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Introduction and Acknowledgements

This book focuses on Vienna as an international capital, a city that has been a pivot for diplomacy, culture, intellectual thought, music, art, design and architecture for hundreds of years.

Three high-profile funerals in the Austrian capital over the three last centuries illustrate the passing of different ages during this period. Charles-Joseph, 7th Prince de Ligne, died in December 1814 at the height of the Congress of Vienna, not long after famously saying: ‘The Congress does not move forward, it dances.’ One of the greatest characters of the age, he was a personal friend of the major figures of the 18th century, including the Austrian-born Queen Marie Antoinette of France, Tsarina Catherine the Great of Russia, King Frederick the Great of Prussia and Austria’s Emperor Joseph II, as well as the leading thinkers and authors of the age, such as Rousseau, Voltaire and Goethe. Charles-Joseph’s funeral on the Kahlenberg hill overlooking Vienna marked the passing of the ancien régime.

One century later, the funeral took place of Emperor Francis Joseph I, one of the longest-serving sovereigns anywhere, who reigned over Europe’s second largest country from the 1848 revolutions to the First World War. In many ways his funeral in 1916 signalled the end of the Habsburg Monarchy, which had ruled for more than 600 years. Within two years the Austro-Hungarian Empire collapsed in defeat and disintegrated into eight successor states.

Almost another century later was the funeral of Francis Joseph’s grandnephew, Otto Habsburg, the last ever heir to the throne. In a packed St Stephen’s Cathedral in 2011, the old imperial anthem rang out and the Guard Battalion of the Austrian army followed the coffin in a procession through Vienna city centre. As the successors to the old imperial Trabanten Lifeguards, they marched behind its flag, proudly wearing insignia with the black eagle of the Austrian Republic superimposed on the golden eagle of the Habsburg Empire.

The timing and symbolism of all three Vienna funerals tell their own story about the preceding centuries, and how this city has played a central role in the events that have marked these ages. Vienna has been at the crossroads of European civilisations, continental trading routes, cultural developments and power relationships for more than two millennia. This began with the foundation of the Roman outpost of Vindobona, which developed over the centuries into the city we know today as the Austrian capital, especially since it became the city of residence for the up-and-coming Habsburg rulers in 1440.

For six centuries the blossoming of Vienna into a first-order international capital has been associated with the dynasty. ‘Habsburg history is in both the particular and the general sense not national but European history. From its earliest origins the family was entrusted with the task of resolving the tensions between west and east, north and south. In their successes and frustration, the Habsburgs laid up an enormous store of European experience – a parallel to the collections of treasures created by artists all the European nations and put together by the connoisseurs of the family during the course of the centuries.’1

By 1600 the Holy Roman Empire was firmly in the grip of the Habsburgs, ruling from the Hofburg palace within Vienna’s city walls. The empire had the largest population in Europe; it was bigger than France, Russia, Spain or England. With 50,000 people, Vienna itself still had a relatively small population compared to the likes of London, Paris and Moscow, but it held a key position as the dynastic hub of central Europe. ‘In other countries dynasties are episodes in the history of the people; in the Habsburg Empire peoples are a complication in the history of the dynasty. The Habsburg lands acquired in time a common culture, and to some extent, a common economic character: these were the creation, not the creators, of the dynasty. No other family has endured so long or left so deep a mark upon Europe: the Habsburgs were the greatest dynasty of modern history, and the history of Central Europe revolves round them, not the other way round.’2

Vienna was a melting pot of nationalities from across central Europe and beyond, with visitors struck by its polyglot population and its burgeoning cultural scene, which attracted the finest composers, performers and artists from near and far. The city was also the Christian bulwark against two Turkish sieges, leading Catholic resistance to the Reformation and opposition to revolutionary and Napoleonic France. Bonaparte’s foreign minister, Charles Talleyrand, stressed to Napoleon why Vienna’s regional and international role was of such importance: ‘Your Majesty can now eliminate the Austrian monarchy or re-establish it. But this conglomeration of states must stay together. It is absolutely indispensable for the future well-being of the civilised world.’3

Over the course of 20 years of warfare, Austria provided the most consistent continental opposition against revolutionary and Napoleonic France. Despite numerous defeats across Germany, Bohemia and Italy, the Habsburg forces continued to fight, handing Napoleon his first personal battlefield defeat at Aspern-Essling on the outskirts of Vienna. In the greatest battle before the First World War, an allied army under Austrian command took to the field at the Battle of Leipzig: half a million men from across Europe took part in this Battle of the Nations, where Napoleon met his real Waterloo. It took the Congress of Vienna to re-establish peace and stability across the continent.

