













The Wall Street Journal praises Gordon Brook-Shepherd’s






THE AUSTRIANS


“British historian Gordon Brook-Shepherd puzzles out [the Austrians’] long struggle to find their own role in the world . . . . Mr. Brook-Shepherd is uniquely qualified for this task, having drenched himself in the mystery of Austrianness for some 50 years and written more than a dozen books on the subject. . . . Connoisseurs of Austria and its delightful and infuriating inhabitants will agree that Mr. Brook-Shepherd has got it just about right.


After guiding the reader through the little medieval Duchy of Austria, he unfolds the fantastic expansion of this improbable Germanic settlement into the core province of an immense conglomerate of lands and kingdoms. . . . In due course, the Austrian people were dragged by the Habsburgs into defending Europe against the infidel (the Ottoman Turks) and staving off the hegemonic drive of the kings of France.


It is easy to see why the Austrians never became a nationality in the sense that the French and English did and have suffered down the centuries from a nagging identity crises. This unhappy feeling has been only partially balanced, Mr. Brook-Shepherd notes, by a proud historical sense of the grandeur and misery of being Austrian. . . .


In the first half of his book, Mr. Brook-Shepherd presents the events and personalities that shaped the Austrian world—and often the wider world as well—over the first 900 years of its millennium. In the second half, he portrays the difficult destiny of the Austrians in the 20th century, beginning with the fin-de-siècle mixture of glorious cultural flowering and corrosive pessimism, and the consequent desperate frivolity. . . .


His chapters on the ghastly denouement of World War I— which began in an Austrian province—are among the best in print, as is his account of the breakup of the empire in 1918, after 700 years, and its replacement by a small country divided into three irreconcilable camps: the Catholic, the German-nationalist (soon pro-Nazi) and the revolutionary Marxist-Socialist. . . .


At a certain point, though, Mr. Brook-Shepherd shucks his gloom and begins what might be called the “Radetzky March” of postwar Austria. He notes that, in time, a new, self-reliant, unambiguously patriotic Austria was born in the overwhelming disillusionment with everything to do with Hitler. . . .”
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FOREWORD


1996, THE YEAR IN WHICH the Austrians celebrated a thousand years of their recorded existence, seemed a good time to try to sum up their struggle to find their own role in the world. So far as I am concerned, this will be a signing-off as well as a summing-up. Half of my sixteen books have concerned their Habsburg dynasty, the Danube Basin over which it ruled, the Great War which consumed it, and the Austrian Republics which succeeded it. If I put pen to paper again (and that is still the antiquated way I work), it will not be on this subject, on which I have said all I can.


This book is not, however, an exercise in repetition. To begin with, it is the first attempt to tell the millennium story of this fascinating (but often maddening) people right down to the present day, always in terms of their unceasing search for their own identity. Their quest for nationhood has been blocked on the one hand by their multi-national training and traditions, and on the other by the fateful Germanic tie that runs throughout their history. The quest starts afresh now that they are part of a united Europe alongside Germany, with their Danubian neighbours eventually to join in as partners.


The book has a unique feature in that it combines half a century of academic research on the subject with a similar span of personal experience of the country and its people. First as a General Staff officer on the post-war Allied Commission in Vienna, then as a foreign correspondent and, in recent years, as the writer and presenter of various television documentaries on the Monarchy, I have been in continuous contact with Austria and its joys and problems ever since 1945. So much so that the original concept of the work, as agreed with the publisher, was that this fifty-year period should be cast in autobiographical form.


The idea was abandoned at my own suggestion, and this for a variety of reasons. To begin with, though I was a lieutenant-colonel at a precocious age in Vienna, this was a rank at which one could observe and execute policy, but not shape it. Even less did that apply to the twelve succeeding years (1948–60), when I ran the Central and South-East European Bureau of the Daily Telegraph, again based in Vienna. I witnessed many of the seminal events of those years – notably the struggle of Tito’s Yugoslavia with the Kremlin, and the Hungarian revolution – and was able to indulge in some fascinating ‘extra-mural’ activities in the region. But, for the most part, one was on the outside looking in. Too many memoir-writers from the media have tried to inflate their own importance by pretending that, for them, it was the other way round. I wanted to avoid that distortion.


I mention all this because I fear that the reader may well find it irksome that there are so many references in the latter part of the book to my key sources being also my personal friends. I can assure him that this number could, without difficulty, have been trebled. So far as possible, I have confined such references to footnotes linked to direct quotation of original material. Thus, as regards the Monarchy, I have drawn on a friendship of some thirty years with that wonderful royal figure, the former Empress Zita of Austria-Hungary (who only died in 1989, aged nearly ninety-seven), and her eldest son Archduke Otto Habsburg, thankfully still alive and thriving today as the senior member of the Strasbourg European Parliament. Between them, they provided not only a wealth of their own reminiscences but the fullest access ever given to any outside eye to the Habsburg family papers, one of the richest of Europe’s unpublished royal archives.


I got to know well most of the leading figures of the First Austrian Republic (1918–38), including the ill-fated Chancellor Kurt Schuschnigg, while researching my book The Anschluss and a biography of Engelbert Dollfuss. During the Second World War I had been in touch – though intermittently and at far remove – with developments in Austria while serving with Military Intelligence in London. For obvious reasons, my contacts with the leaders of the Second post-war Republic have been the most extensive. I even had the privilege of being ‘per du’, i.e. on the closest friendship terms, with both the great right-wing Chancellor Leopold Figl and his equally formidable socialist rival and successor Bruno Kreisky. (This caused much raising of eyebrows in both camps: the Austrians of the day were not used to their great ideological gap being bridged by anyone.)


I have had dozens of friendly helpers in the preparation of the present work. I would like to single out, on the diplomatic front, the Austrian Foreign Minister, Dr Alois Mock; his genial Secretary-General, Dr Wolfgang Schallenberg; and three successive Austrian envoys to London, Ambassadors Thomas, Magrutsch and Hennig. Dr Bernard Stillfried has been of great assistance in the cultural field, and Dr Man-fried Rauchensteiner, Director of the Military History Museum in Vienna, equally valuable on matters of military history. Fritz Molden and Carl Szokoll were among those who, from their own vivid experiences, provided insights into Austria’s brave but blighted wartime resistance movements. The Governor of Styria, Dr Josef Krainer (whose father I well remember, holding that same post before him), gave a frank picture of Nazi and post-Nazi life in one of Austria’s key provinces. I owe special thanks to Sektionschef Dr Neumayr and his charming deputy, Dr Ingeborg Schweikert, in the Federal Chancellory for organising my recent researches in Vienna.


In London, I have profited from the encyclopaedic knowledge of an old friend, Hans-Heinrich Coudenhove, who pointed out several errors of spelling, time and place in the first draft. This agreeably continued a family tradition: it was his father, Gerolf, who translated two of my earliest books into German, placidly amending the text as he went. Both of my admirable editors, Richard Johnson and Robert Lacey, also gave close attention to the final draft, which was somewhat late in arriving and considerably over-length when it did. I am sure there are still some slips which have eluded all of us. This, after all, is an immensely complex picture: a thousand years of European history passed through the prism of the Austrian experience.


I am aware of inconsistencies as between the English and German spelling of names. They are deliberate in the sense that the form chosen is the one with which I am comfortable. I feel equally at home with Franz Josef or Francis Joseph, but could never think of Karl Lueger, for example, as ‘Charles’, or Georg von Schönerer as ‘George’. The word ‘England’ is used because that was how Great Britain was generally referred to, especially on the Continent, at that time (though ‘British’ was sometimes used as an adjective). As for our sovereigns, Victoria and Edward VII were almost always spoken of as Queen and King of England – and thought of themselves as such.


Finally, I would like to give yet another vote of thanks to my longtime secretary Susan Small, who has once again turned an untidy manuscript into a perfect typescript – this time working from her new home in South Africa. Chapter after chapter has winged its way safely, if not speedily, from the Chilterns to Cape Town and back. Only after the last one had returned did it occur to me that we might have used fax.


GORDON BROOK-SHEPHERD
Turville Park
Oxon






Foreword to the Paperback Edition




It is pleasant to be able to report that in the short space of time between the appearance of the hardback and paperback editions of this book, Austria has been able to smooth away one awkward trace of its past. The present republic inherited, along with its post-1918 constitutional laws, the demand that any member of the former Habsburg dynasty who wished to return to the country should renounce not only all dynastic claims, but even the membership of his own family.


The head of the house, Archduke Otto, once described this to me as ‘a madness that could only have come from the brain of some indescribable small-minded fanatic’. None the less, he felt obliged to agree to it thirty years ago in order to take up his seat in the European Parliament, where he is now the senior member. However, two of his brothers, the Archdukes Felix and Karl Ludwig, now aged seventy-nine and seventy-seven respectively, refused to accept this condition. Both remained in exile until March 1996, when Felix descended unannounced on Vienna and publicly levelled a legal pistol at the government’s head. As Austria had the previous year joined the European Union, he argued that it was now obliged to accept the ruling of freedom of movement for all EU citizens. An embarrassed government took no action against him, said it would urgently ponder the matter, and rapidly dropped the embarrassing clause altogether. It is said to be privately relieved that Brussels legislation has enabled the present-day republic to come to terms at last with its illustrious past.


GORDON BROOK-SHEPHERD
June 1996


















PROLOGUE

A Styrian Painting


EARLY IN THE EIGHTEENTH CENTURY, an unknown artist living in the Habsburg duchy of Styria painted his ‘Short Description of the Peoples of Europe, together with their Characteristics’ (to put his flowery German title into English). Across the top of the panel are stretched the beautifully coloured portraits of the ten figures he has chosen. These range from ‘Spanier’ on the left to ‘Tirk oder Griech’ on the far right, a reminder that, in those days, the Ottoman empire still sprawled somnolently over what became modern Greece. Each is shown in miniature full-length, wearing full national costumes which light up the contrasts in the continent they depict. There is everything from silk turbans to cockaded helmets and plumed soft hats among the headgear. Outer garments vary from brocaded cloaks, with swords or sabres, sticking out behind, to rather foppish ‘redingotes’, with not a weapon in sight. One feature is unvaried. Each personage is male, affirming that, in the Europe of the day, only a man could appear as the representative of his people. The portraits are only the beginning of the story.


Running downwards from the shoes or riding boots of each figure is a table listing seventeen characteristics of the nation to which he belongs. ‘Temperament’ is the first of these. A rather bizarre entry ‘Way of Death’, the last. Though not as sure with his pen as he is with his brush, the artist makes some telling points. Thus, the ‘Engerlander’ is declared to be ‘Changeable like the Moon’ as regards his ‘Worship of God’ and ‘Now this one, now that’ when it comes to describing his sovereign; fair comment on the upheavals which had shaken the crown and the religious faith of England during the previous two centuries. The great maritime people are duly entered as ‘Sea Heroes’ under ‘Special Art of War’ and, accordingly, have ‘In Water’ as their most likely ending.


Quirks abound. It is not at all clear, for example, why only the Swiss should be singled out as ‘Cruel’ under the ‘Character’ column, nor why the Poles should be accused of ‘Believing anybody’ when it comes to religion. But the oddest (and most significant) thing of all to modern eyes about this Table of Peoples’, as it became known, was something which evidently appeared perfectly natural to the artist. Though he was a subject of the Austrian Monarchy – living indeed in one of the oldest hereditary lands of the ‘Casa Austria’ – there is no mention of Austrians among the ten nations of his Europe. They are simply subsumed under one composite heading, ‘The Germans’.


That he was thinking, even vaguely, of his own people is shown by the way he enters ‘Emperor’ under the column ‘Ruled by Whom?’ In the early eighteenth century, only the German-speaking Austrians had their ‘Kaiser’; the sovereigns whose courts spread across the rest of the Teutonic world were then an assortment of scores of kings and princelings. Yet this image of separate identity lurks only at the back of his mind. In the forefront is the Germanic imprint. This ethnic blur, this lack of national profile or focus was to have debilitating and, ultimately, disastrous consequences for the Austrian people in the two centuries which lay ahead. It was rooted in some nine centuries of tangled history which had gone before.


















