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This paper deals with a famous private natural history collection of the court, transformed to a public 
collection of the state. Associated is a very important question: how cultural and political structures 
became a dimension of a collection. 
In order to establish a Court Natural History Cabinet of its own, separate from other collections 
("Physical Cabinet," The Coin and Antique Collection), Emperor Franz Stephan von Lothringen (1708-
1765) decides in the middle of the 18th century to buy the famous 'museo' of Jean de Baillou, who had 
worked as a director of gardens and mines in Tuscany. The Collection of de Baillou consisted mainly 
of minerals, which were collected in Italy (some came from famous places all over the world), and 
fossils, particularly mussels, snails and crustaceans. It was one of the most famous and richest European 
collections of its type. It represented the Emperor's passion for science, modern 'know-how' and his 
self-confidence at being a personal centre, not for politics, but for special taste. The Emperor spent a 
lot of money on the collection. Furthermore, he sent naturalists to collect specimens and thus increase 
the collection. The Collection was the emperors private treasure and was placed near the Library of 
the Viennese court. De Baillou became managing director for life and after his death was succeeded by 
his son. In the first decades no catalogue was made. 
After twenty years, following the death of Franz Stephan von Lothringen, Maria Theresia wanted to 
have a survey about the collections of the court. Ignaz von Born, who had already made a name for 
himself at the Prague mint was appointed to write a first catalogue of the collection. He pointed out 
the low standard of the natural history collection and the scientific necessity of a rich mineral collec
tion. It was also a time in which the government started to work against particularism in adminis
tration. The government also tried to get more evidence of minerals of all countries governed by the 
Habsburg Monarchy. The mining administration at Vienna ordered the mine inspectors in the 
periphery to send up documentation of minerals and rocks, which were found there. Thus, the 
transfer represents a new concept of scientific interest in a political dimension. Treasure no longer 
had priority. 
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In t roduct ion 

The history of collecting is becoming one of the focuses of cul tural studies. The 
f lood of w o r k s p r o d u c e d i n this f ie ld can be categorised as fo l lows: 
1. His tor ians are interested i n the meaning of an object as " semiophore" (the bearer 

or representative of a certain meaning), i.e., the m e d i u m that mediates between 
the k n o w n (that w h i c h can be seen) and the u n k n o w n (that w h i c h cannot be seen) 
(Pomian, 1987). 

2. The focus is o n the interpretation of the act of collecting, i.e., the reality of collect
i n g ( K l e m u n , 2000a) as a practice. 

3. Researchers concentrate o n the functions of collections, w h i c h expla in both the act 
of collecting as w e l l as the collections themselves (Heesen & Spary, 2002). 
M y paper focuses o n the last category and w i l l try to answer the quest ion of what 

funct ion does an i m p e r i a l collection fulf i ls that, w i t h i n less than half a century, was 
transformed f r o m an extremely valuable private i m p e r i a l treasure to a s imi lar ly v a l u 
able publ i c state inst i tut ion. The u n i f o r m cosmos of the ' W u n d e r k a m m e r n ' (Findlen, 
1994; Daston & Park, 1998) broke open i n the course of the 18th century and di f fused 
into var ious special collections. In the metropolis of the H a b s b u r g countries this 
process began i n the m i d d l e of the century. Emperor Franz Stephan v o n L o t h r i n g e n 
(1708-1765), M a r i a Theresia's husband, made the first step b y replacing the o l d 
'Schatz- u n d W u n d e r k a m m e r ' b y a treasury containing insignia and devotional objects, 
and b y a co in collection, a phys ica l collection and a natural history collection. 

T h e co l lec t ion of de B a i l l o u a n d its f u n c t i o n for the E m p e r o r 

In order to furn ish the latter, Franz Stephan bought the w o r l d - r e n o w n e d collec
t ion of Jean de B a i l l o u (1684 or 1668-1758). D e B a i l l o u was the General Director of the 
M e d i c i gallery i n Florence, and General Director of a l l fortresses, gardens and mines 
i n Tuscany, before he accompanied the relocation of c. 30,000 objects f r o m Florence to 
V i e n n a , where he stayed as Director after 1750 (Zedinger, 2000). The right to look after 
his collection that was n o w located i n the Residence of V i e n n a was conferred b y 
heredity u p o n his son. 