During the 19th century, Vienna quadrupled in size to become one of the largest cities in Europe; the city walls were replaced by a wide boulevard around the old town centre, which became home to some of the grandest and finest buildings on the continent. While Austria’s political relevance began to be eclipsed by the rising power of Prussia and a unified Germany, it remained one of the great powers. This ended with defeat and collapse in the First World War, a development that was even lamented by foes such as Winston Churchill, who described it as a ‘cardinal tragedy’: ‘For centuries this surviving embodiment of the Holy Roman Empire had afforded a common life, with advantages in trade and security, to a large number of peoples none of whom in our own times had the strength or vitality to stand by themselves in the face of pressure from a revivified Germany or Russia… The noble capital of Vienna, the home of so much long-defended culture and tradition, the centre of so many roads, rivers and railways, was left stark and starving, like a great emporium in an impoverished district whose inhabitants have mostly departed.’4

Vienna’s woes continued with the impoverishment of the 1920s, the Nazi Anschluss of the 1930s and the Second World War. Only after the re-establishment of the Austrian Republic and the end of four-power occupation in 1955 did Vienna begin to fully prosper and reinvent itself as the international capital. On the front line of the Cold War, only miles from the Iron Curtain, Vienna became the preferred neutral meeting place for world leaders from West and East. Today it is home to the third global headquarters of the United Nations, the Organization for Security and Co-operation in Europe (OSCE), the International Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA), the OPEC oil cartel and a myriad of international organisations. In becoming a world centre for diplomacy whilst retaining its status as a global city of culture, Vienna is, truly, the international capital.



Vienna was where, by pure good fortune, I spent my twenties after graduating from Aberdeen University in 1991 with a degree in Politics and International Relations. Originally an English teaching assistant at the Federal Commercial School on Polgarstrasse in Vienna’s 21st district, I managed a lucky break into journalism that allowed me to work in one of the world’s greatest cities for the best part of a decade. Following encouragement from the likes of Dr James Wilkie, a long-standing Scots expat working for the Federal Foreign Ministry and Chancellery at the Hofburg, I tried my luck with Austrian current affairs magazine Profil. Their foreign news editor, Georg Hoffmann-Ostenhof, graciously commissioned me to write an article, allowing me to show off ‘my most recent journalistic work’ at an interview soon afterwards with Tilia Herold of the Austrian Broadcasting Corporation (ORF). I was blessed to be given the chance to learn the skills of a radio journalist, newsreader and editor at Blue Danube Radio, the ORF’s fourth national network, aimed particularly at the diplomatic and international community in Vienna.

Soon after I also began reporting for various BBC outlets, including the BBC World Service, and making films for BBC television with the talented Vienna-based producer and director Frederick Baker. Grandly described by the BBC as their Vienna correspondent – but paid as a stringer – I was able to report from Austria and neighbouring countries at a time of tremendous change following the fall of the Iron Curtain and during the war in the former Yugoslavia. I owe a debt of gratitude to all journalist colleagues from that time at BDR/FM4, ORF and the BBC.

My connection with Vienna continued for the best part of the two following decades while an elected politician in the UK, when I was Chairman of the Austrian All-Party Parliamentary Group in the British Parliament and a member of the UK delegation to the parliamentary assembly of the Vienna-based OSCE. It is a matter of considerable pride to have been honoured by President Heinz Fischer with the Grand Decoration of Honour in Gold for Services to the Austrian Republic for these efforts, which I would have happily done without any recognition.

Since 2017 I have been a guest lecturer at the Diplomatic Academy of Vienna, the oldest diplomatic academy in the world. I am particularly indebted to its director, Dr Emil Brix, the former Austrian Ambassador to London and Moscow, who is also a highly respected Austrian historian, for his encouragement, support and advice. I am also incredibly grateful for the assistance from members of the Vienna diplomatic community working in various missions and multilateral organisations, including the United Nations as well as the Austrian Federal Presidency, Federal Chancellery and Federal Ministry of Foreign Affairs, especially Ambassador Helmut Tichy.

My regular visits to Vienna have provided an opportunity to research this book at length in the Austrian National Library and Haus-, Hof-, und Staatsarchiv. To their staff, and those at the National Library of Scotland where I did much of the writing of this book, I would like to extend words of thanks, as well as to Hugh Andrew at Birlinn.

Over the years I have been extremely fortunate to meet a great number of people professionally and socially who have helped develop my knowledge and interest in Vienna and its remarkable history. There are too many to mention. But to you all: Servus und vielen Dank. I would like to dedicate this book to my wife Jennifer and daughters Saoirse and Flora.

