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Abstract 

 

Saving Political Face: The Structures of Power in Hans von Aachen’s 

Allegories on the Long Turkish War 

 

 

 

 

Mirka Campbell Fetté, MA  

The University of Texas at Austin, 2011 

 

Supervisor:  Jeffrey Chipps Smith 

 

Hans von Aachen, court artist to the Habsburg Holy Roman Emperor Rudolf II in 

Prague, created a series of small painting called the Allegories on the Long Turkish War.  

Von Aachen made the Allegories between 1604 and 1606 and Rudolf II kept them bound 

in a red book in his Kunstkammer.  This series selects events and battles from the Long 

War against the Ottoman Empire, 1593-1606, to create a flattering propagandistic image 

of the emperor in order to strengthen his support.  Rudolf’s brother, Archduke Matthias 

of Austria, began plotting against the emperor beginning in 1600.  By 1606 he was 

actively usurping Rudolf’s political power.  I examine von Aachen’s visual description of 

imperial power, the alternate history the Allegories present, and the ways they engage 

with Neo-Platonic theories to convey validity to viewers.    

In my thesis, I outline the events of the Long War in order to compare them to 

von Aachen’s portrayals and to understand how he restructures chronological history to 
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convey his message about Rudolf’s rulership.  I briefly analyze each painting but I focus 

primarily on the eighth scene, the Conquest of Székesfehérvár.  Sultan Mehmed III sits 

opposite Rudolf II in dignified defeat in this painting.  I investigate the visual treatment 

of the sultan through the historical interactions between the Ottoman and Holy Roman 

Empires and propose the political function served by depicting him as a noble enemy.  I 

finally discuss the way von Aachen uses symbols and allegory to convey a potent 

message and convince the viewer of its validity.  Ultimately, these works should be seen 

as political propaganda used to combat Rudolf’s brother Archduke Matthias’ political 

takeover and not as Rudolf’s fantastical escapism from his losing battle against his 

brother.   
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Introduction: Rudolf II and his Political Art Patronage 

The Habsburg Holy Roman Emperor Rudolf II (r. 1576-1612) acquired an 

international reputation as the foremost patron of arts and learning in his time.  Many 

scholars, however, characterize his rule as that of a madman whose selfish and paranoid 

actions led directly to the Thirty Years’ War.  His extravagant collecting and extremely 

suspicious relationships with his family and courtiers help to support his representation as 

the “recluse of Prague.”1  Rudolf’s behaviors and priorities appear more unusual and 

aberrant to the modern historian than they would have to his contemporaries.2  Recent 

work approaches his biography more critically, looking at the testimonies of his 

contemporaries to build a better picture of his reign.  He took his patronage of arts and 

sciences to an extreme, but he used them to establish his imperial authority.  In my thesis, 

I examine a specific set of works, The Allegories on the Long Turkish War (circa 1604-

1606) by the artist Hans von Aachen, that Rudolf commissioned and kept in his 

Kunstkammer to investigate his vocabulary of power and his political intentions through 

his art. 

  Rudolf’s art collection and his Kunstkammer represented an unparalleled display 

of magnificence.  Many European rulers coveted these collections and sought to recreate 

them.3  Rudolf’s Kunstkammer held fine objects d’art, small sculpture, drawings, coins, 

books on a variety of subjects, scientific instruments, and interesting natural objects such 

                                                 
1 R. J. Evans, Rudolf II and his World (Oxford: 1973), 64 Rudolf was extremely suspicious of his 
councilors, extracted very serious oaths, and punished them severely when he felt they crossed him. 
2 Eliška Fučíková, Imperial Paintings from Prague (Ghent-Amsterdam: Ludion, 2001), 11. The 
nationalistic historiographers all despised Rudolf.  Fučíková describes how he was a German interloper for 
the Czechs and for the Austrians he betrayed his country by preferring Prague to Vienna. 
3 Fučíková, Imperial Paintings from Prague, 12 Francis Bacon recommended cultivating libraries, gardens, 
and naturalia to Queen Elizabeth so she could properly direct the magnificence of her spirit in his Gesta 
Grayorum. 
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as antlers, fossils, shells, minerals, and skeletons.4  Contrary to the typical conception of 

his Kunstkammer as a private space that others rarely entered, the emperor likely met 

ambassadors and dignitaries there.5  Image, perception, and propaganda served as 

important political tools for rulers amid the convoluted structure of alliances, deceptions, 

and double-crosses inherent to sixteenth century diplomacy.  Projecting a confident 

position to one’s enemies and allies helped to bolster a powerful reputation.  Rudolf II 

ruled over religiously diverse lands during the tumultuous periods of the Protestant 

Reformation and the Catholic Reformation.  He used displays of magnificence and 

propagandistic images to secure his public opinion and to convince his nobles of his 

imperial authority over them.  His propaganda did not help him at the end of his reign; all 

of his paranoia about his scheming family proved true as Matthias pushed his way into 

power. 

During the Long War, from 1593 to 1606, the imperial troops and their allies 

faced a series of defeats, standoffs, and victories against the Ottoman Empire.6  The 

conflict co-opted resources and lives for little territorial or political gain.  The war was 

not against a single foe; it involved many corrupt alliances, Polish interference, and 

various rebellions.  Rudolf never participated in any battles and remained in his capital 

city, Prague.  He had no interest in the soldier’s arts and devoted himself to creating a 

different imperial persona by cultivating lofty intellectual pursuits instead of physical and 

military activities.7  His unwillingness to take part in any of the campaigns made him 

look weak when compared to rulers who led their armies.  During the conflict Rudolf’s 

brother, Matthias, assumed a greater role in war administration.  After signing a peace 
                                                 
4 Thomas DaCosta Kaufmann, The School of Prague: Painting at the Court of Rudolf II (Chicago: The 
University of Chicago Press, 1988), 4. 
 
5 Thomas DaCosta Kaufmann, “Remarks on the Collections of Rudolf II: the Kunstkammer as a Form of 
Representatio,” Art Journal 38/1 (Fall, 1978): 22. 
6 The Long War is also known as the Fifteen Years’ War even though it only officially lasted 13 years. 
7 Fučíková, Imperial Paintings from Prague, 12. 
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treaty with the Transylvanians, Matthias gradually usurped Rudolf’s power and forced 

him to abdicate the thrones of Hungary and Bohemia.8  Matthias especially used Rudolf’s 

ambiguous religious devotion to garner support for his imperial coup.9  By 1610, Rudolf 

was a landless figurehead ruler with only the empty title of Holy Roman Emperor.10   

In the face of his brother’s grab for power, Rudolf sought to support his authority 

with propagandistic images of his just imperial rule.  As a part of this, he wanted to re-

frame his involvement in the battles of the Long War by commemorating the victories in 

allegorical form.  One of his court artists, Hans von Aachen (1552-1615), created a series 

of small paintings on parchment for Rudolf called the Allegories on the Long Turkish 

War (figs. 1-11).  The series was originally bound together in a red leather binding and 

housed in his Kunstkammer.11  Hans von Aachen’s Allegories paint an active and 

triumphant picture of Rudolf’s participation in the Long War and in the governing of his 

empire.   

Von Aachen wrote a new visual history by reorganizing the historical events of 

the Long War to frame them in terms of Rudolf’s triumphs.  The artist, Rudolf, or 

someone else in the court, chose the battles to depict and arranged them non-sequentially.  

Each picture has a foreground with allegorical and historical figures arranged in front of 

realistic landscapes showing soldiers in battle before fortresses or identifiable peaceful 

landscapes.  Greco-Roman gods appear alongside Christian figures in the sky above each 

scene.  His representation of the events raises numerous problems I intend to address with 

a close reading of the eighth painting in the series, The Allegory on the Battle of 

Székesfehérvár.  This scene is the only depiction of the Ottoman sultan in the whole 

                                                 
8 Evans, 60. Matthias’ bid for power began already in 1600. 
9 Peter Marshall, The Magic Circle of Rudolf II: Alchemy and Astrology in Renaissance Prague (New 
York: Walker & Company, 2006), 213. 
10 Evans, 2. 
11 Karl Schütz, Hans von Aachen (1552-1615): Court Artist in Europe, ed. Thomas Fusenig (Berlin and 
Munich: 2010), 237. 
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series.  The sultan receives a surprisingly respectful treatment, especially when compared 

to the defamatory depictions of Transylvanian rebels and Ottoman generals in von 

Aachen’s other paintings.  I believe this positive treatment of the sultan reveals some of 

the intention of the series and its use.  The juxtaposition of the sultan against Rudolf, 

depicted as a Roman field general, begs for a comparison between the two sovereigns, 

and points toward a mutual respect and dignity of the station in spite of differences in 

religion and origin.   

Rudolf invested a significant amount of time and money developing this series 

into more works.  He also commissioned other allegories on the Long War from his court 

artists to glorify his victories.  Rudolf, or Hans von Aachen with Rudolf’s permission, 

sent a book with sketches of the entire series to the Elector of Saxony Christian II.  Hans 

von Aachen also created two allegorical paintings about the Long Turkish War on stone 

but with compositions that differ from the painted series.  Furthermore, several medals 

exist based on von Aachen’s scenes.12  Rudolf commissioned Hans von Aachen to design 

a set of tapestries to commemorate his victories in the Long War in 1609.13  Another of 

Rudolf’s court painters, Bartolomaus Spranger, created a larger Allegory on the Long 

Turkish War on canvas for the emperor (fig. 12).  Adrian de Vries, Rudolf’s court 

sculptor, used figural groups directly from the Allegories in his bronze relief about the 

Long War (fig. 13).  A note in the 1621 inventory of the imperial collection provocatively 

describes the bronze as Rudolf’s invention.14  How is de Vries’ composition Rudolf’s 

invention if it combines numerous figural groups from von Aachen’s painted Allegories?  

Did Rudolf personally suggest the composition to von Aachen or did he merely want de 
                                                 
12 Thomas DaCosta Kaufmann, “The Drawings,” in Hans von Aachen (1552-1615): Court Artist in 
Europe, ed. Thomas Fusenig (Berlin and Munich: 2010), 37.  A medal made by Paulus van Vianen uses 
von Aachen’s composition of the Battle of Sissek with only slight changes to make it the Battle of 
Târgovişte. 
13 Thomas Fusenig, Hans von Aachen (1552-1615): Court Artist in Europe, ed. Thomas Fusenig (Berlin 
and Munich: 2010), 247. 
14 Kaufmann, The School of Prague, 18. 
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Vries to combine the separate scenes into one bronze?  Unfortunately, the inventory does 

not explain the precise way Rudolf invented the composition for the bronze Allegory on 

the Long Turkish War.  The subject obviously interested Rudolf immensely.  He clearly 

had some personal investment in propagating Hans von Aachen’s Allegories series in 

particular.  The number of times Rudolf commissioned renditions of it from his court 

artists proves that they served an important function. 

The intended audience for von Aachen’s Allegories remains bound to the debate 

about who had access to Rudolf II’s Kunstkammer.  Although Rudolf’s artists had access 

to his collections and occasionally took commoners to see it, I do not believe the 

Allegories were meant to speak to them.15  Rudolf certainly restricted entry into his 

private collection, not every courtier could wander through it, but he granted access to it 

as a reward for officials when they pleased him and he showed it to fellow rulers when 

they visited Prague.16  Rudolf also seems to have spoken about matters of state inside the 

Kunstkammer as he gave dignitaries tours.17  When the Duke Elector Christian II of 

Saxony visited him in 1607, Christian’s only meeting with the emperor took place during 

a visit to the collections.18  Rudolf intended the Kunstkammer to display his intellect, 

magnificence, and virtus through his collection; it set the perfect stage for important 

political discussions.19  It seems likely that Rudolf would have chosen specific objects to 

inspect based on the discussions and in what ways he wanted to sway his visitor.  

Christian II received a complete copy of the Allegories in a sketchbook after his visit to 

Rudolf’s Kunstkammer where he undoubtedly discussed matters of state with the 

emperor.  It seems conceivable that Rudolf showed Christian the originals during the tour 

and he felt that it framed his rulership and involvement with his territories in an important 
                                                 
15 Fučíková, Imperial Paintings from Prague, 10. 
16 Kaufmann, “Remarks on the Collection of Rudolf II,” 22. 
17 Kaufmann, “Remarks on the Collection of Rudolf II,” 22. 
18 Kaufmann, “Remarks on the Collection of Rudolf II,” 22. 
19 Kaufmann, “Remarks on the Collection of Rudolf II,” 22. 
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manner.  How many important allies did Rudolf show the Allegories to after 1606 when 

Matthias began to usurp his power?   

I hypothesize the Allegories had a wider audience than those people lucky enough 

to enter Rudolf’s Kunstkammer because of the numerous copies of the images.  Aside 

from the drawn copies, Rudolf would have given the commemorative victory medals to 

dignitaries who would have passed them around.  Reconstructing the precise distribution 

and visual access people had to these medals is impossible.  Medals were a prestigious art 

form and a precious object that people viewed very intimately in their hand.  The portable 

medium of the medal encouraged its possessor to carry it with him when returning from a 

state visit and also to pass it around for his peers to admire.20  I believe the medals and 

drawings reached a wider and geographically distant group of nobles, or otherwise 

influential politicians, the very people Rudolf needed to convince of his political 

grandeur.   

Von Aachen’s works speak to the emperor’s magnificence and merit in many 

different ways throughout each episode.  In my thesis, I examine von Aachen’s visual 

description of power, the alternate history he presents and the contemporaneous 

theoretical frameworks that he worked within to convince the viewer to accept his 

construction to bolster Rudolf’s actual prestige and power.  I address the historical events 

of the Long War in my first chapter.  The political machinations make the actual war very 

convoluted and it requires intense revision to make any participant into victor much less 

an apparent hero.  I explain the history so I can examine each scene from the Allegories 

and contrast them with their historical counterparts in my second chapter.  Von Aachen 

chose to portray the celebrated battles of the time—regardless of whether or not the 

imperial troops maintained possession of the cities.  Most importantly he organizes the 

                                                 
20 Joanna Woods-Marsden, “Visual Constructions of the Art of War: Images for Machiavelli’s Prince,” in 
Perspectives on the Renaissance Medal, ed. Stephen K. Scher (New York: Garland, 2000), 47. 
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scenes to fit a narrative structure with a problem, a set back, building to a crescendo, and 

a resolution like an epic poem. 

My third chapter deeply analyzes the iconography of the eighth scene, the 

Conquest of Székesfehérvár, looking specifically at von Aachen’s treatment of the sultan.  

I discuss the sultan’s dialogue with the emperor in the scene by examining their gestures.  

I further compare the treatment of the sultan to the portrayal of all the other “villains” in 

von Aachen’s series to fully understand the discrepancies between them.  Von Aachen 

subtly juxtaposes Rudolf and the Ottoman sultan to show the emperor’s graciousness and 

superiority without defaming his enemy in the Conquest of Székesfehérvár.   I look at the 

historical interactions between the Ottoman Empire and the Holy Roman Empire in my 

fourth chapter.  From there, I compare other contemporaneous portrayals of the sultan to 

von Aachen’s focusing on ones produced in regions Rudolf had the most influence over.  

Finally, I discuss the way allegory and symbols would convey a potent and believable 

message about power to Rudolf’s intended audience even though von Aachen devised an 

extra-historical narrative of the Long War.   Hans von Aachen creates an alternate 

allegorical history of the events, dependant on the audience’s faith in symbolic meaning, 

to demonstrate Rudolf II’s involvement in the war and his political prowess to his peers.  
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Chapter 1: The Historical Events of the Long War 

Across Europe and the Near East rulers expressed the success of their reign in 

wealth, military victories, and territorial gain.21  The conflicts between Christian Western 

Europe and the Islamic East have a complicated political history couched in religious 

rhetoric.  Even though the Ottomans did not emerge as a power until the 1300’s, Western 

Europeans viewed them in crusading terms.  The Ottomans skirmished with Byzantium 

frequently.  The most astonishing event for Europe was the conquest of Constantinople in 

1453.22  After taking Constantinople, the Ottomans repeatedly marched on Venetian-

controlled lands and the eastern European Christian kingdoms.  Rudolf’s predecessors 

faced repeated Ottoman incursions.  The shocking siege of Vienna in 1529 under the 

reign of Emperor Charles V started many successive campaigns against the Holy Roman 

Empire.  Rudolf’s father, Emperor Maximilian II, paid 30,000 ducats annually to the 

sultan from the year 1568 onward to ensure peace, a tribute Rudolf continued to pay.  The 

tribute only made for an uneasy peace.  Both parties sent raids over the prescribed 

boarders that heightened unrest in the already precarious relationship (fig. 14).  In 1590 

Ottoman incursions into Austria led to reprisals from the Holy Roman Imperial forces, 

straining relations on both sides.23  The sultan officially declared war in 1593 after the 

Holy Roman Imperial troops retook the fortress of Sissek.24  Although the Ottomans only 

declared war on the Holy Roman Empire, the surrounding countries of Transylvania, 

                                                 
21 Daniel Goffman, The Ottoman Empire and Early Modern Europe (Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 2002), 1-4. 
22 Colin Imber, The Ottoman Empire, 1300-1650: The Structure of Power (New York: Palgrave 
MacMillan, 2002), 29. 
23 Imber, The Ottoman Empire, 66. 
24 Ferenc Szakealy, “The Early Ottoman Period, Including Royal Hungary,” in A History of Hungary, ed. 
Peter Suger (Bloomington and Indianapolis: Indiana University Press, 1990), 96. 
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Wallachia, Moldavia, and Poland entered into the fray. The thirteen-year war involved an 

immense amount of political maneuvering, deceit, assassination, and bloodshed between 

all the involved parties.  The complex web of politics around the Long War needs further 

explanation in order to understand the significance of Hans von Aachen’s Allegories.  