PART ONE

THE PATH TO EMPIRE


















I

A Germanic Cradle


IT WAS A COLOURLESS BEGINNING for a people destined to know such splendour and high drama. Their territory, which was eventually to be called ‘Austria’, started life as the military colony of a foreign kingdom, the ‘Eastern March’ of the great Frankish ruler Charlemagne. Having conquered most of western Christendom in fifty-three campaigns waged during the last quarter of the eighth century, he had been duly crowned as its emperor by Pope Leo XII in Rome on Christmas Day of 800 A.D.


According to some chronicles, Charlemagne felt misgivings at having the golden crown of a revived Roman empire placed on his head. He was a German king whose base lay north of the Alps. Now he was donning the mantle of the Caesars, whose power had centred always on the Mediterranean. History was to bear out those misgivings with a vengeance. His immediate concern, however, was to protect those conquests which had now been sanctified, and one of the most dangerous threats was posed by the formidable Avars to the east. There thus arose, in 803, the ‘Avarian Mark’, to give the future Austria another of its earliest names. This was a belt of land stretching along the middle Danube from the River Enns to the outskirts of the city which was to become Wienne’. German Franks were already settled there, along with the flotsam of other tribes left behind by the ebb and flow of those great migrations which followed the collapse of Roman power. Now its inhabitants had imposed upon them a task they were to be called on to fulfil down the ages: the defence of Western Europe against whatever threatened it from the East. They were not chosen because of who they were but because of where they were. The Austrians of the future thus entered history not as a tribal (let alone national) entity, but as a geographical concept.


Though their task stayed the same, their imperial taskmasters changed. The Carolingian empire, already partitioned soon after the great man’s death in 814, was finally extinguished in 888. Western Europe was again plunged into chaos and the invaders again stormed in through the breaches: the Saracens into Rome; the Vikings along the Atlantic; the Magyars, a new menace, from the steppes. Yet, once more, the hour produced its man, this time the Saxon king Otto the Great. He first subdued his rivals in the German lands and was crowned King of Germany on Charlemagne’s throne at Aachen in 936. In 955 he inflicted a massive defeat on the Magyars at Lechfeld, thus securing his eastern frontier. In 961, on a second expedition to restore order south of the Alps, he assumed the kingship of Lombardy and, a year later, was crowned Emperor of Rome by Pope John XII. That fateful link between German military might and a nebulous Roman splendour, first forged by Charlemagne, was now strengthened. The kings of Germany became, nominally, the secular lords of the world. The task was to prove both exhausting and unreal.


Like Charlemagne before him, Otto’s immediate task was to cushion his borders with military security belts. So, as regards the middle Danube, the old ‘Carolingian Mark’ now re-emerged as the ‘Ottoman Mark’, but with a difference. The territory now acquired a profile of its own, even if this was only in a state of feudal subjection to yet another German prince. In 976 the Mark was bestowed by the Emperor on the capable house of Babenberg who ruled over it in unbroken succession for the next 270 years – first as margraves and finally as dukes. (Like their Habsburg successors, they were never crowned as its kings.)


Some fuzzy outlines of an Austrian identity now began to emerge. In 996, for example, only twenty years after the Babenbergs took over, the name ‘Ostarrîchi’ appears for the first time in writing to describe the lands over which they ruled.* On 1 November of that year, the third of the Ottonian emperors made a gift to the bishopric of Freising of a property in Neuhofen an der Ybbs. The Latin parchment describes the village as lying in the regione vulgari vocabulo ostarrîchi,’ or ‘the area commonly known as Austria’ (‘Oesterreich’).


Two things need to be stressed about this birth certificate. The first is that it still describes not a distinctive people, but the inhabitants of a strategic area. Throughout the early middle ages this mark of the Babenbergs continued to be called in Latin ‘provincia orientalis’, ‘terra orientalis’ or even, sometimes, simply ‘oriens’. Given the position it occupied at the crossroads of Europe, where trade routes, valleys and rivers converged, geopolitics was always to control its fate. But something else, apart from the strong Germanic birthmark, was in this people’s cradle, namely the dynastic tie. To add to the confusion as to what the infant should be called, it was also, in the early days, known as the ‘Marchio Liutpold’ after its first ruler, the Margrave Leopold.


Under Leopold’s successors (he died in 994 of a poisoned arrow mysteriously directed at him at a tournament in Würzburg) the Margravate was steadily extended. By the middle of the twelfth century, the Babenberg realm stretched eastwards to the River Leitha, later to become a fixed border with the Magyars; northwards to the River Thaya, to form a frontier line with Bohemia; and westwards towards Salzburg. 1156 marked a milestone in its history and, therefore, in the history of the Austrians. On 17 September of that year the German Emperor Frederick I raised the Margravate to the dignity of a Duchy with far-reaching independence from the empire. These new Dukes of Austria were exempted from all duties except attendance at the Imperial Diets. Their military obligations were confined to following their emperor only in campaigns directed against their own neighbours, i.e. to protect themselves.


That same year, the Babenbergs moved their residence to Vienna, the old Roman town of Vindobona; hugely extended, it now became an important economic and cultural centre. It is also at this time that the black single-headed eagle appears as their coat of arms, the first of many eagles of varying designs under which Austrians were to serve. In 1192 the sister duchy of Styria, home of our eighteenth-century painter, was added to the Babenberg realm. It was becoming a small unofficial Monarchy, and fifty years later there was talk of turning these ‘Dukes of Austria and Styria’ into proper kings; indeed, Duke Frederick II was said to have already received his royal ring from the German emperor of the day. But in 1246 that same Duke Frederick fell on the battlefield of Eben-furth, fighting against the Hungarians, and with him died the last of his line in male descent.* The time of the Babenbergs in Austria was over.


Nothing illustrates the vulnerability of Vienna as a crossroads capital more than the thirty years of chaos which now followed. The last Babenberg duke had fallen on the eastern Magyar frontier of his realm. The man who came to claim his possessions was a Slav, marching in from the north. And the man who, in turn, wrested the Austrian lands from him came from the west, with a hereditary power-base far away in what is now German Switzerland.


The Slav claimant was the Przemyśl Crown Prince, later King Ottokar II of Bohemia. He settled in Vienna in December 1251, declared himself to be Duke of both Austria and Styria, and tried to buttress his claim the following April by taking for his wife Margaret, sister of the last Babenberg, despite the fact that she was twenty-six years older than himself. The wider world of German princes was plunged into equal confusion at the time; their Roman empire had fallen into desuetude following the death in 1250 of its last great emperor, Frederick II, who had anyway been declared deposed by the Vatican five years before. How was the void to be filled and how was Ottokar to be displaced?


In 1273 the Imperial electors met to choose, not a new emperor, but simply a German king. Their choice fell on the fifty-five-year-old Swab-ian Swiss Count Rudolph IV of Habsburg. He was selected not because he was the most powerful candidate in the field, but because, on the contrary, his ‘Hausmacht’, or feudal power-base,* was modest and so, presumably, would be any of his short-term family ambitions. Few calculations have proven more erroneous. The compromise candidate was to demonstrate the force of the French saying: ‘Rien ne dure comme le provisoire’ When, five years later, on 26 August 1278, Rudolph triumphed over King Ottokar on the plains of the Marchfeld east of Vienna, he took up a dominion over the Danube Basin which the Habsburg eagle was to maintain for six and a half centuries.**


First the Carolingians, then the Babenbergs and now the Habsburgs: this was the third Germanic ruling house to be set in place, without their asking, over the people of ‘Ostarrîchi’. As the centuries rolled on, this Habsburg sovereignty must have seemed eternal. It brought to its Austrian subjects, as prime servants of the dynasty, an ever-increasing share of power, privilege and prosperity. The cost was the stunting of their own sense of identity.


This is perhaps the moment to move the slide-rule sideways across Western Europe to show how that sense of national consciousness had already developed among peoples like the English and the French. Only then can we realise how heavily such feelings lay smothered for the Austrians under their heavy dynastic cloaks.


It was as far back as 731–2 that the Venerable Bede, working in his Northumbrian monastery of St Paul at Jarrow, compiled his Ecclesiastical History of Britain, and especially of the race of the English. His purpose was to describe the conversion to Christianity of the Anglo-Saxon tribes; and it needed five tomes of the Historia Ecclesiastica to take the story from the Roman raids of Julius Caesar in 55–54 B.C. down to the enthronement of Saint Augustine as the first Archbishop of Canterbury six centuries later. The ‘Anguls’ were a German tribe who, together with Saxons and Jutes, had migrated to Britain in the fifth century, displacing the Celts (the original ‘Briten’) and establishing a patchwork of seven kingdoms in their place. The Venerable Bede had been right to concentrate on ‘the race of the English’, for they became the nexus of the nation. When Egbert of Wessex finally succeeded, in the ninth century, to unite all the kingdoms into one, he named it Anglia, or England. The English thus started out in life bearing the name of their country.


This was nearly two centuries before those territories along the middle Danube were first described in writing as ‘Ostarrichi’. Moreover – and a consideration even more important than the calendar – these earliest of English kings fought in person for their people, as Alfred the Great did successfully against the Danes in the ninth century and Harold, unsuccessfully, against the Normans in 1066. Even more remarkably, the Danish raider Canute, who in 1016 absorbed England temporarily into his Scandinavian empire, Vent native’ himself and became completely anglicised. Other foreign kings alternated with the native ones on England’s throne. For at least a century the Normans ruled as French monarchs, but those foreigners who came after them, like the German Hanoverians, the Dutch (William of Orange) and the Germans again (Saxe-Coburg-Gotha), all felt themselves as consorts or kings of England. Indeed, the last of them to have had not one drop of anything but German blood in his veins, Edward VII, was as English a king as any Tudor had been. Yet even in his day, when the Habsburg Monarchy was nearing the end of its enormous run, there was still no place in its emperor’s eyes for an Austrian nation.


The contrast is even stronger when we look at France. When the Carolinian empire was peacefully split up (by the agreement of Verdun in August 843), the eastern Freakish kingdom became the nucleus of what would one day become Germany. But though the Franks were a Germanic tribe, the name did not stay in the east. Instead, it was the western part of the kingdom, soon to be known as France, which took over this corporate identity. The French people, unlike the English, with their chopping and changing, had only French monarchs on their throne for the next eight centuries. The Capetians, who took over from the last of the Carolingians in 987 and ruled until the line died out in 1328; the Valois, who succeeded them down to 1589; and finally the Bourbons, who reigned from then until being literally cut off by the Revolution in 1793: all were pure French royal houses, national dynasties linked indissolubly for good or bad with their subjects.


More was to come, for when, in 1337, Edward III of England laid claim to the throne of France, the two nationalistic whetstones of medieval Europe proceeded to sharpen themselves further against each other. The so-called Hundred Years’ War, which dragged on until 1453, was a patriotic as well as a dynastic war in which English and French kings did battle at the head of English and French armies. Indeed, on at least two occasions during the enormous conflict, English kings challenged their French counterparts to settle the whole dispute by single combat. The synthesis between ruler and ruled became complete. In the village square of Crécy in northern France where, on 26 August 1346, King Edward III of England and his son, Edward the Black Prince, defeated Philip IV of France, a memorial commemorates the French who fell on that day (they included 1500 knights). It is inscribed simply: ‘Morts pour la Patrie’


Shakespeare, who worked from the accounts of chroniclers, has immortalised the patriotic fervour among the English invaders. Thus, most famously, Henry V, later in that long war, at the siege of Harfleur in 1415:




Once more unto the breach, dear friends, once more;


Or close the wall up with our English dead!