The spelling of names and places is always a challenge, given there are some English-language versions for both and multiple different versions in the languages of the region. I have tried as far as possible to use the name versions that will be most recognisable to English-language readers, for example, ‘Emperor Francis Joseph I’ but ‘Archduke Franz Ferdinand’ despite their sharing the same first name. English-language versions are used for place names when they are common, for example, ‘Vienna’, ‘Prague’ and ‘Budapest’. The common official German form is used when referring to places during imperial times, for example, ‘Pressburg’ rather than ‘Bratislava/Pozsony’, and national forms when referring to places after the end of the empire, for example, ‘Sopron’ rather than ‘Ödenburg’. As far as possible, I have explained this throughout the text.






1 From Vindobona to Vienna



‘Look back over the past, with its changing empires that rose and fell, and you can foresee the future too.’

– Marcus Aurelius



For four centuries the River Danube was the front line between the Roman Empire and the barbarians beyond. From the North Sea to the Black Sea a heavily protected border separated Roman civilisation from the unknown; fortresses, walls, trenches and encampments defended the frontier along the Roman ‘limes’. In the heart of the European continent the Roman provinces of Noricum and Pannonia bordered the Danube, from present-day Austria to Hungary and Serbia. Here the mighty river skirts the foothills of the Alps and the Pannonian Basin, the fertile, flat, open plains that stretch all the way to the Carpathian Mountains in the east.

For decades the borderlands along the Danube were stable, with the Romans at peace with the neighbouring tribes of Marcomanni, Quadi and Sarmatian lazyges. This helped secure the region its status as an important trading centre at the meeting point of the east–west Danube Way (Via Istrum) and the north–south Amber Road, which brought the valuable gemstones from the Baltic to Italy.

Key to the Roman defences on the Danube was the legionary fortress of Carnuntum and the nearby camp of Vindobona. More than 15,000 people lived in the fortified garrison town after Emperor Claudius ordered the governor of Pannonia ‘to have a legion with an auxiliary on the bank of the Danube’, to deter any efforts to disturb ‘the Roman peace’, which was also protected by a Roman fleet based at Carnuntum.1

Invasions across the Danube by barbarian tribes during the reign of Emperor Marcus Aurelius (AD 121–180) led to major Roman counter offensives, which he commanded in person. He resided in Carnuntum for three years, during which time he also wrote the second book of his Meditations series on Stoic philosophy: ‘Take care always to remember that you are a man and a Roman; and let every action be done with perfect and unaffected gravity, humanity, freedom and justice. And be sure you entertain no fancies which may give check to these qualities. This is possible, if you will but perform every action as though it were your last; if your appetites and passions do not cross upon your reason; if you keep clear of rashness, and have nothing of insincerity and self-love to infect you, and do not complain about your destiny. You see what a few points a man has to gain in order to attain a godlike way of living; for he that comes thus far, performs all which the immortal powers will require of him.’2

Over a number of years of conflict in central Europe Marcus Aurelius won the Marcomannic Wars and restored peace to the Roman Empire along the Danube border. After his death, which marked the end of the ‘Roman Peace’ (Pax Romana), Aurelius was deified and his ashes interred in Rome’s Mausoleum of Hadrian.

Nearly two millennia after the death of Marcus Aurelius the final touches were being put on a new grand entrance to Vienna’s Hofburg, the largest royal residence in Europe. St Michael’s Gate, completed in the 1890s, faces north towards the original Roman camp of Vindobona. Built in the historicist Ringstrasse style, it is a homage to Roman design, style and symbolism, complete with pillars, cupolas and classical ornamentation. Four huge statues of Hercules hewn out of 25-ton stone blocks guard the entrance to the palace, while two large flanking fountains represent Austria’s ‘Power on Land’ and ‘Power at Sea’. The largest portal in the city, St Michael’s Gate features the imperial coat of arms carried by spirits from Roman mythology and, above that, is the main entablature representing the virtues of justice, wisdom and strength. Triumphant imperial eagles sit atop golden globes on either side of the façade.

In the middle of St Michael’s Square, under the watchful eyes of the Roman-inspired statues adorning the Hofburg palace of Holy Roman Emperors, is the preserved archaeological site of Roman remains from the time of Vindobona. Here in this one place is the direct physical connection between the reach of Roman imperial power and the power centre of one of Europe’s greatest empires. That they should literally be in the same place is not a surprise. Vindobona was positioned on a key border, at the crossroads of cultures, trade and ideas. Over the next two millennia Vienna grew out of those very same dynamics to become the international capital.