The Grand Vizier Sinan Pasha convinced Sultan Murad III to let him lead an army 

to suppress unrest and to repel Christian raids on the Hungarian border.  The Ottoman 

forces met with initial success. In 1592 they conquered large areas of Croatia and 

captured a few west-Hungarian fortresses.25  The Imperial counter-offensive led by 

Rudolf’s Italian general, Giorgio Basta was much stronger than it had been 30 years 

before.26  Spain, Venice, and the Papal States all pledged their support for Rudolf’s 

campaign against the Ottomans.27  In 1594 the imperial armies started off well but the 

Turks gained key cities.28   At the end of the war season the Ottoman position looked 

very strong. 

A series of negotiations in 1594 between the Holy Roman Empire, Transylvania, 

Moldova and Wallachia brought a more threatening alliance against the Turks.   The 

young Jesuit-educated Transylvanian prince, Sigismund Báthory, saw the Ottoman 

offensive in 1593 as the perfect opportunity to join the Holy League.29  He proposed an 

alliance to Rudolf II and one to Pope Clement VIII before ultimately signing a pact with a 

papal nuncio in February 1594.30  That summer he also signed a pact of mutual 

aggression against the sultan with Michael the Brave of Wallachia and Prince Aaron 

                                                 
25 Imber, The Ottoman Empire, 67. 
26  Schütz, 237. 
27 Gábor Barta, History of Transylvania, ed. Béla Köpeczi (New York: Columbia University Press, 2001), 
745.  The support from the Holy League of Spain, Venice and the Papal States was more moral, they sent 
very little in the way of funds or troops. 
28 Imber, The Ottoman Empire, 67. Imperial troops captured Novigrad and laid siege to Esztergom and 
Hatavan but they retreated when Sinan Pasha led his forces up to relieve the forts. The Ottomans 
progressed on and, against all odds, conquered Győr and Dotis. 
29 Barta, 745. 
30 Barta, 746. 
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Tiranul of Moldova.31  Sigismund Báthory abdicated the throne of Transylvania for the 

month of July in 1594 because his nobility refused to support him and the war against the 

Ottomans.32  When he reassumed rulership one month later he fully committed his 

country to war.  Báthory sent his troops in a two-pronged attack, one to support Hungary 

and the other to help drive the Ottomans out of Wallachia.33 

 Michael the Brave, Voivode of Wallachia, seized the opportunity to extract his 

country from Ottoman vassalage and eagerly allied himself with Transylvania, Moldova, 

and the Holy Roman Empire.  On November 13, 1594 Michael the Brave officially 

declared war on the Sublime Porte and had the Turkish residents of his country killed.34  

He crossed the Danube in the winter of 1594-95 and forced the Ottomans into a war on 

two fronts.  His advance threatened Ottoman control of the Danube, a key factor in their 

strategies for deploying troops and supplies.35  These rebellions caused serious problems 

for the Ottomans; they depended on Wallachian and Moldavian meat and grain to feed 

their empire.36  Michael’s campaigns brought a series of important victories for the 

imperial forces.  Meanwhile, Polish and Moldavian armies put Iremia Movila on the 

throne of Moldova.  The anti-Ottoman Alliance suffered a major blow when Movila 

ceased hostilities with the Ottomans.37  At the end of 1596 the Ottomans sought to make 

peace and acknowledged Michael’s independent rule so he would briefly cease 

                                                 
31 Andrei Otetea, The History f the Romanian People, trans. Eugenia Farca (New York: Twayne Publishers 
Inc., 1970), 221. 
32 Bárta, 747. 
33 Barta, 748. 
34 Otetea, 221. 
35 Imber, 68. 
36 Peter Suger, Southeastern Europe under Ottoman Rule, 1354-1804, vol. 5. (Seattle and London: 1977), 
122-123 and Barta, 748. 
37 Otetea, 223. 
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hostilities.38  Transylvania also retreated at the end of 1596 after their defeat at Mezö-

Keresztes in late October.39 

Sigismund Báthory began negotiating with Prague for his second abdication in 

January of 1597.40  They settled on it on December 23 after the Ottomans, yet again, 

repulsed the Transylvanian offensive.41  In August of 1598 Báthory reassumed the throne 

he had ceded to Rudolf at the urging of his uncle, Stephan Bocskai.42  The Holy Roman 

Empire refused to acknowledge him as the legitimate sovereign.  Báthory turned to his 

enemies for support, first parlaying unsuccessfully with the Ottomans and then seeking 

Poland’s aid.43  His actions turned the focus of the war away from Ottoman controlled 

territories.  The individual Christian rulers in the alliance all sought to maximize their 

territories at the expense of each other.  Their unity of purpose could not hold back the 

desire for personal gain.  On March 17, 1599 Báthory abdicated for the third time in favor 

of his Polish cousin Cardinal Andreas Báthory, who promptly began treating with the 

Sublime Porte.  Stephan Bocskai and Rudolf’s general Giorgio Basta both began arming 

troops, but Michael the Brave marched on Transylvania first.44  He led his troops in on 

October 5 and quickly captured the country.45  In November Cardinal Báthory met his 

demise at the hands of the frustrated and oppressed Transylvanian Székely population.46 

                                                 
38 Otetea, 223. 
39 Barta, 750. 
40 Barta, 750-1. 
41 Barta, 750-1 The Transylvanians unsuccessfully tried to take the fortress of Temesköz. 
42 Barta, 751. 
43 Barta, 752. 
44 Barta, 752. Michael the Brave had signed a peace treaty with the Ottomans in 1598 but he had also 
signed a treaty in Prague making Wallachia a vassal state in exchange for the upkeep of 5,000 mercenaries 
so his intentions to continue anti-Ottoman activities were clear. 
45 Barta, 752. Michael the Brave had signed a peace treaty with the Ottomans in 1598 but he had also 
signed a treaty in Prague making Wallachia a vassal state in exchange for the upkeep of 5,000 mercenaries 
so his intentions to continue anti-Ottoman activities were clear. 
46 Barta, 753. 
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Michael the Brave had signed a treaty in June of 1598 accepting Rudolf’s 

suzerainty without the emperor’s interference in the internal affairs of Wallachia or a 

tribute.47  The emperor considered Transylvania part of his personal territories and he 

disliked losing direct control over it to Michael.  Although Michael was Rudolf’s vassal 

and thus Transylvania became a vassal state of the Empire under Michael’s rule, it still 

rankled the emperor.48  The Wallachian prince then turned around and conquered 

Moldova in May of 1600 because the Polish installed prince had allied with the 

Ottomans.49  Michael, who amassed so much territory so quickly, time and seemed to 

pose a threat to the Holy Roman Empire.  The Wallachian troops had suppressed peasant 

resistance to looting quite violently and many Transylvanians resented the prince’s 

presence.50  When the Saxon patriciate and Transylvanian nobles rebelled against 

Michael in September of 1600, General Basta supported them.51  At the same time, the 

Polish chancellor Jan Zamoyski led an army into Moldova and reinstalled Ieremia Movila 

on the throne.52  They defeated Michael’s army and placed Ieremia’s brother Simeon on 

the Wallachian throne.53  Michael fled to Prague for the emperor’s support.54 

Meanwhile, Giorgio Basta’s irregularly paid mercenaries tormented the 

Transylvanian people from one side, while the unruly Turkish-hired Tartar’s did the same 

on the other.  Jan Zamoyski, heady with recent success, convinced Sigismund Báthory to 

retake his thrice-abdicated throne, this time with Polish support.55  Basta abandoned 

Transylvania without a fight when Báthory led his troops in.56  The Italian general and 

                                                 
47 Otetea, 224. 
48 Barta, 754. 
49 Otetea, 225. 
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Michael the Brave joined their forces and re-conquered Wallachia in July of 1601.57 

Then, in August, they fought a decisive battle against Báthory’s forces, sending him 

fleeing once more.58  Michael the Brave’s victory was short lived, Giorgio Basta had his 

Walloon officers murder him for suspected treason two weeks after their joint 

successes.59   

Sigismund Báthory had not given up his claim to the Transylvanian throne yet.  

He attempted to regain control of his country with the assistance of Turkish and Tartar 

troops early in 1602.60  Basta retreated without a fight again, but the marauding Tartar’s, 

plague, and general devastation appalled Báthory.61  Within a few months he experienced 

a severe breakdown and abdicated for his fourth and final time.62  He retired to Prague for 

the remainder of his life.63  Basta returned with his army to brutally assert Holy Roman 

Imperial authority in July of 1602.64 

In 1603 the Transylvanian nobles attempted to gain control of their wartorn 

country under the leadership of Mozes Székely, also called Zeckel Moses, and with 

Turkish support.65  His army routed Basta’s troops and in May he claimed the 

Transylvanian crown.66  As quickly as he rose to power the Transylvanian rebel fell 

under the new Wallachian ruler’s attack.67  On July 17, 1603 Mozes Székelylost the battle 

near Brassó and his life.68  Giorgio Basta returned with his troops and with the specific 

purpose of ensuring Transylvania was so beleagered that it could not support another 
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rebellion against the Holy Roman Empire.69   Aside of the depraved behavior of his 

troops, he exhorbinantly ransomed towns and violently persecuted Protestants.70 

While the anti-Ottoman alliance wasted resources with internal territorial 

struggles and Polish interference, the Ottoman forces gained territory in south-west 

Hungary.71  In 1601, Imperial troops conquered Székesfehérvár (the city is known as 

Stuhlweißenburg in German) and moved to reclaim the lost territories in Hungary.72  The 

Imperial presence in Hungary proved unmovable by the end of 1603; only the renewed 

rebellion, surprisingly coming again from Transylvania, changed the Ottoman fortunes.73   

In October of 1604 an imperial representative led a group to arrest Stephen 

Bocskai for colluding with pro-Ottoman Transylvanian nobles and in order to sieze his 

estate to fund the war.74  Faced with either losing his posessions or fighting, Bocskai 

chose to fight.75   He unexpectedly won when the Protestant mercenaries changed sides 

instead of fighting for Protestant persecutors.76  His uprising quickly gathered 

momentum.  On November 11, Bocskai received a sword of honor from the new sultan 

Ahmend I and a decree naming him Prince of Transylvania.77  His hopes were high and 

his forces swept through most of Royal Hungary and cleared most of the German and 

Italian soldiers out of Transdanubia.78  The sultan sent Bocskai an impressive crown to 

recognize him as the king of Hungary in 1605.  Bocskai did not invest much trust in 

Ottoman overtures.  As the Habsburg forces had reclaimed most of Western Hungary 

                                                 
69 Barta, 757. 
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2002), 164. 
71 Imber, The Ottoman Empire, 69. 
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already, he decided to settle for a strong position in Transylvania and forgo his claim to 

Hungary.79  Bocskai began negotiating for peace with the Holy Roman Empire and 

settling the rewards for his army in late autumn of 1605.80  Negotiations went slowly 

because of the Habsburgs’ repeated attempts to have Bocskai assassinated.81  Archduke 

Matthias finally signed an agreement giving more territory to the Princepality of 

Transylvania and restoring religious freedom in the kingdom of Hungary without 

consulting Rudolf II in June of 1606.82   

November 15, 1606 the Ottomans signed the Peace Treaty of Zstiva Torok.83  The 

Ottomans gained territories around Kanizsa and Eger along with a one-time tribute of 

200,000 florins, while the Empire gained the Nógard country and territories along the 

Maros River and acknowldgement of the emperor’s equal status with the sultan.84  The 

language of the treaty read as a straightforward agreement between equals without 

posturing or concern over the protection of co-religionists in the empires.85  Although the 

treaty was not ratified untill 1612, because the Ottomans kept changing the terms, all 

hostilities ceased.86  Both sides maintained a peaceful and fixed frontier border.87  The 

thirteen year long war resulted in a stalemate bought with hundreds of thousands of lives 

and substantial economic damage to the areas around the battlefields.  The war revealed 

the weaknesses of the Ottoman miliary previously unknown and unfathomable to 
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Christian Europe.  The European’s lack of committment to the war and internal 

squablings resulted in an inglorious standoff.   

The back and forth battles needed a fresh spin to make the war look fruitful.  

Matthais used Rudolf’s style of managing the war as his predominate excuse to assume 

power and challenge him.88  Rudolf had to associate himself and his leadership with the 

war in order to demonstrate power and control.  His numerous commissions for victory 

scenes of the Long War help him to shape a glorious image of himself as a victorious 

leader and the emancipator of Christian Hungary and Transylvania from Ottoman 

oppression.  Rudolf especially gravitated toward Hans von Aachen’s Allegories in 

representing his victories to the nobility of Europe. 
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Chapter 2: Hans von Aachen’s Allegories on the Long Turkish War 

Hans von Aachen was born in 1552 in Cologne, the city where he learned to 

paint, joined the painters’ guild, and became a master.89  According to Karel van Mander, 

he was the pupil of a master named Jerrigh until he left for Italy at the age of 22 to work 

in Venice and Rome.90  During his stay south of the Alps, he received many prestigious 

commissions, some of which came from the Medici court in Florence.91  In 1586/87 he 

returned to Germany and he entered the entourage of William V, duke of Bavaria, in 

Munich as early as 1588.92  He became the court painter to Rudolf II in 1592, but he did 

not move immediately to Prague.  He maintained his residence in Augsburg so he could 

complete his numerous outstanding commissions there.93  On November 1, 1594 he 

received a title of nobility from Rudolf II.94  He held off relocating to Prague until 1595 

after his marriage to Regina di Lasso, daughter of the famous composter Orlando di 

Lasso.95  During his residence at Rudolf’s court von Aachen painted historical, 

allegorical, and religious paintings, as well as creating portraits and numerous drawings.  

When Hans von Aachen died in 1615 he had not yet collected on all the debts Rudolf 

owed him during his tenure as peintre de chambre.96   

Von Aachen most likely painted the Allegories on the Long Turkish War between 

1603 and 1606.97  They probably numbered fourteen small paintings on parchment.98  
                                                 
89 Eliška Fučíková, “The Life,” in Hans von Aachen (1552-1615): Court Painter of Europe, ed. Thomas 
Fusenig (Berlin and Munich: Deutscher Kunstverlag, 2010), 3. 
90 Fučíková, “The Life,” 4 and Kaufmann, The School of Prague, 133. 
91 Fučíková, “The Life,” 4. 
92 Fučíková, “The Life,” 5. 
93 Fučíková, “The Life,” 5-6. 
94 Fučíková, “The Life,” 5-6. 
95 Fučíková, “The Life,” 5-6. 
96 Fučíková, “The Life,” 5 and 10. 
97 Joachim Jacoby, Hans von Aachen: 1552-1615 (Munich: Deutscher Kunstverlag, 2000), 184. Hans-
Jochen Ludwig dates the originals to between 17 June and 23 October 1603 or between January and 
September 1604. Cited in Kaufmann, The School of Prague, 150.  I believe a date after 1604 would make 
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They were bound in a red leather book and housed in Rudolf’s Kunstkammer according 

to the 1607-1611 inventory of the collection.99  Only seven of the original scenes from 

the Allegories survive but an additional four scenes exist in a sketchbook copy of the 

series.100  Eleven numbered drawing made by von Aachen’s workshop for the Elector 

Christian II of Saxony reside in Dresden.101  The Dresden sketchbook had at least 

fourteen pages according to the 1610 invoice sent to settle Hans von Aachen’s 

accounts.102 The Dresden sketchbook also has Latin epigrams on the backside of each 

drawing and a number.  These numbers have helped scholars to establish the order of the 

known scenes, with the exception of one Transylvanian scene that remains un-

numbered.103  One of the missing scenes, a battle in Transylvania, survives as a print 

copy by Cornelis Boissens but its precise placement in the series remains a mystery.104  

The majority of these scenes divide the picture plane into three different sections: the 

allegorical foreground, the descriptive background with a landscape and usually a battle 

scene, and the divine figures in the sky. 

The Allegories describe Rudolf II’s magnificence as the Holy Roman Emperor 

and then the subsequent declaration of war on Constantinople followed by the victories of 

the emperor and his armies.105  Von Aachen depicts battles against Turkish opponents 

and also against the Transylvanian rebel forces.  In many ways the group of paintings 

reads like a story following an epic narrative with a final climax—the Empire’s absolute 
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victory over all its foes.106  Hans von Aachen embellishes the dramatic events and 

intrigues of the war with allegorical meaning and a virtuous thrust.  The series describes 

the Long War as a new Trojan War; only this time all of the divine powers, Greco-

Roman divinities alongside the Christian God, support the emperor’s side.   The work 

also differs from the accounts of the Trojan War in underplaying the Anatolian people’s 

nobility.  The Holy Roman Empire maintains the moral high ground in von Aachen’s 

pictorial narrative.  The order of the events in the group of paintings does not depend on 

their actual historical occurrence, but rather builds the epic narrative with a creative 

rearrangement of true episodes. 

The series does not begin with the Ottomans.  Instead the first scene, the Allegory 

of the Roman Emperor, describes the sovereignty of Rudolf II (fig 1).  The composition 

only survives in the Dresden sketchbook and a few preparatory drawings.  On the left of 

the work, a man dressed as a Roman emperor sits on a raised dais while being crowned 

by winged Victory with laurel leaves.107  He gestures to figures approaching with the 

crowns of Hungary and Bohemia.  Although the figure bears no direct facial resemblance 

to Rudolf II, scholars read the figure as an allegorical depiction of the Habsburg emperor.  