So what d i d this valuable collection inc lude, of w h i c h w e can ident i fy o n l y very 
few objects that are kept i n the M u s e u m of N a t u r a l H i s t o r y i n V i e n n a , the successor 
inst i tut ion of the i m p e r i a l collection? It contained a large number of selected crystals, 
minerals (in a m o d e r n sense), C o l o m b i a n emeralds and fossils (notably ammonites) , 
but also shells, corals and crustaceans. It was famous i n a l l of Europe for its rarities and 
its richness. Franz Stephan spent a lot of money o n it f r o m his private funds. A p a r t 
f r o m f u l f i l l i n g the purpose of representation, the collection also served his private 
interests and passions, since he even d i d himself experiments w i t h d iamonds . M o r e 
over, it s h o u l d be noted, that the collection was housed close to the baroque court 
l ibrary bui l t b y Emperor K a r l V I , the father of M a r i a Theresia. Thus, there was a con
nection to the tradit ional centre of learning. A t that time the court l ibrary served as a 
stage for the reformer G e r a r d v a n Swieten (1700-1772), w h o M a r i a Theresia has called 
f r o m L e i d e n , The Nether lands, the leading place of medica l studies. A p a r t f r o m being 
her personal phys ic ian , he was concerned w i t h the reformation of the univers i ty , 
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especially the medica l faculty. The o l d gui ld-univers i ty was to be transformed into a 
m o d e r n place of teaching. In order to do this n e w rooms for teaching, a dissecting 
room, classrooms for the practical teaching of anatomy and the first botanical garden 
were needed, a l l of w h i c h were erected due to v a n Swieten's init iat ive ( K l e m u n , 
2000b). 

H o w e v e r , v a n Swieten d i d not h o l d his progressively structured lectures i n the o l d 
university b u i l d i n g , but i n the Court L ibrary , i n order to offer n e w ways of access to the 
w o r l d of medicine outside an obsolete inst i tut ion l ike the univers i ty . In consequence, 
the C o u r t L i b r a r y temporar i ly obtained a n e w pol i t ico-cul tural and sciento-political 
meaning. This was also where the Emperor met the directors of the collections and 
v a n Swieten, the leading figure i n the renewal i n the f ie ld of natural sciences. M o r e 
over, it is here that counsel l ing and the demonstrat ion of k n o w l e d g e i n connection 
w i t h collection pieces took place. 

Just as i n cabinet polit ics , i n w h i c h the fates of the H a b s b u r g countries were nego
tiated at the r o u n d table, the Emperor wanted to be i n f o r m e d o n the latest scientific 
knowledge w h e n he met w i t h these knowledgeable men. The collection became a 
place for exercising the Emperor 's personal passion for m o d e r n ' k n o w - h o w ' . A histori
cal portrait (by Franz Messmer , L u d w i g K o h l and M a r t i n v o n Meytens) , painted only 
after Franz Stephan's death, documents this reflective gesture. The pa int ing itself can
not be interpreted as a realistic representation according to art experts, since paintings 
of emperors usual ly bear a propagandistic and prospective message. O n the left b e h i n d 
the Emperor is V a n Swieten i n a rather dominant posi t ion, h o l d i n g a book, w h i l e the 
three directors of the collection are pushed into the background. The meeting is taking 
place i n the r o o m w i t h the natural history collection. It seemed to be the centre for the 
Emperor , w h o tried to secure and sol id i fy his personal role i n natural sciences, w h i c h 
he acquired v i a his collection, towards other monarchs. It must also be noted that the 
pa int ing has been retouched i n the course of t ime (Ranacher, 2000) and that the piece 
of crystal o n the right side of the picture has been completed. 

