






41 

 

 

 

 
Figure 1. Distance between Wels and Wiener Neustadt (place of death and place of 

burial), 137 miles; distance between Wiener Neustadt and Innsbrucker Hofkirche (place 

of burial and place of cenotaph), 228 miles. 
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Chapter 2 

 

 The Ambraser Heldenbuch’s Origin and Contents  

 
Origin and Production of the Ambraser Heldenbuch 

 

The history of the Ambraser Heldenbuch began with a letter of Maximilian’s sent 

to his Staberlmeister, Wilhelm von Oy, on April 15, 1502.98 The letter is short, but 

contains valuable information regarding the manuscript’s origin: 

Getrewer Lieber, Wir haben vnnseren lieben, getrewen Paulsen v. Liechtenstain 

rc. beuolhen, vnns das helldenpuch an der Etsch ausschreiben zu lassen, darzu er 

dan deines schreibers nottursstig wirdet. Empfelhen wir dir mit ernnst, das du 

demselben von Liechtenstain deinen schreyber furderlich hinein an die Etsch 

bereurts heldenpuch daselbst abzuschreiben zu schigkest, vnd das nit lassest, So 

wirdet jn bemelter vnnser Marschalh mit Zerung unnd anderm, wie sich gebürt, 

versehen vnd vnnderhalten, Und du thust daran unnser ernstliche Mainung.99 

 

There are several points to note in this passage. First, the mentioned Paul von 

Liechtenstein was Maximilian’s marshal “who was to find a replacement for Ried [the 

scribe of the Ambraser Heldenbuch] in his post and who apparently also supervised 

copying procedures.”100 Second, the “Heldenbuch an der Etsch” must have been a known 

work that Maximilian was planning to have copied because the phrase is preceded by the 

 
98 The meaning of the term Staberlmeister is unclear, though the term seems to have been used 

throughout the Austrian hereditary lands and was a court position. Staberl may be an Austrian 

German spelling of Stabel, a colloquial diminutive form of Stab (staff); this is similar to the form 

Mädel (gal), meaning Mädchen (girl). See “Grammatisch-Kritisches Wörterbuch der 

Hochdeutschen Mundart,” https://woerterbuchnetz.de/?sigle=Adelung#4.  
99 Quoted in Lydia Jones, “Emphasis Added: Friedrich Heinrich von der Hagen’s Romantic 

Philology, Typeface Change and the Heldenbuch an der Etsch, 1836-1900,” in Scholarly Editing 

and German Literature: Revision, Revaluation, Edition, ed. Lydia Jones, Bodo Plachta, Gaby 

Pailer, and Catherine Karen Roy (Leiden: Brill, 2016), 47, 49: “Faithful and dear one, we have 

ordered the dear and faithful Paul von Liechtenstein to let the Heldenbuch an der Etsch be copied 

for us, for which he will have need of your scribe. We urgently suggest that you helpfully send 

your scribe to the Adige to the same von Liechtenstein, for the copying of the same Heldenbuch, 

and that you do not delay. In the aforesaid, our marshal will furnish and sustain him with supplies 

and the rest, as necessary, and on this matter you are to fulfill our earnest wish.” 
100 McDonald, German Medieval Literary Patronage from Charlemagne to Maximilian I, 193. 

https://woerterbuchnetz.de/?sigle=Adelung#4
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definite article “das” (the) instead of the indefinite “ein” (a). The “Heldenbuch an der 

Etsch” must have been in the possession of Paul von Liechtenstein, who was in residence 

in Bozen at the time (and died there in 1513), since Maximilian is asking von 

Liechtenstein to allow it to be copied.101 This implies that Maximilian, Wilhelm von Oy, 

and Paul von Lichtenstein were all aware of this project and knew the “Heldenbuch an 

der Etsch” was the exemplar for the Ambraser Heldenbuch. Finally, Maximilian does not 

specifically name the scribe he is requesting in this letter; instead, Maximilian asks von 

Oy for his scribe. However, Maximilian ultimately chose Hans Ried for the project in 

1504; from 1500 until his death in 1516, Ried appears regularly in the archival record.   

Much of the information regarding Ried’s participation in the Ambraser 

Heldenbuch project and how he was compensated for his work comes from records held 

in the Vienna Kaiserliche und königliche Reichs-Finanz Archiv and is published in the 

1919 issue of the Jahrbuch der kunsthistorischen Sammlungen des allerhöchstens 

Kaiserhauses.102 The correspondence records how long it took Ried to complete his task; 

the project lasted eleven years, from 1504 until 1515. Ried was not only an active 

chancery member, but also one who was looked after quite well.   

 

 

 
101 “Kaiser und Höfe: Personendatenbamk der Höflinge der Österreichischen Habsburger in der 

frühen Neuzeit” (Ludwig-Maximilians-Universität München), “Paul von Liechtenstein von 

Kastelkorn,” accessed July 2, 2021, https://kaiserhof.geschichte.lmu.de/Q/GND=13227406X.  
102 Franz Unterkircher’s commentary on the Ambraser Heldenbuch lists twenty-two sources 

printed in the Jahrbuch. The sources pertaining to Ried and the Ambraser Heldenbuch come from 

various publications within the Jahrbuch. Unterkircher assigned each source a number from 1 to 

22 and also included the Jahrbuch’s own number for each source. Numbers from the Jahrbuch 

are labeled “UR” (Urkunden und Regesten). In my own references, I cite both the number 

provided by Unterkircher himself (Unterkircher #) and the original number from the Jahrbuch 

(UR #).  

https://kaiserhof.geschichte.lmu.de/Q/GND=13227406X
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Summary of Ried’s Involvement with the Heldenbuch-Project 

Since at least July 31, 1496, Ried was employed in Maximilian’s chancery.103 On 

February 7, 1500, Maximilian appointed Ried as his customs officer at Bozen (Italian: 

Bolzano) on the River Eisack (Italian: Isarco) in the South Tyrol; Ried accepted the 

position on the same day.104 On December 18 of the following year, Ried wrote two 

charters for the knight Florian Waldauf von Waldenstein.105 Then came the letter of April 

15, 1502 to von Oy, which provides the first mention of the Heldenbuch an der Etsch 

project.106 After this, no other correspondence occurred for two years. The hiatus may 

have been the result of political affairs occupying Maximilian’s time, including his 

preparations to defend his lands from the Turks and his desire to promote the Tyrol to an 

imperial electorate.107 There is no written documentation from Maximilian concerning the 

production of a Heldenbuch during this two-year period. In the next item, dated from 

April 14, 1504, Maximilian informs his administration that he has given Ried the task of 

writing a “book in parchment” for him, that Ried is to receive fifty florins for his work, 

and that the necessary parchment for the project is to be provided to him; in June of that 

year Ried’s payment was finalized at 160 florins “in the name of His Majesty,” and in 

July he was given an extra twenty for his service.108 Having been paid the fifty florins in 

advance, the rest was paid once Ried began work on the project.109 The records state that 

 
103 Unterkircher, Kommentar, 24. Unterkircher 1, 2; UR 549, 600. 
104 Unterkircher, Kommentar, 24. Unterkircher 3, 4; UR 603, 604.  
105 Unterkircher, Kommentar, 24. Unterkircher 5; UR 681.  
106 Unterkircher, Kommentar, 24. Unterkircher 6; UR 2508. 
107 Zingerle, “Zur Geschichte der Ambraser Heldenbuch,” 292. 
108 Unterkircher, Kommentar, 24. Unterkircher 7, 8; UR 734, 739. Unterkircher 7/UR 734 marks 

the first instance where Ried is specifically named as the scribe for the project.  
109 David Schönherr, “Der Schreiber des Heldenbuchs in der k. k. Ambraser Sammlung,” Archiv 

für Geschichte und Alterthumskunde Tirols 1 (1864): 103. 
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the parchment was provided, but there are no details about where the parchment was 

produced.110  

Ried was allowed to work on the manuscript in the Inntal (the valley of the River 

Inn) during the summer of 1505 due to the intense heat in Bozen.111 Similarly, in 1507 

Maximilian informed a bailiff in Bozen that Ried was working at the emperor’s behest 

and that Ried was to be permitted to continue working on the manuscript in a place where 

he felt comfortable so that his work environment might be more conducive to writing; 

Ried’s work on the manuscript was not to be hindered, and the assistant revenue collector 

was to assume Ried’s duties at the customs office until the manuscript was finished.112 

Maximilian confirmed that Ried would be taken care of upon completion of the project: 

the record from 1508 indicates that Ried was to receive twenty florins for his work as a 

customs officer and his simultaneous work on the Ambraser Heldenbuch.113 The 

following year, Paul von Liechenstein ordered that Ried was to be paid ten florins 

quarterly from the office in Bozen in exchange for his work on the manuscript.114 On 

February 15, 1511, von Liechtenstein wrote to the administration in Innsbruck asking for 

advance notice if they ever wanted to give Ried a job anywhere, as Ried was currently 

 
110 McDonald believed that Maximilian was so involved in the project that he “even kept track of 

the amount of parchment used,” but this is not recorded in the financial archives. See McDonald, 

German Medieval Literary Patronage, 192.  
111 Unterkircher, Kommentar, 5, 24. Unterkircher 10, UR 751; Ulrich Seelbach, Späthöfische 

Literatur und ihre Rezeption im späten Mittelalter: Studien zum Publikum des “Helmbrecht” von 

Wernher dem Gartenaere (Berlin: Kümmerle, 1987), 97. 
112 Unterkircher, Kommentar, 24. Unterkircher 11, UR 886. Muckenhirn, “The Treatment of 

Consonants in the Ambraser Heldenbuch,” 14. Muckenhirn translates Gegenzöllner as “assistant 

revenue collector.” 
113 Unterkircher, Kommentar, 24-25. Unterkircher 12, UR 915. See also Schönherr, “Der 

Schreiber des Heldenbuchs,” 104. 
114 Unterkircher, Kommentar, 25. Unterkircher 13, UR 965. Note that the specific time frame 

when Ried should receive his payment was Quartember, that is, quarterly on Ember Days.   
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teaching von Lichtenstein’s son the art of writing.115 Ried’s work was interrupted in 

February 1511 when he was tasked with copying old imperial licenses and letters, 

particularly those pertaining to Austria located in Innsbruck.116 In November of the same 

year, the administration in Innsbruck wrote to Ried that, at his own request, they would 

allow him to stay in Bozen until the following January so that he could finish his work on 

the book; however, he was to return to Innsbruck by January 1 in order to take up other 

registry work there.117 In March 1514, Ried reported that due to the “defect of half his 

vision, he could no longer fully serve,” and was excused from copying; in June of that 

year, the emperor ordered him to return to Bozen.118 However, in June 1515, Ried was 

continuing to serve as scribe despite his eye pain; for his continued work on the project 

he was to receive either a robe of honor or an extra monetary payment. 119  

There is no record of the manuscript being officially completed, though the gift of 

the robe of honor or additional payment may have marked conclusion of the project. The 

manuscript was certainly finished by May 1516. In that month, Emperor Maximilian 

requests “advice from the administration about the staffing of the vacant customs office 

 
115 Unterkircher, Kommentar, 24. Unterkircher 15, UR 1012. The record does not clarify what is 

meant by “im Schreiben,” or how old von Liechtenstein’s son was at the time. I propose that Ried 

was teaching von Liechtenstein his [Ried’s] own style of handwriting, which was specifically 

selected for the Ambraser Heldenbuch. It is unknown if samples of von Lichstenstein’s son’s 

writing are extant or if his son was allowed to practice with Ried’s copies of the texts for the 

Ambraser Heldenbuch.  
116 Unterkircher, Kommentar, 25. Unterkircher 16, UR 1014. 
117 Unterkircher, Kommentar, 25. Unterkircher 17, UR 1051.  
118 Unterkircher, Kommentar, 25. Unterkircher 18, UR 1152: “da er mängel halber seines gesichts 

nicht mehr wohl dienen kann.” In his commentary, Unterkircher translates this phrasing to mean 

that “wegen eines Augenleidens nicht mehr für Schreiberdienste geeignet war” (because of eye 

pain he was no longer suitable for his service as scribe); Unterkircher, Kommentar, 25. 