                 . . . And you, good yeomen,


Whose limbs were made in England, show us here


The mettle of your pasture . . .


                 The game’s afoot:


Follow your spirit; and, upon this charge Cry ‘God for Harry, England and St George!’





This language was not the product of poetic licence. Despite the burden of war taxes, a succession of English Parliaments backed the war. The armies raised by those taxes were truly national armies, in which the ordinary yeomen with their long bows did as much, if not more, damage than the noble knights in armour.


By contrast, all was feudal squabble and confusion in the Habsburg lands at the time, where the dynasty was struggling with both the Wittelsbachs and the Luxembourgers for possession of Carinthia and Tyrol. King John of Bohemia, seeing the German princes in such disarray, was, for his part, plotting to mount an electoral coup and install his own son as German king-emperor. The plot came to nothing with Ottokar’s death – ironically on that same field of Crécy, where he was fighting as an ally of the French king.


Indeed, it was not until after the Hundred Years’ War was over that the first Habsburg appeared on the scene who tried to stamp a specifically Austrian character on his realm. This was Duke Rudolph IV, known as ‘Rudolph the Founder’, whose brief reign (1358–65) is in such contrast to everything which had preceded it, and most of what followed it, that it appears like something out of a time warp, a manifestation coming out of nowhere and leading, in the end, to nothing. True, in this fourteenth century the first troubadours had appeared who praised the beauty of Austria as ‘the fairest land on earth’; also the first forerunner of a specifically Austrian history, the Chronicle of the Ninety-Five Estates compiled by the Augustinian monk Leopold Stain-reuter. But the very title he gave to his work marks the conceptual gulf separating it from that plain popular approach adopted by another monk-chronicler in north-east England six hundred years before. Nothing in fact prepares us for the words with which the remarkable Duke Rudolph, on 12 March 1365, in the last year of his short life, founded his university in Vienna. Translated from the medieval German (not Latin!) the dedication reads: Tor the special honour and enhancement of our land Austria and of our city, Vienna’. At least one Habsburg duke had fused his dynasty with his subjects, even if the deed was done only on parchment and not on the battlefield.


Not that Rudolph’s university, once it got established after his death, did much to sharpen any sense of a specifically Austrian identity. It was divided up into so-called ‘Nations’, of which the ‘Austrian Nation’ held pride of place. But this phrase – ironically appearing for the first time – did not signify a distinctive ethnic group. On the contrary, it referred to an assortment of students coming from the Austrian lands but also from Aquilea, Italy and other territories south of the Alps. Most of the Germans, together with English, Irish, Scottish, Danish and Swedish students, were lumped together in the ‘Saxon Nation’.


Such groupings were typical of other medieval European universities, yet they had a special symbolism for Vienna. A similar sense of diffusion began to spread among the Austrian people themselves as their dynasty now began to grow enormously in its dominion, power and dignity. Each stage of this growth except the first took the Austrian subjects a step further away from any nationalism of their own. The exception came in 1453 when, through the so-called ‘Great Patent of Freedom’ (Privilegium Maius), the earlier efforts of Rudolph the Founder to have Austria established as a separate entity from the German Reich were confirmed. This could have marked the starting-point for the development of a distinct Austrian nation-state along the lines already firmly set in France and England; indeed it probably would have done, had the Austrians been ruled by any other royal house. The Habsburgs, now masters of a virtually independent Austria, were also kings of Germany again. They soon dubbed themselves sovereigns of one of the most bizarre political freaks of all time: the so-called ‘Holy Roman Empire of the German Nation’. The title was only used in those parts of the realm where German was spoken, yet its very introduction presaged that clash between the national and the international which was to dog the dynasty until the end.


The Holy Roman Empire had been famously dismissed as being ‘neither holy, Roman, nor an empire’.* But to tack on to it ‘German Nation’ centuries before any such thing as a German nation existed was to wrap one mental fog over another. Yet this was the amorphous, almost nonsensical concept which the Austrians, as loyal subjects of their dynasty, were called upon to follow and promote, for the Habsburgs remained the sovereigns of this fantasy empire right down to the beginning of the nineteenth century. It was the Habsburg Frederick III who in his capacity as German king-emperor had confirmed the ‘Great Patent’ for his own patrimony, declaring all the hereditary lands of the family to be an indivisible entail. Yet to suggest, as many Austrian historians have done in their search for national roots, that this made the fat, lazy and rather engaging Frederick an early species of Austrian patriot is to put modern words into late-medieval mouths. He was, in the first place, engaged in the traditional pursuit of all his fellow German princes: the strengthening of their own ‘Hausmacht’ or hereditary territorial base.


Much has been made of the fact that in Frederick III's long reign (fifty-three years, from 1440 to 1493) the initials AEIOU are to be found for the first time carved in the portals or archways of castles, cathedrals and public buildings throughout his Austrian lands. It is assumed that the ‘A’ stands for Austria, and the commonest rendering of the cypher is the Latin ‘Austria erit in orbe ultima’ or ‘Austria will survive all others on earth’. Did Frederick mean the country and its people, or the ‘Casa Austria’, his dynasty? Did he mean either? Nothing is more typical of this so-called birthmark of Austrian nationhood than that it should have been given down the centuries no fewer than three hundred different interpretations, mostly couched in German or Latin. Some of these readings are pompous, some trivial, and the supposed messages they convey vary hugely. Yet the cypher itself has never been broken and it was never spelt out. The suggestion may sound sacrilegious, but perhaps it never had any precise meaning in the first place. Personal emblems such as this were fairly common whims among the princes of the day. It is conceivable that Frederick – or some unknown stonemason whose idea captured his sovereign’s fancy – simply liked the sight of all five vowels in the alphabet carved side by side.


One thing is beyond dispute. If that Latin solution given above be true, then Frederick’s successors did indeed scheme long and hard so that their Austria, and their dynasty, might become truly universal. The process by which the Habsburgs promoted themselves during the space of less than fifty years from a secondary European royal house into a world-wide power without drawing a sword in battle is a dizzy one. It is best, therefore, told at a dizzy pace. The Emperor Maximilian I, who ruled from 1493 to 1519, had married Maria, daughter and heiress of Duke Charles the Bold of Burgundy. At the Duke’s death in 1478, all the Burgundian possessions, which included the Netherlands, passed into Habsburg hands. Maximilian’s only son married in 1496 Princess Joanna of Spain, and their son Charles rounded off the link by marrying the other Iberian heiress, Isabella of Portugal. This son was the enigmatic Charles V who, when he succeeded his father in 1519, truly ruled over an empire on which the sun never set, stretching as it did from the Danube Basin across Western Europe and then over the Atlantic Ocean to the new Spanish possessions of South America. This huge extension and diffusion of power only widened the gap which separated the Habsburg dynasty from its Austrian people in the feudal heartlands of the empire. In the thirty-eight years of his reign, Charles twice crossed the Channel to visit England, where he was known, quite simply, as ‘Charles of Europe’. He constantly travelled in Italy, France, the Netherlands, Germany and, of course, Spain. But he never visited Prague or Budapest, and was only once in Vienna.


His heritage was indeed almost too vast to contemplate and certainly too unwieldy to administer from one centre. Before withdrawing from the world to die as a monk in 1558, Charles divided up his empire, keeping the Spanish and Burgundian possessions for himself (with the imperial title during his lifetime) but handing over all the Austrian territories, the historic ‘Hausmacht’ of the Habsburgs, to his younger brother Ferdinand, who duly succeeded him as emperor.


Ferdinand soon became the beneficiary of another astounding matrimonial coup planned long ago by his wily grandfather. Maximilian, that indefatigable matchmaker, had married him off in infancy to Anne, daughter of the powerful King Wladislaw of the Polish Jagellons, who at that time ruled over both Bohemia and Hungary. To double-tie the knot, the Jagellons’ own son Louis had married Ferdinand’s sister Maria. The crucial provision in this second marriage was that if Louis were to die without male issue, Anne and her husband would inherit all his possessions. In 1516 Louis succeeded his father as King of Bohemia and of Hungary. Ten years later he died defending the latter kingdom against the Turks, who crushed the Magyar forces in the great battle of Mohács. He left no son behind; Ferdinand accordingly claimed both crowns.


There were two psychological effects in all this for the Austrian subjects of the Habsburgs. Hitherto they had lived in a basically Teutonic world, for the three royal houses which had provided their rulers had all been German. Now the Austrian inheritance comprised, among other newcomers, Slavs in the lands of the Bohemian Crown (which included Moravia), and more Slavs (notably the Croats) alongside the Magyars in the lands of the Hungarian Crown. The Archduke of Austria had become king over all. Though it took the Habsburgs some time to make their dual kingship fully effective (central and eastern Hungary, including Budapest, were not recaptured from the Turks until 1699, for example), the ‘Casa Austria’ was transformed irrevocably into a multi-national concept. Moreover, this transformation had been entirely a dynastic affair, in which the people had played no role. These vast new possessions had not been fought for with kings riding at the head of national armies, but simply accumulated at the altar. As the oft-quoted tag went, with its echoes of envy and admiration: ‘Bella gerant alii, tu felix Austria nube’ (‘Let others wage war; you, happy Austria, marry’). What was to prove less happy for the Austrians were the long-term consequences of a ruling house gobbling up territory in isolation from its subjects.


If we again move the slide-rule across Western Europe to find a contemporary sixteenth-century contrast, staring us in the face is the indomitable figure of Queen Elizabeth I of England. In 1588 she stood on Tilbury docks to address her fleet mustered to do battle with the great Spanish Armada despatched by Philip II (son of that fleeting world emperor Charles V) to conquer England. This time the words are those of the sovereign, not the poet:




I have but the body of a weak and feeble woman, but I have
the heart and stomach of a King, and a King of England too . . .





This was a world away from the wedding-ring empire of the Habsburgs. Indeed, Elizabeth, Virgin Queen or not, never married.







* There are some Austrian scholars who place it even earlier. The word ‘Ostmark’, on the other hand, was an invention of nineteenth-century German nationalists.


* Duke Frederick wore on the field the red-white-red band of colours which became the emblem of Austria. Legend – but legend only! – ascribes the origin of these colours to the bloody wound stripe which stained the white cloak of his predecessor Duke Leopold V, a wound received while fighting in the Holy Land as a Crusader in 1190.


* His Stammschloss or ancestral castle was Habichtsburg near the upper Rhine in Aargau, from which castle the family took its name.


** However, Rudolph’s death in 1291 put an end, for the time being, to the dignity of German kingship. His successor was Albrecht of Nassau, and after him the electors chose kings from Luxembourg, Bavaria and Bohemia before the Habsburgs returned in 1438. From then on, with one trifling break, they had an unbroken run of 360 years.


* The remark is attributed originally to the fifteenth-century Hungarian King Mathias Corvinus, though it was to be poached by political wags down the centuries, including Voltaire.
















II

Through the Crucible


‘THE HOLY ROMAN EMPIRE of the German Nation’ was soon to be torn apart by the conflict implicit in its name. The great religious conflagrations of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries left scars on the empire’s Austrian subjects which were still to be felt in die twentieth. They were however covered up, if only partly, by the spectacular Christian triumph which followed over the alien Moslem faith advancing under green Turkish banners from the east.


So long as Martin Luther, the Saxon peasant turned Augustinian monk and preacher, confined his attacks on Rome to the notorious corruption of the Catholic Church (notably the large-scale sale of papal indulgences against sin) he remained an overdue reformer playing a potentially constructive role. But it was another story after 1520, when he publicly burned the papal bull excommunicating him for heresy and founded his own Protestant movement. That defiance, which placed him in open competition with the Vatican for the souls of men, not only destroyed for ever the unity of Christian faith; it also extinguished any spiritual meaning that was left in the Holy Roman Empire of the Habsburgs.