The H a b s b u r g M o n a r c h y h a d no colonies of its o w n and also d i d not have an 
academy, both routes b y w h i c h other countries extended their collections (Al len , 
1994). The n e w institutions l ike the menagerie, the botanical garden, the exotic garden 
i n Schönbrunn and the natural history collection h a d to be furnished r ichly and 
impressively by other means, by expeditions initiated b y Franz Stephan. A y o u n g doc
tor of medicine, N i c o l a u s Jacquin (1727-1817) f r o m Le iden , travel led a l l over Centra l 
A m e r i c a for the Emperor for over three years i n order to acquire minerals a n d fossils 
for the natural history collection (Hühnel, 1992). Further, Franz Stephan tried to enrich 
his collection also b y pieces f r o m w i t h i n the H a b s b u r g territories. The C o u r t Mathe
matic ian Josef A n t o n N a g e l (Schönburg-Hartenstein, 1987), for example, was sent to 
the Carpath ian mountains i n S lovakia i n order to acquire minerals . 

The historical sources o n the i n d i v i d u a l pieces of the natural history collection are, 
unfortunately, rather meagre. There are h a r d l y any wri t ten documents a n d u p to 1800 
there was no catalogue. A l s o , there is no book of receipts, i.e., no register of n e w l y 
acquired items. The only facts w e have are f r o m some documents relating to a h a n d 
f u l of dedications of members of the higher nobi l i ty , w h o k n e w about the Emperor ' s 
passion and made presentations to the collection. 

De B a i l l o u was responsible for the collection, but was not persuaded to p u b l i s h o n 
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it. H e was the only person w h o k n e w al l the details about the collection. (Only a visitor, 
Saint Laurent , p u b l i s h e d something about it i n Florence i n 1746, w h i c h was not really 
to de Ba i l lou ' s l ik ing. ) Af ter Franz Stephan's death i n 1765, the Emperor ' s collections 
were no longer i n the private ownersh ip of the i m p e r i a l fami ly , but became state 
property. H i s w i d o w , M a r i a Theresia, ordered that an inventory of the collections be 
made, since it was n o w the actual v o l u m e of the inheritance of her h u s b a n d that was 
of importance and the authorities wanted to k n o w what he h a d left behind. De Bai l lou's 
son, L u d w i g Balthasar, however , lacked the necessary competence and k n o w l e d g e for 
taking inventory of such a large collection. This was done m u c h later b y Ignaz v o n B o r n 
(see below). 

T h e m i n e r a l co l lec t ion as f u n c t i o n of the state 

After Franz Stephan's demice, the collection was transferred f rom the Cour t L i b r a r y 
to the corr idor b e h i n d the A u g u s t i n e r C h u r c h . It was the t ime of enl ightenment , 
d u r i n g w h i c h tendencies of centralisation occurred o n m a n y levels, i n w h i c h the par-
ticularist forces were abolished, and i n w h i c h the administrat ions and the laws of the 
var ious H a b s b u r g countries were u n i f i e d . Thus, the interest i n cataloguing the collec
t ion pieces was not an isolated phenomenon, but was part of the ' red tape' that started 
r u n n i n g through m a n y other areas of publ i c life. 