Unterkircher 19, UR 1167.  
119 Unterkircher, Kommentar, 25. Unterkircher 20, UR 1195. 
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on the Eisack at Bozen following the death of Hans Ried.”120 The final document that 

Unterkircher lists is an imperial decree granting Ried’s widow support following her plea 

for grace.121 

 

The Life of Hans Ried  

Little is known about the life of Hans Ried. What details we have must be pieced 

together from various sources, primarily correspondence, Unterkircher’s commentary, 

Mario Klarer’s recent collection of essays, the prefaces to critical editions, and works of 

literary criticism. Assembling Ried’s biography into a chronological account is a 

difficult, but not impossible, challenge. What follows is an attempt to summarize the 

available information about Ried.122  

Outside of his work for Maximilian, information about Ried’s life is limited. 

There is no record of the year or place of his birth. Schönherr notes that Ried was allowed 

to enter Maximilian’s chancery in Innsbruck under Archduke Sigismund (also spelled 

Siegmund) of Tyrol, whose land Maximilian had possessed since 1489.123  Few 

references survive relating to his time working for the archduke, but Schönherr believed 

Ried worked as a scribe.124 The first reference to Ried in the written record dates from 

 
120 Unterkircher, Kommentar, 25. Unterkircher 21, UR 1234: “Kaiser Maximilian verlangt ein 

Gutachten der Regierung über die Besetzung des durch den Tod des Hans Ried erledigten 

Zollamtes am Eisack zu Bozen.” 
121 Unterkircher, Kommentar, 25. Unterkircher 22, UR 1235. The German word Gnadengesuch 

means “plea for clemency” or “appeal for pardon,” but the English word which best fits this 

context would be a plea or petition for grace. McDonald translates the term as “pension.” See 

McDonald, German Medieval Literary Patronage, 192. 
122 Based on the availability of sources, I have attempted to access the relevant publications but 

have not always been able to do so. 
123 Schönherr, “Der Schreiber des Heldenbuchs,” 102; Unterkircher, Kommentar, 6.  
124 Schönherr, “Der Schreiber des Heldenbuchs,” 102. Unterkircher describes Siegmund as 

Herzog, or duke. It is unclear if this is based on newer information given the later date at which 
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The Name and Provenance of the Ambraser Heldenbuch  

Referring to the manuscript as the Ambraser Heldenbuch is a relatively recent 

development, although it is unclear when the term was first used in scholarship. 

Schönherr referred to the manuscript as “das Heldenbuch der Ambraser Sammlung” in 

1864, whereas Zingerle called it simply the “Ambraser handschrift” in his 1883 and 1888 

articles.142 Unterkircher may have given the manuscript its current name in his 1973 

commentary; the same name recurs three years later in Martin Wierschin’s article, “Das 

Ambraser Heldenbuch Maximilians I.”143 The name stuck, as subsequent publications 

mentioning the Ambraser Heldenbuch refer to it as such.  

It was never called by this name in its own time. Maximilian referred to it twice in 

1504 as “ein Buch in Pergament” (a book in parchment).144 In 1505 he simply called it  

“unser Buch” (our book).145 Paul von Liechtenstein referred to it in 1509 as the 

Riesenbuch (giant book) in his decree to give Ried ten florins every quarter; it was still 

being called the Riesenbuch in 1511 in a letter from the government to Ried.146 The use of 

the word Riesenbuch has two potential explanations. The first comes from the 

manuscript’s large format; the second is that in the sixteenth century, Riesen and Helden 

could have the same meaning as “heroes.”147 It was not until June 1515, when Ried 

 
142 Schönherr, “Der Schreiber des Heldenbuchs,” 102; Zingerle, “Das Heldenbuch an der Etsch,” 

Zeitschrift für deutsches Altertum und deutsche Literatur 27 (1883): 136, and “Zur geschichte der 

Ambraser handschrift,” 291. 
143 Martin Wierschin, “Das Ambraser Heldenbuch Maximilians I.,” Der Schlern 50 (1976): 429-

41, 493-507, 557-70. 
144 Unterkircher, Kommentar, 24. See note 108 above.  
145 Schönherr, “Der Schreiber des Heldenbuchs,” 103. 
146 See notes 114 and 117, above.  
147 Unterkircher, Kommentar, 9. Unterkircher also observes that the word Riesenbuch is not a 

reference to the two knights in the frontispiece as that was not added until after Ried completed 

his portion of the project. Note that in modern German, der Held is the most commonly used 

word for ‘hero’ whereas Riesen today refers to giants.  
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completed copying the manuscript’s texts, that Maximilian referred to the project as a 

Heldenbuch in his letter to the administration in Innsbruck.148  

How the manuscript came to be associated with Ambras Castle in Innsbruck is a 

different story. Based on the written record of Ried’s work on the manuscript, the 

Heldenbuch traveled relatively far from Bozen while it was in production, but never to 

Ambras Castle. The closest it ever came to the Castle during production was in June 

1505, when Ried was allowed to spend time working on the manuscript in Inntal because 

of the summer heat in Bozen.149 Inntal is roughly 92.25 km (57 miles) away from Bozen 

and is the furthest north the manuscript is known to have traveled in Ried’s lifetime; 

Ambras Castle was still 25.03 km, or 15 miles, from Inntal (see Figure 1). After the 

artwork was completed in 1517, there is “keine urkundliche Nachricht darüber, wo sich 

das Buch … zunächst befand” (no documentary evidence as to where the book was 

initially kept). 150 The manuscript may well have traveled with Maximilian, who often 

brought books with him on his journeys.151 However far the manuscript may have gone, it 

ultimately returned and remained in the Tyrol.  

It was Maximilian’s great-grandson, Ferdinand II, Archduke of Austria (d. 1595), 

who took the Ambraser Heldenbuch, along with other books from the Innsbrucker 

Hofburg, and incorporated it into his “Chamber of Art and Wonders” in Ambras Castle 

after 1570.152 In 1596, an inventory of the chamber listed the book as “das hölden Puech” 

 
148 See note 119, above. See also Schönherr, “Der Schreiber des Heldenbuchs,” 105. 
149 See note 111, above.  
150 Unterkircher, Kommentar, 10.  
151 Unterkircher, Kommentar, 10. 
152 Unterkircher, Kommentar, 10. “Schliesslich kam es aber doch zu den Büchern in dfer 

Innsbrucker Hofburg, die Erzherzog Ferdinand nach 1570 seiner ‘Kunst-und Wunderkammer’ auf 

Schloss Ambras einverleibte.” See also “Die Kunst- und Wunderkammer,” Schloss Ambras 
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(the book of heroes).153 When Emperor Leopold I (d. 1705) inherited the inventory in 

1665, his librarian arranged for him to move the books from Ambras to the Hofbibliothek 

in Vienna; however, the Ambraser Heldenbuch never left the castle and remained “stored 

together with many other artistic and especially valuable books … in the Kunstkammer ... 

well-protected, but hardly ever used.”154 In 1806, complications from the Napoleonic 

Wars meant that everything from the collection in Ambras, including the Heldenbuch, 

was moved to the Kunsthistorisches Museum in Vienna, where the collection remained as 

a closed, unexhibited piece of inventory. The Heldenbuch was moved to the Austrian 

National Library in 1936 along with other manuscripts from the Ambras Art Chamber.155  

 

The Codicology of the Manuscript156  

The Ambraser Heldenbuch is now bound between two leather boards measuring 

10 mm thick.157 The leather is stamped with floral patterns on both the front and back 

covers. The leather along the spine is broken into five fields alternating between 

 
Innsbruck, accessed March 13, 2021. https://www.schlossambras-

innsbruck.at/de/besuchen/sammlungen/die-kunst-und-wunderkammer/.  
153 Unterkircher, Kommentar, 10. Note that hölden is a variant of helden.  
154 Unterkircher, Kommentar, 11. “Das Heldenbuch wurde gemeinsam mit vielen anderen 

künstlerischen besonders wertvollen Büchern nicht in der Bibliothek, sondern in der 

Kunstkammer aufbewahrt … gut behütet, aber kaum je benutzt”; “Die Handschriften der 

Ambraser Sammlung in der Österreichischen Nationalbibliothek und im Kunsthistorischen 

Museum Wien,” Österreichische UNESCO-Commission, accessed June 6, 2021, 

https://www.unesco.at/kommunikation/dokumentenerbe/memory-of-

austria/verzeichnis/detail/article/die-handschriften-der-ambraser-sammlung-in-der-

oesterreichischen-nationalbibliothek-und-im-kunsthisto/.  
155 Unterkircher, Kommentar, 11. 
156 I have not been able to work with the Ambraser Heldenbuch in person and rely on the 

digitized version available through the Austrian National Library. Exact measurements and other 

details of the manuscript’s codicology that cannot confidently be observed online come from 

Unterkircher’s commentary and Aaron Tratter’s essay (Aaron Tratter, “Buchschmuck, Lagen, 

leere Seiten: Was kodikologische Merkmale über den Entstehungsprozess des Ambraser 

Heldenbuch verraten können,” in Klarer, Maximilian I. und das Ambraser Heldenbuch, 37-48). 
157 Unterkircher, Kommentar, 13. 

https://www.schlossambras-innsbruck.at/de/besuchen/sammlungen/die-kunst-und-wunderkammer/
https://www.schlossambras-innsbruck.at/de/besuchen/sammlungen/die-kunst-und-wunderkammer/
https://www.unesco.at/kommunikation/dokumentenerbe/memory-of-austria/verzeichnis/detail/article/die-handschriften-der-ambraser-sammlung-in-der-oesterreichischen-nationalbibliothek-und-im-kunsthisto/
https://www.unesco.at/kommunikation/dokumentenerbe/memory-of-austria/verzeichnis/detail/article/die-handschriften-der-ambraser-sammlung-in-der-oesterreichischen-nationalbibliothek-und-im-kunsthisto/
https://www.unesco.at/kommunikation/dokumentenerbe/memory-of-austria/verzeichnis/detail/article/die-handschriften-der-ambraser-sammlung-in-der-oesterreichischen-nationalbibliothek-und-im-kunsthisto/
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patterned stamping and gold text. The three stamped fields contain a diamond pattern 

inside which is centered a floral design; the first field of text reads “Das Heldenbuch” and 

the second, “1517.” At the bottom of the spine is a smaller, third field of text that reads 

“No 73,” indicating the manuscript’s number in the “Codices Selecti” series.158 Marbled 

pastedowns are attached to the inside of the front and back covers.159 On the bottom right-

hand corner of the last recto, a small yellow plate is attached to the parchment. The 