In the process, Luther had helped immeasurably to strengthen Germanic, as opposed to Latin, consciousness and culture. For him and his followers, the German people were now leading the world to salvation. Moreover, the banners of their march were to be inscribed in their native tongue. Through his own renderings of the Bible from Greek and Hebrew into German translations which, thanks to the invention of printing, could now be circulated freely throughout the continent, he created a Germanic sense of mission and intellectual authority (‘Germania docet’) which, in years to come, was to weigh heavily on the Austrian, as well as the German, consciousness. While trying to consolidate, he split the German nation in two. Some of its rulers, like Frederick the Wise, who gave Luther shelter in his Saxon kingdom, moved over to the new faith, and in 1526 a League of Protestant States was set up at Torgau to counter the League of Catholic States which had been founded at Ratisbon two years earlier.


In one of his famous three treatises of 1520, the year of rupture, Luther had appealed To the Christian Nobility of the German Nation’ to join him to a man in his work of reformation. In the end, he caused Lutheran armies to fight Imperial Catholic armies in the German lands. The division seemed to be set in concrete for all time by the pact reached between the two warring camps at the so-called Peace of Augsburg in 1555, nine years after Luther’s death. According to the famous tenet laid down there of ‘Cuius regio, eius religio’ the subjects of any king or princeling in the empire (and there were over three hundred of them) had to follow the religious faith adopted by their ruler. Not that this restraint on basic individual freedom would have bothered Luther, who had pointedly distanced himself from the great peasant revolts of 1524–25. Indeed, in one of his less admirable treatises, he had called for ruthless suppression by the nobles. This creed of Germanic authoritarianism and submission to the powers that be was enshrined in his treatise ‘Of Temporal Power’. It was not the only unsavoury message Luther sent out down the centuries. He was also a rabid anti-Semite.


The Peace of Augsburg proved only a temporary truce in Europe’s battle of the faiths and it was a Habsburg emperor who broke it, literally with a vengeance. Ferdinand II, who came to the throne in 1619, was an uncomfortable novelty – the first ruler of the empire to have been educated at a college of the Jesuits, who were dedicated to wiping out the stain of Protestantism from the earth. Before ascending to the throne, their royal pupil and follower had served notice of his religious mission by launching all-out war against the Protestants in his hereditary Austrian lands. Here, Lutheranism had made astonishingly large inroads. According to later estimates, no less than nine-tenths of the population, including most of the nobility, had turned to Protestantism by the time of Luther’s death. The reasons, as the peasant revolts had indicated, were as much economic as spiritual. It was a time of food shortage, over-population and labour exploitation. The cities had succumbed as massively as the countryside to the new faith. In Graz, capital of Styria, for example, the number of Catholics taking Mass had shrunk by the mid-sixteenth century to a paltry two hundred.


For the Habsburgs, who had been Dukes of Styria since the founding of their dynasty, the great counter-reformation now began at home, with very little charity to accompany it. Protestant churches were destroyed by the hundreds; Protestant books burnt by the tens of thousands. In 1585 a new university was founded in Graz and placed in the Jesuits’ hands. The Lutherans of Austria were at last confronted with something they had hitherto been spared: an implacable and internationally organised intellectual foe already numbering over 10,000 dedicated priests. The spectre of the ‘Schwarzen’, the black Catholic reactionaries, had arisen. It was to haunt even the Austrian politics of today.


Once on the throne, Ferdinand extended this domestic backyard offensive throughout his non-Germanic domains. This was to have disastrous consequences when applied to the Slavs of Bohemia who, nearly two hundred years before, in tumult provoked by the great martyr John Hus, had shown what passion they could put into a religious battle. It was in Prague where, in another and greater conflict of faiths, those passions now boiled over again. This time they brought disastrous results not just for Austria but for the entire continent. The Bohemian Protestants, led by the nobleman Count Henry Matthias Thurn, came out in open rebellion against the Emperor’s persecution of their faith. To his decree forbidding them even to hold assemblies, they responded on 23 May 1618 by pitching the Emperor’s two Catholic Regents out of his Hradshin Palace windows into the ditch below, where they made a soft but humiliating landing. Drastic though such defiance was, nobody on either side of the brawl could have imagined its consequences. The so-called ‘Defenestration of Prague’ touched off Europe’s religious war of the Thirty Years.


The twists and turns of this drawn-out conflict, the dragging-in of one European state after another, the interplay of their religious engagement with down-to-earth power politics and the plain grab for land, land, ever more land – these only concern us in outline. More to the point is the effect of all these convulsions on any emerging Austrian consciousness. Here something significant did take place, and as with the legacy of Martin Luther himself, it was to feel its way down the generations, the grip tightening almost into a stranglehold over the Austrians as they entered the twentieth century. For this sixteenth-century struggle for the souls of the people living in the Habsburg heartland (the old ‘Mark’ along the middle Danube, Styria, Carinthia and Tyrol) took on the form of a struggle for their loyalty. Faced with a Catholic counter-reformation, directed by Jesuits, for the restored glory of Rome, the patriotic Austrian drum begins erratically to beat. Protestant writers who, along with Protestant priests and nobles, had now fled these heartlands in their thousands, wrote in exile of the ‘beloved fatherland Austria’ they had left behind. Even Count Adam Herberstorff, the Emperor’s principal henchman in the purge of his domestic ‘heretics’,* was not above resorting to patriotism as well as the gallows. He would appeal to Lutheran leaders contemplating emigration not to desert ‘their Austria’, for they would surely find no other country to match it abroad. However, there was a psychological side-effect even here. It was to Germany, home of Lutheranism, that most of the Austrian Protestant exiles had fled, seeing in it their cultural and spiritual home. It was to the north that many of their descendants went on looking for inspiration.


It was to the north that the Bohemians also looked for allies in their rebellion against Ferdinand’s Jesuitical onslaught, and they found a resplendent figurehead in the person of Frederick V, the Protestant Elector of the Rhine-Pfalz Palatinate. They offered him their crown, thus, in effect, deposing their own Emperor as King of Bohemia. The young and inexperienced Frederick was rash enough to accept, and thus – of all countries – England became the first outside power to be sucked into this confessional vortex. Frederick had married the lovely Princess Elisabeth, daughter of England’s King James I, whose subjects were already submerging under that wave of Puritanism which was to carry his son Charles I to the scaffold. The Puritans wanted nothing better in 1620 than to do battle with their fellow-minded German prince against the reactionary Catholic demons of Austria and Spain. But when battle was joined, on the White Hill just west of Prague on 8 November of that year, Frederick’s forces were totally crushed. Unheroically, he made no attempt to reorganise his supporters but simply fled the field and abandoned the cause, leaving Bohemia’s Protestants to the untender mercies of an exultant and unforgiving Emperor.


Ferdinand now embarked on a campaign of extirpation, directed not just against the rebellious Protestant leaders but against the entire nation, a campaign which, in its systematic and sustained ferocity, was to be unique in the history of the Habsburgs’ Austrian domains. Those of the Czech nobility who had not perished on the White Hill were nearly all driven into exile and their properties confiscated. It was reckoned that only eight of the great Bohemian families survived the tempest,* and with no middle class of substance to take their place, the Czech nation was left rudderless. For his part, Ferdinand proceeded not only to Catholicise Bohemia, but to Germanise it at the same time. Here is the relevance of this conflict to our Austrian theme.


All manner of European Catholic freebooters and adventurers got their hands on the spoils of the confiscated Bohemian estates, and some two-thirds of all land in the country changed hands in the process. The newcomers included Irish, French, Italians and Spaniards; but it was Germans, among them many from the German-speaking Austrian lands, who predominated, as they did in the new bureaucracy which was introduced to administer Bohemia, and in the universities which set the cultural tone. German was made the language of government and instruction. Czech was left to the peasants. Ferdinand thus turned Bohemia into a German colony, almost as completely as Cromwell was soon to turn Ireland into an English colony (though there, of course, the triumph of the faiths was reversed). In both cases, violent trouble was stored up for the future.


The war itself spluttered on in a series of violent and often unconnected campaigns which spread the length and breadth of the continent. King Christian of Denmark, encouraged by England, marched south to aid the beleaguered Protestants. As a good Lutheran, his heart may well have been in the cause; but his eyes were equally firmly fixed on the rich pickings to be won from the bishoprics of northern Germany. His challenge was dismissed in one crushing defeat at the hands of Catholic forces on the battlefield of Lutter in Thuringia on 27 August 1626. Five years later, another Scandinavian monarch brought an army south, a truly great leader who made not only King Christian but all the other princes of Europe look pygmies in comparison. This was Gustavus Adolphus of Sweden, who entered the fray financed by France, whose wily Chief Minister Cardinal Richelieu was seeking any instrument to reduce the growing power of Austria.


Like the Dane, Gustavus Adolphus was also after territory, in his case a slice of the Baltic coast to promote his commerce and protect his modest kingdom of a mere one and a half millions against Poland and Russia. Unlike King Christian, however, he proved a great soldier as well as a great statesman. Within eighteen months his troops in their distinctive yellow and blue uniforms had swept right down across Europe, entering the Bavarian capital, Munich, in triumph.* The Swedes carried on the fight even after the death of their warrior-king on the battlefield of Lützen on 16 November 1632. Indeed, three years later Sweden became officially allied to Catholic France, opposed by an equally mixed coalition of faiths: Catholic Austria and Catholic Spain fighting alongside Lutheran Germany and the Protestant Dutch Republic. Spain’s futile attempt to lead the coalition resulted, among other things, in the revolt of the Portuguese against Madrid and the establishment of the independent Portuguese kingdom of the Braganzas. As can be seen, for the nations of Europe, the Thirty Years’ War had become an arena for power politics, and not a crusade of the soul.


If we were to select one individual to personify not only the ruthless self-seeking spirit of the conflict but also its hopelessly muddled end, that could only be Prince Albert Wenceslas Wallenstein, the Bohemian noble who led a private army into battle in the Emperor’s name. Like the Emperor’s domestic henchman Count Herberstorff, Wallenstein had been educated at Protestant schools and universities; like him, he converted to Catholicism and espoused the Habsburg cause because he sniffed the scent of power as well as incense. However, his achievements, both on and off the battlefield, eclipsed anything the Styrian count had accomplished. Wallenstein was indeed one of the greatest freebooters of all time. Made Governor of Bohemia as a reward for his military prowess (it was he who had helped to crush the Danish threat and who had then defeated Gustavus Adolphus at Lützen), he proceeded, in effect, to pillage his own country. Given the right to mint, he debased the coinage and, with the profits, bought up no fewer than sixty of the confiscated Protestant estates. Weary of war and laden with possessions, he finally sought to play the great statesman and organise not only a personal army but also a personal peace of his own with the Swedes. This was his undoing, for the emperor now proscribed him as a traitor. The manner of his murder, at camp in Eger in 1634, typified the free-for-all enterprise of war in which he had himself over-indulged. The captain who drove the halberd into Wallenstein’s body was an Englishman acting on the orders of a Scots colonel. The colonel, in turn, was under an Irish general. It was a strange chain of command for a Habsburg execution.


Fourteen years after Wallenstein’s violent death, the settlement which he had sought to bring about by personal intrigue was reached at last by state diplomacy. The Peace of Westphalia (so-called because the negotiators had argued for nearly four years at the Westphalian towns of Münster and Osnabrück) gave something to both rival camps, reflecting the military deadlock between them. Sweden got her hold on the Baltic and western Pomerania; Bavaria was rewarded with the Upper Rhine Palatinate; France secured the provinces of Upper and Lower Alsace – a hostage to much future history. As for the Austrian Habsburgs who had started the conflagration, they were at least confirmed in their possession of both Bohemia and Hungary. One price they paid was the loss of some 40,000 of their Protestant subjects who left for Germany.