There is a l o n g t radi t ion of the close connection between m i n e r a l collections a n d 
m i n i n g , a n d thus mines have a lways been preferred places for acquir ing minerals 
(Wi l son , 1994). A f t e r 1770, however , there was a n e w trend i n German-speak ing 
countries: collectors a n d mineralogists started be ing interested i n series of materials 
f r o m ins ide a m i n i n g area i n order to examine a n d s tudy strata. W h i l e twenty years 
before it w a s the rar i ty of a va luable piece, the i n d i v i d u a l m i n e r a l , a gem, or a 
s p a r k l i n g crystal that aroused the interest of collectors, at this t ime rocks a n d 
grounds f r o m a certain area or w i t h certain geographical qualit ies became increasing
l y interesting ( R u d w i c k , 1996). E v e n the most r e n o w n e d collectors i n the G e r m a n -
speaking territories, such as the aristocrat A d o l f Traugott Gersdorf f r o m Görlitz 
(Lemper, 1974), the poet Johann W o l f g a n g v o n Goethe a n d A b r a h a m Gott lob Werner 
f r o m the Montanis t i c A c a d e m y i n Freiberg, acted according to this m a x i m . D u e to 
this change of emphasis , the natural history col lect ion that or iginated i n Florence a n d 
was transferred to V i e n n a d i d not c o m p l y w i t h the latest standards. A c c o r d i n g to 
Graf K o l o w r a t , the head of the " M ü n z - u n d Bergwesen" (Department of M i n i n g ) , a 
re form was needed. H e emphasised the absolute necessity of a catalogue a n d the 
importance of minera logy for m i n i n g . The catalogue, according to K o l o w r a t , w o u l d 
not o n l y serve as an essential reference for a wel l -organised adminis t ra t ion and an 
off ic ial documentat ion of the richness of the collection, but it w o u l d also s h o w the 
w a y for future col lect ion strategies. O n l y if there were a catalogue one w o u l d be able 
to decide what was st i l l m i s s i n g i n the natura l history col lect ion ( H H S t A , OKäA, 
1781). That minera logy constituted an important sector of m i n i n g is p r o v e n b y the 
foundat ion of the Montanis t i c A c a d e m y i n Schemnitz (Bianska Stiavnica, n o w Slova
kia) , a n d the in i t ia t ion of the first professorship for minera logy a n d m i n i n g sciences 
at the U n i v e r s i t y of Prague. Further , since 1766 the state counc i l was also concerned 
w i t h the improvement of ferrous metal lurgy i n the inner-Austr ian countries, a measure 
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that real ly became successful once the l imitat ions o n i r o n p r o d u c t i o n was abol ished 
i n the 1770s. 

In order to f inal ly have a wr i t ten documentat ion of the collection Graf O r s i n i -
Rosenberg, the C o u r t - C h a m b e r l a i n , advised the Empress to charge a r e n o w n e d expert 
of m i n i n g , Ignaz v o n Born , w i t h cataloguing the i m p e r i a l collection. Ignaz v o n B o r n 
was f r o m Transylvania , h a d s tudied at the Montanis t ic A c a d e m y of Schemnitz and 
was a counci l lor for m i n i n g before retreating to his estate i n A l t z e d l i t s c h ( H a m a n n , 
1989). There he publ i shed a book o n his o w n collection, w h i c h however , he h a d to sell 
to E n g l a n d for f inancia l reasons. H e was , w h a t today w o u l d be cal led a scientific 
manager (Teich, 1976) and was extremely active i n f o u n d i n g a private science society 
i n Prague. Since the mineralogy part of the natural history collection i n V i e n n a was 
st i l l miss ing a reference, that is a connection to the H a b s b u r g territories, B o r n concen
trated o n furn ish ing the collection w i t h pieces characteristic for the H a b s b u r g coun
tries. For this reason he started b y cataloguing the shells, the part of the collection that 
seemed to be complete and w h i c h represented the richness of the i m p e r i a l collection. 

A s far as mineralogy was concerned, B o r n really f o l l o w e d n e w paths, the paths of 
bureaucracy. A l l local m i n i n g authorities i n the H a b s b u r g countries were ordered b y 
the m i n i n g authority i n V i e n n a to send i n samples of a l l ' n e w l y - f o u n d ores' ( H K A , 
Münz- u n d Bergwesen). D u e to this n e w strategy the collection was transformed into 
a documentat ion site, i n w h i c h series of minerals f r o m m a n y different areas of the 
H a b s b u r g M o n a r c h y were kept. W h i l e it used to be the Emperor , whose joy it was to 
o w n precious stones and items, w h o was the centre of the collection, it was n o w the 
natural history collection w h i c h , as far as minerals are concerned, was becoming a 
m e d i u m of the consciousness of the montanistic richness of the var ious H a b s b u r g 
countries. 