Austrian National Library’s digitization restricts users from zooming in closely enough to 

read what the plate says, though Unterkircher notes that it is an imprint reading, “Wien 

Gebunden bey F. Krauss Bürgerspital” (Vienna bound by F. Krauss, Bürgerspital).160  

The parchment leaves measure 460 mm x 360 mm (18 in x 14 in) with a smaller 

writing space measuring 360 mm x 235 mm (14 in x 9 in).161 The quality of the calfskin 

parchment is consistent throughout the codex and there are no instances of tearing 

sustained during the treatment of the animal skin.162 The first quire (a binio of four 

leaves) contains the table of contents; the rest of the manuscript’s quires are quarternios 

(quires of eight leaves).163 The leaves are foliated with Roman numerals in the top right 

corner of every recto; the verso is never foliated. The text is divided into two columns for 

the table of contents and three for the rest of the manuscript. Ried utilized his writing 

space with great economy: the text in the three columns is tightly compact and the 

 
158 Unterkircher does not give measurements for the height of the individual fields. This bottom 

field appears to be roughly a quarter to half the size of the five other fields.  
159 Unterkircher notes that the marbling is a Swedish variety.  
160 Unterkircher, Kommentar, 14. Bürgerspital in the context of this manuscript is not entirely 

clear, though Krauss’s workplace may have been located on Bürgerspitalgasse, a small one-way 

street in the Mariahilf district in the southwestern part of Vienna. Note, too, that other works from 

the Austrian National Library include the same yellow imprint.  
161 Unterkircher, Kommentar, 14. 
162 Fol. CCXXVIII has what appears to be a stain in the middle column of text.  
163 Unterkircher, Kommentar, 14. 
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intercolumnar space often has letter flourishes from the letters at the left-hand side of 

each column.164 The margins contain either pen flourishes or images.165 The frontispiece 

is situated after the table of contents; the recto is blank, and the miniature itself faces the 

start of the first text.166 At present, there is no record of where the inks and pigments 

originated.  

The beginnings of individual texts or, as in the case of the Nibelungenlied, 

âventiure (“adventures,” or chapter divisions), are indicated with an incipit announcing 

the start of the text or section. Texts also begin with either a colored initial, an 

illuminated initial, or a Lombard (a red or blue initial whose height is limited to that of a 

single line).167 Aside from the Lombard capitals, colored initials are normally three lines 

high while illuminated initials are six to eight lines high. The manuscript contains 123 

initials, most of which are either red, blue, or, rarely, green; the following table 

summarizes the variety of colored initials according to letter color and background 

type:168  

Type of Initial Number of Initials by Type 

Colored red, blue, or green, on gold 

background 

53 

Gold letters on colored background 31 

Colored letters on red-and-gold 

background 

21 

Colored letters on all-gold background 8 

Gold letters on colored background with 

colored frame 

3 

 
164 Tratter, “Buckschmuck, Lagen, leere Seiten,” 47. 
165 Leaves rarely have images on both the recto and verso. Exceptions include fol. CCVIrv, fol. 

CCVIIIIrv, fol. CCXIrv, fol. CCXIIIrv, fol. CCXIIIIrv, fol. CCXVIIrv, fold. CCXVIIIrv.  
166 The frontispiece in the Ambraser Heldenbuch does not appear in the traditional place before 

the title page but use of this term for the miniature is preferred in the latest German research on 

the manuscript. See Tratter, “Buchschmuck, Lagen, leere Seiten,” 40-41. 
167 The Nibelungenlied poem is written in verse and divided into strophes. Because each âventiure 

acts as a chapter, each begins with a colored initial; within the strophes are Lombard capitals.  
168Adopted from Unterkircher, Kommentar, 17.  
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Colored letters on colored background 

without gold 

3 

Gold letters with no background 

(uncolored parchment) 

2 

Gold letters on colored background with 

gold frame 

1 

Colored letter on punched gold 

background 

1 

 

The script used throughout the manuscript is unique to this codex. This is partly 

because Ried was the only scribe to work on the copying of texts, and partly because 

Ried’s handwriting blended chancery script with elements of German Fraktur, which 

originated in Maximilian’s court.169 While Unterkircher and Muckenhirn provide good 

paleographic inventories for the times in which their works were published, Klarer’s 

recent analysis of Ried’s handwriting and morphological tendencies benefits from current 

technological advances in digital humanities.170 Klarer’s study thus boasts color images 

of Ried’s majuscule and minuscule forms, his superscript diacritics, and his punctuation; 

he also includes specific examples of metadata such as initials and capitals, the 

beginnings of texts, insertions and corrections, rubrications, and abbreviations. The 

Ambraser Heldenbuch is the only manuscript to demonstrate this style of hand and 

therefore Ried’s specific paleographic features, and the script is well-known in German 

scholarship on literature and manuscript studies.  

 

 

 
169 Fritz Funke, Buchkunde: Ein Überblick über die Geschichte des Buches, 6th ed. (Munich: K.G. 

Saur, 1999), 223. 
170 Unterkircher, Kommentar, 15-17; Muckenhirn, “The Treatment of Consonants in the 

Ambraser Heldenbuch,” 29-34; Klarer, “Vom Buchstaben zum Text: Die Handschrift von Hans 

Ried und die Transkription des Ambraser Heldenbuchs,” in Klarer, Maximilian I. und das 

Ambraser Heldenbuch, 171-86. 
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The Texts and Organization of the Ambraser Heldenbuch  

Ried copied twenty-five texts for the Ambraser Heldenbuch. Fourteen of them, or 

about two-thirds of the total, are unique to this manuscript. The complete set is listed 

below in order of their appearance in the codex; those marked with an asterisk indicate 

the fourteen Unikate (unique specimens). Underlined titles indicate Heldenepen (heroic 

epics).  

1. Frauenlob (Der Stricker171) 

2. Moritz von Craon* (author unknown) 

3. Iwein (Hartmann von Aue) 

4. Das Büchlein* (Hartmann von Aue) 

5. Das sogennante zweite Büchlein* (Hartmann von Aue) 

6. Der Mantel* (Heinrich von dem Türlin) 

7. Erec (Hartmann von Aue)172 

8. Dietrichs Flucht (author unknown) 

9. Die Rabenschlacht (author unknown) 

10. Das Nibelungenlied (author unknown)  

11. Die Klage (author unknown) 

12. Kudrun* (author unknown) 

13. Biterolf* (author unknown)  

14. Ortnit (author unknown) 

15. Wolfdietrich* (author unknown) 

16. Die Böse Frau* (author unknown) 

17. Die getreue Hausfrau* (Herrant von Wildon)  

18. Der verkehrte Wirt* (Herrant von Wildon) 

19. Der nackte Kaiser* (Herrant von Wildon) 

20. Die Katze* (Herrant von Wildon) 

21. Frauenbuch* (Ulrich von Lichtenstein) 

22. Meier Helmbrecht (Wernher der Gartenaere) 

23. Pfaffe Amis (Der Stricker) 

24. Titurel (Wolfram von Eschenbach); fragment 

25. Der Priester Johann* (author unknown); fragment 

 

 
171 Der Stricker is the only named author to be referred to by a pseudonym. The author’s real 

name is unknown, though the definite article in the name indicates that the author was male (or at 

least, wanted to be known as a man). The reason for taking the name der Stricker (the Knitter) is 

unclear, though it may refer to his social status or his ability to compose didactic poetry in 

rhyming verse.  
172 Klaus Amann, “Reflexionen über den Hof,” 61, n. 1.  
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Scholars familiar with the texts included in the Ambraser Heldenbuch will 

quickly recognize that many of the texts are not heroic epics at all; in fact, only one-third 

of the codex can be considered Heldenepen. Thus, the Ambraser Heldenbuch is an 

anomaly in the Heldenbuch genre. There are only a handful of Heldenbücher, but they 

focus almost exclusively on German heroic epic literature. The Dresdener Heldenbuch 

(Dresden, Sächsische Landesbibliothek—Staats- und Universitätsbibliothek, MS M. 

201), dating from around 1472, includes Ornit, Wolfdietrich, parts of the Dietrich cycle, 

the Eckenlied, Siegenot, and König Etzel, and shares some titles with the Strassburger 

Heldenbuch (c. 1480), which, missing since the Siege of Strassbourg in 1870, is now 

known only from transcriptions.173 Interestingly, the heroic epics in the Ambraser 

Heldenbuch appear in the middle of the manuscript instead of at the beginning; they are 

physically distant from the manuscript’s frontispiece by fifty leaves and are situated 

about a quarter of the way into the manuscript. If most of the texts in the Ambraser 

Heldenbuch are not heroic epics, then these remaining texts need classification and 

justification for their inclusion in a book of heroes.  

Maximilian seems to have left no record of which texts Ried was to copy or why 

Ried was told to copy these texts; however, Ried was copying the texts in the Heldenbuch 

an der Etsch, his exemplar. He may have written them in the same sequence as they 

appeared in the original manuscript, or Maximilian may have changed the order to group 

the texts thematically. The question of categorization based on the order of sequence can 

 
173 Walter Kofler, “Neuzeitliche Abschriften als Primär- und Sekundärquellen: 

Rekonstruktionsversuche am Strassburger und Dresdener Heldenbuch,” in Textrevisionen: 

Beiträge der Internationalen Fachtagung der Arbeitsgemeinschaft für germanistische Edition, 

Graz, 17. bis 20. Februar 2016, ed. Wernfried Hofmeister and Andrea Hofmeister-Winter (Berlin 

and Boston: de Gruyter, 2017), 62.  
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be answered by dividing the texts into four genres: courtly epic, heroic epic, shorter 

epics, and texts added almost as an appendix.174 This is certainly a logical explanation as 

a genre-based approach to the order in which the texts occur. There is, however, a deeper 

meaning from a historical standpoint addressing the question of why these particular texts 

were included. The texts can be organized thematically, and this may have appealed to 

Maximilian as much as their literary content. From this perspective, the texts were 

selected based on three criteria: a concern for proper courtly conduct, a restriction to texts 

from the thirteenth century, and a preference for texts that either through authorship or 

location of the text’s setting had an association with the Habsburg Erblande (Hereditary 

Lands).175 A geographic and temporal connection to the Habsburgs is very much in line 

with Maximilian’s character and the overall goal of the rest of his artistic program. 

The above thematic organization can be broken down even further. Within the 

realm of proper courtly behavior, the first five texts relate directly to the idea of Minne 

(love).176 This is followed by texts six through twelve, which all deal with the idea of 

Triuwe (Modern German: Treue, English: loyalty); note that texts eight through twelve 

are considered heroic epics and are five of the eight Heldenepen in the Ambraser 

Heldenbuch.177 The remaining three Heldenepen (thirteen through fifteen), along with 

texts sixteen through twenty, are regionally connected to the southeast German-Austrian 

areas of the Habsburg lands.178 Texts twenty-one through twenty-three address the issue 

 
174 Angela Mura, “Spuren einer verlorenen Bibliothek. Bozen und seine Rolle bei der Entstehung 

des Ambraser Heldenbuchs (1504-1516),” Cristallîn Wort 1 (2007): 59-128.  
175 Amann, “Reflexionen über den Hof,” 61-62. Amann notes that texts from the thirteenth 

century were selected for the historical reason that Rudolf I was the first Habsburg to become 

King of Germany in this century (1273).  
176 Amann, “Reflexionen über den Hof,” 63, 65. 
177 Amann, “Reflexionen über den Hof,” 65-67. 
178 Amann, “Reflexionen über den Hof,” 67-69. 
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of orderliness in society.179 This leaves the remaining two texts, which do not fit into a 

specific genre but do have thematic similarities. Wolfram von Eschenbach’s Titurel and 

the fragment of the letter of Prester John are rather like a “Zusammenfassung und 

Ausblick” (summary and perspective) for the manuscript as a whole; that is, the texts 

consider the private and political aspects of courtly life, respectively.180 It seems 

particularly important that Maximilian concluded the manuscript with the letter of Prester 

John, whose legend he would have known and whose kingdom he would have wished to 

emulate. The texts of the Ambraser Heldenbuch can thus be sorted by genre or by 

temporal or geographic theme.  

