been found. A colleague of hers said she squared every circle. Yates did not have the benefit of the letters and other papers associated with Elizabeth that we now have thanks to the scholarship of Dr. Akkerman.

Some of the visions of the Rosicrucians have been realized. For example, the Invisible College—their ideal school that could be anywhere at any time without being physically present—has been achieved somewhat online. When all the knowledge in the world is online, we will have the realization of the Rosicrucian book M, which holds the keys of the world; M for mundi, Latin for “of the universe.” The Book of the Universe was found with other secret holy books in the vault where the founder of Rosicrucianism’s body was supposed to have been discovered perfectly preserved. Every aspect of the vault including its measurements symbolized cosmic harmony and truth.

The vault holds another secret, one that points to Arabic influence on the author of the Fama by way of a book the Holy Roman Emperor Rudolf II was also familiar with, as we shall see. Referring to an Islamic text that describes a vault, Christopher McIntosh wrote: “That is strikingly similar to the description of the vault in the Fama. The passage comes from a book called The Aim of the Sage, which was circulated among a Sufi sect called the Pure Brethren, who would have been active around the time that Christian Rosenkreutz was supposed to have made his journey to the Middle East. The Aim of the Sage was translated into Latin and printed as a book entitled Picatrix, which Andreae is very likely to have known about and may even have been influenced by when he wrote the Fama” (White 1999, 253).

The vault of Father CRC is itself a dreamlike symbol of counterculture. The vault, esoterically informed in every detail, exists underground where it preserves the knowledge lost by the worldly. Within this cultural cocoon masters of the mystical and of the arts incubate until called to change an era.

We will meet Rudolf II, ever eager to avoid imperial bureaucracy, disappearing into his castle to admire art, practice early astronomy and other esoteric pursuits, and enjoy numerous romantic dalliances. His favorite pet was a lion, which roamed freely in his castle, often napping at Rudolf’s feet. Sometimes Rudolf had to buy the silence of visitors the lion nipped. Rudolf collected masterpieces by Hieronymus Bosch, Titian, Leonardo da Vinci, Albrecht Dürer, Antonio da Correggio, Hans Holbein, and Paolo Veronese. He also had a collection of famous alchemists and astronomers for whom he provided laboratories, the materials needed to make gold, and some of the first telescopes ever assembled. Whenever threatened by what he considered the psychic attacks of his enemies, especially those in the Roman Catholic Church, Rudolf would sip from what he believed was the Holy Grail. The Holy Roman Empire was scandalized when the news got out that he had refused the last rites.

We will also meet Frederick and Elizabeth, who lived a tragic yet romantic love. Her motto was “I esteem only honor.” Their idealism was their downfall, and it ultimately led to the destruction of the people and the places they loved. The support they expected to get from her English and his German relatives evaporated in a series of political fiascos that left them abandoned to the horrors of war. As we will see, they survived, and among their many children can be found Princess Elisabeth, a brilliant but lonely daughter. Her exchange of letters with Descartes helped him develop his philosophy. He famously wrote “I think therefore I am.” Frederick and Elizabeth’s son, the dashing Prince Rupert, was a prince and a pirate who helped establish the earliest English colony in North America.

We will meet many unforgettable characters: some well known, like John Dee, others who fell into obscurity, and still others whose bravery and desire to acquire and share knowledge led to a revolution. While the Rosicrucians have been characterized for centuries as what modern occultists call ascended masters, from the vantage provided by modern scholarship, we see among the likely originators of the Order of the Rosy Cross some who could be described as cultural provocateurs and college pranksters.

Societies that seek to dominate continents, to impose a dreary existence of censorship and conformity, have reappeared throughout history. By definition, countercultures are reactions against these regimes that smother the joy and beauty of life with deflection and repression. But we should keep in mind, as Wouter Hanegraaff notes in his article “Beyond the Yates Paradigm” (2001, 8): “‘counterculturalism’ as understood here and throughout this article is not linked to any specific political orientation. While the counterculture of the 1960s with its antibourgeois sentiments tended to be left wing, Eranos participants tended to be politically conservative.” We must be all the more careful when considering political affiliations of seventeenth-century Europe. It can be too easy to project our modern perspectives and preferences onto people who lived in very different times.