In 1780 the collection, n o w f i l l i n g t w o rooms i n the August inersaa l of the H o f b u r g 
Court , was completely n e w organised. N e w cupboards and pedestals that cost more 
than 3000 f lor in , the annual salary for a higher court functionary, lent a completely 
n e w face to the collection. A c c o r d i n g to a report b y the Görlitz aristocrat Gersdorf , 
w h o vis i ted V i e n n a i n 1781, the minerals were n o w exposed o n blue velvet i n glass 
cases or i n drawers (Gersdorf, manuscript) . Gersdorf described the f o l l o w i n g n e w 
order for the exposit ion of exhibits; first the vis i tor saw the g o l d f r o m Transylvania , 
next si lver and copper f r o m Banat, i r o n f r o m Car in th ia , Elsass a n d Bohemia , t in and 
salt. O n l y then f o l l o w e d emeralds, opals and a large number of cut stones. The large 
variety of calc-spars and sands forms the transit ion to the crustaceans. A short p u b 
l ished note made at that t ime (Kurzböck, 1779) revealed that the format ion of rocks 
was to be demonstrated according to their degrees of hardness starting w i t h a corn of 
sand a n d e n d i n g w i t h d iamonds . This shows that the collection was also to be instruc
tive and not on ly v i sua l ly impressive b y featuring spark l ing gems or rarities. For this 
reason it became accessible for the p u b l i c once a week. 

The w o r l d - r e n o w n e d carved pictures that h a d been ordered b y Franz Stephan i n 
Florence were kept separately f r o m the minerals , o n a t h i r d r o o m together w i t h other 
valuable objects. The technique of cutt ing gems was developed i n the 16th century at 
the C o u r t of the M e d i c i i n Florence as a typica l result of the Italian manner ism, and 
was r e v i v e d again i n the m i d d l e of the 18th century b y the co-operation of Guiseppe 
Z o c c h i and L o u i s Sierès as " O p i f i c i o delle pietre d u r e . " Tables made of lapis l a z u l i or 
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of the opalescent " M u s c h e l m a r m o r " (shell marble), f o u n d i n the lead mine i n Bleiberg 
(Carinthia) a n d descr ibed b y Franz Xaver W u l f e n ( K l e m u n , 1984), were also kept 
separately f r o m the minera l collection. 

A p a r t f r o m the emphasis o n collecting items f r o m the countries of the H a b s b u r g 
Monarchy , B o r n also started a programme of enlarging and enriching the collection b y 
instructive studies. Therefore, he contacted academies and scholars i n al l of Europe. 
H e kept i n a close contact w i t h S i m o n Pallas i n St Petersburg and bought the collec
t ion of the H a m b u r g merchant L a Potererie, w h i c h m a i n l y i n c l u d e d ferrous rocks 
f r o m Iceland. In 1783 Georges de Buffon, curator of the cabinet of the French K i n g 
L o u i s X V I , conveyed the K i n g ' s interest i n exchanging minerals between Paris and 
V i e n n a ( H H S t A , OKäA). The French K i n g h a d marr ied a daughter of M a r i a Theresia 
and thus the two Courts became close. M o r e than seven boxes of pieces were sent to 
the collection i n Paris. H o w e v e r , V i e n n a prefered to let institutions w i t h i n the H a b s -
b u r g M o n a r c h y have specimens, w h i c h is p r o v e n b y the fact that the L y c e u m i n L e m 
berg receives more than thirty boxes, i n c l u d i n g parts of the collection f r o m France. 

In line w i t h the Josephinism, a certain style of politics practised b y M a r i a Theresia's 
son Joseph II, a large number of monasteries were dissolved i n the H a b s b u r g territo
ries a r o u n d 1780 and their collections were also transferred to the natural history col
lection. A c c o r d i n g to a report b y B o r n they especially contained Saxon minerals . 
E m p e r o r Joseph II supported al l those activities. H o w e v e r , w h e n it came to Born's 
extensive programme of publicat ions o n the collection, he d i d not give his consent 
and stopped the programme. Thus , the publicat ions were never realised. 

C o n c l u s i o n 

I have tr ied to s h o w h o w a collection was transformed f r o m a private treasure of 
an E m p e r o r to a state inst i tut ion w i t h i n 40 years, a state w h i c h was i n the process of 
modernisat ion at that t ime. The possession of minerals established the connection to a 
large cul tural and pol i t ica l area that i n c l u d e d m u c h more than scientific research. 
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