The first two leaves of the manuscript following the table of contents contain 

important information as well. Amann provides an interesting survey of the opening 

spread of the manuscript, the frontispiece and fol. Ir, arguing that the imagery depicts 

most of the underlying themes of the manuscript: “Links sieht man ein Bild von zwei 

Rittern, die zwar voll gerüstet, offenbar aber nicht zum Kampf bereit sind; einer trägt das 

Schwert in der Scheide, der andere auf der Schulter, die Visiere sind offen, beiden stützen 

sich lässig auf ihre Schilde, sind einander zugewandt und sprechen offenbar 

miteinander.”181 The knights are prepared, but are in no present danger and therefore have 

no need for their weapons. Above them hangs a coat of arms with the Tyrolean eagle, and 

along the margins a vine of pomegranates twists around the border (the pomegranate 

 
179 Amann, “Reflexionen über den Hof,” 69-70. 
180 Amann, “Reflexionen über den Hof,” 70.  
181 Amann, “Reflexionen über den Hof,” 63. “To the left one sees an image of two knights, who 

are indeed fully armored but obviously not prepared to fight; one carries his sword in its sheath, 

the other on the shoulder, the visors are open; both lean casually on their shields, and are facing 

each other and speaking openly with one another.” 
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being not only a symbol of Maximilian but also of eroticism and love).182 To the right is 

the first page of text, with the opening of Der Stricker’s Frauenehre (In Praise of 

Women, a text on the medieval idea of Minne (love)). The border imagery, like the rest of 

the fauna images in the Heldenbuch, includes animals found throughout the Alps; in the 

lower margin of this first leaf is a bear with deer on either side of it.183 While Amann 

notes that this carefully planned opening layout articulates some aspects of courtly life, 

one of the themes of the manuscript, he does not mention the significance of the alpine 

animals.184 Their presence, however, immediately alerts one to the fact that the Tyrolean 

eagle is not the only marker of location and demonstrates that the texts within the 

Ambraser Heldenbuch come from the Habsburg lands. This is not a manuscript about 

courtly life in general: it is specific to courtly life within Habsburg territories. The 

frontispiece and first folio of the Ambraser Heldenbuch therefore complement the written 

table of contents by offering a visual summary of the contents of the codex.  

This complexity of textual themes and visual imagery indicates that the project 

was carefully and meticulously planned. It cannot be a mere coincidence that the texts in 

their order of appearance happen to fall into neat categories; Maximilian must have 

known these texts well enough to consider their underlying themes and their overall 

importance to his agenda. The texts not only have connections to the Habsburg territories, 

but all of them demonstrate medieval values that Maximilian felt were important to 

embody, such as love, loyalty, and courtly culture. Maximilian believed that he, and 

 
182 Regarding the pomegranate as a symbol of Maximilian, see Unterkircher, Kommentar, 18, and 

Silver, Marketing Maximillian, 211-12. For the pomegranate as a symbol of love and eroticism, 

see Amann, “Reflexionen über den Hof,” 63.  
183 Unterkircher, Kommentar, 18: “… die Tiere gehören bis auf wenige Ausnahmen der alpinen 

Welt an….” 
184 Amann, “Reflexionen über den Hof,” 63. 
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therefore all the future Habsburgs in his line, descended from the great kings of the past. 

The texts collectively function as a guide for how a Habsburg ruler should behave and 

present himself and they therefore demonstrate the qualities a ruler, or hero, should 

possess to be well-remembered. Thus, the Ambraser Heldenbuch was not just for 

Maximilian, but also for his descendants, and therefore, much like the projects in his 

gedechtnus, was a Mirror for Princes, albeit of a less self-centered sort than the 

autobiographic works, the Triumphzug, and the Ehrenpforte. 
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Figure 2. Distance 

from Bozen to Inntal 

(57 miles), from Inntal 

to Ambras Castle 

(15.5 miles), and from 

Bozen to Ambras 

Castle (52 miles). 
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Chapter 3 

 

 The Artwork of the Ambraser Heldenbuch  
 

The variety of imagery in the Ambraser Heldenbuch is difficult to interpret since 

there is no clearly defined common theme bringing the images together. Its unusual 

collection of images demands attention, but the manuscript’s artwork has been largely 

neglected; prior to 2014, there  were no adequate studies of the artwork save for 

Unterkircher’s two-page survey in his commentary.185 Keeping in mind that Maximilian’s 

projects were always carefully thought out and designed to preserve his image, this 

chapter therefore seeks to rectify the lack of holistic attention to the manuscript’s artwork 

by presenting an analysis of each category of image to the extent possible. In the final 

section, I build on existing scholarship to propose a new interpretation of the Ambraser 

Heldenbuch’s unique combination of seemingly unrelated text and imagery.  

Just as the text of the Ambraser Heldenbuch was completed solely by Hans Ried, 

there is no reason to believe that anyone other than the artist V.F. completed the 

imagery.186  There is a vast amount of imagery throughout the manuscript; 118 leaves, or 

just under half the total number of leaves in the codex, include illuminations. The images 

fall into four main categories: representations of plants, animals (including insects), 

human figures, and non-earthly images including a sun-like motif. Maximilian likely 

 
185 Kristina Domanski, “Die Naturstudien im Ambraser Heldenbuch,” Zeitschrift für 

Kunstgeschichte 77 (2014): 271-82. 
186  Although Egg (1954) proposed that the initials stood for Ulrich Funk, a Tyrol-based artist, 

Domanski remains unconvinced of his argument, given the lack of any documentary evidence 

(see Erich Egg, “Der Maler des Ambraser Heldenbuches,” Schlern 28 (1954): 136). There is no 

written account of Maximilian working specifically with an Ulrich Funk as there is for Hans 

Ried. See Domanski, “Zwischen Naturstudium und Dekor,” 165. 
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provided specific instructions as to what the artist was to illustrate, though V.F. may have 

had some degree of creative license in his work on the Ambraser Heldenbuch.  

Overall, the visual program of the Ambraser Heldenbuch has been in the shadow 

of the manuscript’s textual content, which for decades has been the primary focus of 

study.187 There is no complete inventory of all the images within the manuscript, and 

there has historically been little interest in the artwork. Kristina Domanski’s recent 

discussion of the codex’s imagery comments that there “ist bei der Verteilung der 

verschiedenen Elemente—der Pflanzen, Figuren und Tiere—über die Handschrift kein 

deutliches Muster zu erkennen.”188 However, it seems doubtful, given Maximilian’s 

penchant for symbolism and aesthetic appeal, that the manuscript’s artwork was entirely 

devoid of meaning. A close examination of the types of images in the Ambraser 

Heldenbuch and their relation to Maximilian’s overall program and goals for this 

particular project reveals that they were not only included for their beauty but also served 

a greater purpose.  

Up to fol. CXLVIIII, those leaves that exhibit imagery contain only depictions of 

animals (including insects), plants, and repeated representations of a sun-like disc. 

Human figures do not appear until after fol. CLVr.189 With the exception of one leaf (fol. 

CXVr), every leaf with imagery also includes at least one colored initial. Domanski 

observes that “[g]emeinsam mit den Initialen, für die reichlich Pinselgold verwendet 

wurde, und den in roter Tinte farbig abgesetzten Überschriften zeigt die malerische 

 
187 Domanski, “Zwischen Naturstudium und Dekor,” 145. 
188 Domanski, “Zwischen Naturstudium und Dekor,” 149. There “is no clear pattern to be seen in 

the arrangement of the various elements—the plants, figures, and animals—in the manuscript.” 

Domanski does note that each leaf with imagery also marks the start of a new literary work, but 

otherwise makes no connection between the text and imagery. 
189 Unterkircher, Kommentar, 18.  
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Dekoration den Beginn eines neuen Werkes oder einer Aventüre an.”190 This seems an 

unlikely coincidence as it is such a convenient method of organization for the artist. 

Instead of choosing which leaves warranted imagery, the artist simply included imagery 

where color was already used for initials or rubrications indicating the start of new texts 

or sections of specific texts. Saving all the human images for the last quire in the codex 

prioritized images of the natural world. There are no instances of images without 

illuminated initials on the same leaf but illuminated initials do appear without the 

addition of images.  

 

The Frontispiece  

The frontispiece—the only full-page display in the manuscript—was briefly 

discussed in Chapter 2 as a visual complement to the written table of contents. Individual 

elements of the frontispiece, however, have important implications for the rest of the 

artwork within the manuscript, and therefore deserve a closer reading. The illustrated 

scene portrays two unnamed knights standing guard under a banner with the Tyrolean 

eagle.There is no decorative element of the frontispiece that reappears elsewhere in the 

codex, with the exception of the vine tendrils and pomegranates. The knights are 

surrounded by pomegranates hanging from the vines. Some pomegranates are already 

 
190 Domanski, “Zwischen Naturstudium und Dekor,” 149. “Together with the initials, for which 

shell gold was used amply, and the colored titles executed in red ink, the pictorial decoration 

indicates the start of a new work or Adventure [a section within a heroic epic].” Unlike gold leaf, 

which was burnished once applied to the manuscript page, shell gold refers to liquid gold that was 

contained in an empty seashell; the gold was ground into a powder and mixed with a binding 

agent to turn it into a liquid. Because more gold was required for this method, shell gold was 

more expensive to use than gold leaf and was often used to provide final touches and highlights to 

illuminated leaves. See Christopher de Hamel, The British Library Guide to Manuscript 

Illumination: History and Techniques (Toronto and Buffalo: University of Toronto Press, 2001), 

78. 
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open and showing their seeds, while some remain closed. Artists at Maximilian’s court 

often used the pomegranate as a symbol of the emperor, who is often depicted holding a 

pomegranate in place of the imperial orb. Johannes Stabius, one of Maximilian’s court 

scholars, noted that his use of the pomegranate in place of imperial regalia was for a good 

reason:  

although a pomegranate’s exterior is neither very beautiful nor endowed with a 

pleasant scent, it is sweet on the inside and filled with many well-shaped seeds. 

Likewise the Emperor is endowed with many hidden qualities which become 

more and more apparent each day and continue to bear fruit.191 

 

Holding a pomegranate instead of the traditional orb additionally symbolized the 1492 

Christian political triumph of regaining Granada from Islamic rule (the German word for 

pomegranate is Granatapfel, echoing the city’s name); the Catholic monarchs, Ferdinand 

and Isabella, who oversaw the conquest, were the parents of Maximilian’s future 

daughter-in-law, Joanna of Castile. Thus, the pomegranate also symbolized Maximilian’s 

expansion of his empire to include Spanish territory through his son’s marriage. 