The myths countercultures create are more inspiring and admirable than the human details of most movements that are borne against the grain. Idealized heroes replace the messy facts of human lives. Countercultures can be suppressed, co-opted, infiltrated, and degraded, but the daybreak flood of light they represent communicates itself inevitably to those who long for more from life. For Western culture, the dawn of Rosicrucianism, as brief and ill-fated a golden age as it was, changed the world in ways that we are only beginning to understand.
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In English, calling someone bohemian can be a way of dismissing them, accusing them of being not just artistic but also odd and out of the ordinary and probably devoted to underground arts—tinkering with intoxicants and deviant carnal and spiritual pursuits. In some circles the word has a cool cachet, but others consider it an offensive caricature and an appropriated racial slur. Many don’t know that Bohemia was a country in Central Europe. How did the name of the people of what we now call the Czech Republic become a synonym for counterculture?

Today’s progressives and conservatives alike share a fear of a future surveillance state: a society where nothing is private, where everything happening everywhere is known by authorities, who govern all aspects of life. It’s a world depicted in Aldous Huxley’s novel Brave New World and in another seminal work, 1984 by George Orwell. Perhaps this fear of the future is based on a vaguely remembered fear of the past. The surveillance state existed in the Dark Ages thanks to the confessional. The Catholic sacrament of confession allowed Roman Catholic authorities access to information from the lowest to the highest levels of society. The pope didn’t need the internet or cameras; he had the confessions of all Catholics in all Europe. Whoever refused to confess gambled with an eternity in hell.

Then the Renaissance broke like dawn over the Dark Ages, bringing with it renewed interest in the pagan wisdom of Plato, Hermes Trismegistus, Plotinus, and the mysteries of Orpheus, all made available by the philosopher Marsilio Ficino and his circle of Platonists in Florence, Italy. Religious freedom seemed possible again. Why must we turn to priests for forgiveness and a relationship with the divine, Ficino seemed to ask, when the pagan mysteries promised a direct revelation?

In 1517, Martin Luther reduced the individualizing ideals of the Renaissance to the ninety-five theses he nailed on a church door, challenging the Catholic Church’s teachings. His basic objection to the church—that it was not a necessary intermediary between the people and God—spelled the end of monolithic Catholic domination of the political and religious life of Europe. Protestant beliefs flourished in the Netherlands, England, Germany, and within the borders of Spain, France, Austria—and even Italy itself, so near the pope’s throne.

The year 1555 began the longest peacetime in German history, when the powers of Europe ended their endless war by agreeing that religious differences would be recognized by territory. If a priest decided to become Protestant, that was all right with Mother Church, no inquisition or burning would be necessary, but all their lands and all their resources would always belong to the Vatican. Besides, the pope had a new order of priests working on long-range plans. Born in 1534, the Society of Jesus is better known as the Jesuits.

Though it produced peace, no one was happy with this arrangement. The Jesuits wanted to win back Europe for the true faith and stamp out dangerous heresies in Germany and England. They would force all Europeans, from enslaved people to royals, back into the confessionals. The new Protestant merchant class, the ancestors of today’s businessmen, were impatient with their lower legal status, which created all sorts of complications when going before the courts. And true reformers of the new faiths were angry that the pope would not give them formal recognition; they, in fact, believed their own forms of Christianity superior to Catholicism, which they considered tainted by paganism, idolatry, and wealth.


For centuries the church relied on one family, the Habsburgs, to provide successors to the throne of Charlemagne, the first Holy Roman emperor, whose reign began on Christmas in the year 800. But the Habsburgs had their own priorities and ambitions. Emperor Rudolf II’s father and grandfather may have been Holy Roman emperors, but the Habsburgs of Austria controlled much less than their cousins, whose kingdom included Spain and key possessions in Germany, Italy, and the New World. The most powerful man in Europe was Philip II, King of Spain.

Drawing wealth from the New World, confident that it had been divinely granted for the saving of souls, Spain and the Vatican felt as ready to conquer the Protestant heretics as they were to conquer the indigenous tribes of the Americas. After all, Catholic bishops wielded power from Germany to Mexico and even China, where the Italian Franciscan priest John of Montecorvino arrived in 1294. He built a church five years later in what would become Beijing.

But the Catholics did not comprehend an important new development. A third religion, metaphysical religion, was in the mix; a religion so pervasive even Catholics and Protestants were reading its texts and experimenting with its practices. This third religion was the catalyst for changes so radical it could be the beginning of the modern world.