The two columns behind him allude to the columns of Hercules and the Habsburg’s 

genealogical connection to the hero.108  In the upper center, God the father blesses the 

scene.  In the left corner the imperial and Habsburg eagle hovers over the emperor and it 

appears again in the right corner, this time attacking a dragon.109  Mounted figures watch 

the proceeding with raised battle standards beneath classically inspired architecture, 

which may represent the Belvedere palace in Prague.110  The scene displays Rudolf’s 
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power over his kingdoms and his exalted position as the Holy Roman emperor.   Only the 

eagle attacking the dragon in the upper right corner indicates the coming struggle.  The 

drawing would be very difficult to connect to the events of the Long War if it did not 

come down to us as a part of the Dresden sketchbook.   

The second scene, the Declaration of the War in Constantinople, clearly opens 

hostilities with the Ottomans (fig. 2).  The foreground divides in half along the central 

axis. The left side shows the imperial delegation led by a man in Hungarian dress.  

Austrian nobles, Hungarian nobles, and Hercules all gather behind him in support.  

Scholars disagree on the identity of the Hungarian dignitary.  Ludwig suggests he depicts 

Adam Gall Poppel zu Lobkowicz delivering the imperial tribute to the sultan in August 

1593.111  Jacoby proposes it as the unsuccessful peace negotiation sent in 1590.112   Karl 

Schütz, in turn, suggests he is the imperial orator at the Sublime Porte, Friedrich von 

Kreckwitz, who died in prison in Budapest in 1593.113 On the right side the Turkish 

leader, possibly the Grand Vizier Sinan Pasha, brandishes his drawn sword.  A snarling 

wolf wearing a matching turban, his soldiers, and the Furies accompany him.  The 

background is a view of Constantinople drawn from a woodcut by Pieter Coecke van 

Aelst (fig).114  In the sky, Greco-Roman gods oversee the encounter.  Jupiter holds his 

thunderbolt and gestures toward Minerva and Mars who seem to clasp hands while 

grasping the same spear.  This gesture could allude to a contemporary phrase “arte et 

marte” showing the gods as an image of brotherhood in arms, or simply show both the 

gods agreeing on the just cause of the war for the Holy Roman Empire.115  The agreement 

between Minerva and Mars likens this war to the Trojan War, only this time all the gods 
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favor the Imperial side.  This scene exists as both the original painted version and as 

drawn copy. 

The third scene, the Battle of Sissek, shows the conquest of the fort by Austrian 

troops in 1593 (fig. 3).116  In 1592 the Ottomans conquered large areas of modern-day 

Croatia; however, the imperial seizure of Sissek threatened their hold on these new 

territories.117  Unlike the sites of most of Hans von Aachen’s other depicted victories, 

Sissek remained under imperial control during the entire war.118  The capture of Sissek 

led to the Ottoman’s decision to officially declare war on July 29, 1593.119  In the 

painting, two women dominate the center of the scene.  Winged Victory crowns the 

seated personification of Croatia or Styria with a laurel wreath on an island surrounded 

by water.  The water churns around the island full of drowning Turks and horses.120   The 

river gods of the Kulpa and Save recline and watch the battle scene unfold before them in 

the lower left and right corners of the composition.  The deadly water surrounding the 

two women flows from vessels tucked under their arms.  Habsburg troops, identified by 

their battle standards, emerge from the left middle ground to drive the fleeing Ottoman 

forces into the river.  The fortress of Sissek appears in the upper right corner.  In the 

center of the sky an eagle opens its wings and raises its talons to slash at a crescent moon 

beside it.  One of the winds appears behind the central eagle as a little cherub-like face 

and blows onto its back.  Hans von Aachen does not accurately depict the topography or 

the fort.121 Perhaps he preferred creating the dramatic circular composition highlighted by 

the confluence of the Kulpa and Save.  The scene commemorates the imperial victory 

three times: first with Victory crowning the personification of Sissek, second with the 
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actual soldiers battling in the middle ground, and finally in the sky above with the 

Habsburg symbol attacking the symbol of both the Ottomans and of Islam.  This victory 

served to bolster the Christian’s confidence against the Ottomans at the onset of 

hostilities.  The scene survives in the painted original, numerous sketches, and as part of 

Adrian de Vries’ bronze relief, The Allegory on the Turkish War. 

The fourth scene, the Battle of Mező-Keresztes, depicts an indecisive encounter 

between the imperial and Ottoman forces (fig. 4).  The combined troops of Archduke 

Matthias and Sigismund Báthory faced off against the Ottoman army, led by Sultan 

Mehmed III himself, in late October of 1596.122  Accounts from both sides of the battle 

greatly exaggerate the number of opponents.  At the beginning of the four-day battle, the 

imperial forces had the upper hand and on the fourth day the Ottoman troops fled their 

camp.123  As the Habsburg forces began plundering, the cooks, grooms, and other 

military attachés rose up and forced them out.124  After these non-martial Ottomans 

announced the imperial flight, Janissaries returned and attacked.125  Because the Ottoman 

forces did not pursue the imperial ones, no side could claim a certain victory over the 

other.  Christians interpreted the surprising escape of the whole imperial army as a sign of 

divine intervention and proof that God supported the imperial cause.126  Von Aachen 

acknowledges this blessing by painting the archangel Michael in the center of the sky.  

He raises his sword above his head and holds out tipping scales with his other hand 

evoking Last Judgment imagery.127  The Turks, naturally, stand on the side of the 

damned.  Below the angel, Ottoman forces fan out in the half-moon battle formation 
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marching forward to engage the Austrians and Transylvanians.128  A Habsburg rider with 

peacock plumes in his helmet sits on a rearing horse in the center of the middle ground, 

perhaps calling the retreat.  In foreground a weeping crowned woman, the personification 

of Hungary, laments with a group of women on the left side.  The leftmost woman holds 

a bag in her hand.  She likely represents the comforting personification of the Holy 

League offering aid to suffering Hungary.129  A turbaned Turkish man stalks off to the 

right of the foreground accompanied by a snake at his feet.  He has a very similar 

appearance to the Turkish delegate who declares war in the second scene and could 

represent the general Grand Vizier Sinan Pasha.  The rightmost group of lamenting 

women, one of whom holds a burning heart in her hands, represents the suffering 

populations of Hungary under Ottoman rule.130  The painted original survives along with 

drawn copies.  Hans von Aachen includes this episode of imperial defeat to emphasize 

the might of the Ottomans and to create a low point in his painted narrative.  All the 

subsequent scenes show the Habsburg contingent triumphing after this battle.   

The fifth scene shows the complete imperial victory of the Conquest of Esztergom 

on September 3, 1595 (fig. 5).131  Esztergom fell to the Ottomans in 1595 (the city is 

known as Gran in German).132  When Miklós Palffy besieged Esztergom he devastated 

the city, breaching the strong walls of the fortress and rendering most of the building 

uninhabitable.133  Hans von Aachen does not show the actual siege of Esztergom.  

Instead, he depicts the orderly victory with troops lined up around the already stormed 
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fortress.  He authentically renders the military positions and geographical description of 

the landscape.134  In the foreground the laurel wreathed emperor rushes forward to offer a 

bishop’s miter to bound woman.  The woman represents Esztergom, the seat of the 

Hungarian primate.135  Winged Victory removes a crescent moon from her forehead in 

anticipation of the emperor’s gift.  Other figures cluster around her; the kneeling woman 

represents Minerva wearing her helmet and her shield lying on the ground in front of 

Esztergom while the other women remain unidentified.136  On the right side, the river 

goddess of the Danube looks over her shoulder out of the picture frame while waters pour 

from her vessel.  Behind her a bishop and a dignitary converse, they may represent the 

return of just Christian rule to the city.  Two women appear in the sky with the dove of 

the Holy Ghost.  The seated woman on the left is the Church and on the right the 

personification of Esztergom kneels before her.137  Esztergom reunites with the Church 

after her Ottoman ordeal.  Von Aachen misleads the viewer here, as Esztergom fell to the 

Ottomans again in 1605 and remained in their control after the Treaty of Zstiva Torok.138  

This scene survives in Dresden Sketchbook and forms part of Adrian de Vries’ bronze 

relief.139 

The night of March 19, 1598 Austrian and Hungarian troops stormed the fortress 

of Győr (called Raab in German).140  Hans von Aachen painted the Conquest of Győr, the 

sixth scene in the Allegories, as the only night scene (fig. 6).  The dramatic lighting 

                                                 
134 Jacoby, 191. 
135 Jacoby, 192.  She could also represent all of Hungary but in this case it seems more likely that she is 
represents the city. 
136 Ludwig, 56. He claims that the goddess Diana stands behind the other figures, identifiable only through 
her crescent moon headpiece, but because the crescent moon head piece has just been removed from the 
bound Hungary or Esztergom, this woman could represent another Ottoman conquered province. 
137 Jacoby, 192. 
138 Barta, 760. 
139 Jacoby, 193. 
140 Schütz, 241. The historical Latin name for Győr is Arabona. 
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showcases the novel use of an explosive bomb by the imperial generals.141  On the right 

side bright orange explosions erupt on the fortress, illuminating accurate details of the 

fort like the battlements, the bridge across the moat and the arrangement of the 

casemates.   In the sky the goddess Diana shines moonlight on the imperial cavalry and 

foot soldiers as the goddess Juno shades the Ottomans from the light.  On the actual night 

of the charge, a fog covered the moon so the conquerors could approach the fortress 

unobserved.142  Two women stand around a column in the center of the composition.  

Winged Victory on the left reaches in front of the Corinthian column to crown the 

personification of Győr with a laurel wreath.143  Győr, identified by the raven at her feet, 

holds the braided forelock of a naked man.  He kneels at her feet as he unlocks her 

shackles.  In earlier renditions of the work, and the Dresden copy, the kneeling figure had 

a globe or a wheel to identify him as Fortune.144   So Győr literally grabs fortune by the 

forelock and frees herself from Ottoman rule in the drawings.145  In the painted rendition 

the man is merely a Turk she forces into freeing her.  The imperial eagle mantles 

triumphantly on top of the column of victory, approving of the scene.  The Hebrew word 

“Jehael” (Yahweh is God) glows in the sky above the fortress.146   

The Christians viewed their moon-shrouded victory as a miracle from God and 

widely publicized it through the Habsburg lands.147  The Imperial troops had suffered an 

embarrassing defeat at Győr in 1594.148  The fortress’s garrison surrendered at full 

strength, even though the river flooded and forced the Ottomans to advance in a very 

                                                 
141 Schütz, 241. Generals Miklós Palffy and Adolf von Schwarzenberg employed the new petarde 
explosive to recapture the westernmost Turkish fort in Hungary lost in 1594. 
142 Schütz, 241. 
143 Schütz, 241; and Jacoby, 193. Although Ludwig (58) claims this is the personification of the people of 
Hungary, once again I find it more convincing as the personification of the city. 
144 Schütz, 241. 
145 Schütz, 241. 
146 Schütz, 241. 
147 Schütz, 241; and Jacoby, 195. 
148 Imber, “Ibrahim Peçevi on War,” 10. 
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vulnerable fashion.149  When the Habsburgs recaptured the city four years later they 

managed to maintain control over it, unlike Gran.  Von Aachen’s dramatic rendition of 

the events appears in the painted original, the Dresden sketchbook, and as part of Adrian 

de Vries’ bronze Allegory. 

The seventh scene, the Allegory on the Battle of Călugăreni, unites two different 

encounters led by Michael the Brave against the Ottomans in the autumn of 1595 (fig. 

7).150  Michael the Brave of Wallachia faced the notorious Grand Vizier Sinan Pasha near 

Călugăreni on September 21, 1595.151  The Wallachians had the upper hand and the 

Ottomans fled, but the enemy outnumbered Michael’s forces so he retreated to wait for 

Transylvanian and Imperial aid.152  While Michael waited for support in the Carpathian 

Mountains the Turkish troops conquered Bucharest, Târgovişte, and Giurgiu.153  Once the 

reinforcements joined him, Michael outmaneuvered Sinan Pasha’s troops, taking back 

Târgovişte on October 18.  Sinan Pasha withdrew his troops from Bucharest in retreat, 

but Michael’s army cut them off at the bridge by Giurgiu on October 29.154  The 

Wallachian prince slaughtered the Ottoman rear guard, toppled the Grand Vizier into the 

Danube, and captured the Ottoman’s banner of the prophet.155   

The composition only shows the battle at Giurgiu; in the center Michael the Brave 

personally knocks the Grand Vizier ingloriously off the bridge and into the river.  His 

troops move forward to chase the fleeing Ottomans on the right side of the picture.  The 

river god of the Danube turns his head toward the imperial troops about to charge across 

                                                 
149 Imber, “Ibrahim Peçevi on War,” 10. The river forced the Ottomans to advance across a rickety plank 
bridge with four or five men abreast.  The defending men could have picked them off easily to defend the 
fortress but they surrendered instead. 
150 Jacoby, 195. 
151 Schütz, 241. 
152 Barta, 749. 
153 Barta, 749. 
154 Barta, 749. 
155 Jacoby, 195; and Imber, The Ottoman Empire, 68. 
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the bridge.  He holds a shovel or a rudder in his right arm as he leans over his vessel.  In 

the sky above the bridge winged Victory leads the way with a palm frond in her hand.  

This is the only known scene without an allegorical foreground.  The composition 

survives in the Dresden copies.   

 The Conquest of Székesfehérvár, which comes next in the known series, will be 

addressed in greater detail in the following chapter (fig. 8).  It exists in the painted 

original and in the Dresden sketchbook. 

The rest of the known series addresses the rebellions in Transylvania.   The ninth 

scene, the Allegory on the Battle of Şelimbăr, depicts Michael the Brave’s defeat of 

Andreas Báthory on October 28, 1599 (fig. 9).156  After Sigismund Báthory abdicated for 

the third time, his cousin the Polish cardinal Andreas Báthory assumed the throne and 

made peace with the Ottomans.  Michael marched into Transylvania as quickly as he 

could muster his troops to depose Andreas.157  The background shows Michael’s forces 

and the Szekely soldiers who rallied to his side chasing the Transylvanians.  The two 

small mounted fighters in the center may show the death of Andreas Báthory in the 

background.  Jupiter’s eagle, also a symbol for the Habsburgs, unleashes his thunderbolts 

on the Transylvanians from the sky.  Directly below the eagle, the emperor approaches 

the naked, masked, and bound representation of Transylvania.158  He steps on a snake 

about to strike her ankle while he offers her a crown.  Cardinal Báthory holds her chains.  

He grasps a spiny tree growing out of a cardinal’s hat signifying his treachery to the 

Christian faith and his status as a false prophet.159   Three battle standards flutter behind 

the cardinal, one with the wolf teeth of the Báthory family, one with the half moon of the 

                                                 
156 Şelimbăr is known as Schellenberg in German. 
157 Jacoby, 198; and Otetea, 224. Wallachia had a very vulnerable position once Transylvania resumed 
supporting the Ottomans and would have faced enemies on two sides. 
158 Ludwig, 72; and Jacoby, 198. The mask symbolizes foreign rule. 
159 Jacoby, 198. He gains this infamy through collaborating with the Ottomans to take secular power 
against Christians and the Holy League. 
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Ottoman Empire, and one with an open hand also associated with the Ottomans.160  The 

severed head on the ground shows the gruesome end of Andreas Báthory.161  On the left 

Michael the Brave points to the eagle in the sky while a Székely soldier looks up to 

where he points.162  Michael recognizes the divine authority of Rudolf II by pointing to 

the eagle in the sky.  Even though Giorgio Basta assassinated Michael the Brave because 

he suspected treachery, von Aachen depicts him as a hero throughout the series.  This 

scene only survives in drawn copies. 

The tenth scene, the Battle of Gorossló, focuses on Michael the Brave and 

Giorgio Basta’s defeat of Sigismund Báthory’s army (fig. 10).  In the center of the 

composition a forlorn woman sits on a pile of Turkish weapons bound to a tree stump.  A 

plethora of flags protrude from the stump: in the center the wolf teeth of the Báthory 

family; on the left the bull’s head of Moldovan mercenaries with the Ottoman horse tail 

standard in between them; and the armor clad arm impaling a bear’s head with a sword 

for the Székely forces on the right.163  The bound woman represents subjugated 

Discord.164  On the right three men lament their loss and beg for mercy.  A strange 

combination of symbols in a roundel hovers above the group of men.  Inside of the dusky 

roundel a bird perches on a ram beside a donkey with the Turkish open hand above it.  

The ram symbolizes Mars, and the bird may also symbolize Mars in association with the 

Trojan War.165  The donkey is a symbol of eternal slavery and both the donkey and the 

ram allude to excessive lust.166  The precise significance of the symbol group remains 

unknown.   