Pomegranates appear only twice more, much later in the manuscript, on fols.  CXLIXv 

and CLXXv), and although they can easily be grouped with the other fruits depicted, their 

specific relevance to Maximilian’s character should not be ignored.   

 

Flora and Fauna  

The margins of the Ambraser Heldenbuch abound with floral images. The floral 

artwork is joined by copious images of mammals and insects (reptiles are not present). 

The plants and animals depicted represent a wide variety of species. They are accurately 

 
191  Quoted in Silver, Marketing Maximilian, 211-12. The explanation comes from part of 

Stabius’s colophon in the Ehrenpforte.  
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portrayed and for the most part easily recognizable. Domanski has even been able to 

categorize some of the plants botanically. The artist’s acute attention to the detail of the 

individual plants and animals indicates that he was intimately familiar with his subjects, 

whether they were sentient and easily observable in nature or not. 

The plants illustrated in the manuscript were executed with great precision and 

care. Appearing in the margins, they were never placed within a frame, and often the 

images only occupy half to two-thirds of the height of the margin; they rarely span the 

full height or extend into the upper or lower margins (though fol. XXIIv provides a clear 

example of both scenarios; see Figure 3). The use of images as a border for the writing 

space is reminiscent of the borders found in Books of Hours of the later Middle Ages, 

though neither Unterkircher nor Domanski draw this connection. However, the 

illuminated leaves are often decorated with a variety of flowers in another illumination 

style that was popular in the sixteenth century, that of the Ghent-Bruges borders.192 

Considering that “[b]y 1500 the art of manuscript illustration in Ghent and Bruges was 

second to none in Europe,” with their “realistic borders looking as though flowers had 

actually fallen onto the pages,” their appearance in the Ambraser Heldenbuch is entirely 

in line with Maximilian’s desire to utilize the best techniques, styles, and talent of his 

time.193 Border decorations comprised of flowers were a common component of 

manuscripts demonstrating the Ghent-Bruges border; though these borders were usually 

on a gold background (which the Heldenbuch does not exhibit), the fact that small 

animals, insects, and birds are often depicted alongside the floral images is reminiscent of 

 
192 Domanski, “Zwischen Naturstudium und Dekor,” 149. 
193 Christopher de Hamel, A History of Illuminated Manuscripts (New York: Phaidon, 2006), 185. 
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the Ghent-Bruges style.194 As-Vijvers cautions against overinterpreting the flora and 

fauna in non-religious manuscripts, noting that, even though flowers were assigned 

symbolic meanings throughout the later medieval period, a single type of flower could 

have a number of different (and contradictory) meanings, making it difficult to accurately 

interpret a flower’s presence in a manuscript; the same is true of the animals and insects 

appearing alongside the flowers.195  

The plants range from flowers and berries to fruits and vegetables. Some plants 

are those often found in the wild, such as forget-me-nots, clover, thistles, blackberries, 

raspberries, strawberries, and lily of the valley; others are those that could be cultivated in 

gardens, including pumpkins, peas, roses, figs, and pomegranates. Botanical images are 

often paired with a bird in flight and an insect, often a butterfly; floral depictions do not 

usually appear without these creatures alongside. Some plants, such as the marsh-

marigold (Caltha palustris), are approximately life-sized reproductions paired with 

insects depicted to scale (Figure 4). While the Ambraser Heldenbuch is a secular 

compilation of texts and images, some of the flowers included had a particular religious 

interpretation. The red carnation (Dianthus caryophyllus), for instance, was linked to 

Christian salvation history in medieval exegesis (Figure 5).196  

Some of the plants seen throughout the manuscript were well-known herbs. These 

include the arum (Arum maculatum), the bearded lily (Iris sambucina), and the greater 

candeline (Chelidonium majus) (see Figures 6a-c). In addition to herbs and flowers with a 

 
194 Anne Margreet W. As-Vijvers, “More than Marginal Meaning? The interpretation of Ghent-

Bruges Border Decoration,” Oud Holland 116 (2003): 10. 
195 As-Vijvers, “More than Marginal Meaning?” 12. As-Vijvers notes that in religious 

manuscripts such as Books of Hours, the flowers in borders will have a religious meaning.  
196 Domanski, “Zwischen Naturstudium und Dekor,” 151. 
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religious connotation or a medical use, the Ambraser Heldenbuch also has images of 

weeds. This is not surprising, even for a book of such artistic perfection, since Albrecht 

Dürer depicted weeds as a subject in his 1503 watercolor, Das grosse Rasenstück (The 

Great Piece of Turf).197 However, including illustrations of such a plant is an important 

reminder that everything that grew within the Habsburg Empire was beautiful and had its 

place, even the most invasive or unruly weed. The artist colored the plants accurately to 

reflect the natural color palette. A number of plants, however, exhibit gray tones 

indicative of the grisaille technique used by Dutch artists for certain religious paintings; 

often these artists would leave a saint in gray with only the hair, face, and hands in 

color.198 The technique involved painting in various gray tones, appearing first in the 

twelfth century, and was originally used for stained glass windows before being applied 

to manuscripts; while it was widely used in French and Flemish manuscripts from the 

fourteenth through fifteenth centuries, grisaille also appears in European manuscripts 

from across the Continent in books intended for royal recipients.199 The technique became 

a means for artists to showcase their skills by creating intricate, beautiful monochrome 

designs that were devoid of color; often the technique was used for human or angelic 

figures. While grisaille does appear in the Ambraser Heldenbuch, it is most often seen in 

floral or entomological subjects, and the images are not executed fully in the grisaille 

 
197 Albrecht Dürer, Das grosse Rasenstück, 1503, watercolor, Vienna, Albertina Museum. See 

also Domanski, “Zwischen Naturstudium und Dekor,” 155. 
198 Domanski, “Zwischen Naturstudium und Dekor,” 157. 
199 “Grisaille in Manuscript Painting,” The Fitzwilliam Museum, Cambridge, 

https://www.fitzmuseum.cam.ac.uk/colour/explore/11.  

https://www.fitzmuseum.cam.ac.uk/colour/explore/11
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technique; Domanski categorizes this as “halbgrisaille” or half-grisaille.200 All three 

images in Figure 6 demonstrate this partial grisaille technique. 

Almost all of the animals found in the margins, with the exception of a single 

dragon, could have been found in the Alpine region of the Holy Roman Empire or are 

animals that Maximilian would have known of. The manuscript is full of images of foxes, 

dogs, cats, mice, bears, a badger, deer, monkeys, lions, falcons, ducks, swans, and a 

peacock. The inclusion of animals not found naturally in the Holy Roman Empire, such 

as monkeys and lions, is reminiscent of the events portrayed in the Triumphzug; the 

animals within the Heldenbuch present an idealized version of Maximilian’s empire, with 

the most interesting and exotic of creatures alongside those that were more familiar. The 

smallest types of known animals—insects—included butterflies, snails, bees, and 

grasshoppers, and they appear with great regularity. Even the wings of insects were 

treated with the same care and detail as the individual strands of hair of lions and deer, 

indicating that every part of the empire—even the smallest butterfly—was important and 

worthy of respect.  

Neither Unterkircher nor Domanski devotes much attention to the animals 

depicted in the Ambraser Heldenbuch. Unterkircher provides a small general inventory of 

the animals represented, but Domanski focuses entirely on the plants and human figures  

in her studies.201 In order to fully understand the individual illustrations of animals, a 

more comprehensive analysis is needed. A zoological study of the animals to 

 
200 Domanski, “Zwischen Naturstudium und Dekor,” 157. In English this is referred to as “semi-

grisaille.” See de Hamel, Manusript Ilumination, 74, and “Grisaille in Manuscript Painting,” The 

Fitzwilliam Museum, Cambridge, https://www.fitzmuseum.cam.ac.uk/colour/explore/11. 
201 Domanski’s previous article on the artwork of the Ambraser Heldenbuch is also dedicated 

entirely to the representations of plants. See Domanski, “Die Naturstudien im ‘Ambraser 

Heldenbuch,’” 271-82. 

https://www.fitzmuseum.cam.ac.uk/colour/explore/11
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complement Domanski’s botanical study would facilitate a deeper understanding of how 

the floral and faunal images work together.  

 

Human Figures  

Although Unterkircher notes that human figures appear following fol. CLVr, 

these are mostly cherubs. But cherubs, being high-ranking spirits, are not human, and 

must be considered separately (see “Cherubs as Divine Presence,” below). All of the 

portrayals of genuine humans occur in the works contained in the final quire of the codex. 

This is the only place in the manuscript where the imagery exhibits any connection to the 

texts.  

Depictions of humans appear starting on fol. CCXVr, where a woman with a 

violin stands beneath a branch from which hangs the sign with the artist’s initials and the 

year of the artwork’s completion (Figure 7a). The leaf marks the beginning of Die Böse 

Frau, who is the woman depicted. The beginning of Der Nackte Kaiser (fol. CCXVIIIv) 

is indicated with a naked man touching the crown on his head with his right hand and 

holding a bow in his left, pointing to the start of the text in a manner reminiscent of a 

manicula (Figure 7b). The final text in the manuscript, Der Priester Johann, is 

announced by the image of a traveler holding a letter, most likely the letter of Prester 

John (fol. CCXXXVv, Figure 7c). 

 

Cherubs as Divine Prescence  

While Unterkircher includes the cherubs within his account of the human figures 

that appear in the manuscript, their celestial status should be taken into consideration. 
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The cherubs’ actions are equally as important as their general presence. Unterkircher’s 

coverage of the cherubs principally discusses their childlike aspect, arguing that the 

cherubs partake in play.202 But viewing them as children underappreciates the fact that 

they are engaging in aspects of courtly life that Maximilian both enjoyed and sponsored 

as emperor; a cherub can be seen with what appears to be a lasso around a stag, another is 

reading (which could be seen as a symbol of learning in general), and another is playing 

an instrument.  Considering the quality of the rest of Unterkircher’s commentary, it is 

surprising that he overlooks these images.  

It is unclear why the cherubs appear in the manuscript at all when, as stated 

above, the Ambraser Heldenbuch is not a religious text. However, like the red carnation, 

the cherubs, too, have religious significance. As representatives of the Divine, they are 

highly meaningful due to their heavenly association, adding another layer of meaning to 

the artistic scheme of the Ambraser Heldenbuch. They are often seen participating in 

specific activities that Maximilian felt were important for him and his Habsburg 

descendants to continue; the cherubs could perhaps be reminders of the types of interests 

Maximilian expected his family members to foster in his own lifetime and afterwards. 

Maximilian’s projects all aimed to provide a positive image of himself and his family, 

and the use of cherubs may have served to reinforce the notion that one’s earthly actions 

counted toward how a person would be remembered.  

 

 

 

 
202 Unterkircher, Kommentar, 19. 
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The Sun Motif 

Throughout the Ambraser Heldenbuch there is a repeated motif that appears in 

combination with the flora and fauna. As Figures 3-8 show, nearly every page with 

artwork also includes small depictions of sunlike images; the motif appears several times 

per page and is always near the animals and plants. There is almost no discussion of the 

motif in the literature surveying the artwork of the Ambraser Heldenbuch, save for one 

line in Unterkircher’s commentary. Domanski glosses over it entirely, focusing solely on 

the detailed representations of plants and humans; even her figure captions make no 

mention of the sun imagery and instead favor a scientific description of the plant 

depicted. Despite the lack of attention this particular pattern has received, considering the 

repeated sun-like images to indeed be depicting the sun offers new opportunities for 

understanding their presence and allows us to consider how such a theme fit into 

Maximilian’s ideology.  