European metaphysical religion blended folk traditions, astrology, Neoplatonism, the writings attributed to Hermes, Kabbalah, and more. Alchemy’s popularity reached even the church. Intellectual Catholic clergy tinkered with matter in alembics, pored over the mysterious symbols in alchemical emblem books, and cherished opportunities to peruse treasures, like unpublished manuscripts by Paracelsus (1493–1541), the Swiss physician, alchemist, and philosopher.

The best-educated minds debated the techniques and theories of transmutation. Anyone with enough money invested in changing a storage room into a lab filled with equipment. The poor dreamed of turning lead into gold, or at least convincing a king they could, and children at play pretended to be alchemists. “Only fools and lawyers hate alchemy,” was a popular saying of the time. Even Philip II kept an ever-changing collection of alchemists and a well-stocked alchemical laboratory in his castle in Spain. Natural magic was synonymous with science. If you experimented to gain a greater understanding of the world, you weren’t a scientist; you were a natural magician. For all the greatest masters of these arts, and all arts, one destination was more attractive than any other: Emperor Rudolf’s Prague.

Rudolph’s older brother sickened and died so near Rudolph’s birth that their mother could never show anything but cold courtesy to her second son. Maria of Spain was sister to King Philip II. She was a traditional Spanish royal, strictly Catholic, eager to report to the pope and to work on his behalf and her brother’s, to influence her husband and sons. It’s hard to believe she got along with Rudolf’s father, but they had seventeen children together.

Rudolf’s father, the Holy Roman Emperor Maximilian II (1527–1576), was the kind of ruler who gives emperors a good name. He was amiable and decent. He braved not only the endless river of paperwork that is an empire, but also the difficult relationships of rulership, and he was a master at resolving the constant contradictions of opposing demands. He disapproved of how his brother-in-law Philip ran the Spanish Empire. Maximilian was famous for being so charming that opponents often wound up agreeing with him even though they had been bitterly opposed. He was an art collector, an avid lover of flowers, and had a great interest in the esoteric. He even had the famous Nostradamus himself calculate his son Rudolf’s astrological chart.

Maximilian shared with his father, Ferdinand I, and his son Philip the love of collecting. He built a zoo to house all the exotic creatures ambassadors from far-off lands brought him, including tigers and what they called Indian crows but we call parrots. Maximilian loved to put on allegorical spectacles, including a sparking and smoking artificial volcano, or a real elephant with a symbolic king of India riding atop. Maximilian was a tolerant emperor: he allowed men of all beliefs in his court, where Catholics, astrologers, Calvinists, and even atheists coexisted. Believing the Catholic Church was in serious need of reform, Maximilian tried in vain to convince the pope to allow priests to marry.

Emperor Maximilian II waged wars but without real victories. He once declared that “religious questions cannot be resolved by the sword.” He had to pay tribute to the Turks, who were still in Hungary despite his best efforts to expel them. Typhus fever decimated the imperial army, and from there the scourge spread all over Europe.

Maria and her brother King Philip II pressured Maximilian to send Rudolf to Madrid for a few years to experience life with the other side of the family. To prepare his son for ruling an empire, and perhaps to get him better acquainted with the competition, Maximilian agreed.

Though only eleven years old, Rudolf was asked to observe the court proceedings when Philip served as both judge and chief prosecutor against his enemies. And then there was the mandatory attendance at the burning of heretics at the stake. Philip’s father had set up the Spanish Inquisition, and Philip not only relied on it, he also gave it more power.

Philip read every document that passed under the royal seal. He personally met with petitioners and devoted himself to all the meticulous details of running an enterprise as enormous as the kingdom of Spain. He was ruthless against enemies at home and abroad. What remained of the Muslims of Moorish Spain suffered his wrath, as did the Protestants who lived in the north of his domains, and it wasn’t a happy time for the Jews of Spain. But during his long reign of five decades, he eventually became a more tolerant ruler.