                                                 
160 Ludwig, 72; and Jacoby, 198. 
161 Jacoby, 198-199. 
162 Jacoby, 198. 
163 Jacoby, 200; and Ludwig, 76-7. These flags were likely copied from the actual standards captured in the 
battle and sent back to Prague. 
164 Ludwig, 79; and Schütz, 243. 
165 Ludwig, 82-3. 
166 Ludwig, 83. 
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On the left, two women stand under the rising Capricorn—Rudolf’s personal 

astrological sign.167  The bare-chested woman, a personification of either Triumph or 

Strength, holds a tipping scale in her left hand.168  She supports a Roman standard topped 

with the crowned double-headed eagle of Holy Roman Empire with her other hand.  The 

female personification of Fortitude stands beside Triumph/Strength and in front of a 

column of victory.  A lion stands in front of the women looking directly at the group of 

subjugated men across the scene.  It symbolizes kingship and alludes to the nobility of 

Rudolf II.169  Soldiers battle in a nondescript field in the background. The imperial troops 

pursue the rebellious Transylvanians.  The central scene in the middle ground may allude 

to Giorgio Basta’s murder of Michael the Brave two weeks after the battle of Gorossló on 

suspected treason.170  Sigismund Báthory remained at large following his defeat at 

Gorossló and made his final attempt to retake the throne the following year but von 

Aachen did not include it in his series.  The original painting for this scene survives along 

with the drawn copies and as part of Adrien de Vries’ bronze relief.171 

The final known painting depicts the Battle of Brașov against the Transylvanian 

rebellion led by the noble Mózes Székely (also known as Zeckel Moyses) on June 17, 

1603.172  Scholars remain uncertain about the iconography of this painting (fig. 11).173  

The groups of figures look very similar to the Battle of Gorossló because of the central 

tree stump holding captured banners.  Only instead of Discord, the tree stump has a hydra 

bound to it.  Someone severed a few of the hydra’s heads and a disembodied arm burns 

the neck wound on the right side with a torch.  The hydra symbolizes the total defeat of 

                                                 
167 Schütz, 243. 
168 Ludwig, 80; Jacoby, 200; and Schütz, 243. 
169 Ludwig, 80. 
170 Barta, 756; and Jacoby, 200. 
171 Jacoby, 200. 
172 Brașov is known as Kronstadt in German. 
173 Schütz, 244. 
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Transylvania’s rebellions.  Just like Hercules’ defeated the Hydra by burning its neck 

stumps so it could not grow more heads, the imperial armies rooted out the pro-Ottoman 

rebels in the country and disposed of them.174  The monster resembles the seven-headed 

dragon in Albrecht Dürer’s Apocalypse cycle of 1498.175  The banner on the right 

identifies the decapitated head placed on a pike as the rebel leader, Mózes Székely, from 

the Z and the M on either side.  The banners with the double-bladed sword and the 

crescent moon are Turkish and the red and white banner with the eagle belongs to 

Poland.176  On the left of the hydra stands a lion; the lion is both the symbol of kingship, 

a reference to Hercules, and the symbol of the house of Habsburg.  A large club with a 

mace and a palm frond of victory lean against the Rudolfine lion.177  The club alludes to 

Hercules again, while the mace inscribed with an M may refer to Michael the Brave.178  

Two Boschian creatures stand to the left of the lion.  Behind them stands a shepherd 

whose facial features resemble those of Michael the Brave.179  On the right a woman 

gestures toward the collection of banners with a dead body at her feet.  She may represent 

the personification of Transylvania.180  The defeated rebels sit behind her bound to 

another tree stump.181  The background shows the combined troops of Giorgio Basta and 

the new prince Radul of Wallachia battling the Transylvanian rebels.182  The composition 

exists in the painted original, drawn copies, and the de Vries bronze relief. 

None of the imperial triumphs in Transylvania lasted for long.  In 1604 Stephan 

Bocskai led his highly successful rebellion.  He shrewdly ensured Transylvania’s 

                                                 
174 Jacoby, 202. 
175 Ludwig, 86. 
176 Schütz, 244. 
177 Ludwig, 87. 
178 Ludwig, 87. 
179 Ludwig, 87. 
180 Ludwig, 87. 
181 Schütz, 244. 
182 Jacoby, 202. 
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sovereignty in his treaties with both the Ottomans and the Holy Roman Empire.  Because 

of the lost compositions we cannot know if, or how, von Aachen addressed Bocskai in 

the Allegories.  A print by Cornelis Boissens seems to preserve the composition of one of 

the remaining three scenes (fig. 15).183  As a print, it could significantly alter von 

Aachen’s original design.  The iconography of his print is unclearly deciphered and it 

does not appear to have anything to do with Stephen Bocskai.  Without the remaining 

images I cannot draw any significant conclusions on von Aachen’s depiction of the 

events in Transylvania.   

As a whole, the series develops a rich narrative about the victories of Rudolf II 

and his symbolic (at the very least) relationship with the military actions of the Long 

War.  Each scene develops its own iconography with layers of imagery and many of the 

figures possess multiple interpretations.  The allegorical figures layer meaning and 

interact with each other in complex ways.  It seems hard to believe anyone could decipher 

these images without an outline of sorts.184  In every scene the figures make elaborate 

hand signals, I believe these emulate rhetorical gestures.  In fact, many of the poses seem 

to combine two different gestures in one movement.  While the introduction of visual 

rhetoric only adds to the confusion of the modern viewer, the early seventeenth century 

viewer would have been regularly exposed to rhetorical devices.185  People saw rhetoric 

in action when they witnessed events put up by rhetoric guilds, during any sort of state 

pageantry, and from Jesuit preachers.186  Von Aachen’s inclusion of these gestures 

enhanced the general understanding of these Allegories, even though each image still 

possessed more obscure references for the erudite viewer to revel in.  Von Aachen 
                                                 
183 Kaufmann, The School of Prague, 153. 
184 The Elector Christian II received Latin epigrams on the back of each image to help him understand the 
exact episodes and their tones. 
185 Kaufmann, The Eloquent Artist, 52-53. 
186Adam Kendon, Gesture: Visible Action as Utterance (Cambridge and New York: Cambridge University 
Press, 2004), 21. The Jesuits thought highly of rhetoric and taught it in their schools as part of their 
curriculum for young students, not just as part of the usual university education. 
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structured the Allegories on the Long Turkish War so they could effectively communicate 

Rudolf II’s message of power to the viewer.  The images convey a flattering message 

about Rudolf’s military and political might.  In the eighth scene, Hans von Aachen 

compares Rudolf and the Ottoman sultan, but he also shows great respect to the image of 

the enemy leader.  In order to understand fully the power dynamics von Aachen signaled 

with the sultan’s treatment, I shall next closely examine the Conquest of Székesfehérvár. 
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Chapter 3: The Allegory on the Conquest of Székesfehérvár: Allegory 
and Visual Vilification 

Sultan Mehmed III appears opposite Rudolf II in the eighth scene. This is the only 

time the sultan appears in the known images from von Aachen’s Allegories.  The rest of 

von Aachen’s scenes focus on the Habsburg victories over the Transylvanian rebels and 

only Ottomans battle standards, not soldiers or leaders, appear in these images.  Although 

von Aachen clearly depicts Rudolf as the victor in the work, he does not visually 

humiliate the sultan.  Neither the sultan nor the emperor set foot on the battlefield at 

Székesfehérvár.  While Mehmed III led his armies into battle—he accompanied his army 

in to Hungary at the battle of Mező-Keresztes in 1596—he did not personally defend 

Székesfehérvár.187  Rudolf never left his castle in Prague and had nothing to do with 

leading his armies.  The most intriguing aspect of the Conquest of Székesfehérvár lies in 

the disparate treatments of the Ottoman sultan and the Transylvanian rebels.  The sultan, 

the fearsome leader of lawless heathens and enemy of Christendom, maintains his dignity 

in defeat.  The Transylvanian upstarts receive brutal and defamatory imagery; one 

leader’s decapitated head surmounts a pike in front of the battle standards of his 

followers.  It seems discordant to treat the sultan respectfully when all other enemies in 

the series receive humiliating depictions in their defeat.  I explain the subtleties of power 

relationships within the Allegories that fuel the sultan’s positive portrayal by closely 

reading von Aachen’s eighth scene.  

The actual conquest occurred on September 20, 1601 after repeated imperial 

attempts to take Székesfehérvár.188  Holy Roman Imperial troops besieged the fortress at 

                                                 
187 Imber, The Ottoman Empire, 68 and 69. The Ottoman forces at Székesfehérvár were led by the 
commander Yemishschi (‘The Fruiterer’) Hasan Pasha. 
188 Schütz, 242. 
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the onset of the war in November of 1593 and routed the relieving Ottoman forces.189  

The Turkish soldiers abandoned the post rather than face the harsh winter, but the 

imperial army did not station their own troops in order to keep it.190   General Adolf von 

Schwarzenburg attempted to siege it two years prior to the actual victory, in May of 

1599.191  The Sultan opened up peace negotiations in October of 1599 but Rudolf rejected 

the terms since the war seemed to be going in his favor.192  The imperial success in 1601 

supported his rejection and strengthened his supporter’s confidence in him as the 

emperor.193  Unfortunately, the various rebellions in Transylvania sidetracked the 

imperial offensive in Hungary and the Ottomans reconquered Székesfehérvár in August 

of 1602.  The city remained in Ottoman hands until 1688.194   

The city housed the coronation regalia and was important to Rudolf in his official 

role as the King of Hungary.195  At the time, Christians viewed the recapture of 

Székesfehérvár as further proof that God supported the Habsburg cause and thus the 

victory served as an important chapter in von Aachen’s story of Rudolf’s triumphs.196  

The copy from the Dresden sketchbook bears the inscription “The divine Patron has 

conquered and taken Székesfehérvár” in Latin on the verso of the drawing.197  Hans von 

Aachen emphasizes God’s approval of the conquest and the emperor’s role in returning 

Christianity to his royal coronation city in the scene.  The inscription does not mention 

anything about the emperor facing off with the sultan and forcing him into submission 

even though the allegorical foreground highlights it.   Von Aachen downplays the visual 

                                                 
189 Imber, The Ottoman Empire, 67. 
190 Imber, The Ottoman Empire, 67. 
191 Schütz, 242. 
192 Schütz, 242. 
193 Imber, The Ottoman Empire, 70. 
194 Imber, The Ottoman Empire, 70.  He states the conquest took place during the uprising of Mózes 
Székely, but Ludwig (66) claims the city was taken again by the Turks in August of 1602. 
195 Schütz, 242. 
196 Ludwig, 66. 
197 Jacoby, 197. Diva vicit patrona / Alba Regalis capta. 
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instruments of vilification in this scene while he maintains the typical compositional 

format seen in the other episodes of the Allegories. 

THE CONQUEST OF SZÉKESFEHÉRVÁR: ICONOGRAPHY AND LAYERED MEANING 

Von Aachen divides the composition into three parts: the allegorical foreground, 

the descriptive battle scene in the background, and the divine blessing in the sky.  He 

paints this scene in muted earth tones and dusky blues with the exception of eye-catching 

red clothing details on the emperor and the sultan in the foreground.  The imperial assault 

of Székesfehérvár occurs on a partially overcast landscape. Von Aachen uses shafts of 

daylight to frame the opponents in terms of good and evil, bathing the Habsburg troops in 

light while casting the Ottomans in hazy dimness.  The turbulent conflict in the 

background occurs on the identifiable landscape around an accurate representation of the 

fortress of Székesfehérvár.198  The background even describes the settlements outside the 

city walls and the Ottoman camps beyond it in the upper right corner.199  The fortress 

looks like an island surrounded by a formidable moat on one side and the river on the 

other.  The Habsburg camp lies directly behind the emperor’s head, identifiable by the 

small double-headed eagle banners and proximity to the emperor.  Bright white horses 

punctuate the miniscule battling figures on the hills in the upper left corner of the 

composition.  In the center middle ground, a group of Turkish cavalrymen hold banners 

clearly marked with the Ottoman double-bladed sword insignia as they charge over fallen 

bodies toward the Imperial camp.  Directly behind the left group of allegorical figures, 

the imperial cavalry pursues the Turks.  Their double-headed eagle banner is barely 

discernable behind two doves in the foreground.   

The cloud-covered sky opens to reveal bright sunlight in the center enveloping 

two figures resting on clouds.  The seated figure on the left wears a white dress with a 

                                                 
198 Ludwig, 66. 
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dark blue mantle and offers a crown to the kneeling woman before her.  The supplicant 

has blonde coiffed hair and dresses in a white gown very similar to the seated 

personification in the foreground.  The seated woman in the sky is most likely the Virgin 

Mary offering the allegorical personification her Christian crown and reuniting her with 

the Church.200  The divine investiture reinforces Székesfehérvár’s role as the coronation 

city of the Hungarian kings as well as the city’s formal return to Christian rule. 

The allegorical foreground splits between the victors on the right and the defeated 

on the left.  An external light source shines lucidly on the right figures from a point 

outside of the picture and not from the sky that lights the middle and background.  A 

blonde woman clad in a luminous white dress sits on a throne in the right-center of the 

scene.  The woman is either the personification of the state of Hungary or the 

personification of the city of Székesfehérvár, now freed from Turkish rule.201  Although 

scholars agree that she represents the kingdom of Hungary, I believe the crown and 

throne could equally pertain to the city of Székesfehérvár, the repository of the 

coronation objects and the site of kingly investiture.  In the Conquest of Esztergom von 

Aachen created the personification of Esztergom, who also has a half-moon removed 

from her forehead.  Rudolf offers her a bishop’s miter for her role as the seat of the 

Hungarian bishop.  I see no reason why this figure cannot be the personification of 

Székesfehérvár being offered a crown for her role as the coronation city.   

The allegorical representation gestures toward herself with her right hand and 

elegantly turns her head to the left to look at the man standing beside her.  An open chain 

lies at her feet, emphasizing her recent liberation.  An eagle descends from the sky with a 

                                                 
200 Ludwig, 69, says the goddess in the sky represents Juno, but without the peacock attribute von Aachen 
depicted previously in the Allegory on the Conquest of Győr. Schütz, 242 more accurately identifies her as 
the Virgin Mary in my opinion. 
201 Ludwig, 67; Jacoby, 196; and Schütz, 242 propose the figure as Hungary but the relationship between 
the city of Székesfehérvár and the Hungarian crown is equally strong.  Ludwig interprets each allegorical 
woman as Hungary, although others identify them as separate city sites later.   
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crown in its talons to return Székesfehérvár (or Hungary) to her rightful position under 

Rudolf’s benevolent rule.  The eagle serves as the symbol of the Julius Caesar, the god 

Jupiter, and alludes to the Habsburg eagle and even to the eagle of Hungary seen on the 

banner in the opening scene, The Allegory of the Roman Emperor.202   

The emperor beside Székesfehérvár/Hungary looks out at the viewer; he is the 

only figure in the painting that does so.  In this scene he personally removes the half-

moon emblem from the head of enthroned Hungary or Székesfehérvár, holding it up for 

the viewer to see with his right hand.  He holds a palm frond of victory in his left hand.  

The emperor dresses in the garb of a Roman field general with a bright red cape flowing 

to the ground and a sword prominently strapped to his left hip.203  The brown breastplate 

emphasizes his abdominals while the short blue skirt shows his muscular legs.  The gold 

shin plates strapped to his sandals lend authenticity to his Roman outfit and their utility 

contrasts neatly with the Sultan’s golden slippers.204  The light highlights his high 

forehead, cheekbones and noble countenance.  His facial features are symmetrical and 

much more attractive that Rudolf’s actual appearance.  He still wears the laurel crown 

given to him by Victory in the first episode of the Allegories.  He stands with an Ottoman 

re-curved bow with arrows, a mace and several different swords, on top of a half-moon 

banner at his feet.205  Two bluish decapitated heads also lie with the surrendered 

weapons; one head is directly in between the emperor’s feet as a gruesome reminder of 

the Ottoman lives lost.    

The divine rays from the sky only illuminate the imperial figures while the 

Ottoman figures suffer defeat in relative gloom.  A different light source casts unrealistic 

shadows on the sultan’s entourage.  Sultan Mehmed III reclines on a blue ottoman, as 
                                                 
202 Jacoby, 184 
203 Ludwig, 67 
204 Ludwig, 67 
205 It is somewhat surprising that there is no Turkish musket depicted at his feet, as these were prized 
weapons in Europe. 
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though in disbelief over his defeat.  He wears a white turban on his head and an open 

long white jacket embroidered with gold over a dark green cassock, belted at the waist 

with a sash.206   He wears elegant gold slippers on his feet and his lower sleeves are a 

very bright red.   The same red appears on the emperor’s cloak and nowhere else in the 

painting, begging for a comparison between the two rulers of empires.  Surprisingly the 

sultan would tower over the emperor in this scene if he stood up.  Hans von Aachen 

likely wanted the figural foreground to remain within the lower half of the composition, 

so he sacrificed the emperor’s stature for the cohesiveness of the scene.  The artist did not 

intend any hieratic implications about the sultan over the emperor.  The sultan has a long 

face with a thin hooked nose, deep-set eyes, and a long black beard with streaks of gray 

shot through it.  He looks melancholically across the foreground with his shadowed eyes 

to the emperor in his triumph.  While the emperor’s face basks in the light the sultan’s 

face is cast into shadow by his large turban.  He gestures with his left hand as though in 

the act of speaking and his right hand loosely grasps a scepter pointing toward the 

ground.  The same type of scepter rests at Rudolf’s feet among the other Turkish trophies.   

The sultan’s gesture is identical to the gesture made by the Ottoman official in the 

foreground of von Aachen’s Allegory on the Battle of Mëzo-Kerestes.  Both men face to 

the right and hold out their left hands, palm facing inward with an extended thumb and 

slightly curled fingers at chest height.  This appears to be the rhetorical gesture sic 

ostendebit seipsum (In this way [the orator] will refer to himself), signifying self-

reference, as in a rhetorical hand gesture tract, Chirologia, published in 1644 (fig. 16).207  

The extended thumb could come from the gesture collateraliter monstro ([the orator] 
                                                 
206 Ludwig, 68. He cites M. Tilke, Orientalische Kostüme in Schnitt und Farbe (Berlin: 1932), 42, to 
identify the outfit as typical for the sultans between 1600 and 1900. 
207 John Bulwer, Chriologica, or the Natural use of the Hand, 1644, referenced at Early English Books 
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http://eebo.chadwyck.com.ezproxy.lib.utexas.edu/search/full_rec?SOURCE=pgthumbs.cfg&ACTION=ByI
D&ID=12004554&FILE=../session/1301542108_10842&SEARCHSCREEN=CITATIONS&SEARCHCO
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shows the two sides), the thumb points toward the self with closed fingers and indicates 

something having two sides (fig. 17).208  In the other painting, the Ottoman officer claims 

the victory with his hand and refutes any sentiments of Christian military superiority.  