Unterkircher does not dedicate much attention to the motif in the manuscript. He 

addresses these images simply by noting that “[j]ede Zierseite trägt auch einige kleine 

Goldscheiben, von denen rote Strahlen ausgehen.”203 His wording, along with 

Domanski’s silence on the matter, raises two issues. First, we can conclude that neither 

author considered the motif to be particularly remarkable or meaningful compared to the 

other images. Second, because of this interpretation, Unterkircher and Domanski cannot 

relate the manuscript to Maximilian’s greater astrological or dynastic interests (the 

dynastic symbolism of the manuscript’s artwork is discussed in the final section of this 

 
203 Unterkircher, Kommentar, 18. “Every decorated page also bears several small golden discs 

from which red rays emanate.” This statement is not entirely true, as some decorations occur in 

isolation without sun motifs. See Figure 8.  
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chapter). Unterkircher’s comment could be understood as a circuitous way of describing 

the sun, and while he easily could have outrightly stated that almost every page with 

decoration also includes a sun, he does not. Perhaps he does not consider the motif to be a 

sun, but he does not offer any insight into what the image might be or why it was 

included. Describing the image simply as a series of “golden discs” leaves much to be 

desired, but Unterkircher’s single comment is more than what Domanski provides.  

Maximilian had a keen interest in astrology and its potential as an instrument of 

politics. This branch of science, which connected the natural and social worlds together, 

“gave Maximilian a tool that purported to use nature as evidence, guide, and justification 

for political actions. Astrology complemented or often supplemented other forms of 

knowledge production, including prophetic and genealogical pursuits.”204 He was not the 

first European monarch to take an interest in what astrology had to offer his empire; 

throughout their individual reigns, Pere el Cerimoniós (Peter the Ceremonious, r. 1336-

87), Joan el Caçador (John the Hunter, r. 1387-96), and Martí l’Humà (Martin the 

Humane, r. 1396-1410) all employed astrology as part of how they each demonstrated 

authority and power.205 By continuing to utilize astrology at his court, Maximilian 

ensured that the specialty endured from the Middle Ages and into the Early Modern 

period. 

Maximilian truly and fully embraced all that astrology had to offer as he planned 

every action during his reign, but he was not the first Habsburg to do so. His parents, 

Emperor Frederick III and Empress Eleanor of Portugal, employed the astrologer 

Regiomantanus to read Maximilian’s horoscope when he was born; in fact, 

 
204 Hayton, The Crown and the Cosmos, 201. 
205 Michael A. Ryan, A Kingdom of Stargazers, 6. 
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Regiomantanus predicted the future Holy Roman Emperor’s character with great 

accuracy:  

Maximilian would not simply engage in battles and martial activities. Thanks to 

the influence of Venus, the imperial heir would also take particular pleasure in 

beautiful things. He would be bold in his governance, courageous and prudent in 

battle, and gracious but strict in victory. He would be constantly active.206 

 

Did Maximilian feel the need to see this prediction manifest itself over the course of his 

life? He certainly fulfilled the destiny Regiomantanus laid out. The astrologer’s reading 

of the horoscope foreshadowed not only Maximilian’s actual actions, but representations 

of those actions, too. Maximilian’s three autobiographical works, Weisskunig, Freydal, 

and Theuerdank, all emphasized the emperor’s accomplishments as a knight and hinted at 

his anticipated war with the Turks; his artistic patronage supported the idea that he would 

particularly enjoy beautiful things; and throughout his life, he was indeed consistently 

active, with the vast number of artistic representations of Maximilian giving the 

impression that he was everywhere at once. Maximilian would be the ideal ruler: it was 

written in the stars and therefore mandated by God.  

Interestingly, Darin Hayton does not mention the Ambraser Heldenbuch at all in 

his account of astrology and Maximilian’s political ambitions. Considering his is a more 

recent study on Maximilian, it is curious that this manuscript is not discussed, further 

establishing that it is in critical need of scholarly attention. Even if he was aware of the 

Ambraser Heldenbuch and the imagery it contains, Hayton, too, does not consider the 

motif to be an image working in tandem with Maximilian’s astrological interests. That is 

not to say that Hayton’s work holds no value for this discussion.207 On the contrary, his 

 
206 Hayton, The Crown and the Cosmos, 16. 
207 In addition to analyzing how Maximilian used astrology to guide his politics, Hayton also 

provides a succinct overview of how prominent members of Maximilian’s court used astrology in 
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study of Maximilian’s astrological usage provides excellent background for such a 

conversation:  

Astrology could connect the emperor’s historical analyses to the natural world, 

thereby bolstering Habsburg claims to the imperial title and generating support for 

his political programs. It offered a framework for understanding both how and 

why history had unfolded as it had—not simply a sequence of chance events but 

instead ordained by the celestial motions and ultimately God.208  

 

By ignoring Maximilian’s interest in astrology, Unterkircher and Domanski cannot fully 

consider all the manuscript’s artwork has to offer. Although the images of suns are small, 

they are important not because of the sun’s role in astrology, but because astrology 

“functioned symbolically to legitimize a dynasty or rule. Since the earliest years of the 

Roman Empire, emperors had deployed astrology to establish their legitimacy by 

portraying their rule as the realization of a greater destiny.”209 The multiple iterations of 

the sun are important because every lifeform illustrated in the codex obviously relied on 

the sun to live and grow.  

Even more than this biological factor, a sun on almost every illustrated page 

implies that the sun did not set on the Habsburg Empire. Perhaps one of the benefits of 

being the Holy Roman Emperor was that Maximilian could utilize astrology as “a 

powerful political and dynastic tool for locating legitimacy and authority in … 

himself.”210 Marriage was a cornerstone of Habsburg rule, and astrology was an important 

component of understanding marriage in Maximilian’s mind; his third marriage, to 

 
their work as a way to maintain job security and possibly to influence Maximilian’s astrological 

views. Further research on the connection between Maximilian’s court advisors and artists, their 

use of astrology, and their works from 1504 to1517 is needed to better evaluate how this may 

have affected the production of the Ambraser Heldebuch.  
208 Hayton, The Crown and the Cosmos, 38-39. 
209 Hayton, The Crown and the Cosmos, 17.  
210 Hayton, The Crown and the Cosmos, 18.  
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Bianca Maria Sforza (m. 1494), “received the blessing of the stars.”211 Both Maximilian’s 

and Bianca Maria’s horoscopes aligned favorably such that “Bianca’s Sun and Mercury 

were nicely placed in Aries like Maximilian’s, and this... promised them a solid 

marriage.”212 The marriage, though, was an unhappy one, much to the dismay of the 

astrologers who charted it; however, it did not mean Maximilian’s children’s marriages 

would be unsuccessful. Maximilian expanded the Habsburg dynasty through marriage 

domestically across Europe, but it was his grandson and predecessor, Charles V, who 

expanded Habsburg territory and the Holy Roman Empire “to include territories in South 

America, ruling an empire over which ‘the sun never set.’”213 Another possible reason for 

the inclusion of the sun-motif is that it is reminiscent of Maximilian’s coat of arms as 

King of the Romans, which included an encircling ring of sunbursts.214 If this was 

Maximilian’s reason for their inclusion, the motif implies that Maximilian and his 

Habsburg descendants were everywhere under the sun, which, because of Charles V’s 

efforts, became the case.  

 

Codifying Empire  

Many of the texts in the Ambraser Heldenbuch are related to Maximilian’s real 

and imagined ancestors as outlined in the previous chapter. But the manuscript also 

contained works that do not pertain to figures with whom Maximilian claimed an 

 
211 Monica Azzolini, The Duke and the Stars, 162. Note that following the death of Mary of 

Burgundy in 1482, Maximilian married Anne of Brittany by proxy in 1490 (see Strauss, The Book 

of Hours of the Emperor Maximilian the First, 330. 
212 Azzolini, The Duke and the Stars, 187. 
213 Michel, “Scrolling the Emperor’s Life and Triumph,” 94. 
214 Art Institute of Chicago, “Coat of Arms of Maximilian I as King of the Romans,” accessed 

June 29, 2021, https://www.artic.edu/artworks/2296/coat-of-arms-of-maximilian-i-as-king-of-the-

romans.  

https://www.artic.edu/artworks/2296/coat-of-arms-of-maximilian-i-as-king-of-the-romans
https://www.artic.edu/artworks/2296/coat-of-arms-of-maximilian-i-as-king-of-the-romans
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ancestral connection. The last work in the codex, a fragment of the Letter of Prester John, 

is an interesting way to conclude his book of heroes while also paying homage to the 

legendary priest-king. Unlike Theodoric the Great or King Arthur, Prester John was not a 

noted Habsburg relative. But Maximilian would have known the legend of Prester John 

and would have seen him as another type of hero who was worthy of inclusion in the 

Ambraser Heldenbuch (see the section “Translatio Imperii” in the conclusion to this 

thesis). 

Amann notes that the texts were selected based on their connection to the 

Habsburg Hereditary Lands.215 But Amann’s theory need not apply to the texts alone. It 

can—and should—also extend to the artwork to explain the apparent lack of connection 

between image and text in the Ambraser Heldenbuch. Maximilian’s artistic program 

embodied a carefully calculated strategy to promote an image of himself and his family 

with the intent that both would remain in the European social memory, so it seems 

unlikely that the Heldenbuch’s images and texts are unrelated.  

Like the selection of texts, the representation of specific plants and animals was 

therefore intentional as well. It is not impossible that each plant, animal, or human image 

demonstrated a part of the natural world of the Holy Roman Empire; the cherubs and sun 

motifs represent the wider cosmos. The suns are also useful in understanding 

Maximilian’s personal view of his empire as a place where the sun could proudly shine 

and which had nothing to hide; the Habsburg realm had everything to offer.  

The manuscript’s texts and images thus represent different aspects of the 

Habsburg dynasty, from the texts relating to the Habsburg Erblande to the artwork 

 
215 Amann, “Reflexionen über den Hof,” 61-2. 
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cataloguing the various plants and animals found throughout the empire. In this particular 

project, Maximilian’s empire included not just the people over whom he ruled, but the 

non-human subjects as well. This mirrors the Habsburg motto, “Austriae est imperare 

orbi universo,” or its German counterpart, “Alles Erdreich ist Österreich untertan.” 

Beginning with Maximilian and extending all the way to the eighteenth century, 

“Habsburg rulers … truly believed that it was their destiny to rule the ‘universal orb’, to 

govern as much of the globe as possible.”216 Every living entity, even the most 

insignificant insect, had a place within Maximilian’s empire.  Why shouldn’t this power 

extend into the physical earth? Even the exotic animals and the single dragon can be 

accounted for, invoking an idealized version of Maximilian’s empire.  

The artwork of the Ambraser Heldenbuch is clearly much more complex and 

symbolic than it might initially seem. The quality of the images not only showcases the 

talented artistry of Maximilian’s court, but the images themselves help to set the 

parameters for the Habsburg ideology that Maximilian developed and his descendants 

maintained. Just as the frontispiece can be viewed as a visual representation of the 

manuscript’s themes, the manuscript’s artwork can be understood as a creative 

interpretation of a map of the Habsburg Empire and all that existed within it.  