If the dynasty had consolidated its hold on the hereditary lands, that ‘Holy Roman Empire of the German Nation’ over which it was still the titular ruler had become even more of a nonsense after the Westphalian Peace. The ‘German Nation’ itself, which had never properly existed, was now a mosaic of over 350 separate states, divided again, roughly in two clusters of north and south, by the same faiths for which they had drawn the sword a century before. Yet this was the creation which had a century and a half of zombie-like existence still ahead of it.


One event did, however, bring the spirit of this zombie twitching into life, and that was the defence of all Christian Europe against the Turk. As we have seen, the first great Turkish incursion had brought about the crushing defeat of the Magyars, on the battlefield of Mohács in 1526, and with it the Turkish occupations for a century and a half of most of Hungary. But Budapest was not the only Western capital which Suleiman the Magnificent had coveted. Three years later his armies were battering away at the inner defence ramparts of Vienna, only for this vastly superior besieging force to be withdrawn – abruptly and with no clear reason – in October 1529. The empire had sent token reinforcements, a few hundred cavalry from the Rhineland, to help ward off this first invasion. But both the degree of danger and the scale of outside help were magnified many times over when the Turks, whose janissaries had never ceased to harass the Austrian frontier districts, struck again at Vienna in 1683.


This time the Grand Vizier, Kara Mustapha, had thrown up a circle of some 200,000 men,* lodged in 25,000 tents, all around the capital. The garrison had the advantage of a newly-constructed defensive system, a massive stone girdle of walls, ramparts and ditches which had only been completed a few years before. But they were outnumbered by nearly ten to one when the siege began on 12 July; by the beginning of September, battle casualties and disease had reduced those capable of bearing arms by half. Though the defence force consisted mainly of imperial troops, it was a very Viennese affair. The town commander, Count Starhemberg, was at his post to lead the resistance, together with the Mayor, Andreas von Liebenburg, and the bishop of the regional diocese, Count Kolonitz. (The Emperor Leopold had prudently withdrawn to Linz just before the Turkish tents went up.) There was thus a spirit of citizen solidarity about the ordeal which did much to bolster the special character of the Viennese in years to come. But in 1683 it was touch and go whether the green crescent of Islam would not be hoisted over their great cathedral of Saint Stephen. Turkish troops had already breached the defensive walls and were fighting their way into the city when, on 12 September, the great Christian relief army reached the ridge of the Kahlenberg Hills above the capital. At 4 a.m. Mass was read by the Papal legate, Marco d’Aviano, to the assembled officers. Twelve hours later it was all over. The rescue army, after fighting its way down the vineyards and the villages into the north-west approaches to the capital, met the main mass of Kara Mustapha’s forces head-on and broke them. The retreat turned into a rout as the Turks fled eastwards, never to return. The Viennese now gorged themselves on plunder. Apart from the sacks of beans on which they later founded their coffee houses, the Grand Vizier had abandoned some 30,000 cattle and pack animals and vast stores. One macabre find in his luxurious living tent was a pet ostrich which he had decapitated rather than leave behind for infidel hands.


The relief army contained contingents from several states of the Emperor’s ‘German Nation’, to which frantic appeals for help had been sent – Saxony, Bavaria, Franconia and Swabia. But the most powerful component was a force of some 20,000 Polish cavalrymen who had ridden down across the Carpathians to take part in the rescue. At their head was their monarch, King John III Sobieski, who, as the only sovereign on the field, had assumed command of the entire operation once the various columns had assembled. He was not the only non-German to lead the repulse of the Turks from Central Europe. The man who first wrested all of Hungary back for the Habsburgs and then cleared Turkish forces from the rest of the Danube Basin* was born in Paris and hailed from a cadet branch of the house of Savoy. Prince Franz Eugen had fought as a volunteer in the battle of September 1683, and three months later was given command of an Austrian cavalry regiment by a grateful emperor. It proved a good investment for the dynasty. The newly promoted colonel, who was then twenty years old, became a general at twenty-two and a field marshal at thirty. He was to fight seventeen campaigns, spread across eight European theatres of war, in the cause of three successive Habsburg emperors, Leopold I, Joseph I and Charles VI, and to serve also as their political counsellor. Yet this legendary ‘noble knight’, who was revered as an Austrian hero, could hardly speak German, let alone write it. And though his finest residence, the ill-fated Belvedere Palace,** was built in Vienna (with a splendid view up to those Kahlenberg Hills), its first owner never thought or felt as a Viennese. Indeed there is only one way in which he might be said to be typical of the capital’s inhabitants: they were already on their way to becoming one of Europe’s most intricately intertwined breed of races. Prince Eugen, with his 256 traceable ancestors (ranging from Spanish to Bulgarian and from Czech to Italian) was the noble apotheosis of such mixed blood. All of Europe was in his veins.


What impact could all these mighty military happenings have had on the Austrians as a people? Though the Viennese could burst with pride (it had, after all, been their siege), the final repulse of the Turks had not been a national victory but the very opposite: a crusading campaign of Western Christendom, commanded by a foreigner and waged for the greater glory of an increasingly multi-national dynasty. There was nothing to strengthen even a Germanic, let alone a specifically Austrian identity here, except perhaps on the cultural side. (This did not stop Adolf Hitler, two centuries after Prince Eugen’s death, placing him in the Valhalla of German heroes. In the Third Reich, both a battleship and a crack armoured division were named after him, while his regiment had carried his name in the Austrian army until the collapse of the Monarchy in 1918.)


The campaigns against the Turks had underlined something else which was also more dynastic than national. The function of the old ‘Eastern March’, with the Austrians serving primarily as a military buffer, was revived and, indeed, institutionalised. Alongside certain quaint results of the siege (such as the birth of the Viennese coffee house) and the marvellous cultural flowering of the baroque, came the strategic creation of the so-called ‘Military Frontier’ along the border regions of the Habsburg lands. This was a chain of special districts stretching along the eastern fringe of the Austrian Monarchy all the way from the Adriatic coast up and around to the Carpathians. Within these districts, every able-bodied man was liable for military service, and those not called up took turns on picket duties along the frontier with the Ottoman empire. The regular units were based, like fire services, on individual villages, and this enabled the entire carpet of defence units to be moved backwards or forwards as the strategic situation demanded. The German language was introduced into the schools of those districts, since the local boys, of whatever race or creed, had the linguistic need for service in the imperial colours.* And though these so-called ‘Grenzer’ or Frontiersmen became a special breed, they were very much the emperor’s men. They were commanded by officers drawn from all parts of the Monarchy and constituted a permanent cordon of civilian and military servants of the dynasty.


This concept of an institutionalised public service dated back in embryonic form to the Emperor Maximilian. It was both sharpened and broadened under the great Empress Maria Theresa, who came to the throne in 1740, four years after Prince Eugen had left the scene. She created what in a democratic system would have been a state bureaucracy, answerable to the government of the day, but which, in the Habsburg context, constituted one vast flock of dynastic administrators, all answerable only to a Monarchy which held itself to be self-perpetuating.


Indeed, the very issue of its self-perpetuation led to the first armed conflict of her reign. Forty years before, Europe had been plunged into war over who was to succeed Charles II, the last of the Spanish Habsburgs, a human wreck who had died in November 1700 without siring an heir: was it to be Philip of France or Charles of Austria, both of whom were named in his will? For thirteen years the major powers, including England, had done battle in this War of the Spanish Succession. Now, fighting broke out again over Habsburg family title and Habsburg family lands. Though closer to home, this War of the Austrian Succession must have seemed even more confusing to the Austrians. To begin with – and this was the key to the dispute – their dynasty altered its ancient rules of inheritance and ended up by changing even its name. Maria Theresa had been the only child of the Emperor Charles VI and, according to the ancient Salic law, could not succeed him as a daughter. He therefore promulgated in 1713 a radical new family statute, known as the Pragmatic Sanction, which provided for her to accede to his crown and to all his possessions.


But the Habsburg Monarchy, though a purely family affair to its members, was also a major player in European power politics, and such a transformation in its structure had to be sold abroad. Each country had its price for acceptance, as Charles discovered to his cost over a series of complex negotiations which dragged on almost until his death. England, for example, secured trading concessions in the Indian Ocean, where a rival company based in Ostend was operating; France secured the reversion of Lorraine. Finally, in 1738, after a manic imbroglio which also involved the Polish succession (Europe seemed to have nothing on its hands at the time but dynastic squabbles), the continuing dispute between Paris and Vienna was settled by the marriage of Maria Theresa to France’s Duke of Lorraine. When the Austrian heiress duly succeeded to her throne two years later therefore, the dynasty became – and remained – that of Habsburg-Lorraine.


There is no need to recount here how the young and inexperienced empress survived the onslaught on her inheritance which was now lavished by those same powers who had promised to respect it; but survive, at the end, she did, though at the heavy cost of yielding up Silesia to Frederick II of Prussia.* It was he who had struck the first blow by invading the province without provocation or warning only three months after her accession. The defeat of a wobbly Austrian army by the highly drilled Prussian infantry on the field of Mollwitz was a foretaste of the far more momentous victory scored by Prussia over the forces of the Habsburg Monarchy at Königgrätz in the century to come. But what needs stressing for our purposes is that all Maria Theresa’s struggles in this and subsequent wars did not create any concept of the French, the English or even the Prussians as being the enemy of the Austrian people. Her famous ‘reversal of alliances’, when she abandoned her partnership with England and switched to one with France to form a new anti-Prussian coalition, anyway complicated the question of allegiances.


The Austrians were not, as it happened, to find their foe of the emotional knee-jerk, their ‘national enemy’, until the Italians came to fulfil that role two hundred years later. Maria Theresa came to be revered as their Landesmutter, or ‘mother of the people’, and if the Austrians fought with any enthusiasm in her battle to keep her dynastic possessions, this was not conventional patriotism but rather the fidelity of gamekeepers and estate workers, all banded together to save the family castle under siege. Not for nothing is the first of her great conflicts known as ‘The War of the Austrian Succession’. What the struggle with Prussia did bring about was an exacerbation of the great energy-draining religious conflict which had already split the Monarchy since Luther’s time. At one point in the conflict, the Protestant Höhenzollern King of Prussia occupied Prague, subduing the Jesuits. But in 1743 Maria Theresa came back in triumph, the crown of Bohemia was placed on her head and the Catholic supremacy restored with more anti-Protestant edicts than ever.**


Nor was the deepening conflict between north and south confined to religion. The centralised bureaucracy which Maria Theresa now set up (its chief architect was Count Frederick Haugwitz, a general from Lutheran Saxony) embraced Slav Bohemia and Magyar Hungary as well as the feudal Austrian lands. It was a multi-national concept of administration which for the first time had emerged as the Monarchy’s best chance of survival. Unfortunately, opposing it from now on stood a violent, uncompromising and ambitious newcomer on Europe’s royal scene. Brandenburg-Prussia had only been raised to the dignity of a kingdom in 1700 (by Leopold I, the Habsburg Holy Roman Emperor of the day; who else?). Yet the parvenu soon turned challenger. Höhen-zollern Prussia became the herald of a purely German patriotism, anti-Slav from the outset and eventually anti-anything which stood outside the sacred Teutonic bloc. It was from this dual opposition, nationalist as well as religious, each spawning rival outpourings in literature and art, that there arose that spiritual tug-of-war which almost destroyed the Austrians in the twentieth century.


But did this momentous reign of such a great sovereign, with all its switchbacks of tragedy and triumphs, leave behind it no impulse, no mark which was specifically Austrian? The answer is yes, and the symbol of it looks at us today in the western suburbs of Vienna: Schönbrunn Palace. Maria Theresa did not build the palace (work started under the Emperor Leopold in 1696 and was completed by 1711, more than thirty years before her accession); but after she moved in, in 1740, she made it her own. For the rest of her life and reign it was her summer home as well as her centre of government. All sixteen of her children were raised there. One of many incidents which emphasised the domesticity of the place happened on that evening of 12 February 1768 when she burst into her box at the palace’s theatre in the middle of a performance and stopped the actors dead in their tracks by shouting to one and all: ‘Children, “Poldi” [Leopold] has just had a boy!’ She was announcing the arrival of a new grandson; and as the ‘Mother of the People’ she tended to address her subjects in intimate surroundings as ‘children’.