Philip’s creepy Spanish royal household was a horror movie enthusiast’s dream come true. The royal castle was a former monastery. Joanna of Castile may have once been queen of Spain, Sicily, Naples, and the Americas, but a decade after her death, she was known as Juana la Loca, or Crazy Joan. She had been locked up in a nunnery, where she couldn’t sleep because she was afraid the nuns were trying to kill her. The court gossiped about what could have happened to the once highly intelligent and well-educated princess who spoke several languages, loved playing musical instruments, and enjoyed hunting. Some whispered that she wasn’t crazy at all. She was confined until death by her son to consolidate his power. He claimed she could no longer sleep, and needed help to bathe, to change her clothes, even to eat. She was not allowed visitors other than her caretakers. Children frightened one another with stories about her and the rooms where her ghost might appear.

Even scarier was Philip’s son Don Carlos. Born with an abnormal curvature of the upper spine, he appears to have also suffered mental impairment, and he had a cruel streak. He enjoyed roasting living animals; their cries of agony delighted him. The court tolerated his cruelty. As the firstborn son, Don Carlos was the heir apparent to the throne of Spain and perhaps the Holy Roman Empire, but when word got out that Don Carlos was a madman, the succession changed. Philip may have wanted to spend a few years with Rudolf because he knew his nephew would be the next Holy Roman emperor.

Philip was a great collector of art, and among his paintings were several masterpieces by Hieronymus Bosch, including The Garden of Earthly Delights. In fact, without Philip’s avid collecting of Bosch paintings, it’s doubtful his art would have survived. Rudolf would stare at those paintings for hours. He had grown up around a great legacy of art, collected by family members over the generations, with many masterpieces to see, but nothing like the macabre art and society he encountered in Spain. Philip’s collection included a handkerchief said to have caught the tears of Mary the mother of Jesus, a nail from the cross, and, of course, bones of saints. Philip would compel his children, and Rudolf, to kiss them.

Formerly betrothed to Don Carlos, Elisabeth of Valois, daughter of Henry II, king of France, and Catherine de’ Medici, wed Philip instead, and then became pregnant with what everyone hoped would be the new heir. Elisabeth was the one person to whom Don Carlos showed only kindness. After the wedding, he became more deranged. He heaved a servant out a window to his death and threatened a noble with a knife. Philip realized his son would have to go the way of Juana la Loca. Into a room with walled-up windows he went, where he starved himself to death at age twenty-three.

Elisabeth, queen of Spain, was Rudolf’s only friend at the Spanish court. She had been the childhood roommate of Mary, Queen of Scots. She was an aspiring portrait painter. Philip appointed Sofonisba Anguissola, a court painter, as an art teacher and lady-in-waiting to the teenage queen. They became good friends.

Philip was so enamored of his fourteen-year-old bride he became a doting husband, even staying by her side when she almost died of smallpox. She miscarried her first pregnancy, female twins. She later bore him two daughters. Tragically, at age twenty-three, she died giving birth to a son who lived only a few minutes.

Heartbroken, Sofonisba left the Spanish court. But Philip looked after her, settling a fortune on her and marrying her to a Sicilian nobleman. Sofonisba became famous as she innovated new dimensions in mannerism and the art of portraiture. Women were not passive objects in her work, especially not in her self-portraits. She lived to be ninety-three. In her old age she lost her sight, so instead of painting she used her wealth to support worthy artists.

Elisabeth may have been an important influence on young Rudolf. He emulated her friendships with artists, and like her he would not be content observing: he would practice some of the arts he admired. He openly wept at her funeral. What must he have felt when, a year later, he heard that his own twenty-year-old sister, Anna of Austria, was to wed King Philip? But theirs would be a rare happy royal marriage. Philip was in love with Anna, and she with him. He had no mistresses during their marriage. Hers was a cheerful, vivacious presence. Even her blonde hair seemed to add warmth and light to Philip’s somber court. Her favorite pastime was needlework. She bore him sons, including his heir, King Philip III of Spain. Their love lasted a decade, and then she died while giving birth to a daughter. Philip never remarried.

After Philip had become both Rudolf’s uncle and his brother-in-law, the command Rudolf had been hoping for finally arrived: he was to return home to Vienna. His uncle’s final words of wisdom to him included the ignored suggestion that he read only books provided by his confessor. But he also gave him this valuable advice: “Trust no one, listen to everyone, make decisions alone.”