  

 
216 Benjamin Curtis, The Habsburgs: History of a Dynasty (London and New York: Bloomsbury, 

2013), 12. 
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Figure 3. Image layout in the Ambraser Heldenbuch. 

Fol. XXIIv (right) shows a bird moving from the top 

left of the upper margin toward the strawberries; the 

imagery in the left margin on this leaf extends from 

the top to the bottom of the space available. Note, too, 

that the rubricated heading for the text that begins on 

fol. XXIIv is at the foot of fol.XXIIrc. 

Figure 4. Marsh-Marigold (Caltha palustris) with bird, 

bee (to scale), and butterfly. Fol. LIr.  
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Figure 5. Red Carnation (Dianthus caryophyllus) with 

butterfly. Fol. CIIIr.  

 

Figure 6. Herbs in semi-grisaille.  

(a) The arum (Arum maculatum), left 

(b) the greater candeline (Chelidonium majus), center 

(c) the bearded lily (Iris sambucina), right.  

Fols. CVIIv, CXLVIIr, and CLIIIr, respectively. Each 

image demonstrates the semi-grisaille technique. 
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Figures 7. Human Figures.  

(a) Fol. CCXVr, Woman with violin beneath the artist’s mark, 

start of Die böse Frau 

(b) Fol. CCXVIIIv, Naked man with  crown and bow, start of 

Die nackte Kaiser. 

(c) Fol. CCXXXVv, Male traveler with letter, start of Der 

Priester Johann. 

 

Figure 8. Example of Animals.  

Note the attention to detail on the stag’s chest, antlers, 

and hooves. This leaf does not exhibit the sun motif 

seen on most other illustrated leaves of the Ambraser 

Heldenbuch. Fol. CLXv.  
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Conclusion 

Death is Just the Beginning  

Medieval Death Culture c. 1500  

 Death is constant, assured, guaranteed, and certain. It is not a social or 

“cultural construct but a biologically determined fact” and “can only be approached 

through the expressed and recorded memories, hopes and fears of the living.”217 The 

status of the dead hinges on their ability to remain in the social memory of the living. 

This was important not only for how the living remembered the dead, but also for their 

success in the afterlife, as “the living had the ability (and the duty) to ease the dead’s 

sufferings in Purgatory.”218 While earthly troubles such as war and disease were socially 

and mentally unavoidable and taxing, it was the guarantee of death from either or both 

causes that plagued the early modern world spiritually. For Christian Europe, death and 

its proceedings were “both the end of life, and thus to be feared, but also the beginning of 

the high-point of the journey of life, and thus to be anticipated with joy” as death implied 

“the end of the exile of the soul in this world.”219 While not everyone was bound for 

eternal salvation, Maximilian certainly believed he was deserving, and prepared for it 

accordingly. But departing the mortal world for eternal life no longer needed to be a 

confusing or anxiety-inducing affair: there was now a book for it.  

The text known as the ars moriendi circulated throughout Europe in the late 

fifteenth century. Its contents were spiritually soothing, with guidance on personal 

preparation for death and instructions for how family and the acquaintances of the dying 

 
217 Gordon and Marshall, “Introduction,” in Gordon and Marshall, The Place of the Dead, 1.  
218 Gordon and Marshall, “Introduction,” 3. 
219 Cunningham and Grell, Four Horsemen of the Apocalypse, 310. 
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should pray for them; this “handbook for dying with dignity” appeared in print in 

Maximilian’s lifetime, in the edition with translation provide by William Caxton’s press 

in London in 1490.220 The “lityll treatise shorte and abredged spekynge of the arte and 

crafte to knowe well to dye” afforded users a sense of greater agency in their deaths.221 

The work advised that  

... euery man oughte to entende in suche wyse to lyue in this worlde/ in kepynge 

the commaundementes of god that he may come to a goode ende/ And that oute of 

this worlde full of wretchednes and tribulacyons he may goo to heuen vnto god 

and his seyntes in to Joye perdurable … And therfore hath this present treatyse be 

made composed in shorte termes/ for to teche euery man wel to deye. Whilys he 

hath vnderstandyng/ helthe and rayson/ To the ende that yt is nedefull to hym to 

be the better warned enfourmed and taughte/222 

 

The availability of the text and its nearness in print to Maximilian’s rise to the rank of 

Holy Roman Emperor would have made him the first Habsburg ruler—and indeed, the 

first Holy Roman Emperor—to benefit from such an auxiliary spiritual work. Even if 

Maximilian never read the ars moriendi, he certainly would have known about the book 

and its contents; his idea of dying well, however, centered on ensuring that his family and 

subjects maintained a positive image of him upon his death.   

Looking at Maximilian’s artistic program, one does not necessarily walk away 

with the impression of a man preoccupied by death. Memory and death are highly 

intertwined, but most scholarship focuses on Maximilian’s concern for his memory rather 

than his innermost thoughts on his own death. Fixation on memory was “an essential 

element of Maximilian’s literary and artistic endeavors … not only for Maximilian to 

sing his own praises, but also to secure and maintain his rule … [he], however, went one 

 
220 Cunningham and Grell, Four Horsemen of the Apocalypse, 310. 
221 Caxton, The art and crafte to knowe well to dye, 1.  
222 Caxton, The art and crafte to knowe well to dye, 1. 
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step further, not only commissioning singers and poets but composing his laudatory work 

with his own pen.”223  It is important to remember that Maximilian did not begin his 

artistic program until after the riding accident that befell him in 1501, after which time he 

suffered from severe depression; his coping mechanism became his public image and 

dynastic legacy, and his obsession with self-memorialization and the success of the 

Habsburg empire manifested itself in his gedechtnus, as well as in the Ambraser 

Heldenbuch.  

The artistic works he commissioned throughout his life stemmed from an 

education focusing on the seven liberal arts. Having excelled in the trivium and 

quadrivium, Maximilian was able to “give the various artists he employed—whether 

painters, composers, or writers—instructions about how they should represent his reign in 

the language of the humanists, Latin, as well the language of the people.”224 On the 

surface it seems like Maximilian’s artistic program had a celebratory agenda meant to 

highlight Maximilian’s achievement and his family legacy. This is certainly true, but it is 

in no way the full picture. His gedechtnus was centered on an idealized remembrance—

that is, the projects were designed to provide a specific persona of Maximilian. It was as 

his younger, active, heathier, and successful self that Maximilian wished to be 

remembered.  

The Ambraser Heldenbuch does not address Maximilian’s personal life and 

achievements like the rest of his memorial projects, making it difficult to understand how 

the manuscript fit into Maximilian’s plans. The manuscript, however, is an important one 

in the history of German literature; without it, fourteen works, including three heroic 

 
223 Füssel, Emperor Maximilian and the Media of His Day, 8.  
224 Füssel, Emperor Maximilian and the Media of His Day, 10. 
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epics, would be lost today. Germanistik (German Studies) owes Maximilian a great deal 

for choosing to preserve these texts. But Maximilian could not have known that these 

texts would have otherwise been lost, even if he was preserving the texts for posterity. 

Amann’s breakdown of the three criteria for the selection of texts found in the manuscript 

indicates a focus on texts with a connection to the House of Habsburg both temporally 

and geographically (keeping in mind that texts were limited based on those first 

appearing in the thirteenth century and those either taking place in or authored by writers 

working in the Habsburg Hereditary Lands).225 But there was also the criterion that the 

texts demonstrate correct courtly behavior, a value that was very dear to Maximilian and 

one that he impressed upon his grandson, Charles V and great-grandson, Ferdinand II, 

both of whom would succeed him as Holy Roman Emperor.  

 

Charles V (1500-58) 

We cannot know for sure how the Ambraser Heldenbuch was used or received by 

the immediate members of Maximilian’s family. We can, however, observe the types of 

interests his grandchildren, Charles V (b. 1500) and Ferdinand I (b. 1503), fostered. Both 

men became Holy Roman Emperor after Maximilian due to their father, Philip the Fair, 

dying in 1506, thirteen years before Maximilian. Though Charles and Ferdinand were 

brothers, it was Charles who was to inherit the Holy Roman Empire immediately, and it 

was Charles to whom Maximilian gave greatest attention in childhood. Although he was 

a self-centered man, Maximilian was nevertheless a surprisingly involved grandfather 

with his grandchildren; the emperor “dined with them, danced with them, gave them 

 
225 Amann, “Reflexionen über den Hof,” 61-62. 
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money to play cards, and took them on trips in both boat and carriage to his various 

residences in and around Brussels and Antwerp.”226 He also provided Charles with gifts, 

including “a pair of mounted knights made of brass with wooden lances, mounted on 

wheels and powered by a system of cords and pulleys so that he [Charles] and his 

playmates could learn how to joust.”227 Maximilian had no siblings of his own, but was 

Charles’s “only appropriate male role model available to him as an adolescent.”228 

Charles’s early childhood years coincided with Maximilian’s riding accident and 

subsequent depression and return to the memory of younger, more able days; it is not 

impossible that it gave Maximilian some comfort to fill his grandchildren’s lives with the 

riches of court life and the medieval values he held in such high esteem. Maximilian, 

unsurprisingly, could not imagine a world without these values. He left a great 

impression on Charles and indeed, the two shared personality traits. Charles and 

Maximilian both demonstrated similar interests and work habits: both emperors “dictated 

their memoirs; commissioned over one thousand busts, portraits, medals and other 

images of themselves; [and] compared themselves with … emperors of Classical 

Antiquity and the Middle Ages.”229 Charles inherited Maximilian’s concern for “his self-

image and … the way in which he would be remembered by posterity.”230 Finally, like 

Maximilian, Charles “saw himself not just as a leader of the Christian faith, but rather as 

a sanctified, even saintly, individual.”231 Charles, however, did not share Maximilian’s 

 
226 Parker, Emperor, 26. 
227 Parker, Emperor, 27. 
228Parker, Emperor, 28.  
229 Parker, Emperor, 29. 
230 Peter Burke, “Presenting and Re-presenting Charles V,” in Charles V, 1500-1558, and His 

Time, ed. Hugo Soly and Willem Pieter Blockmans (Antwerp: Mercatorfonds, 1999), 393-475. 
231 Silver, Marketing Maximilian, 110. 
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ambition to become pope. 

The Ambraser Heldenbuch took eleven years to produce as far as the copying of 

texts. The project spanned the whole of Charles’s life under Maximilian’s care: Charles 

was emancipated from the emperor’s guardianship in 1515, the year when Ried may well 

have received his payment of a robe of honor or money for his completed work on the 

Ambraser Heldenbuch.232 Maximilian played an active role in Charles’s life, and it is 

possible that the manuscript came up in discussion between the current and future 

emperors. While this is speculative, Maximilian certainly shared his successes with his 

family members, the most immediate of whom featured in his artistic projects under 

either fictional guises or accurate depictions. The manuscript always remained in 

Habsburg possession until it was relocated in the 1860s, making it a private piece of 

familial importance.  