The very existence of that theatre, and indeed the design of the whole palace, points us to another specific: Austrian baroque. The first baroque palaces of Vienna, for example those of Lobkowitz, Starhemberg, Hara-rach in the city centre, were designed in the late seventeenth century by architects from Italy, from where the original inspiration for baroque in most of its forms had come. But Fischer von Erlach, whose basic design for Schönbrunn survived many changes,* was born in Graz. Like that other great architect of Austrian baroque, Johann Lukas von Hildebrandt (who, in the same period, had built the great Belvedere Palace for Prince Eugen), Fischer von Erlach could, and did, evolve a specifically Austrian style. But what was this style, and how could it be said to represent anything by now characteristic of the people?


Here we come across something not unexpected but nonetheless intriguing. Austrian baroque is not native, but rather a unique blend of foreign styles. It does not spring from Austrian roots, but from a mix of other roots. Antiquity, Renaissance, Oriental and, of course, Italian and French influences are combined in Schönbrunn: on the front facade, for example, are tall Ionic pilasters placed between each of the thirty-seven window sections (some of these oblong, some arched, some square, some pedimented, but all topped with Roman-style statuary). The theme of classic austerity combined with eighteenth-century voluptuousness is repeated in the showpiece of the interior: the Great Gallery, where plain fluted columns support the extravagances of the curving painted ceilings. And in the lovely Blue Room – the very place where, one day, Maria Theresa’s dynasty was to bow itself out of power for ever – the Far East is recalled by oval and rectangular Chinese motifs set in the walls.


The baroque theatre itself – one of the finest in existence – is also symbolic of Austrian style in Maria Theresa’s age, for this was very much a culture of the theatre. By this is meant not merely the stage of actors and singers, flourishing though this was. More all-pervasive was the calculated high drama of church festivals and religious services, feasts for the eyes, nose and ears which spread, like the distinctive yellow of Schönbrunn, to the thousands of baroque abbeys and churches built throughout the Monarchy. Vienna’s Corpus Christi Day processions became the apotheosis of this cultural propaganda: gigantic theatrical shows, with the cream of religious and lay society as their star attractions. The aim was to dazzle and to glorify, and the chief object of veneration, alongside the deity, was the monarch. The Holy Trinity found its secular counterpart in Austria, Hungary and Bohemia, the three great jewels of the Habsburg crown. Thus the exuberance of the baroque age – an exuberance felt with special zest in a Vienna delivered from the nightmare of Turkish occupation – was itself channelled to the greater glory of the dynasty. The Austrians were gradually being enfolded by that family allegiance immortalised by the comment of their Emperor Francis II on hearing one of his subjects being praised for patriotism: ‘Is he a patriot for me?’


A prodigious thinker was on hand to encapsulate all this in philosophy: Gottfried Wilhelm Leibniz. In his principal work, Theodizee, he proclaimed the world of the eighteenth century to be the creation of God and its governance the best of all systems for humankind. The Habsburg Monarchy was a great favourite of this prolific polymath. (Leibniz’s tracts and letters, nearly 100,000 in number, covered mathematics, physics and linguistics as well as politics and religion.) For in the Monarchy, and the Holy Roman Empire whose crown it also bore, Leibniz saw the perfect living fusion of all the faiths, creeds, races and social systems of Christian Europe. This has led him to be hailed by some historians as the Austrian thinker par excellence. One caveat needs to be entered, however. Leibniz was no Austrian. He was a German, the founder and first president of the Academy of Sciences in Berlin.


A lack of state patriotism, as much of Europe was coming to understand that concept, was not the only shackle on the Austrian spirit as it entered the modern age. The other was its very limited and muddled concepts of constitutional and individual liberty. Maria Theresa’s son and successor, Joseph II, had indeed carried out many radical reforms during the ten years (1780–90) of his reign. His Toleration Patent’, while leaving Catholicism as the dominant religion of the Monarchy, did allow the other main faiths to build their own churches and schools; some seven hundred monasteries, on the other hand, were dissolved. Marriage was made a purely civil contract; a new penal code abolished both the death penalty and torture to extract confessions, and the long-suffering peasantry were at least granted major freedoms.* There was even a system of poor-law relief which could be claimed by anyone resident for ten years in their local parish.


All this certainly entitles Maria Theresa’s son to his niche among the icons of ‘benevolent despots’. Yet two reservations must be made, as concerns the impact of his reforms on his Austrian subjects. The first is that many of his measures were either cancelled or watered down by his brother and successor, Leopold II, who hailed from the cadet family line established in Tuscany. The second is a dual one. On the one hand, much of Joseph’s benevolence had a hard pragmatic aim: in casting off many of the feudal chains which shackled his peasantry, for example, he sought to make them a more productive source of labour and income. On the other hand, he remained very much the despot. Indeed, the Monarchy’s secret police force, which was to play such a dark role in Austrian life under his successors, was in fact his creation. It was the great reformer who, in 1782, converted the court’s crude surveillance network into a permanent and separate service. Its chief, Count Anton Pergen, enlisted a horde of informers to spy on the army and the bureaucracy. The Count reported directly to the Emperor.


Foreigners and political suspects were added as targets in later years, when Count Pergen’s secret police began its transformation into an instrument of suppression. The immediate aims of its founder were to ensure that the soulless administrative machine he had created to govern ‘the state’ (by which, of course, was meant the dynasty in its governmental garb) should run smoothly to discharge the decrees he had laid down. These were almost mind-boggling in their volume and scope. By the end of his brief ten-year reign there were over 6000 new imperial edicts, the majority prescribed by the ruler himself. His roving commissioners were charged to investigate everything in the districts they visited, from whether the houses had numbers to whether the local clergy were respected; from what was being done for blind, deaf and crippled children to whether the sale of contraceptive methods was permitted. His own detailed decisions included adding a zebra to the Schönbrunn Zoo; banning corsets for girls in mixed schools so as to reduce any distracting enhancement of their bodies; the rationing of candles; the re-use of coffins; and forbidding the peasantry to bake gingerbread because of its bad effect on their stomachs.


His object was to make his subjects happy, as well as efficient – and both by decree. But the result was to implant on the people a nervous reverence for ‘Obrigkeit’ or state authority. This became a graver matter when that state authority, which Joseph II endowed with omnipotence as well as omniscience, passed into less scrupulous hands. It was also, however benign the initial aim, the birth for the Austrians of the ‘informer society’. Servants were to inform on their masters; clerks on their departmental chiefs; priests on their bishops; subalterns on their colonels; and coachmen on everyone. The legacy of this needs no underlining.


There was a reaction even in Joseph’s time: the growth of Masonic societies and other secret organisations, such as the ‘Illuminati’.* The emperor trod warily against them for a while, if only because his own father had been a Grand Master. However, towards the end of his reign, his patience snapped with these mysterious radicals about whom Count Pergen was constantly reporting. In December 1785 he issued a special decree to try and bring the Masons to heel. Vienna’s eight lodges were cut down to two. Provincial capitals were to be restricted to one lodge only and lists of members throughout the Monarchy were to be submitted to the police.


The most famous Masonic sympathiser of the day was, of course, Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart, who flaunted the symbolism of Freemasonry for all time in his last operatic masterpiece, Die Zauberflüte. It was altogether not surprising that Joseph II felt a little unsure about the greatest composer of his reign (and some would claim, of any reign). His well-known comment after hearing Die Entführung aus dem Serail for the first time: ‘Too beautiful for our ears and much too many notes, dear Mozart,’** sums up the contrast between the Germanic imperial bureaucrat (who preferred the plainer operatic fare of the German-born Christoph Gluck) and this unpredictable, irrepressible genius who belonged nowhere, yet everywhere. It was just as well for the Emperor’s temper that he died the year before Die Zauberflüte was created.


The century towards which the Habsburgs were now moving was to see the gradual triumph of two concepts: democracy and nationalism. Each was in itself a threat to the survival of the dynasty. When the two joined hands, any hope of stability inside the Monarchy was doomed. Before describing its slow death, we need to see how the Austrians themselves were equipped to face this dual challenge to their future.


The empire that Joseph II left behind had enjoyed a taste of individual liberty, and the taste lingered on even after the cup had been drawn away by his successor. But the Monarchy and, above all, its Austro-German administrators, remained a hopeless misfit for the modern age which was almost upon them. Its social structure resembled a rigid pyramid at whose apex stood a family of semi-deities (the Habsburg emperor and his clan of archdukes); a thick wedge of nobility underneath; a class of non-noble bureaucrats, university graduates and professional men (defined officially in the 1780 census as ‘Honoratior’) below them; a relatively small group of ’burgher? in the towns; and finally, in the countryside which represented most of the Monarchy’s wealth, the peasantry who generated that wealth.


But this was not, as in some other European countries at the time, a flexible pyramid which could adjust readily to pressures for change. The ruling dynasty, for example, drew a firm and very thick line between itself and all but a handful of even the high nobility.* This ‘Hochadel,’ in turn, kept itself leagues apart from the great mass of society below. Nobles occupied the top posts in the army, in diplomacy, in domestic administration and largely even in the Church; their birth guaranteed initial recruitment, and special channels of privilege their promotion. Their wealth came from their entailed estates, some of them the size of English counties. A few hundred of these families owned, between them, almost half the land in the empire. The lesser nobility, especially in Hungary, stood closer to the ordinary people and, therefore, were a potential force for change. But essentially the nobles high and low were hereditary stewards of the Habsburg estate. Parliament, or any other such people’s forum, did not, of course, exist. Royal power was exercised in each land, through a governor. He was a noble and so were the leaders of the so-called ‘Diet’ which met under him. Such a pyramid was almost impossible to reshape. It was easier to topple it altogether.


When one looks back from the viewpoint of nationalism at the Habsburg Monarchy as it entered the nineteenth century, the prospect appears positively nightmarish. Only the oldest hereditary territories of Lower and Upper Austria were ethnically compact: their combined population of some 180,000 was solidly German, or German-speaking, if we can already think of ‘Austria’. Elsewhere, even in the other Austrian lands of Styria, Carinthia or the Tirol, Slovenes and Italians loom large on the census rolls, whereas in provinces like Carniola or Gorizia the German element is simply swamped.


The mixture in the two main kingdoms of the Monarchy was just as jumbled. Bohemia, for example, returned about 1.5 million Czechs to a million Germans in the 1780 census while the lands of the Hungarian crown showed some 3.3 million Magyars heavily outnumbered in total by Slovaks, Croats, Romanians, Serbs, Ruthenes, Germans and Slovenes – to name only the main groups. Nor were these races distributed in tidy packages; there were ethnic overspills and left-overs from earlier treaties or battles or waves of migration left stranded in all directions. Again, the near-hopelessness of finding any tidy solution stands out – even before nationalist agitation complicated the task a hundredfold. Like the social pyramid, this map was easier to destroy altogether than to reshape.


The very proclamation by which Joseph II had assumed the succession sets out the grandiose complexity of the Habsburg inheritance at the end of the eighteenth century, a complexity which was ultimately to become fatal in the twentieth. It begins:




We, Joseph II, by God’s Grace the elected Roman Emperor . . . King in Germany, of Jerusalem, Hungary, Bohemia, Dalmatia, Croatia, Slavonia, Galizia and Lodomeria, Archduke of Austria; Duke of Burgundy, of Lorraine, of Styria, of Carinthia and of Krainia; Grand Duke of Tuscany, Prince of Transylvania; Margrave of Moravia; Duke of Brabant, of Limburg, of Luxemburg and Geldern, of Württemberg, of Upper and Lower Silesia, of Milan, of Mantua, of Parma, Placenza, Quastalla, Auschwitz and Zator, of Calabria, of Bar, of Montferrat and Teschen; Prince of Swabia and of Charlesville; Princely Count of Habsburg, of Flanders, of Tyrol, of Hennegau, of Kyburg, of Gorizia and Gradiska; Margrave of the Holy Roman Empire, of Burgau; of Upper and Lower Lusatia; of Pont à Mousson and Nimenü; Count of Namur, of Vaudemont, of Blankenburg, of Zutphen, of Saarwerden, of Salm and of Falkenstein; Lord of the Windisch Mark and Melcheln . . .