The sultan’s hand seems to convey something different with the same gesture.  His 

fingers elegantly curl inward, possibly in the process of pulling toward his chest, except 

that his thumb does not join the action, but certainly in a gesture of poised dismay.  A 

Byzantine mosaic from the Cathedral of Santa Maria Assunta in Tocello includes a figure 

with a similar gesture suffering in hellfire in its Last Judgment (fig. 18).  Tracking the 

gesture through Rudolfine art proves very difficult.  Outside of the Allegories, I have not 

found another comparable hand in published art made in or for Rudolf’s court.  Then 

again, I have not found any representations of high-ranking Ottoman opponents either.  

The gesture likely has connotations of rank, enmity, and defeat stemming from rhetoric 

devices.  Many artists of the Early Modern era had affiliations with rhetoric guilds and it 

comes as no surprise that Hans von Aachen employed rhetorical gestures in his works to 

enhance their legibility.  Thomas DaCosta Kaufmann too noted the numerous 

connections between rhetoric and Rudolfine art.209  The sultan’s gesture communicates 

with Rudolf’s movement holding the crescent moon and creates a visual dialogue 

between the two rulers. 

The emperor grasps the black moon in between his thumb and middle finger with 

his arm extended out to the right in a movement described in Quintilian’s tract on 

rhetorical gesture.  It gracefully echoes the most common hand position, which “consists 
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of bending the middle finger against the thumb and extending the other three.”210  This 

gesture has “energy and insistence in reproaches and refutations, because here the hand is 

extended further and more freely.”211  Rudolf’s fingers curl elegantly instead of fully 

extending in reproach of the sultan, but this allows von Aachen to simultaneously 

represent a second gesture of pointing to the crescent moon.  Rudolf emphatically 

reproaches the wrongful Turkish rule imposed on Székesfehérvár/Hungary and 

emphasizes his role in restoring it to Christianity.  If the emperor reproaches the sultan, 

then the sultan references himself in rhetoric defense against the accusation, extending 

his thumb to indicate that the city belongs on his side.  The sultan wrongly defends his 

claim with his left hand, which was never appropriate for gesturing with out the 

accompaniment of the right hand.212  Furthermore, his body holds the proper erect 

posture but his head tilts backwards showing arrogance in his speech.213  These features 

indicate the falseness of the sultan’s belief in his right to rule Hungary.   

Even as the sultan refuses to believe the emperor’s reproach, a bare-breasted 

woman reaches forward with her right hand to lower the sultan’s scepter arm down, as 

though disarming him.  She is the “Naked Truth” convincing the sultan of his defeat.  His 

right hand, the proper one for gesticulating, lowers and von Aachen shows the viewer the 

moment the sultan realizes his defeat and the error of his ways.  Two white doves of 

peace flutter down behind her and obscure the Habsburg cavalry’s banner.214  Instead of a 

single bird, that could symbolize not only peace but also the Holy Spirit, two doves 

descend to support Truth in convincing the Sultan to lay down his arms.  They certainly 

signify a coming peace, but a single dove would serve this purpose just as well.  I believe 
                                                 
210 Quintilian, The Orator’s Education Book 11-12, ed. and trans. Donald A Russell (Cambridge, MA: 
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doves. 
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the two doves show peace between the Ottomans and the Europeans.  The two birds come 

together behind Truth, one for each empire, bringing peace with the conclusion of Rudolf 

II’s victory.  As the sultan understands his error and defeat, peace between the empires 

has the opportunity to roost. 

A woman dressed in a black dress with blue sleeves sits across from the sultan 

and slumps over her knees.  She wears a white scarf around her head clasped by a black 

band with a prominent half-moon barely visible from the profile view.  Scholars read her 

as the personification of Turkey, humbled and saddened in defeat before her sultan.215  

She holds a handkerchief up to her face with her left hand so she cannot see the sultan’s 

reaction.  She curiously places her fingers on a European-styled crown in her lap.  It lacks 

the same decorative band of the crown held by the eagle, so it must represent a different 

crown.  No one discusses the significance of the crown she cradles, but it may allude to 

the former Christian Byzantine rule over Anatolia and suggest that she too longs for 

liberation.  She does not have shackles on her feet or any other device used by von 

Aachen to show unwilling subjugation so the meaning of the crown remains unclear.   

A strange group of four figures cluster behind the personification of Turkey.  

Scholars have previously only discussed the three figures wearing little lamps on their 

heads.216  A fourth female figure appears below them, completely cast in shadow both in 

the picture and in the scholarship.217  Although only her head appears, she seems to kneel 

beside the sultan dressed in the same headgear as the personification of Turkey only 

without the black half-moon headpiece.  The obscured woman’s looks up; her gaze falls 

on the Virgin crowning the personification of Székesfehérvár/Hungary in the sky.  She 

could represent another personification of a still subjugated area longing to be returned to 

Christian rule. Although neither the Virgin nor the personification of 
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Székesfehérvár/Hungary acknowledge her, she beholds the Christian reunion in the sky 

with wonder.  She functions like Longinus in scenes of the Passion, as a member of the 

ignorant enemy she recognizes the sanctity of the scene before her while all the others 

remain unenlightened.   Her awareness of the divine episode in the clouds suggests hope 

for converting the heathen lands ruled by the Ottomans.  Even her position, shadowed 

from the light by the sultan, alludes to a longing for Christianity that must remain in the 

background while she lives in Muslim territory.  In that case, the personification of 

Turkey could hold the other woman’s rightful crown captive in her lap.   

The three figures standing above the shadowed woman—always referred to as 

three women by scholars—carry flames in little shells atop their heads as a sign of 

mourning.218  Ludwig found a description of Sultan Murad III’s sister mourning the loss 

of her son recorded by Nicholaus Höniger in Sissek from 1593.219  Höniger mentioned 

people wearing burning lamps on their heads as part of the funeral proceedings.220  The 

center and right flame bearing mourners are women, but the left most one is not.  He has 

a manly beard and wears a bluish turban with a soft brown pointed section of cloth 

hanging from it like half of a jesters cap on his head.  The mixed gender of the flame-

bearing group does not affect their status as mourners.  The turbaned man, in fact, 

suggests that the group is the Ottoman population mourning their defeat through this 

exotic practice.   

 Hans von Aachen interweaves meaning between his seemingly separate fields in 

the painting, creating a dialogue between the different sections and enriching the overall 

message of the work. The two doves of peace obscure the Habsburg banner so it appears 

as though the riders charge against the Ottomans bearing an emblem of peace.  This 

heralds the imperial forces as bringers of peace by winning the battle.  The emperor’s 
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laurel wreathed head pushes into the Christian encampment signaling the triumph to 

come.  Finally the woman kneeling behind the sultan recognizes the divine action in the 

sky suggesting the hope of freeing all the Christian lands under Ottoman rule.  Like the 

gestural dialogue between the emperor and the sultan, these pictorial interactions enrich 

the scene and invite the viewer to deeply contemplate the work to find its precise 

message. 

MEHMED III IN NOBLE DEFEAT: THE COMPARATIVE TREATMENT OF THE ENEMIES IN 

HANS VON AACHEN’S SERIES OF ALLEGORIES  

Hans von Aachen casts the Mehmed III in shadows and shows him disarmed by 

Truth in the Conquest of Székesfehérvár.  He does not incorporate any of the defamatory 

devices used for depicting the other enemies from the Allegories.  Beginning in the 

second scene, The Declaration of War at Constantinople, the Ottoman delegate is 

surrounded by menacing figures like the haggard and naked Furies holding burning 

torches and a snarling turbaned wolf.  No negative objects surround the sultan. Instead, 

he has an entourage of saddened personifications of his land and people mourning his 

defeat with him.  In the Battle of Mezö-keresztes the Ottoman delegate stalks off toward a 

group of mourning women, but the placement of the archangel’s tipped scales suggests 

that he stands on the side of the damned.  In the Conquest of Győr, von Aachen renders 

Ottoman rule as a naked man subjugated by the personification of Győr and kneeling 

before her while unlocking her shackles.  The only nudity around the sultan is Truth who 

has nothing to hide and, thus, reveals her chest to the viewer.  Truth does disarm the 

sultan, but she does not humiliate him like Győr does to her Turk in the other scene.  The 

Battle of Călugăreni shows the humiliating defeat suffered by the feared Grand Vizier 

Sinan Pasha, emphasizing his tumble into the river by eliminating the allegorical 

foreground.  As the leader of the enemies of Christendom, Mehmed III stands out in his 
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depiction because of his dignity in the face of defeat, especially when compared to the 

ways von Aachen rendered his fellow countrymen. 

 The very unflattering depictions of the Christian rebels in Transylvania seem 

incongruous when compared to the sultan.  In the Conquest of Şelimbăr the cardinal 

Andreas Báthory appears twice.  The first time he lurks on the right side of the sketch 

holding the chains of naked and masked Transylvania, identified by his house banner.  He 

also holds a menacing thorn bush growing from his cardinal’s hat that proclaims him as a 

false prophet and a betrayer of Christianity.  He appears the second time as the severed 

head in the foreground parallel with the emperor’s back foot.  Since the sultan did not die 

soon after the battle, he died in 1603, von Aachen could not show him in defeat as well as 

in his demise with any historical accuracy.221  Then again, von Aachen did not adhere to 

the historical time line throughout the Allegories.  Mehmed could hold the chains of 

formerly Christian states, or have a snarling wolf at his feet, but he mourns the loss of 

Székesfehérvár with the same dignity that the personification of Hungary mourns the 

imperial loss in the Battle of Mezö-keresztes.   

When compared to the complicated allegorical symbols of defeat in the Battle of 

Kronstadt, the victory over the Ottomans in the Conquest of Székesfehérvár looks 

straightforward and polite.  There are no hydras, Boschian monsters, disembodied arms, 

or heads on pikes.  The scepter at Rudolf’s feet, alongside the other Turkish trophies and 

the severed heads of soldiers, are the most embarrassing aspects of the painting for the 

sultan.  Truth assists the his disarmament, emphasizing the sultan’s realization that he 

faced a formidable opponent in the Holy Roman Emperor, but he does not grovel or 

appear powerless.  Inside the visual vocabulary of defeat that von Aachen establishes in 

the series, the sultan does not appear totally vanquished.  His people mourn, but the 

crown held in Turkey’s lap suggests that he still has power over rightfully Christian 
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lands.  The sultan loses in this painting but he has not been rendered harmless and 

humiliated in his juxtaposition with the emperor. Although symbols of the Ottomans 

appear in the Transylvanian episodes of von Aachen’s work, it is the rebels who suffer 

humiliation.  The real question remains; why is the sultan treated so well in a series that 

paints the Long War in terms of the imperial good battling against the Ottoman evil?   

Von Aachen bends actual events to suit the intended message of the series 

repeatedly through the Allegories on the Long Turkish War. The imperial control of 

Székesfehérvár, commemorated so lavishly in this scene, did not even last a full year.222  

Admittedly, many broadsheets proclaimed the successful siege to the populace and the 

victory had an important impact on the morale of the Christians at the time.223  Neither 

the sultan nor Rudolf II personally participated in this encounter, yet they both appear in 

the painting.  The historical accuracy of the scene takes a backseat to the image of the 

war Rudolf wanted to project.  It must have been important to Rudolf’s visualization of 

victory to have a noble and dignified enemy in defeat.  The peace the depicted doves 

promise between the nations must depend in some way on the sultan and his ability to 

keep his word.  To explain why, I examine the tensions between the two empires to better 

understand what sort of power and supremacy Rudolf wanted to show the viewer through 

his juxtaposition with the Ottoman sultan. 
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Chapter 4: The Historical Relations between the Habsburg and 
Ottoman Empires: Producing a Powerful Sultan for Emperors to 

Emulate  

MAGNIFICENT STRATEGIES: A HISTORY OF OTTOMAN ENCOUNTERS WITH WESTERN 
EUROPE 

 In order to assess the European responses to encounters with the Ottomans, I wish 

briefly to examine the aspects of their history that most affected the West to better 

understand the historical context in which Hans von Aachen created the Allegories.  The 

Ottoman Empire appropriated many traditions to accommodate its territorial gains from 

the time of its founder, Osman, in the early 1300’s through the seventeenth century.224  

They changed from a nomadic people with a tribal government into a naval and military 

power that threatened Byzantium, Christian Europe, and surrounding Islamic empires 

alike.  From the European standpoint, the most significant Ottoman conquest was of 

Constantinople in 1453, proving the empire’s formable military.    Western Europe 

depended on Byzantium and especially Constantinople because of its historic 

invincibility against the various onslaughts of invading eastern forces.225  Constantinople 

guarded the West as the proverbial gates of the Christian lands.  In actuality, 

Constantinople had lost most of its strength by the mid-fifteenth century and it only 

defended the city with 8,500 men against the 50,000 men of the Turkish army.226  The 

Church found it inconceivable that heathen hordes could take the eastern Christian 

stronghold; its fall manifested God’s displeasure with his people. 

The Ottomans adopted Constantinople as their capital city.  They subsequently 

strengthened its fortifications in order to deter any future attempts by western powers to 
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liberate it.227  Once in place they became a fearsome Islamic conquering power, capable 

of forcing ancient Byzantium to its knees, and posed a very serious threat to the Christian 

kingdoms of Europe.228  They infringed on European territory but they also challenged 

Europe’s cultural inheritance from Rome.  After 1453, the sultans adopted Byzantium’s 

political legacy and viewed themselves as the rightful heirs to the power of Rome.229  

They led numerous armies into Europe, often threatening to sit on the papal throne.230  

Mehmed II (r. 1451-1481) attempted to eliminate Venetian and Genoese threats to his 

expansion and invaded Hungary as well.231  Pope Pius II tried to form a crusade to retake 

Constantinople but his best efforts failed.232  Even as Mehmed threatened the Italian 

peninsula he brought Venetian artists, like Gentile Bellini, to his court.233  He wanted to 

display his universality and refinement through patronage as part of his claim to the 

Roman legacy.  Popes, kings, and the Holy Roman Emperors all used classical history to 

help justify their right to rule, especially during the Renaissance.  The Ottoman 

usurpation of Greco-Roman heritage made them a more competitive enemy as it 

threatened the rights claimed by European rulers, but the shared classical legacy also 

opened avenues for greater understanding between the governments. 

 Sultan Süleyman the Magnificent (r. 1520-1566) made the greatest impression on 

the European psyche through his startling invasions of Hungary and Austria.  His first 

campaign against the Habsburgs led him to conquer Buda so he could install his chosen 
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candidate on the Hungarian throne in 1529.234  He led his troops all the way to the gates 

of Vienna in autumn but he had to abandon the siege in October due to inclement 

weather.235  The Ottoman incursion so far into the West deeply disturbed the dominions 

of Europe, but Süleyman’s subsequent displays of princely magnificence’s awed their 

rulers.   

Within his empire, Süleyman carefully cultivated his appearance as a very 

cultured conquering ruler, with a strong presence among his people.236  Part of his 

success lay in accompanying his armies on campaigns but lingering in the cities they 

passed through to ensure the city upheld his laws and personally deliver justice.237  He 

would catch up to his troops just in time to claim the victory without really having 

participated in the battle.238  This tactic ingeniously gave him equal presence in civil 

government and military conquest.  In this persona, he claimed the inheritance of not just 

Rome, but also of Alexander the Great, Darius of the ancient Persian Empire, and 

Arabia.239  He made such an impact on his subjects that people forever compared the next 

sultans against his achievements and found them wanting.240   

Süleyman cleverly employed this stratagem in his second march against the 

Habsburgs.241  He departed from Constantinople in 1532 in the classicizing style of a 

Roman triumphal procession.242  He stopped to display himself to the people in the same 
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splendid manner as Charles V did on his journey to and from Bologna for his crowning as 

Holy Roman Emperor in 1529.243  Süleyman incorporated distinctly European trappings 

of rule in his campaign to conquer the Holy Roman Empire and Italy.  He consciously 

imitated the current emperor while simultaneously upstaging Charles V in the 

magnificence of his deportment.244  The sultan employed Venetian goldsmiths to make 

him a golden jewel-encrusted throne, a fabulous scepter, and jeweled saddle along with a 

golden helmet with four crowns stacked on top of each other.245  The quadruple crowned 

helmet obviously referenced the triple crowned papal tiara (fig. 19).  Süleyman displayed 

his superiority to the pope and all the Christian kings who supported him with the extra 

crown on his helmet.  Although he did not wear the helmet often, as it weighed a great 

deal, he wore a turban “set in a crown” in his march to properly impress any onlookers.246  

Süleyman engaged with Holy Roman Imperial and papal iconography to show his 

supremacy to the European populations within his domain and those he intended to 

conquer.   

Süleyman’s triumphal procession made it more difficult for Europeans to describe 

the Ottomans as uncultured barbarians.  He made himself easily comparable to Western 

rulers only more opulent and exotic.  His campaigns, both visual and military, struck the 

Christian people with terror and amazement.  By blending Ottoman and European 

symbols of power and authority, Süleyman made very clear and intelligible claims of 

supremacy.  European prints of later sultans through the sixteenth and seventeenth 

century show them with the Venetian goldsmith objects Süleyman commissioned.  One 

such print described Ahmed I as a tyrant while he wears the quadruple crowned helmet 

(fig. 20).247  Süleyman’s visual campaign made a lasting impression on his European 
                                                 
243 Necipoğlu, 407. 
244 Goffman, 108. 
245 Necipoğlu, 407. 
246 Necipoğlu, 409. 
247 This image was made shortly after the Long War in the early-seventeenth century. 