 

Ferdinand II, Archduke of Austria (1529-95) 

Unlike Charles V, Ferdinand I does not seem to have had a potential connection 

to the Ambraser Heldenbuch; instead, Ferdinand honored his grandfather by moving 

Maximilian’s tomb project from Wiener Neustadt to Innsbruck and built the Hofkirche 

for it (see the section “Cenotaph,” in Chapter 1). However, his son, Ferdinand II, had a 

different connection to his great-grandfather and the Ambraser Heldenbuch. Ferdinand 

fostered a love of art and beautiful, exotic objects and created a chamber to house them in 

Ambras Castle. The Chamber now functions as a museum open to the visitors to Ambras 

Castle. Ferdinand’s Kunst- und Wunderkammer (Chamber of Art and Wonders) was the 

 
232 Parker, Emperor, 42-44. 
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first of its kind, making it the oldest still-operating museum from the Renaissance 

period.233 The Chamber held a remarkable number of objects, including “crystal objects, 

silver and gold filigree as well as bronze sculptures, precious glass … coins and weapons 

… scientific instruments and unusual musical instruments … [and] exotic and 

extraordinary objects of nature and portraits of people or animals, thought to be ‘wonders 

of nature’.”234 The Castle’s website no longer mentions the Heldenbuch as part of the 

landmark’s history, but the National Library of Austria lists Ferdinand as one of the 

manuscript’s owners in its catalogue.235 The manuscript was clearly of great value to 

Ferdinand for him to put it in his chamber; he kept the manuscript in the family, safe in 

his personal collection. As a highly cultured man, the archduke no doubt learned about 

his grandfather’s interest in Germanic literature and likely appreciated the artwork within 

the Heldenbuch (provided he ever read it). If Maximilian’s intent was indeed for the 

manuscript to be enjoyed by his descendants, Ferdinand’s decision to move the 

manuscript to his private collection met that goal. There is no evidence that Charles or 

Ferdinand I (Archduke Ferdinand’s father) ever utilized the manuscript, but without a 

doubt it reached the next generation of Habsburgs through Ferdinand II. 

Translatio Imperii  

 
233 “Chamber of Art and Wonders,” Schloss Ambras Innsbruck, accessed June 6, 2021, 

https://www.schlossambras-innsbruck.at/en/visit/collections/chamber-of-art-and-wonders/.  
234 “Chamber of Art and Wonders,” https://www.schlossambras-

innsbruck.at/en/visit/collections/chamber-of-art-and-wonders/.  
235 “Ambraser Heldenbuch,” Österreichische Nationalbibliothek (National Library of Austria), 

accessed June 14, 2021, https://search.onb.ac.at/primo-

explore/fulldisplay?docid=ONB_alma21296980720003338&context=L&vid=ONB&lang=de_D

E&search_scope=ONB_gesamtbestand&adaptor=Local%20Search%20Engine&tab=default_tab

&query=any,contains,Ambraser%20Heldenbuch%20&mode=basic. Unterkircher also notes that 

Ferdinand had the Ambraser Heldenbuch as part of his collection in his Chamber of Art and 

Wonders (Unterkircher, Kommentar, 10). 

https://www.schlossambras-innsbruck.at/en/visit/collections/chamber-of-art-and-wonders/
https://www.schlossambras-innsbruck.at/en/visit/collections/chamber-of-art-and-wonders/
https://www.schlossambras-innsbruck.at/en/visit/collections/chamber-of-art-and-wonders/
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Many of Maximilian’s projects, including the Ambraser Heldenbuch, demonstrate 

the theme of translatio imperii, or “the notion of an unbroken continuity between past 

and present forms of universal human governance connected with Roman rule and its 

association with the Respublica Christiana.”236 The idea itself was by and large “a claim 

made manifest through tracing the lines of emperors from Julius Caesar (the first 

emperor) to the present Habsburg rulers” that justified “the German right to rule the 

universal empire through the virtues they had displayed and ought to continue to 

display.”237 Maximilian wove his fictional genealogy into most of his projects, 

particularly those within his gedechtnus, from the bronze statues of his real and imagined 

ancestors surrounding his cenotaph to the genealogy featured on the Ehrenpforte. His 

fabricated shared lineage with Greek, Roman, and biblical figures was repeatedly shown 

in his projects, and the Ambraser Heldenbuch was no different in this respect. However, 

it differs in the execution of how these figures are presented.  

None of the texts are of Greek, Roman, or biblical origin; they are fundamentally 

German. The texts did include figures with whom Maximilian claimed a shared ancestry, 

such as the stories from the Dietrich-cycle (Dietrichs Fluct and Die Rabenschlacht); 

interestingly, it is the epics related to Dietrich that begin the eight Heldenepen. Other 

texts pointing to the idea of translatio imperii are Moritz von Craon, which begins with a 

list of knight-like figures; named among them are “Trojan heroes such as Hector and 

Paris as the starting point of knighthood in Greece, which is then continued via Rome 

 
236 Cary J. Nederman, Lineages of European Political Thought: Explorations along the 

Medieval/Modern Divide from John of Salisbury to Hegel (Washington, D.C.: Catholic 

University of American Press, 2009), 178. 
237 Christine R. Johnson, “Creating a Usable Past: Vernacular Roman Histories in Renaissance 

Germany,” Sixteenth Century Journal 40 (2009): 1074. 
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with Caesar up to Charlemagne as well as Oliver and Roland [from The Song of Roland] 

as the medieval embodiments of chivalry.”238  

Another figure who makes an interesting appearance in the Heldenbuch is Prester 

John. The legendary figure who was said to be a Christian king in India—which, in the 

twelfth century, when his letter circulated, was a non-specific geographical region in the 

East—boasted of power and wealth and claimed to have “botanical, zoological, and 

anthropological marvels” within his empire.239 Although the letter is the last text in the 

manuscript, Maximilian felt it important to include John, the king who chose to be called 

“Priest” in reference to his Christian values and humility, as the last hero. Maximilian 

probably saw himself in Prester John, who was an equally egotistical character. He likely 

found the priest-king’s success something that he and future Habsburg rulers should 

strive to emulate.  

 

The Ambraser Heldenbuch as a Habsburg Endeavor 

 Maximilian left no written record indicating why he commissioned the 

Ambraser Heldenbuch or what its intended purpose was. Maximilian did not dictate the 

manuscript’s texts as he did for Weisskunig, Freydal, and Theuerdank.240 The Ambraser 

Heldenbuch was produced at the same time as many of the major projects in 

Maximilian’s gedechtnus, and it was the only project aside from Theuerdank to be 

 
238 Klarer, “Vom Umgang mit der Gedachtnus: Translatio imperii und mittelalterliche 

Gehirnanatomie im Ambraser Heldenbuch,” 190: “Genannt werden trojanische Heroen wie 

Hektor und Paris als Ausgangspunkt des Rittertums in Griechenland, das dann über Rom mit 

Julius Caesar bis zu Karl dem Grossen sowie Oliver und Roland als den mittelalterlichen 

Verkörperungen von Ritterlichkeit weitergezeichnet wird.” 
239 Charles E. Nowell, “The Historical Prester John,” Speculum 28 (1953): 435. 
240 Although fourteen texts are not transmitted in any other manuscripts, the texts are not believed 

to be the products of Maximilian’s creativity.  
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completed in Maximilian’s lifetime. Theuerdank was published in 1517, the same year 

when the artwork on Ambraser Heldenbuch was completed. Although Theuerdank was 

published, it was nevertheless an incomplete narrative as the planned final section 

covering the fight against the Turks was never included. This makes the Ambraser 

Heldenbuch one of the few—if not the only—literary projects that Maximilian oversaw 

to completion in his lifetime. Its completion allows for a close reading of the Ambraser 

Heldenbuch as a finished product.  

Chapters Two and Three discussed the idea that the Ambraser Heldenbuch 

differed from other projects in both context and intended audience. It did not contain 

original work that Maximilian dictated or prepared, and it was not meant for public 

consumption or produced by a workshop of artists. Instead, he selected one scribe and 

one artist for the project; the detailed care he showed Ried and his widow and children 

demonstrates his gratitude for Ried’s work. This project took on a humbler tone than the 

dramatic displays of self-importance the gedechtnus works exhibited. It was family-

oriented in a manner so subtle that it seems barely there; it was a Habsburg work for 

Habsburg eyes. But the Habsburg connections embedded throughout the manuscript are 

in fact visible with close attention to detail, and Maximilian made sure to incorporate 

elements of his empire and dynastic culture thoughtfully and strategically into the project.  

 

Conclusion 

Maximillian spent the better portion of his life overseeing a program of 

humanistic creations to ensure that he would not be forgotten. This “concern for his 

image as seen by contemporaries” drove him to constantly find new ways to present his 
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personal and dynastic image.241 Although upon his death most of his projects remained 

unfinished, his timing was nonetheless impeccable. Dying before the new decade meant 

he escaped the full force of the Reformation and the German Peasants’ War, the Ottoman 

control of the Balkans and Hungary, and the astrological warnings of the 1520s that 

encouraged further eschatological anxiety.242 His grandson, Charles V, would have to 

attend to such issues.  

But if “human life was the vanity of vanities” in an age of memento mori, 

Maximilian never saw his gedechtnus and other projects as being for his benefit alone.243 

With an eye towards the success of the Habsburg name, his gedechtnus preserved for his 

descendants the achievements of the Habsburg emperor who expanded the family’s 

control of Europe through marriage and who embraced the modern world with 

enthusiasm and confidence. The projects which did not fall under the category of 

“memorial” were equally as oriented towards the future. The Ambraser Heldenbuch 

collected the traditional German epics and represented Maximilian’s empire via literature 

and art to portray the geographic and cultural inheritance of the Habsburg line. Similarly, 

his cenotaph assembled the Habsburg ancestors of biblical, Greek, and Roman origin as a 

reminder to his children, grandchildren, and unborn family members of where they came 

from. Maximilian was setting an example of how to uphold the medieval values of 

chivalry, bravery, fidelity, and cultural awareness, all while setting a precedent for future 

Habsburg rulers.  

 
241 Jan-Dirk Müller, “Einleitung,” in Müller and Ziegeler, Maximilians Ruhmeswerk, ed. Jan-Dirk 

Müller and Hans-Joachim Ziegeler (Berlin: De Gruyter, 2015), 1: “Doch eine Konstante gibt es in 

der oft sprunghaften, selten dauerhaft erfolgreichen Regierung Maximilians: die Sorge um sein 

Bild von Mit- und Nachwelt.”  
242 See Cunningham and Grell, Four Horsemen of the Apocalypse, 320-21.  
243 Cunningham and Grell, Four Horsemen of the Apocalypse, 312. 
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All of Maximilian’s projects served as individual instances of a “transitory 

moment between the end of worldly fame and the beginning of eternal fame.”244 His 

humanistic endeavors took practically every form available in his time, from woodcuts to 

statues to sepulchers to manuscripts. Maximilian was conscious of his mortality but 

firmly believed in the immortalizing power of human memory. Whether through writing, 

artwork, or his burial, Maximilian ensured he was never at risk of being forgotten. 

Having employed every form of humanism to carry out this task, the celebrated “letzter 

Ritter” could rest easily, knowing he had done everything possible for himself and his 

line and could depart the mortal world confidently for the promises of the heavenly 

realm.  

  

 
244 Thomas Schauerte, “The Emperor Never Dies: Transitory Aspects of the Maximilian 

Memoria,” in Michel and Sternath, Emperor Maximilian I and the Age of Dürer, 37. 
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