Rudolf spent eight years with Philip at that strange court. At the very least he had realized that even kings are subject to suffering and the ironies of fate. From his uncle he learned a deliberate and affected self-carriage that his Austrian subjects mistook for arrogance. They disliked his silence, his rigid posture, and his unfriendly expression. His unwillingness to include others in his decision-making seemed haughty, and it broke with the open-minded traditions of his father. Some feared he had returned a devout Catholic. His father pleaded with Rudolf to lighten up, but Spain had a lifelong influence on him. He always dressed in black. He preferred to use Spanish in formal conversation, and he always seemed to trust people with Spanish connections more than others. He even imitated Philip’s way of making decisions, always waiting until the last moment and never allowing anyone to know beforehand which way he was leaning.

In 1575, Maximilian II was also crowned king of Poland, but a Polish prince with Catholic support chased him off the throne and out of the country. Maximilian’s army was ready to invade again, but before he could reclaim the crown he died of sickness. The world was scandalized by the revelation that the Holy Roman emperor, as he lay dying, had refused the last rites of the Catholic faith.

Rudolf was twenty-four years old when the eight-hundred-year-old crown of Charlemagne was placed on his head as he sat upon the throne from which Charlemagne had ruled. The assembled princes, one by one, kissed his feet. Rudolf then toured his new lands while familiarizing himself with the archaic institutions of the Holy Roman Empire. His first public event was his father’s funeral, which he made a splendid spectacle, complete with a new monument.

The first crisis of Rudolf’s reign involved his twenty-year-old brother Matthias. Local nobles, ruined by the war between the Dutch Protestants and the Spanish Catholics, begged Matthias to represent them in an effort to make peace. Rudolf was furious that his little brother had not consulted him first before agreeing to try to help. He never forgave Matthias. Rudolf controlled and watched him, not realizing he was sealing his fate by creating a ruthless enemy in his own family. His first action was to force all his brothers to agree to a document of succession that gave Rudolf all power.

Rudolf soon decided to move the imperial capital from Vienna to Prague. The move took him seven years to complete. Why did he move the capital of the Holy Roman Empire away from the city that represented hundreds of years of Habsburg rule? Rudolf was not a man who enjoyed the company of family, nor did he care for the rigors of the court. When he harbored ambitions in his youth of being a second Augustus, he apparently did not realize that the first emperor of Rome built his success on meticulous accounting and daily reporting of activity across the empire. Rudolf didn’t want to be bothered with accounting, or ceremony, or diplomatic meetings, or the nagging of his mother and other family members. He would become notorious for being late to events; often he would postpone them or claim that he had attended incognito. But flight from tradition and family weren’t the only reasons he left Vienna. The Turkish army was only a hundred miles away, battling imperial forces in Hungary.

Then came the comet of 1577. Rudolf’s appointed imperial astronomer, Tycho Brahe, and all the other astrologers of the day, didn’t like the look of it, and the timing, at the beginning of Rudolf’s reign, suggested an ill omen. Tycho pointed out that the comet was astrologically linked to Saturn, and its reddish color gave the quality of Mars, a disastrous combination.

Poor Rudolf didn’t take the news well. He was soon bedridden with what was at first diagnosed as fish poisoning. But the stomach pains and exhaustion lingered for almost four years. Rudolf disappeared from the life of his court, and every day the empire awoke in fear of the news that he had died. Even after his health returned, his subjects thought of him as frail, though he reigned for over thirty years.

While Rudolf was sick, his mother schemed to gain more power for herself and her other children. Since he refused to see her, she wrote letters to him urging him to accept the guidance of his uncle Philip. She scolded him for being afraid that he would lose his throne and his people. Meanwhile, she married off his sisters to powerful princes. She convinced Philip to give his daughter Isabella Clara Eugenia, the Infanta herself (infanta meaning “princess” in Spanish), the daughter of Rudolf’s friend Elisabeth, in marriage to Rudolf. She must have been elated by this coup, which gave Rudolf the right to reunite the Holy Roman Empire as king of Spain and ruler of the entire Catholic empire. Such an arrangement could not have been made without the approval of the pope.

At first Rudolf agreed. The marriage proposal seemed to help pull him from his sickbed. But soon he and his uncle were squabbling over details, and negotiations broke down. Isabella was only a child, after all, so they had plenty of time to work out an agreement.