     50 

audience and increased the visual respect with which artists rendered successive sultans.  

Von Aachen’s Allegories incorporate this legacy of Ottoman magnificence but he tailors 

it to show Rudolf’s might in the Conquest of Székesfehérvár. 

The artist works out of this history to show Mehmed III respectfully but also to 

deny his right to rule Hungary.  He does not depict the quadruple-crowned helmet or any 

crown on the sultan.  Von Aachen chooses to ignore any European signs appropriated by 

the Ottomans in favor of using exclusively Eastern symbols of sultanhood.  He respects 

the sultan but visually denies his right to European sovereignty or the inheritance of 

Rome.  Instead, Rudolf II appears in Roman regalia to show his rightful position as the 

Holy, but most importantly, Roman Emperor.  Süleyman’s legacy of magnificence 

appears in von Aachen’s depiction of the sultan’s outfit, but only so far as it does not 

claim any Christian symbols of power.  Von Aachen not only grapples with the history of 

Ottoman and European encounters, he also responds to contemporaneous scholarly 

debates about the origins of the Turkish Empire.   

A PERSISTENT FOE OF AMBIGUOUS NOBILITY: EUROPEAN CHARACTERIZATION OF 
THE OTTOMAN THREAT 

European scholars attempted to find the origins of the Ottomans so they could 

understand their rise to power (and how best to defeat them).  Medieval scholars 

described them as the heretical followers of the false prophet Mohammed and as God’s 

scourge on Christian kingdoms.248  The humanists of the Renaissance came up with many 

competing secular theories on the origin and historical impetus for the Turkish Empire.  

Some claimed the Turks descended from the Trojans and had returned to take revenge on 

the Greek Byzantines for the ancient conquest of Troy.249  Other humanists, including 

Aeneas Sylvius who became Pope Pius II, disputed this idea by claiming instead that the 
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Ottomans were Scythians, enemies of the classical world.   This theory acknowledged an 

ancient history for the Ottomans but by denying them a Trojan pedigree, they also refuted 

all legitimate claims to a shared culture with ancient Rome and modern Europe.250  

Others argued that the empire’s founder, Osman, was an upstart bandit.  Thus neither he 

nor his descendants had a legitimate claim to nobility or rulership.251  With this argument, 

the humanists opened up the possibility for European rulers to ally themselves against the 

Turks with other Islamic dynasties who practiced legitimate rule.252  Rudolf II sought but 

never concluded alliances with the Persians against the Ottomans during the Long 

War.253  Humanists attempted to understand the Ottomans through the same secular 

practice of history being used to define Christian states at the time.  Scholarly discussion 

of the Ottoman past continued through the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, but I 

focus on the scholarship made during the Long War.  Publications in German-speaking 

regions characterized the Ottoman sultans as an equal to the Holy Roman Emperors over 

the course of the late sixteenth century.  I examine the ways that two treatises from 1596 

portray Sultan Mehmed III and Emperor Rudolf II to understand the context for von 

Aachen’s Conquest of Székesfehérvár.   

Jean-Jacques Boissard’s Vitae et Icones Sultanorum Turcico, from 1596, 

publishes the designs of portrait medals of the Sultans, sultanas, and other near-eastern 

rulers in the collection begun by Rudolf’s predecessor Ferdinand I.254 He outlines the 

biography of the pictured individuals in Latin following an etched reproduction of each 

medal.  The frontispiece to his treatise depicts the Holy Roman Emperor, most likely 

Rudolf II, on the left hand side and Mehmed III on the right as equipollent sovereigns 

                                                 
250 Meserve, 16. 
251 Meserve, 5. 
252 Meserve, 5 and 11. The legitimate Islamic reigns included the Ilkhanids, Timurids, Karamanids, 
Aqqoyunlu, Crimean Tartars, Safavids, and Mamluks. 
253 Evans, 78. 
254 Jean-Jacques Boissard, Vitae et Icones Sultanorum Turcico (Frankfurt and Mainz, 1596). 



     52 

(fig. 21).255  Both emperor and sultan stand erect with swords at their waists; they hold 

scepters in their right hands and wear crowns to indicate their office.  The sultan’s crown 

and scepter invoke the same Christian vocabulary of power that Süleyman the 

Magnificent utilized in his procession sixty-four years before.   The sultan is slightly 

shorter than the emperor and his lack of armor makes his rounded body less authoritative 

but his dress is consistent with descriptions of sultan’s clothing from the sixteenth to the 

nineteenth centuries.256  Here, as in Hans von Aachen’s Allegory on the Conquest of 

Székesfehérvár, the emperor’s superiority is subtle and not visually demeaning for the 

sultan.  The oval scenes in the upper and lower registers of the frontispiece show fleeing 

Ottoman troops.   Instruments of war appear above both rulers, but the sultan has a 

slightly larger arsenal of Turkish weapons in his corner.  The title page shows the two 

lords of empires wielding comparable signs of authority.  The biographical text following 

each portrait do not engage in the same concepts of equality but use defamatory terms to 

describe the Ottoman rulers. 

Another treatise, also written in 1596, depicts the emperor as superior to Murad 

III but surprisingly inferior to Mehmed III.  Pannoniae Historia Chronologica res per 

Ungariam, Transylvaniam frames the events of the Long War to laud the Transylvanian 

prince Sigismund Báthory.257  It includes biographies of the involved rulers, the generals, 

the topography of battlegrounds, and information on the military encounters with the 

Turks.  A full-page portrait of Rudolf II follows the full-page one of Murad III after a 

brief Latin text describing the beginning of Murad’s reign (figs. 22 and 23).  Both rulers 

look out at the viewer from a circular frame surrounded by decorative elements.  In 

Murad III’s case, naturalia with two boars at the bottom of the page frame his portrait.  
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Rudolf II’s crown pierces the circular confinement of his portrait and elaborate strapwork 

with male and female grotesques surround his image.  While neither portrait flatters the 

sitter, the sultan looks markedly pudgier and clearly had less artistic attention devoted to 

his appearance.  Rudolf does not strongly resemble the other sketches, paintings, 

sculptures and prints made in his court.  His prominent Habsburg chin becomes a weak 

bump emerging from his double chin under an oddly shaped beard.  The artist renders 

Rudolf’s elaborate armor and his collar of the Order of the Golden Fleece with exquisite 

detail.  The etcher does not flatter the emperor but his face possesses an underlying bone 

structure lacking in Murad III’s likeness.  The sultan’s cheeks seem to hang from strange 

almond eyes and melt down into a long flowing beard.  His turban dominates the interest 

of the image with a large jeweled and feathered pin decorating it.  Rudolf has a much 

more respectful portrait than Murad III, whose his enlarged almond eyes and strange 

facial modeling appear grotesque.   

The last illustration in the treatise shows Sultan Mehmed III, called Mohumet II, 

in a circular portrait surrounded by strapwork and grotesques (fig. 24).  The portrait looks 

equal to Rudolf’s except that the physical personage of Mehmed III takes up less space 

and appears much more naturalistically rendered.  Unlike Murad III, Mehmed has a 

crown on top of his turban and a very strong face.  He does not meet the viewer’s eyes 

but his beard and mustache cover a strong jaw.  His straight nose looks very symmetrical 

and his face, instead of his turban, dominates the viewer’s interest.  The sultan’s physical 

likeness has similar care taken in rendering as the portraits of all the generals involved in 

the war.  Each general has a larger and more naturalistic portrait with less surrounding 

decoration in the treatise, like the flattering depiction of Sigismund Báthory (fig. 25).  

The generals’ portraits eclipse Murad III and Rudolf II in physical attractiveness and 

interest in anatomical accuracy (figs. 26 and 27).  Why do the generals and Mehmed III 

have superior physical renderings over the emperor?   
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The treatise’s publication in 1596 predates the strife between the Sigismund 

Báthory and Rudolf II.  So the explanation for the sultan’s preferential treatment does not 

stem from growing animosity between the emperor and Báthory.  Perhaps more telling, 

the images of the Christian generals have positive marginalia.  The single image of the 

feared Ottoman General Sinan Pasha has two bats in the lower corners and in the upper 

corners a small bird pesters static owls (fig. 28).  In Renaissance symbolism owls 

personified sin because of their preference for darkness over light and the bat shared in 

negative and demonic connotations.258  The extremely unflattering depiction of Murad III 

and the evil undertones on the portrait of Sinan Pasha vilify them.  But Mehmed III’s 

attractive appearance suggests he possesses greater virtues than his predecessor.  This is a 

sultan who would treat his foes honorably.  Perhaps without the advice of his evil Grand 

Vizier he would be open to peace negotiations.  Rudolf’s larger, if less flattering, image 

suggests his superiority while Mehmed appears as a noble opponent.   I posit that the 

respectful appearance of Mehmed III comes from the similar tradition of representing the 

sultan positively that we see in the previous treatise, Vitae et Icones Sultanorum Turcico, 

and in von Aachen’s Allegory on the Battle of Székesfehérvár.  Both the images in the 

Pannoniae Historia and the Allegories flatter the sultan and defame his general. The 

question remains, why vilify the Grand Vizier instead of the Ottoman figurehead?   

The concept of evil councilors pressuring good rulers into bad state decisions has 

a long tradition stemming from the Middle Ages.  In England, several baronial revolts 

occurred under the guise of removing the corrupting councilors from the king so he could 

exercise his own good judgment free from pernicious influences.259  This excuse allowed 

individuals to criticize the government without encroaching on any cult of personality 

                                                 
258 Seymour Slive, “On the Meaning of Frans Hals’ ‘Malle Babbe’,” The Burlington Magazine, 105/ 727 
(Oct. 1963), 435. 
259 Joel T. Rosenthal, “The King’s ‘Wicked Advisers’ and Medieval Baronial Rebellions,” Political 
Science Quarterly, 82/ 4 (Dec, 1967), 596. 
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surrounding the ruler or questioning his right to rule.  Von Aachen’s positive portrayal of 

the sultan and very negative one of the Ottoman delegate, likely Sinan Pasha, plays into 

this sort of discourse.  Sinan Pasha initiated discussions of war and was its strongest 

supporter in 1593.260  Von Aachen’s portrayal of him as the instigator has historical 

validity.  In the Allegories Michael the Brave eliminates Sinan Pasha by toppling him 

into the Danube and frees Mehmed III from the sway of this evil Grand Vizier.  The artist 

engages in the common trope of blaming the sultan’s advisers for starting the war, and 

upon their removal the emperor is able to convince the sultan of his error and initiate 

peace.  Von Aachen acts as a courtier by rendering the rulers in the Allegories as 

inherently good and reasonable.  This likely appealed to Rudolf, who, like the sultan, 

faced political criticism and would rather hold advisors accountable than lose personal 

face.  Using the terms of corrupting evil councilors to frame the actions of the sultan 

makes him more relatable in the European political field and explains his positive 

portrayal. 

This phenomenon of respectfully rendering the Ottoman sultan is unique to 

German-speaking regions during the Long War.261  These works were intended to please 

Rudolf II by presenting him in a flattering position.  Other printed material circulating in 

Europe around time of the Long War depicted the Ottomans as the usual scourge of 

Christianity, God’s punishment for schismatic Christians, and heathen barbarians.  Both 

Catholics and Protestants used the image of the Ottoman and the Long War as proof of 

God’s displeasure with the other sect of Christians (figs. 29 and 30).  Only a small section 

of society produced images of an equal emperor and sultan, usually to appeal to Rudolf’s 

tastes.  After the war concluded German-speaking regions proceeded to defame the sultan 

in terms of secular government (fig. 20).  Perhaps once Europeans realized the Ottomans 
                                                 
260 Imber, The Ottoman Empire, 67. 
261 Nebahat Avcioglu, “Ahmed I and the Allegories of Tyranny in the Frontispiece to George Sandys’s 
‘Relation of a Journey’,” Muqarnas 18 (2001), 205. 
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no longer had superior forces and military strategies they no longer viewed the Turkish 

sultan as a model of princely magnificence. 

Between the spectacular displays that Süleyman the Magnificent etched into 

Western perceptions of sultanhood and the European fear of the Ottoman forces, Rudolf 

II’s subtle superiority couched in terms of equality may have soothed some anxieties 

among his powerbase.  A noble, if ill advised, enemy would honor agreements and 

respect his opponent.  Hans von Aachen’s curiously positive depiction of the Ottoman 

sultan could have served as proof of forthcoming peace.  The noble sultan also served to 

enhance Rudolf’s image as a powerful leader.  It was more impressive to subdue a mighty 

enemy than a weak one. 

The Allegories create potent power relationships between Rudolf II and everyone 

else.  The emperor appears in four out of the eleven known compositions, although his 

symbols appear in every single scene.  The opening of the series shows Bohemia and 

Hungary paying homage to Rudolf, displaying his right to rule within his lands and 

establishing his connection with Roman legacy.  In the other scenes he restores Christian 

rule to his cities and lands that had been a part of his direct dominion.262  The most potent 

claim of power occurs in the Conquest of Székesfehérvár where the painting demands a 

comparison between the sultan and the emperor.  The European world held the Ottoman 

sultan in a mixture of fear and awe because of Süleyman the Magnificent displays in 

1532.  Rudolf visually trumps Mehmed in the scene and forces him to see the truth of his 

own defeat.  His Roman field general outfit contrasts with the sultan’s distinctly eastern 

outfit, denying Roman legacy to the Ottomans and settling the issue of their claims.  

Rudolf is the conquering liberator who ends Ottoman aggression against Christian 

territories and opens up the hope of Christian freedom for Turkish ruled lands.  Von 
                                                 
262 The Conquest of Esztergom, Conquest of Székesfehérvár, and the Conquest of Şelimbăr all have the 
emperor.  Although Şelimbăr was in Transylvania, on the second abdication of Sigismund Báthory, Rudolf 
II gained it as a personal territory.   
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Aachen gives life to Rudolf’s dominance over the still formidable, but reasonable, sultan 

in a way that never occurred in reality.  Regardless of the disparities in historical 

accuracy, the positive portrayal of the sultan instills confidence in the viewer that, after 

all the bloodshed, the two empires will forge a peace because the Ottomans now 

understand and respect the might of the Holy Roman Empire. 
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Chapter 5: The Circumstances Producing Credibility in the Allegories 
on the Long Turkish War 

REFRAMING WAR STORIES: ALLEGORICAL NARRATIVE AND REARRANGED HISTORY  

Through the creation of an extra-historical narrative in his allegorical series, Hans 

von Aachen built a potent message about Rudolf’s power and rulership.  Scenes one 

through eight of the Allegories on the Long Turkish War employ a narrative plot 

structure.  The noble Empire (scene 1) is unjustly attacked (scene 2) but shows strength in 

adversity (scene 3); just when things look bleak for the empire (scene 4), they return with 

sweeping victories (scenes 5 and 6) due to their superior generals (scene 7); and 

ultimately the formidable enemy is forced to submit to the emperor (scene 8).  The 

Turkish section of the series crescendos with Michael the Brave toppling the Grand 

Vizier Sinan Pasha into the river and resolves with the sultan’s defeat in the Conquest of 

Székesfehérvár.   

I approach von Aachen’s history creation in the Allegories by using Elizabeth Hill 

Boone’s analysis of “history” in her book Stories in Red and Black: Pictorial Histories of 

the Aztecs and Mixtecs.  She questions the authority invested in textual history because of 

its reliance on human memory and construction.  She argues that “the past becomes 

history when it is organized…there are no memories or recollections of the past that do 

not select and omit.”263  She further posits that “histories not only select and structure the 

elements of the past, they interpret them, usually in the guise of explaining them, and 

they present a perspective on the past.”264  She discusses the way histories serve to bolster 

or question the established power because they describe events from a cultural 

                                                 
263 Elizabeth Hill Boone, Stories in Red and Black: Pictorial Histories of the Aztecs and Mixtecs (Austin: 
University of Texas Press, 2000), 13. 
264 Boone, 14. 
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perspective.265  Boone seeks to define history more inclusively so she can analyze the 

histories produced by the Aztec culture; she focuses on the definition that looks at history 

as a document that carries a story about the past and as a specific document that carries 

that story.266  The Aztec histories convey their information pictographically instead of 

textually.  By describing the inherent fallibility of all textual histories she can investigate 

the pictorial histories even though images are open to multiple interpretations.    Boone’s 

image-inclusive definition better allows me to look at von Aachen’s politically skewed 

works as a history.  Bound in red leather and housed in Rudolf’s Kunstkammer, the 

Allegories on the Long Turkish War are, as previously defined, a specific document that 

carries a story about the past.   

I do not seek to impose an anachronistic model on an early seventeenth century 

object.  Classical and Renaissance concepts of history and history painting, however, also 

support Boone’s definition and would have informed the production of the Allegories.  

