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Blood of Medusa Coral, Curiosity, and the Fragility of Wo

Ambras Castle, 02.09.2026 [ENA]

At Ambras Castle Innsbruck, the exhibition The Blood of Medusa: The Corals of Ambras Castle transforms
a material long associated with luxury, myth, protection, and scientific curiosity into the subject of an
exceptionally resonant art-historical narrative. Set within a castle whose collections emerged from the
Renaissance passion for collecting the extraordinary, the exhibition draws on approximately 50 coral
objects assembled by Archduke Ferdinand II. It invites visitors to reconsider coral not merely as an
ornamental substance, but as an object situated at the meeting point of nature, art, science, belief, and global
exchange.

The title evokes one of the most enduring legends surrounding coral. In the ancient imagination, coral was
believed to have been created when the blood of Medusa, the Gorgon slain by Perseus, fell into the sea and
hardened into branching red forms. This image—violent, poetic, and materially specific—gave coral an
unusually powerful symbolic life. Its colour suggested blood; its submarine origins made it mysterious; and
its branch-like structure challenged the conventional categories through which people sought to distinguish
animal, mineral, and plant. 

For centuries, coral therefore existed in an unstable intellectual territory: it belonged to the sea, but seemed
to grow like a plant; it was hard like stone, but associated with living bodies, blood, and fertility. The
exhibition’s greatest strength lies in the way it places these objects within the intellectual world of the late
Renaissance and early modern period. Archduke Ferdinand II, who developed the celebrated collections at
Ambras, was one of the most significant princely collectors of his age. 

His Kunst- und Wunderkammer, or cabinet of art and wonders, was founded on the conviction that the
marvels of the natural world and the ingenuity of human art belonged in dialogue. Coral offered a perfect
expression of this ideal. It was a natural rarity, an exotic commodity, a material for precious craftsmanship,
and an object whose form seemed already to possess artistic invention.

The coral works shown in the exhibition demonstrate the astonishing range of ways in which this material
could be transformed. Coral appears in devotional objects, luxury ornaments, jewellery, miniature
sculpture, and intricate artefacts in which natural branches become the starting point for human
imagination. The artisans who worked with it did not simply impose form upon raw material. They
responded to its irregularities, its tactile complexity, and its association with the marine world. A twisting
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branch could become a theatrical landscape, a sacred image, a creature, a vessel, or an elaborate decorative
structure. 

In this sense, coral encouraged a particularly Renaissance form of artistic interpretation: one in which
nature itself was understood as a creative force. The exhibition also traces the gradual shift from mythology
to observation. Before modern marine biology, the question of what coral actually was remained
surprisingly open. Was it a plant? A stone? A creature? Its changing classifications reveal the history of
knowledge itself: an age in which travellers, collectors, natural philosophers, merchants, and artists all
contributed to the interpretation of the natural world. 

Ambras Castle, with its historical identity as one of the earliest museum-like collections, is the ideal place
to tell this story. Here, objects once prized for their rarity and mystery can be seen anew as evidence of
early modern global connections, collecting practices, and scientific curiosity. The installation
design—using light, colour, and sound—adds a contemporary sensory dimension without eclipsing the
historical material. The exhibition understands that coral is inherently theatrical. It catches the light, shifts
in colour, and seems simultaneously delicate and enduring. Yet the visual seduction is balanced by a more
urgent contemporary perspective. 

Coral reefs are now among the most vulnerable ecosystems on the planet, threatened by rising sea
temperatures, acidification, pollution, and other pressures linked to climate change. This final dimension
gives The Blood of Medusa its special force. The coral objects were once valued as rarities more precious
than gold, transported across long distances and embedded in systems of wealth, prestige, and collecting.
Today, coral has become a powerful symbol of ecological fragility. 

The exhibition does not treat this contrast as a simple moral lesson; instead, it allows the historical
fascination with coral to deepen awareness of what is now at risk. The same material that once represented
the abundance and mystery of the sea now reminds us of the vulnerability of marine life.

The Blood of Medusa is therefore much more than an exhibition of beautiful Renaissance objects. It is a
carefully constructed meditation on how cultures give meaning to nature—through myth, art, trade, science,
and collecting—and how those meanings change over time. At Ambras Castle, coral becomes a lens
through which the Renaissance cabinet of curiosities speaks directly to the ecological anxieties of the
present.

Bericht online lesen:
https://www.european-news-agency.de/kunst_kultur_und_musik/blood_of_medusa_coral_curiosity_and_th
e_fragility_of_wo-94333/
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