What was it like to meet Rudolf II, Holy Roman emperor? The best advice anyone could give would be to find a rare and fine work of art, or a unique souvenir from a faraway place, and offer it as a gift to be personally presented. Even if it was something fabulous, Rudolf might decide he didn’t really want to meet you, so you’d show up, wait around, and then be asked to leave your gift, brushed off with a promise of another appointment. This kind of treatment was especially likely if you were known to have a pressing Catholic, or for that matter Protestant, agenda. On the other hand, if alchemy, astrology, scientific instruments, clock making, pornography, or fine art collecting enhanced your reputation, you might actually meet Rudolf.

At just over five foot three, he was not an imposing figure. He was friendly, a charming man whose easy manner behind the scenes in no way diminished his dignity and obvious intelligence. Rudolf didn’t like jokes, and he seldom laughed. He avoided noisy conversations, mostly listening. To control his heart palpitations, he carried crystals and amulets. Born under the sign of Cancer, Rudolf would have preferred to be a Capricorn, and he used the symbol of Capricorn as his seal on occasion, inspired by his favorite Capricorn, the self-proclaimed Capricorn Augustus.

At the height of Rudolf’s reign, the population of Prague was about fifty thousand, much smaller than Imperial Rome’s one million. Prague was 75 percent Protestant, but the 25 percent Catholic minority were backed up by the Catholic majority just across the border.

In Rome they whispered that one of his alchemists had bewitched Rudolf. But the people of Bohemia thought Rudolf’s melancholy was a symptom of wisdom; his solitude suited a man deep in the study of the mysteries of the soul and the world. Most of them understood that by keeping both Catholic and Protestant extremists at bay, this disinterested monarch gave them peace and prosperity. Like his grandfather and his father, Rudolf was renowned for his love of flowers.

Rudolf had special stables built for his collection of three hundred of the most beautiful horses from all around the world; his favorites were his gray Andalusians. The gift of an especially fine horse was known to be one of the best ways to gain an audience with him. When pleased, his signature gift was a breeding pair of Andalusians.

In his heated hillside aviary, Rudolf had birds of paradise, parrots, and even a live dodo bird. In the nearby Lion’s Court, tigers, bears, and other apex predators were housed. Rudolf’s favorite lion, a cub he received as a gift from the sultan of Turkey, was allowed the run of the castle but was usually found napping beside the emperor like an overgrown house cat. Tycho Brahe was struck by the astrological connections between the charts of the lion and the emperor, and he declared their fates were entwined.

Among the curiosities included in Rudolf’s collection of rare valuables were colorful corals from the tropics, exotic bird feathers, a ruby-studded rhino horn, various fossils, whale teeth, a six-foot-long unicorn horn (probably from a narwhal), two nails from Noah’s Ark, and a grain of the earth from which Jehovah made Adam. Rudolf owned an agate bowl that at the time was widely considered to be the Holy Grail. The court was full of fascinating inventions. The inventor of what he called a perspective lute claimed to capture the relationship between tones and colors. Perpetual motion machines were a constant fascination.

Rudolf encouraged the publication of lavish hand-colored herbals and bestiaries. He commissioned beautiful illustrated books, including Museum of Rudolf II, two volumes of painted vellum by leading artists depicting natural wonders from the imperial collection. He was a collector of clocks, including some of the first clocks to ever measure seconds. He had clocks that not only told time but also followed the positions of the planets.

But Rudolf wasn’t just a collector of paintings; he had a collection of painters, as well. He liked to watch the process and would occasionally give a little word of advice, not wanting to intrude, just an imperial suggestion, what he liked to call his “impressions.” Rudolf would arrive early every morning to see what work his artists had done since his last visit. He would offer advice on everything from the arrangement of subjects to the lighting. But not all his artists worked in the castle; others were sent to picturesque places or unknown frontiers to sketch or paint waterfalls, trees, and mountains.

Not content to collect, Rudolf learned to carve ivory, including a piece where one complex shape was carved inside another. He regularly visited his alchemy workshop, where he pursued his own experiments in addition to checking on the progress of his protégés.

His father’s younger brother Archduke Ferdinand II had built in Prague a castle called the Letohrádej Hvezda (Star Villa or Star Summer Palace), in the shape of a six-pointed star. Called the Seal or Ring of Solomon by magicians, the shape is attributed to the signet ring of King Solomon in medieval occult tradition. The foundation stone had been laid according to the correct astrological day and hour
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