The Classical concept of historia included res gestae, “things done,” and the narrative of 

a story; a narrative could be fictional or factual.267   The codification of “history painting” 

did not exist in Renaissance thinking, but historia painting referred to the inclusion of 

figures in a painting.268  Contemporaries compared narrative paintings to epic poetry 

instead of to the ostensibly factual accounts of history.269 Unlike today, the Early Modern 

person did not consider epic poetry purely fictional.  For example, the Habsburgs drew 

their genealogical histories back to epic figures, such as Aeneas, Hector, and other 

antique heroes, which bolstered their right to rule through a heroic bloodline.270   The 
                                                 
265 Boone, 16.  
266 Boone, 16. 
267 Anthony Grafton, “Historia and Istoria: Alberti’s Terminology in Context,” I Tatti Studies 8 (1999), 
37-68 cited in Charles Dempsey, “Response: “Historia” and Anachronism in Renaissance Art,” The Art 
Bulletin 87, 3 (2005), 417. 
268 Dempsey, 418. 
269 Dempsey, 417. 
270 Larry Silver, Marketing Maximilian: The Visual Ideology of a Holy Roman Emperor (Princeton: 
Princeton University Press, 2008), 46. 
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Allegories participate in this tradition by self-consciously drawing parallels between the 

Trojan War and the Long War thus, lending themselves to a comparison with epic poetry 

extremely well.  

Along with engaging in the epic tradition, Hans von Aachen and Rudolf II alter, 

condense, reorganize, and glorify events incongruously from the other historical 

narratives.  Numerous rulers commemorated their fleeting victories, often in much 

grander formats than the Allegories, to increase the impression of their formability and 

might, like Charles V’s tapestry cycle commemorating his battles in Tunis.  Charles’ 

impressive fleet defeated the Ottoman navy in 1535 and his army conquered the city of 

Tunis, returning the Spanish vassal Muley Hasan to rule the region.271  The tapestry cycle 

commemorating the triumph was made between 1548-1554 in Brussels.272   It emphasizes 

the superiority of Charles V’s forces by vilifying the Ottomans in their practices of war.  

Their victory only lasted forty-one years; the Ottomans recaptured Tunis in 1574.273     

The way von Aachen bends the events of the Long War goes further in composing an 

alternate history than most other rulers’ commissions.  I believe Rudolf’s investment in 

this tradition of flattering pictorial military histories deserves examination along with his 

political and artistic motives for commissioning the Allegories.   

The Allegories organize the specific events of the Long War in order to produce a 

recollection of the past tailored to Rudolf II’s political needs.  The selection of some 

battles over the dozens of others fought during the conflict obviously highlights the 

especially impressive imperial victories.  Other triumphs, some lasting much longer than 

the ten-month capture of Székesfehérvár, do not appear in the series.  Imperial troops 

                                                 
271 Georg J. Kugler, “Der Kriegszug gegen Tunis im Jahre 1535,” in Der Kriegszug Kaiser Karls V. gegen 
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took Kanzania in 1599 and the city of Pest, much to Turkish dismay, in 1602.274  Rudolf 

and his court put on celebratory events for the imperial successes in the war that were not 

included in the Allegories.  In 1597 he held a tournament, in conjunction with Archduke 

Matthias and Ferdinand II’s induction into the Order of the Golden Fleece, honoring the 

important capture of the fortress Dotis in Hungary.275  Some of the most important 

victories in the Long War do not receive attention appropriate to their overall importance 

in von Aachen’s work.  The series compresses into one meager scene the dramatic march 

of Michael the Brave from the winter of 1594 and 1595 that took massive territory from 

the Ottomans, compromised their supply line, and led to Sinan Pasha getting dumped 

ingloriously into the Danube.   

The Allegories emphasize the success in the Hungarian theater by depicting 

events out of chronological order to build a narrative crescendo within the visual history.  

The battle of Esztergom occurred in 1595 and is the subject of the fifth scene in the 

Allegories but the battle of Mező-Keresztes, which occurred in 1596, precedes it as the 

fourth scene.  The sixth scene, The Allegory on the Conquest of Győr, occurred in 1598 

while the seventh scene condenses all Michael the Brave’s victories from 1595 into the 

moment Sinan Pasha tumbles into the river. Von Aachen explodes normal concepts of 

linear historical time with the simple shifting of pages for the sake of a clear and potent 

message about Rudolf II’s military prowess.  Even though the artist violates the timeline, 

he takes a tangled web of political intrigue and manages to clarify it by omitting details 

and focusing the viewer on imperial successes.  Instead of the confusing power plays (not 

to mention Sigismund Báthory’s plethora of abdications), the viewer beholds the might of 
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275 Thomas DaCosta Kaufmann, Variations on the Imperial Theme in the Age of Maximilian II and Rudolf 
II, (New York: 1978), 48.  He also describes ceremonial marches against the Turks held every Friday in 
Prague. 



     62 

the imperial army led by Rudolf II, his gracious liberation of Christian cities, and his 

victories over the sultan.  

The history presented in the series competes with the one sent out to the public 

through broadsheets and messengers.  Contrary to von Aachen’s active emperor, Rudolf’s 

brother Matthias appears as the protagonist in many broadsheets about the war (fig. 31).  

Two broadsheets describing the victory at Székesfehérvár outline the actions, leadership, 

and bravery of the Duke of Mercœur and Baron von Russwurm (figs. 32 and 33).  Both 

broadsheets claim God’s influence in the victory but only religious sources explain the 

miraculous victory brought on by the leadership of the imperial chaplain.  St. Lawrence 

of Brindisi was the imperial chaplain for Rudolf’s army and he allegedly led the troops at 

Székesfehérvár into battle armed only with a crucifix.276   Von Aachen’s history of the 

events at Székesfehérvár alone counters two other histories of the event.  In his 

dissertation, Ludwig points out Hans von Aachen’s use of these same broadsheets to 

accurately describe the landscapes and visages of the fortresses he rendered in the 

series.277  The artist clearly saw the other presentation of these events.  How could Rudolf 

and von Aachen hope to project a believable history with such heavy interpretation and 

restructuring of the events contrary to the other available sources? 

SEEKING THE HIGHER TRUTH: CONSTRUCTING MEANING IN THE ALLEGORIES WITH 
NEO-PLATONIC POTENCE 

Rudolf’s flattering visual histories of his achievements would not have shocked 

contemporaries; no viewers expected a ruler to show himself in a negative light.  Images 

were powerful conveyors of meaning.  Beyond simply creating an image and therefore 

giving an idea physical form, images could signify on a variety of levels.  Roy Strong 

                                                 
276 H. Candide, “St. Lorenzo da Brindisi,” in The Catholic Encyclopedia (New York: Robert Appleton 
Company, 1910), Retrieved April 20, 2011 from New Advent: 
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battle. 
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argues that princely display during the Renaissance and the Baroque differs from 

Medieval display because of the prevailing philosophy that the truth could be 

apprehended in images.278  Von Aachen relied on humanists’ interests in Neo-Platonic 

philosophies in order to build credibility into his alternative visual history of the Long 

War. 

Although textual histories played a larger role in the creation of official history in 

the Early Modern period, humanist interest in Neo-Platonism and hieroglyphics 

encouraged a faith in images’ power to show truth better and more eloquently than 

words.  Images served as a bridge between the invisible realm of ideas and the natural 

world.  They also evoked the idea through sight, the noblest of the senses for Greek 

philosophers.279  Art could create objects more beautiful than those in nature by using the 

idea as the source instead of human experience.  Depicting ideas served to make the 

higher truth partially visible and could assist the soul in returning to its native heaven.280  

Plato discusses intellectual and physical vision in his description of divine inspiration as 

the four types of madness: “prophetic, initiatory, poetic, and erotic.”281  Socrates 

proposed that the erotic, or the “madness of love,” was the greatest blessing bestowed on 

mankind, for the philosopher “forgets earthly interests and is rapt in the divine.”282  The 

erotically charged women in the Allegories participate in this madness and bring the 

viewer into the realm of allegorical contemplation.  Von Aachen communicated Rudolf 

II’s vision of the Long War in the realm of the idea.  According to Neo-Platonic thought, 

the Allegories hold valid truth because they do not rely on mere human observation like 

the broadsheets do.  The Allegories, instead, describe the mental and spiritual leadership 
                                                 
278 Roy Strong, Art and Power: Renaissance Festivals 1450-1650 (Berkeley and Los Angeles: University 
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of Rudolf on a higher realm that can exist alongside the more mundane historical events 

without losing their efficacy. 

The Allegories mix Greco-Roman and Christian figures to create a mythic history 

of the Long War.  By looking at the classical myths as allegories, Neo-Platonists 

developed another means to achieve greater knowledge and closeness with divine truth.  

Therefore, it became acceptable to mix myth freely with Christian ideas.  Both traditions, 

when properly interpreted, led to the same conclusion.  Rudolf II and Hans von Aachen 

weave both categories of divine entities into the new victorious history of the Long War.  

The artist’s mythic construction of Rudolf’s history of the Long War depends on 

allegorical meaning outside of “fact” and “history” to prove his higher triumph in an 

acceptable mode of veritas.     

Von Aachen’s understanding of allegorical significance came out of a long 

Renaissance tradition of Neo-Platonic philosophy and the study of Egyptian hieroglyphs.   

Renaissance scholars believed hieroglyphs represented the ancient form of making the 

Neo-Platonic Idea visible.  They leaned on Horapollo’s Hieroglyphica, a second or fourth 

century text allegedly translated out of Egyptian, for their source on enigmatic 

hieroglyphs and their meanings.283  Numerous important scholars wrote about enigmatic 

hieroglyphs all across Europe.  Maximilian I included a hieroglyphic declaration about 

his sovereignty at the apex of his printed Triumphal Arch by Albrecht Dürer (fig. 34).  

Dürer closely followed Horapollo’s tract in composing the image of Maximilian 

surrounded by symbols.284  Later, Piero Valeriano’s Hieroglyphica of 1556 replaced 

Horapollo’s work as the most popular authority on the subject.285  Alchemists in Rudolf 

II’s court, like John Dee and Count Michael Maier, also wrote on the relationship 
                                                 
283 Liselotte Dieckmann, “Renaissance Hieroglyphics,” in Comaparative Literature 9, no. 4 (Autumn, 
1957), 310. 
284 Erik Iverson, “Heiroglyphic Studies of the Renaissance,” The Burlington Magazine, 100, no. 658 
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between hieroglyphics, Ideas, and the soul’s search for ultimate union with God.286  

Maier’s tract Arcana Arcanissima, hoc est Hieroglyphica Aegypto-Graeca, from 1614, 

posited that hidden hermetic wisdom also could be found in Greek myths and legends.287  

Even though the work was published after the Allegories, it is likely that Maier discussed 

his ideas among his peers at Rudolf’s court for many years as he formulated his 

arguments.  Enigmatic images and symbols united with allegories from the Greco-Roman 

mythological world to further the enlightened viewer on the path to higher understanding.  

The Allegories melded Greco-Roman and Christian figures to lead the viewer to 

understand Rudolf’s mythic function: while Giorgio Basta and Archduke Matthias 

physically fought in the battles, only Rudolf’s leadership could deliver true freedom and 

peace.  The validity of the Allegories depends on the significance invested in allegories 

and symbols by Early Modern viewers.   

 Rudolf’s court immersed itself in the humanist tradition of hieroglyphic 

investigation and the use of images to indicate higher truths.  Giordano Bruno visited 

Prague in 1588 and published two books on esoteric and mystical emblems, one of them 

dedicated to Rudolf II so, he likely received a copy.288  The large number of mythological 

and allegorical paintings made for Rudolf II alone indicates his personal interest in the 

subject.289  In the environment of Rudolf’s court, people would have looked for a deeper 

reading in the Allegories and they would have expected them to indicate Neo-Platonic 

ideas.  A contemporaneous viewer would have been comfortable with the allegorical 

construction even if they could not readily identify all of the symbols von Aachen 

employed.  Therefore, it seems reasonable to assume that Rudolf and Hans von Aachen 
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believed the Allegories on the Long Turkish War showed the higher and nobler truth of 

the war over the banal and human story put forth by word of mouth and broadsheets. 

POWER IN THE IMAGES 

Depicting the figures imbues the ideas behind the compositions with their own 

reality completely encapsulated in the Allegories.  The Allegories obscure and restructure 

the actual events in order to show Rudolf II, or rather his allegorical representation, as 

personally involved in the conflict.  The medium of allegory allows the series to present 

an alternative truth without competing with the actual events thanks to Neo-Platonic 

philosophies.  The Allegories depict Rudolf II’s mythic avatar leading his troops on an 

ideal plane, underscoring that his triumphs over the sultan, no matter how brief, were 

very significant.  The images depict Rudolf irrefutably proving himself the true inheritor 

of Rome with his intellectual leadership, and the sultan accepts this, thus ensuring peace 

between the empires.  Rudolf had a squadron of erudite scholars interested in Neo-

Platonism at his disposal to justify his interpretation of the events, but von Aachen’s 

series expects the viewer to decipher and understand the intention and power of the work. 

The paintings present their standpoint through allegorical truth, but they also 

signify power relations through the act of representation and replication.  I use semiotic 

theories of representation to frame the way Hans von Aachen’s works communicate and 

create power.  Representation of any form conceals the distinctions between “thing, sign, 

and idea” through the unity of presence.290  Painting blurs the line further, giving the 

represented things real presence and actuating the painting’s contents.291  Borrowing from 

this concept, the Allegories actuate the events and power relationships merely through the 

act of visual representation.  The painted figures augment the allegorical truth asserted 
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through the series because they create the first layer of Rudolf’s alternate reality.  The 

signs for the emperor, the roman dress and laurel crown, are painted representations of 

the actual things but they express the idea of ancient Rome and its continuation as the 

Holy Roman Empire.  Their physical rendering pulls the viewer into the painting and 

makes these signs very potent and real within the context.  The content of the Allegories 

creates power through interconnected relationships between the emperor’s allegorical 

representation and through the visual medium itself.  Even if the witness did not 

understand the nuances of signification they were aware that the Allegories represented a 

statement about imperial power.   Judging from the types of viewers privy to these scenes 

they likely understood many of the enigmatic symbols and the construction of allegory.  

Von Aachen’s painted series created Rudolf’s power by representing his allegorical 

triumphs, while the duplication and widespread dissemination of the scenes, via medals 

and copies, confirms it. 

I do not suggest that the contemporaneous viewer would have thought about the 

Allegories in semiotic terms, but rather that the Allegories would resonate as a proposed 

reality because of their visual representation and the allegorical content of the images.  

The image immediately captivates the viewer, asking him or her to contemplate them in 

order to understand its narrative.  As I have stated, I do not believe these images 

disseminated to a wide populace, but that they went to other nobles to strengthen their 

belief in Rudolf’s capacities as emperor.  These men would have possessed the requisite 

education to engage with the Allegories or they would have capable men in their service 

to do so on their behalf.  The allegorical message of Rudolf’s work and his declaration of 

power and control in Hungary and Transylvania would have reached their intended 

audience in some fashion.292  
                                                 
292  The question of how they received and reacted to the images remains outside the scope of my study.  I 
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Between the sense of confidence the Allegories produced and the Neo-Platonic 

philosophies, Rudolf trusted that his presentation of the events of the Long War would 

resonate with his audience.  Rudolf’s predecessors and fellow princes incorporated these 

same Neo-Platonic signals into princely displays from festivals, art, architecture, to 

commemorative medals.293  The Allegories fit into this structure of glorifying rulers and 

their deeds, but they push their own conception of the Long War further than the 

flattering works of other princes.  The series participates in the mystical and erudite 

philosophies being discussed and used at courts across Europe.  Although the Allegories 

cater to Rudolf’s interests—heavy use of Neo-Platonic allegory—they present the 

emperor’s message in a format other rulers would recognize and even admire.   

                                                 
293 Strong, 21. 
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Conclusion 

 The Allegories on the Long Turkish War present Rudolf as the hero of the Long 

War.  Von Aachen used a variety of devices to describe Rudolf’s power as the Holy 

Roman Emperor throughout the series.  The artist’s positive portrayal of the Ottoman 

sultan in the Conquest of Székesfehérvár seems out of place at first glance but it actually 

emphasized the emperor’s superiority without demeaning Mehmed III.  Images that 

showed the sultan and the emperor as equals appeared frequently in German-speaking 

regions during the end of the sixteenth century.  Although Von Aachen maintains a 

respectful image of the sultan, he does not render the splendor associated with Süleyman 

the Magnificent in Mehmed’s accoutrements of power.  Von Aachen strips the sultan of 

any symbols of European power and affirms Rudolf as the true inheritor of the legacy of 

the Roman Empire.  By showing the sultan with only Eastern symbols of rulership, von 

Aachen reduces the threat of future conflict and suggests that the sultan will confine his 

rule within the previous borders of his empire.  Mehmed’s visual nobility also helped to 

assure the viewer that he would uphold the peace promised in the image.  Presenting the 

sultan and emperor as equals emphasizes the terms of the Treaty of Zstiva Torok, which 

describes the emperor as having equivalent status to the sultan for the first time in 

Ottoman-Habsburg treaties.  The emperor’s subtle relationship with the sultan upholds 

the over all message about Rudolf’s political power and his ability to lead the Holy 

Roman Empire. 

 Von Aachen restructures the chronological events of the Long War and creates an 

epic narrative for his series.  This enhances the mythic qualities of the emperor and helps 

the viewer to understand the series in terms of allegorical truth.   Once interpreted with an 

eye for Neo-Platonic meaning the Allegories the emperor appears as the intellectual 
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inheritor of classical learning with a strong Christian faith.  The Christian figures in the 

divine sky repeatedly reinforce the emperor’s faith and the religious nature of the Long 

War.  The Neo-Platonic symbols and the use of rhetorical gestures appears very complex 

and obscure to the modern eye.  Rudolf’s audience of princes, ambassadors, and nobles 

would have been familiar with these symbols from other princely displays.294  Von 

Aachen’s work projects both subtle and overt messages about Rudolf’s rule that 

obviously pleased the emperor.  The Allegories appear in a variety of different formats 

that Rudolf would have disseminated to help bolster faith in his position as the Holy 

Roman Emperor in the face of Matthias’ power plays. 