Some of these titles, like that to Jerusalem, rested on little more than a religious quirk; some, like that of Burgundy, were in name only. Others, like the Italian possessions, were first to be augmented by victories in war and diplomacy, only to be stripped away, one by one, by the forces of liberal nationalism. Both processes were now precipitated by the approaching storm of the French Revolution, and the giant who rode it, Napoleon Bonaparte.







* Herberstorff was typical of many who swung between the rival creeds at the time. His parents were both staunch Lutherans, and he had himself been educated at Lutheran schools and universities. When he embraced ‘the old faith’ instead, it was with all the virulence of an opportunistic fanatic.


* Lobkowitz, Czernin, Kinsky, Kolowrat, Kaunitz, Schlick, Waldstein and Sternberg (the last three being Czech despite the German name of their ancestral home).


* To this day, a wayside cross three miles outside the Tyrolean ski resort of Kitzbühel bears the legend: ‘Bis Hierher und nicht welter katnen die Swedischen Reiter’ (This far, and no further, came the Swedish horsemen’).


* This excluded the enormous train of camp followers – everything from tradesmen and gypsies to singers, clowns and jugglers to entertain the troops. Prostitutes also abounded, with the Grand Vizier himself setting the example of sexual indulgence. His travelling harem numbered 1500 women, with seven hundred black eunuchs as guards.


* Notably by conquering Belgrade in 1717. The resulting Peace of Passarowitz, signed in July of the following year, gave northern Serbia, the adjoining region of Banat and Wallachia to the Habsburgs, so that the Austrian monarchy, at its territorial zenith, stretched from the mountains of Transylvania to Ostend.


** It was from the Belvedere that, in April 1770, the Archduchess Maria Antoinette left for Paris to become the bride of Louis XVI with whom she was to die at the guillotine. It was also from here that in June 1914 the Archduke Francis Ferdinand left on the visit to Sarajevo which was to bring about his assassination and spark off the Great War.


* The problem can be appreciated by looking at the population breakdown of the Hungarian Military Frontier towards the end of the eighteenth century. This contained no Magyars(!); only 20,000 German speakers, but 360,000 Croats, 240,000 Serbs and 80,000 Roumanians.


* The crisis had even cost the dynasty a temporary loss of the Holy Roman Crown itself. In the hope of placating King Charles of Bavaria, who was also contesting Maria Theresa’s succession, she transferred the Imperial title to him. It was soon regained.


** In 1752, for example, she declared any follower of the Protestant faith to be the equivalent of a traitor or rebel, and liable to execution. Frederick of Prussia was, of course, urging the Protestants of Bohemia to try to stir up trouble for the Empress.


* His first plan, for five ornamental terraces leading to a magnificent building stretching all along the crest of a ridge, was abandoned because it would have cost too much. The three domes of his original design for the more modest project were torn down by the architect Nicolaus Pacassi in favour of a flat roof.


* Barbarous punishments continued to be meted out, however, sometimes ordered by Joseph II in person; and when in 1784 a revolt of the Wallachian peasants of Transylvania was put down, the fate of the ringleaders was appalling. Hora, the chief of the rebels, was broken on the wheel and 150 of his followers publicly impaled.


* Founded by a German professor, Adam Weishaupt, of Ingolstadt University. Its members included many Austrian nobles and intellectuals. It had its lodges and grades of office, like the Masons, and some of its ceremonies denounced religion as a fraud and rulers as usurpers.


** Less often quoted is Mozart’s remarkably robust reply: ‘Just so many, Your Majesty, as are needed!’


* Only twenty-one families in the monarchy (fifteen princely and six headed by counts) enjoyed the privilege of automatic access to the court and the right to marry into the imperial family. A whole chapter would be needed to describe the intrigues surrounding the selection process.
















III

Winds of Change


JOSEPH THE REFORMER may have been spared having to endure the undisguised Freemasonry of Mozart’s Zaubetflöte; but the Emperor had lived long enough to learn of the storming of the Bastille in Paris in 1789, and to take in something of its message. The conservative Catholic Habsburgs were the arch-enemies of the Revolution. This was rubbed home soon enough for Joseph’s brother and short-lived successor Leopold II, who was crowned Roman Emperor at Frankfurt on 6 October 1790. The coronation was something of an act of defiance. Two months previously, the Constituent Assembly in Paris had abolished all feudal rights, including those of the German princes in Alsace and Lorraine. By this decree, Revolutionary France declared war on the monarchical system of the entire continent and, as regards the Habsburg Monarchy, had sought to extinguish even the dynasty’s proper name. As Roman Emperor and, more practically, as King of Germany, Leopold protested; a circular letter issued by his Chancellor, Kaunitz, called on all Europe’s sovereigns to unite against the common menace. The immediate result was the alliance of 1792 between Austria and Prussia – the two German states henceforth destined to be both rivals and partners in the European power game.


A year later, the revolutionaries struck a savage personal blow at the Habsburg family. The Archduchess Maria Antoinette had married the future Louis XVI in 1770, entering history as the feckless and extravagant Queen Marie Antoinette. In 1793, with France declared a republic, the National Convention then in power ordered her execution, following that of her husband.


After Napoleon’s rise to power, the Habsburgs felt something far more than a family bereavement. His military genius soon threatened the very existence of their Monarchy. To begin with, he faced them as a mere general, commander-in-chief of the French Army of Italy, where the Habsburgs held possessions stretching from Trieste down to Tuscany. In the spring of 1796 he drove them out of Milan; the following year he took the great fortress of Mantua, beating back in succession the four relief armies sent over the Alps to save the garrison. Napoleon then marched north on Vienna itself and was within sixty miles of the capital when the Monarchy (now ruled by Francis I) sued for an armistice. At the Peace of Camp Formic in October 1797 Austria ceded to France its provinces in the south Netherlands (Belgium) and acknowledged the new Chiseling Republic of Lombardy which Napoleon had set up as an outpost of French power. It was a humiliating trade-off.


When Napoleon struck next at Austria, three years later, it was as First Consul of the Republic and virtual master of France. The battlefield was again Italy, where he flung himself at the Austrian forces who were besieging Genoa. Despite the fact that he had hauled across the Alps only fifteen guns to the enemyàs two hundred, he won a crushing victory at Marengo on 4 June 1800. Once again, the Emperor Francis had to sue for peace, and at Lunéville in February of the following year Austria was obliged to recognize the Rhine, along with the Alps and the Pyrenees, as Franceàs ànatural frontiersà and also acknowledge all the client-republics which Napoleon had established beyond those frontiers.


In his final metamorphosis Napoleon confronted the Habsburgs as a self-styled, self-crowned emperor. It was his police chief Joseph Fouché (later to be created Duke of Otranto by his grateful master) who seems to have suggested to Bonaparte in the spring of 1804 that he should transform his office of Life Consul into an imperial throne. Fouché had recently uncovered an English-financed plot to assassinate the Consul; if Napoleon substituted a hereditary empire for the consulate and sired a son, then, Fouché argued, the succession could be assured whatever happened. The police chief and others who floated the idea were conjuring up a dream which was already stirring in the Consul’s mind. Napoleon could only imagine himself, not as the successor of Louis XVI, whom he despised, but of Charlemagne, the master of Western Europe a thousand years before, whom he venerated. The French empire was duly proclaimed in May 1804 and, on 2 December, the coronation followed in the Cathedral of Notre Dame. Pope Pius VII had been summoned up from Rome to direct the ceremony but, just as he was lowering the imperial crown, Napoleon seized it from his hands and crowned himself.


The challenge to the Habsburg title was inescapable. Europe had room for only one latter-day Charlemagne. On 10 August 1804, Francis prudently bowed before fate by styling himself ‘Hereditary Emperor of Austria’, thus securing for his dynasty an imperial bolt-hole from which not even Bonaparte could dislodge him. For some months he went on issuing documents in the old style of ‘Roman Emperor Elect’ alongside his new designation. But Napoleon swiftly killed off the charade, beginning, as usual, on the battlefield. On 2 December 1805, in what became recognised as the most brilliant of all his victories, he crushed the combined Austrian and Russian armies at Austerlitz, killing and wounding 15,000 of the allied army and taking 20,000 prisoner.* The Peace of Pressburg, which followed on 26 December, was equally crushing. Austria now lost not only that portion of the Venetian Republic Napoleon had given her eight years before, but also suffered terrible amputations in the historic lands. Tyrol and Vorarlberg were ceded to Bavaria, while Napoleon’s other allies, Baden and Württemberg, took what was left of the Habsburgs’ German possessions. (As usual, Napoleon offered an ironic sweetener. At Campo Formio, it had been a portion of Venice; now, he condescended to hand Salzburg to the Monarchy.)


The Peace of Pressburg had driven Austria’s presence out of western Germany. The following summer, Napoleon filled the political vacuum he had created. On 17 July 1806, Bavaria, Württemberg and Baden led the procession of sixteen German states who assembled at Paris to constitute the so-called Confederation of the Rhine. In return for substantial bribes from their new master (Bavaria and Württemberg were made into kingdoms; Baden was turned into a grand duchy), the sixteen princes repudiated the laws of the Roman empire and on 1 August Napoleon, now installed as the ‘Protector’ of the Confederation, pronounced the old Roman empire to be defunct. The legal death certificate still had to be written out, and there was only one person who could discharge this formality: the Emperor Francis II** himself. On 6 August 1806, he declared the thousand-year-old empire of Charlemagne, whose elective crown his dynasty had borne, virtually without interruption, since 1438, to be dissolved. The creation of the new Rhenish Confederation, his proclamation rang, ‘had made it totally impossible for us to discharge any longer our imperial office’. All the principalities and estates were discharged of their loyalties and, in an empty gesture, commended to the care of the newly declared ‘Hereditary Empire of Austria’. This was a pathetic touch, as though the proprietor of an old-established but now bankrupt family business were touting for clients under different management. Even the brass plate was redesigned accordingly. To try and retain some link with the pre-Napoleonic past, Francis declared that the Holy Roman symbol of the double-headed eagle and the traditional colours of the German Empire, black and gold, would both be carried by Habsburg Austria.


Napoleon also turned to the past in a search for ready-made lineage. This Corsican adventurer, nicknamed (out of his hearing) ‘le petit tondu’ because of his inelegant close-cropped hair, was now an emperor himself and was soon scanning the courts of Europe for a suitable imperial bride. To begin with, it was by now clear that his existing wife, Josephine de Beauharnais, whom he had married in 1796, would not bear him the son he required to succeed him as emperor. Furthermore, political profit could only derive from a match with one of the great continental dynasties arrayed in shifting coalitions against him.


He first favoured a Russian grand duchess, and put out feelers in St Petersburg for the hand of Anna, the fifteen-year-old youngest sister of Tsar Alexander. However, it was Austria which finally carried the day, despite the fact that in 1809 Napoleon, on the warpath again, had once more marched down the Danube and entered Vienna as a conqueror. This time, the Austrian armies (each commanded by brothers of the Emperor Francis, the Archdukes Charles, John and Joseph) had put up a much stiffer resistance than that offered four years previously. Indeed, on the Danube meadows of Aspern, just outside the capital, the Archduke Charles had scored one of the few battlefield victories ever registered against Napoleon. But the end was familiar. The French forces regrouped to crush their opponents; the Emperor Francis again fled (this time to western Hungary); on 13 May 1809, Napoleon again slept in Schönbrunn Palace; and it was there on 14 October 1809 that Austria had to sign yet another hard Napoleonic peace.* Francis was lucky to escape with his crown; at one point Napoleon had seemed determined to depose him.