 The Allegories rely on the significance of images and Neo-Platonic philosophy to 

communicate the validity of the propagandistic message.  Often historians characterize 

Rudolf’s interest in the arts as vain fantasy and an escape from the harsh reality of his 

political situation.295  I suggest that Rudolf’s precarious position on the imperial throne, 

with his brother working tirelessly to usurp his power, necessitated an extravagant 

display of imperial magnificence.  While von Aachen’s propagandistic series may not 

have actually helped to halt Matthias’ plots, Rudolf must have believed these art works as 

part of his self-presentation could ameliorate the political situation.  Rudolf repeatedly 

commissioned the subject of the Long War and reproduced von Aachen’s Allegories in a 

variety of mediums.  The Allegories’ alternate history not only flatters the ruler with 

allegorical devices, but also has political motivation.  It communicates allegorical truth to 

Rudolf’s nobles and dignitaries through erudite learning.  Rudolf presented himself as a 

learned emperor; he viewed his mental acumen as his greatest strength and built a 

mystique of intellectual power around himself.296  The Allegories on the Long Turkish 

                                                 
294 Strong, 23. 
295 Marshall, chapter 5.  
296 Fučíková, Imperial Paintings from Prague, 12. Johan Kepler describes the Emperor’s ability to keep his 
princes subordinate to him in 1598 even though he did not understand the soldier’s art. 
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War address Rudolf’s intellectual and spiritual leadership through the form of allegory 

and do not merely create a fiction, they try to convince the viewer of Rudolf’s higher 

value. 
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Appendix A: Time line for Rudolf II and the Long Turkish War 

 

1576:   Rudolf is elected Holy Roman Emperor 
 
1590:   Hapsburg delegation goes to Constantinople to open up peace negotiations 
 
1592:   Ottomans invade Croatia 
 
1593:   Grand Vizier Sinan Pasha appointed commander-in-chief of the army 
 Ottoman troops capture the fortresses of Veszprem and Paluta 

July, Christian forces conquer the fortress of Sissek 
July 29, Ottoman Empire officially declares war 

 November, Christian forces besiege Székesfehérvár 
 
1594:   Ottomans capture Tata and Győr  

February, Sigismund Báthory joins the Holy League 
 July 1, Sigismund Báthory abdicates because many of his nobles refused to  

support the war 
August, Prince Aaron Tiranul of Moldova signs a treaty with Rudolf II 

 August 20, Báthory reassumes his throne 
 August 28, Báthory arrests and executes all the nobles who opposed the war 
 November, Michael the Brave and Aaron Tiranul attack Ottoman forts along the  

Danube between Vidin and Brăila 
 November 13, Michael the Brave of Wallachia officially declares war on the  

Ottoman Empire 
 
1595:   Ottomans capture Esztergom and march against Wallachia 
 Christian forces recapture Visegrad and Vac 
 Sultan Murad III dies and Sultan Mehmed III ascends to the throne 
 May 20, Wallachia accepts the suzerainty of Sigismund Báthory 
 July 3, Moldova accepts the suzerainty of Sigismund Báthory 
 August 20, Michael the Brave halts Sinan Pasha’s advance at Călugăreni 
End of August, Poland deposes Moldova’s prince and installs Iremia Movila 
 September 3, Austrian troops conquer the fortress of Esztergom 

October 18, Michael the Brave and Sigismund Báthory retake the city of  
Târgovişte 

October 20-28, Sinan Pasha pulls out of Bucharest and retreats but Michael the  
Brave’s forces cut them off at Giurgiu  

 
1596:   Sultan Mehmed III accompanies his armies on campaign to Hungary 
 Christian forces capture Hatvan 
 October 13, Christian’s surrender the fortress of Eger 
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 October 23-26, The Ottomans chase off the Christian forces at Mező-Keresztes 
 
1597:   Ottomans recapture Tata and repel a Transylvanian offensive at Temezköz 

January, Sigismund Báthory begins negotiating his second abdication in favor of  
Rudolf II 

December 23, Sigismund concludes negotiations and abdicates 
 
1598:   March 19, Holy Roman Imperial troops capture the fortress of Győr  

June 9, Michael the Brave officially signs a treaty with Rudolf II accepting his  
Suzerainty 

August 20, Sigismund Báthory reassumes the throne but Rudolf II does not  
acknowledge his right to rule 

 
1599:   Ottomans capture Vác, bribe the French garrison to surrender at Bobovac, and  

repel an Imperial siege on Buda 
 March 17, Sigismund abdicates again in favor of his Polish cousin Andreas  

Báthory, who allied with the Ottomans 
October 5, Michael the Brave marches on Transylvania 
October 29, Michael the Brave defeats Andreas’ forces at Şelimbăr 
November 3, Andreas Báthory is killed on his escape into Poland 

 
1600:   Ottoman forces take Kanzania 

May, Michael the Brave conquers Moldova 
October 20, Polish forces defeat Michael in Moldova 
Late October, Rudolf’s general Girogio Basta helped Transylvanian nobles to  

rebel and Michael the Brave flees to Prague  
 

1601:   February, Sigismund Báthory reclaims the Transylvanian throne and Basta flees 
 August 3, Giorgio Basta and Michael the Brave combine forces and recapture  

Transylvania at Gorossló 
August 19, Basta has his Walloon officers murder Michael the Brave on  

suspected treason 
September 20, Imperial forces conquer Székesfehérvár 
 

1602:   Austrians capture Pest 
 Sigismund Báthory conquers Transylvania with Ottoman and Tartar troops but  

suffers a nervous breakdown, abdicates, and flees to Prague 
 
1603:   Sultan Mehmed III dies and Sultan Ahmed I assumes the throne 

April, Mozes Székely leads a Transylvanian rebellion  
May 7, Mozes Székely claims the crown 

 July 17, Wallachian troops defeat Mozes Székely at Brassó 
 July, Giorgio Basta beleaguers the Transylvanian population 
 
1604:   October, The general of Hungary moves to arrest Stephen Bocskai but his  
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Protestant mercenaries switched sides to fight for Bocskai 
October 15, Bocskai's rebellion gains momentum and more rally to his cause 
November 11, Bocskai’s troops take Kassa and the Ahmed I names him Prince of  

Transylvania 
 December, Most of Basta’s troops defect to Bocskai and he withdraws 
 
1605:   April 20, the Stephen Bocskai is elected the King of Hungary 

April-June, Bocskai’s forces capture much of Habsburg controlled Hungary 
 November 11, The Ottomans send Bocskai a crown to recognize him as the king  

of Hungary 
Habsburg troops recapture most of the fortresses Bocskai took and Bocskai opens  

peace negotiations with the Habsburgs 
 
1606:   June 23, Bocskai signs a peace treaty with the Habsburgs in Vienna 
 November 15, the Habsburgs sign the treaty of Zstiva Torok with the Ottomans 
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Appendix B: Figures 

 
Figure 1, Hans von Aachen, Allegory on the Roman Emperor, 1604-1606.  Drawn Copy, Staatliche 
Kunstsammlungen, Kupferstich-Kabinett, Dresden. After Joachim Jacoby, Hans von Aachen: 1552-1615, fig 75. 
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Figure 2, Hans von Aachen, Allegory on the Declaration of War in Constantinople, 1604-1606. Oil on Parchment, 
32 x 42 cm, Kunsthistorisches Museum, Vienna. After Thomas Fusenig, Hans von Aachen: Court Artist in 
Europe 1552-1615, cat entry 94. 
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Figure 3, Hans von Aachen, Allegory on the Battle of Sissek, 1604-1606. Oil on Parchment, 34 x 42 cm, 
Kunsthistorisches Museum, Vienna. After Thomas Fusenig, Hans von Aachen: Court Artist in Europe 1552-1615, 
cat entry 95. 
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Figure 4, Hans von Aachen, Allegory on the Battle of Mezo-Keresztes, 1604-1606.  Oil on Parchment, 34 x 42 cm, 
Szépművészeti Múzeum, Budapest. After Thomas Fusenig, Hans von Aachen: Court Artist in Europe 1552-1615, 
cat entry 96. 
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Figure 5, Hans von Aachen, Allegory on the Conquest of Esztergom, 1604-1606. Drawn Copy, Staatliche 
Kunstsammlungen, Kupferstich-Kabinett, Dresden. After Joachim Jacoby, Hans von Aachen: 1552-1615, fig 79. 
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Figure 6 Hans von Aachen, The Allegory on the Conquest of Gyor, 1604-1606.  Oil on Parchment, 34 x 42 cm, 
Szépművészeti Múzeum, Budapest. After Thomas Fusenig, Hans von Aachen: Court Artist in Europe 1552-1615, 
cat entry 97. 
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Figure 7, Hans von Aachen, Allegory on the Battle of Călugăreni, 1604-1606. Drawn Copy, Staatliche 
Kunstsammlungen, Kupferstich-Kabinett, Dresden. After Joachim Jacoby, Hans von Aachen: 1552-1615, fig 81. 
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Figure 8, Hans von Aachen, Allegory on the Conquest of Székefehérvár, 1604-1606.  Oil on Parchment, 34 x 42 
cm, Kunsthistorisches Museum, Vienna. After Thomas Fusenig, Hans von Aachen: Court Artist in Europe 1552-
1615, cat entry 98. 
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Figure 9, Hans von Aachen, Allegory on the Battle of Şelimbăr, 1604-1606. Drawn Copy, Staatliche 
Kunstsammlungen, Kupferstich-Kabinett, Dresden. After Joachim Jacoby, Hans von Aachen: 1552-1615, fig 83. 
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Figure 10, Hans von Aachen, Allegory on the Battle of Gorossló, 1604-1606.  Oil on Parchment, 34 x 42 cm, 
Kunsthistorisches Museum, Vienna. After Thomas Fusenig, Hans von Aachen: Court Artist in Europe 1552-1615, 
cat entry 99. 
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Figure 11, Hans von Aachen, Allegory on the Battle of Brasov, 1604-1606. Oil on Parchment, 34 x 42 cm,  
Kunsthistorisches Museum, Vienna. After Thomas Fusenig, Hans von Aachen: Court Artist in Europe 1552-1615, 
cat entry 100. 



     86 

 
Figure 12, Bartholomeus Spranger, Allegory on the Turkish Wars, 1604-1611.  Oil on panel, 165.1 x 104.5 cm, 
Stadtmuseum, Münster. After Thomas DaCosta Kaufmann, The School of Prague: Painting at the Court of 
Rudolf II, fig. 20.86.  
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Figure 13, Adrien de Vries, Allegories of the Turkish Wars, ca. 1603. Bronze, Kunsthistorisches Museum, Vienna. 
After Eliška Fučíkova ed., Rudolf II and Prague: The Court and the City, fig 1.91.  
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Figure 14, Map of Hungary in 1606. After Peter F. Suger, A History of Hungary, 101. 
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Figure 15 Cornelis Theodorus Boissens, Allegory of War and Peace. Etching, 24.8 x 31.7 cm, Rijksmuseum, 
Rijksprenten-kabinet, Amsterdam. After Thomas Fusenig, Hans von Aachen: Court Artist in Europe 1552-1615, 
cat entry 102. 

 
Figure 16, Diagram of Gestures, Woodcut. John Bulwer, Chriologica, or the Natural use of the Hand, 1644, 
referenced at Early English Books Online, March 30, 2011 
http://eebo.chadwyck.com.ezproxy.lib.utexas.edu/search/full_rec?SOURCE=pgthumbs.cfg&ACTION=ByID&I
D=12004554&FILE=../session/1301542108_10842&SEARCHSCREEN=CITATIONS&SEARCHCONFIG=var_
spell.cfg&DISPLAY=AUTHOR. 
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Figure 17, Diagram of Gestures, woodcut. John Bulwer, Chriologica, or the Natural use of the Hand, 1644, 
referenced at Early English Books Online, March 30, 2011,  
http://eebo.chadwyck.com/search/full_rec?SOURCE=pgimages.cfg&ACTION=ByID&ID=12004554
&FILE=../session/1301542108_10842&SEARCHSCREEN=CITATIONS&VID=52266&PAGENO=1
08&ZOOM=&VIEWPORT=&SEARCHCONFIG=var_spell.cfg&DISPLAY=AUTHOR&HIGHLIG
HT_KEYWORD= 

 
Figure 18,  Last Judgement detail.  Glass mosaic, Santa Maria Assunta, Tocello. After Mosche Barasch. Gestures 
of Dispair in Medieval and Early Renaissance Art. New York: New York University Press, 1976. Fig. 2 
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Figure 19, Anonymous, Portrait of the Sultan Süleyman, ca. 1535.  Woodcut, Staatliche Museem Preussischer 
Kulturebesitz, Kupferstichkabinett, Berlin. After Gülru Necipoğlu, “Süleyman the Magnificent and the 
Representation of Power in the Context of Ottoman-Hapsburg-Papal Rivaly,” fig. 3. 
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Figure 20, Anonymous, Equestrian Sultan with Panoramic View of Istanbul in the Background, mid-17th century. 
Copper engraging, “Augsburg zu finden bey Jacob Koppinaye” (photo: Dr. Julian Raby). After Gülru 
Necipoğlu, “Süleyman the Magnificent and the Representation of Power in the Context of Ottoman-Hapsburg-
Papal Rivaly,” fig. 7. 
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Figure 21, Frontispiece Vitae et Icones Sultanorum Turcico, 1596, etching.  Bayrische Staatsbibliothek, Munich. 
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Figure 22, Portrait of Sultan Murad III, 1596.  Etching, plate in Pannoniae Historica Chronologica: Res per 
Ungariam, Transylvaniam, Bayrische Staatsbibliothek, Munich. 



     95 

 
Figure 23, Portrait of Rudolf II, 1596.  Etching, plate in Pannoniae Historica Chronologica: Res per Ungariam, 
Transylvaniam, Bayrische Staatsbibliothek, Munich. 
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Figure 24, Portrait of Sultan Mehmed III, 1596.  Etching, plate in Pannoniae Historica Chronologica: Res per 
Ungariam, Transylvaniam, Bayrische Staatsbibliothek, Munich. 
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Figure 25, Portrait of Sigismund Báthory, 1596.  Etching, plate in Pannoniae Historica Chronologica: Res per 
Ungariam, Transylvaniam, Bayrische Staatsbibliothek, Munich. 
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Figure 26, Portrait of Nicholas Palffy, 1596.  Etching, plate in Pannoniae Historica Chronologica: Res per 
Ungariam, Transylvaniam, Bayrische Staatsbibliothek, Munich. 
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Figure 27, Portrait of Archduke Matthias, 1596.  Etching, plate in Pannoniae Historica Chronologica: Res per 
Ungariam, Transylvaniam, Bayrische Staatsbibliothek, Munich. 
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Figure 28, Portrait of Grand Vizier Sinan Pasha, 1596.  Etching, plate in Pannoniae Historica Chronologica: Res 
per Ungariam, Transylvaniam, Bayrische Staatsbibliothek, Munich. 
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Figure 29, Wie weit die Calvinische Oberste Lehrer das bitter Leiden und Sterben Jesu Christi und sein heiliges 
Evangelicum,  ca. 1591-1596. Woodcut, Harry Ransom Humanities Research Center, Austin. After ARTstor 
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Figure 30, Allegory on the Turkish Threat to Europe and Africa, 1599. Copper plate etching, Harry Ransom 
Humanities Research Center, Austin. After ARTstor 
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Figure 31, Buda besieged by Christian forces under Archduke Matthias of Austria, October 1602.  Printed 
broadsheet, 282 x 290 cm.  After John Roger Paas, The German Political Broadsheet 1600-1700. Vol. 1, 1600-
1615, Plate 7. 
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Figure 32 Eigenliche Contrafactur der Königlichen Statt und Vostung Stuhlweißenburg, 1601.  Printed 
broadsheet, 453 x 467 cm. After John Roger Paas, The German Political Broadsheet 1600-1700. Vol. 1, 1600-
1615, Plate 8. 
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Figure 33, Capture of Stuhlweißenburg fron the Turks, 20, September 1601. Printed broadsheet, 260 x 202. After 
John Roger Paas, The German Political Broadsheet 1600-1700. Vol. 1, 1600-1615, Plate 9. 
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Figure 34, Albrecht Dürer, detail from Triumphal Arch of Maximilian I, 1515-1517.  Woodcut,  340.9 x 292.2 cm. 
After Erik Iverson, “Hieroglyphic Studies of the Renaissance,” fig. 35. 
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32. Antique Temple Frieze from the Palazzo dei Conservatori, Rome. (Capitoline 
Museum, Rome.) 

33. Hieroglyphs from the Hieroglyphica of Pierinus Valerianus. 1556 or 1557. The 
inscription signifies: 'He has conquered the strong by arms and dispersed the weak 
by fame'. 

34. Hieroglyphic inscription from Colonna's Hypnerotomachia Poliphili, Venice, 1499, 
with the signs of the Temple Frieze. The text reads in Colonna's translation: 
'Sacrifice your toil generously to the God of nature. Little by little you will then 
subject your soul to God, and He will take you under His firm protection, merci- 
fully govern your life and preserve it unharmed.' 

35. The Tabernacle of Dtirer's Triumphal Arch, representing the Emperor Maxi- 
milian surrounded by hieroglyphic animals, proclaiming him: 'divine Emperor, 
just and generous, of eternal fame and noble descent, adorned with all gifts of 
Nature . ..' 

36. The Meeting of Osiris and Isis, by Pinturicchio. Fresco. (Borgia Apartments, Vatican, 
Rome.) 
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