Yet only six months later, on 11 March 1810, the Archduchess Maria Louisa, eighteen-year-old daughter of the Austrian Emperor, was married by proxy to Napoleon in the chapel of the Vienna Hofburg. The man who stood in for the bridegroom at the ceremony was none other than the Archduke Charles who had fought him so valiantly on the Danube plains. All the church bells in the capital pealed in salute and the Viennese cheered vociferously in the streets when the new Empress of France set out to join her husband. Having first seen his sister and brother-in-law killed by the French Revolution, the Emperor Francis had now acquired a French son-in-law in the person of the all-conquering heir to that revolution. Two points need noting: first, the predominance of dynasty in all this and, second, the absence of any patriotic anti-French sentiment among the Austrian people. The two factors are not, of course, unrelated.


Once again, in tracing the Austrian people’s faltering consciousness of themselves down the centuries, it is worth contrasting the mood created by the Napoleonic wars in other European countries, above all in England. The populace of London would have rioted against any English princess rash enough to contemplate marriage with Bonaparte. As ‘Boney’, he had become a new symbol of the age-old rivalry between the two nations, a symbol so potent and so rooted in popular feeling that, all over Britain, mothers would warn their wayward children that, like some Gallic Saint Nicholas, this ogre would come for them in person if they did not mend their ways. The anti-invasion Martello towers which went up along the coasts reflected the official panic that ‘Boney’ was coming anyway. Not surprisingly, the crucial sea-battle of Trafalgar on 21 October 1805, which had virtually banished the threat of that invasion, entered the psyche of the island people. So much so that, nearly two centuries later, when the search was on for a new British national holiday, ‘Trafalgar Day’ was one suggestion. The idea was dropped, mainly because of its chauvinistic tone, unwelcome in the drive for pan-European harmony with which the twentieth century ended. When the nineteenth century began, however, that was precisely the right note to strike. The homage paid by the dynasty to the Habsburg archduke who had inflicted a temporary setback on Napoleon at Aspern was a puny thing compared with the giant column raised, with public support, in the heart of London to the victor of Trafalgar. Admiral Nelson’s famous signal to his fleet before that battle: ‘England expects that every man will do his duty’ echoed down the ages. Throughout Europe – the Habsburg Monarchy included – the French Revolution and the great legal reforms of Napoleon which followed had sown seeds of liberalism which were eventually to germinate and burst up through the hard crust of autocracy. But among the Austrian people, the struggle against France produced no comparable patriotic surge despite the fact that Napoleon had twice entered their capital as a conqueror. More and yet also less than that: such outbursts of ‘Austrian’ patriotism which were registered during the Napoleonic era were, for the most part, not national at all. They were provincial at one end of the scale, and Germanic at the other. Andreas Hofer, the innkeeper from the Passeirer valley who led the revolt of his Tyrolean followers against the French in 1809, is the supreme example of regional resistance. Indeed, with his famous victory over the forces of General Lefèbre on the Isel, he joins the Archduke Charles and his officers in that tiny group of Austrian commanders who got the better of Napoleon’s troops. But the Tyrol had always been a special island in the Teutonic ocean. Hofer’s shabby fate (executed in Mantua a year later on charges of treason) only strengthened the Tyroleans’ fierce provincial pride.


Those who fought at the time with their pens for a so-called Austrian identity were, with the exception of the archivist Johann von Hormayr (himself a Tyrolean), largely Germans. The most influential of this group was Friedrick von Gentz, a Prussian who had entered the service of the Habsburgs in 1802. He, and colleagues like Friedrich Schlegel, produced a stream of manifestos and newspaper articles to mobilise popular resistance against Napoleon. But their leaflets were usually addressed to ‘The Germans’ or ‘The German Nation’; where Vienna was singled out for mention, it was as ‘a precious part of Germany’. The fact that the great age of German literature was now flowering, headed by the prolific genius of Goethe, made this subsummation all the easier to apply to the Austrians, and all the easier for them to live with.


It was Goethe himself who, in his Dichtung und Wahrheit, described how the walls of the Electoral Hall in Frankfurt had been covered with the portraits of one Holy Roman Emperor after another until, towards the end of the eighteenth century, there was room for only one more. That place had been filled in 1792 by the Emperor Francis, who in 1806 was indeed to prove the last of the line. And yet, during that tense summer of 1809, with its seesaw military struggles around Vienna, the question had been mooted in the Habsburg camp as to whether the Holy Roman Empire might, after all, be revived as Austria’s best hope of mobilising continental resistance to Napoleon. The idea was to be raised again in 1815, this time by the German princes, panicking at the news that Bonaparte had returned from exile in Elba to challenge his enemies again. Was there any flicker of life under the Roman empire’s shroud?


When the records of the defunct body were examined, more than 20,000 unresolved cases were found in the archives of one of its judicial organs, the so-called Aulic Council in Vienna. Among the disputes which had been settled was one which had taken most of the fifteenth and part of the sixteenth centuries to resolve, doubtless to the delight and profit of the generations of lawyers involved. Such absurdities seemed to belong only to an empire of the clouds. Yet, in its late medieval form, when the Habsburgs began their long tenure as Holy Roman emperors, the classical concept of the empire – embodying the union in peace of Western Christendom – had not yet been shattered by the great religious wars. Nationalism had not yet put down wide roots, so the idea of a supreme European power, set above all peoples of the continent, was still feasible. Nor was that power only spiritual. The emperor alone could create kingdoms and make monarchs out of princes, and from the Divine Right of emperors emanated the Divine Bight of kings. (Even Frederick I, as we have seen, had to seek his Prussian crown from this fount of all sovereignty.) The great orders of chivalry which had no country could only be based on pope and emperor, reflecting the conviction that Europe was something more than the sum of its separate parts.


It was the upsurge of nationalism which eroded this concept of universality: first through the absorption of the Holy Roman Empire into the German empire; then through the Thirty Years of religious conflict which cracked the empire’s sacramental base and increased Europe’s centripetal tendencies; and finally through the great liberal-national movements of the nineteenth century. It was now that the Habsburgs, though no longer wearing the Holy Roman crown, fought their long losing battle for the supra-nationalism which that crown had represented. Their Austrian subjects were to be caught slap in the middle of this tug-of-war between the old and the new.


For a while, however, something perversely between the two emerged, the so-called Concert of Europe. Appropriately, the setting was Vienna. It had been from the Austrian capital that, in 1791, the appeal had gone out to all the European powers to unite against the French revolutionary menace. After the defeat of Napoleon, the giant thrown up by that revolution, it was in Vienna that the great Congress of powers gathered to trace not only the new frontiers of Europe, but the path which the continent was now to tread between them.


At the centre of this Vienna stage, both as impresario and as leading actor, stood the figure of Metternich. He so dominates the Austrian scene from the year of triumph in 1815 to the year of tumult in 1848 that the whole period is called – somewhat generously perhaps – the Age of Metternich. Here again, we meet that ever-recurring paradox in the story of Austria, namely that those who shaped its fate were so often foreigners. Clement Wenceslas Lothar von Metternich-Winneburg-Beilstein, to give him his full name, came from an ancient Rhenish family. Though (thanks to an ancestor fighting on the winning side in the Battle of the White Hill in 1620) they had acquired a property at Konigswart in Bohemia, it was Rhinelanders that they remained. Here they were based on a village near Coblenz which carried their first name, with the properties from which they drew their other titles strung along the Moselle valley down to Trier. The spirit of the region was fiercely parochial. It was at the same time European, for the Rhine had been for centuries the borderland between Latin and Germanic cultures. Such was the non-national ethos which Metternich carried with him to Austria itself, the borderland between Germans and Slavs.


For nearly twenty years before the Congress of Vienna opened, the young Metternich had been moving steadily in from the wings of the Habsburg scene. His father, Count Francis, had entered the diplomatic service of the Monarchy in 1773, the year of Clement’s birth, and on 9 October 1790 the seventeen-year-old boy was first presented to the dynasty he was later to serve through so many decades. The occasion was the coronation of Leopold II as Holy Roman Emperor, and the Metternichs certainly arrived in style. No fewer than ninety-eight coaches were needed to convey the family and their retinue into town, a display of ostentation which widened the eyes even of the crowned sovereigns in attendance. They were all back in Frankfurt again less than two years later when, after Leopold’s sudden death in March 1792, his twenty-four-year-old son Francis became the new ruler of the Austrian Monarchy and the twentieth (and last) Habsburg to wear the crown of Charlemagne. It was this Francis whom Metternich was to serve, first as ambassador, then as Foreign Minister and finally as Chancellor down to that worthy Emperor’s death in 1835. He had been at his Emperor’s side on the battlefield of Wagram in the disastrous summer of 1809 and again four years later, to witness the triumph of the allied armies against Napoleon in the great ‘Battle of Nations’ at Leipzig. In between it was he who had helped negotiate the marriage of the Archduchess Marie Louise to Bonaparte (an intrigue after his own heart, for it was partly conducted by overtures at masked balls where the amorous Metternich was just as much at home as at his office desk). It was Metternich who, as Foreign Minister, had courted the Emperor’s new son-in-law, even to the point of persuading him into a short-lived Austro-French alliance. It was Metternich who, when Napoleon’s star began at last to fade, laboured in vain to persuade him to settle for sovereignty over France alone. Now, after Bonaparte’s final defeat at Waterloo and exile to remote St Helena, it was Metternich who sought to salvage the best for the Habsburgs out of the debris of his conquests.


In this initial aim he served his master well, for Austria came out best of all in the Second Treaty of Paris, signed after more than four months of haggling between the victorious allies on 20 November 1815.* The Habsburg Monarchy (or ‘Austrian Empire’ as it had been styled for the past decade) regained Lombardy, Salzburg and the Tyrol and expanded down the Adriatic into Venetia, Istria and Dalmatia. This was handsome compensation for accepting the loss of Belgium and parts of Galicia. History was to show that this straggling empire – which of course included all the hereditary Austrian lands as well as the kingdoms of Hungary and Bohemia – was over-extended. Events were also to prove that it was politically as well as geographically mis-shapen; the transalpine Italian possessions, in particular, were to prove hostages to a nationalist fortune. But on the map, and for the moment, it looked brilliant. Austria was astride the Mediterranean as well as the Danube, and president to boot of the re-established Germanic Confederation. The Emperor had more prestige than ever, as well as more than four million new subjects. Francis had raised his Chancellor to the dignity of prince after the Battle of Leipzig, at which Metternich had been a mere spectator. The promotion would have been more appropriate now, after his exertions over fourteen months at the salons and the green baize tables, an exhausting diplomatic campaign in which he had always been the leader.*


But Metternich was aware of one reality above all others: this giant patchwork of kingdoms and peoples now ruled over by Vienna could only survive if nothing stirred to unstitch it. At home, that meant stamping down on anything which revived the liberal spirit of Bonaparte the reformer. Abroad, it meant creating a European framework of conservatism which would prevent the return of republican France as the conqueror. Essential to that second aim was continuity, and the keys to such continuity were the dynasties. Both principles had been enshrined in Paris itself where the Bourbons, in the person of Louis XVIII, had been restored to power. Moreover, as Napoleon was now deemed to have assaulted dynasties rather than countries, something very rare in the history of peacemaking could be observed in Vienna: France, purged of her guilt by becoming royalist again, gradually asserted herself at the Congress as a fall and equal participating member. This feat was due in no small measure to the talents of her chief negotiator, Prince Maurice de Talleyrand-Périgord.
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