Vindobona was named from the Gaulish windo (‘white’) and bona (‘base’ or ‘bottom’) and was previously a Celtic settlement. References were made to Vindobona by the geographer Ptolemy in his Geographica and, according to the historian Aurelius Victor, Emperor Marcus Aurelius died in Vindobona of an illness in AD 180 while leading his military campaign against the invading Germanic tribes. His connection to Vienna is marked by the street name Marc-Aurel-Strasse. More recent cultural references to Vindobona include the film Gladiator, with the lead character Maximus Decimus Meridius, played by Russell Crowe, asking his fellow gladiators if anyone had served in the army, to which one replies: ‘I served with you at Vindobona.’3

Vindobona was a military complex covering nearly 50 acres where the central district of Vienna presently stands. Unusually for a Roman military camp, its layout was asymmetrical, and many of its original features determine today’s street map, including Graben, Tiefer Graben, Naglergasse, Rabensteig, Rotenturmstrasse and Salzgries. Graben is one of present-day Vienna’s grandest thoroughfares, but the word actually means ‘ditch’ and is thought to refer back to the defensive ditch of the Roman camp. The camp was surrounded by fortifications and towers and contained a command headquarters, houses for senior officers, soldiers’ accommodation, workshops, stables and thermal baths.

The fort at Vindobona was established under Emperor Trajan (AD 98–117) with building work conducted by the XIII Legion. This was followed by postings for the XIV ‘Gemina’ Legion of heavy infantry and the X ‘Gemina Pia Fidelis Domitiana’ Legion, which became the house regiment at Vindobona until the end of the Roman presence in AD 400.4

The remains of the Roman camp have been found throughout central Vienna. As well as the excavations on display in St Michael’s Square, parts of a canal system have been unearthed at Am Hof, and the remains of whole buildings under the Hoher Markt. An elaborate water supply system piped water to the camp from the Vienna woods nearly 11 miles away. The permanence of Vindobona over an extended period is supported by the discovery of thousands of stamped bricks, monuments and historic records, which show that a succession of Roman legions and other military units was based there.

Wars, administrative and military reforms in the third and fourth centuries, as well as devastating floods, led the population to retreat more and more into the military camp. The area lost its importance as a border region in the fifth century, and the local population lived within the former fortification.



Roman rule was followed by the Migration Period (Völkerwanderung), which saw the wholesale movement of peoples, such as the Vandals, Ostrogoths, Visigoths and Huns, through present-day Austria. The invasion of the Huns led to the population of Vindobona largely abandoning the settlement, whose walls remained standing.

The period also corresponds with the emergence of Christianity and the name of one particular religious personality in the region: St Severinus of Noricum (AD 410–482). An evangelising ascetic, Severinus ate only once a day, went barefoot and slept on sackcloth wherever he halted for the night. Born into Roman nobility in northern Africa, he gave away his possessions to pursue a life of contemplation. While not much is known about his origins, the ‘Apostle to Noricum’ preached Christianity along the Danube, establishing monasteries, hospices and refugee centres for people displaced by the migrations. He also acted as a negotiator between the remaining Romans, local Christians and Germanic tribal chiefs, arguably making him Vienna’s first diplomat.5

His disciple and biographer, Eugippius, described how Roman rule was disintegrating along the Danube and barbarian attacks were on the increase. Severinus himself prophesied the attacks on the region by Attila the Hun, and lived through incursions by German tribes: ‘While the upper towns of riverside Noricum yet stood, and hardly a castle escaped the attacks of the barbarians, the fame and reputation of Saint Severinus shone so brightly that the castles vied with each other in inviting his company and protection; believing that no misfortune would happen to them in his presence.’6

Severinus established a monastery just outside Vindobona at the foot of the Kahlenberg hill and also later further upstream at Batavis (Passau). Throughout the region he preached, healed the sick and raised funds for the release of barbarian hostages held by the Romans.7 His time on the southern bank of the Danube in present-day Austria and Bavaria corresponded with the final presence of Roman forces along the border with the barbarian lands to the north: ‘So long as the Roman dominion lasted, soldiers were maintained in many towns at the public expense to guard the boundary wall. When this custom ceased, the squadrons of soldiers and the boundary wall were blotted out together. The troop at Batavis, however, held out. Some soldiers of this troop had gone to Italy to fetch the final pay to their comrades, and no one knew that the barbarians had slain them on the way. One day, as Saint Severinus was reading in his cell, he suddenly closed the book and began to sigh greatly and to weep. He ordered the bystanders to run out with haste to the river, which he declared was in that hour besprinkled with human blood; and straightway word was brought that the bodies of the soldiers mentioned above had been brought to land by the current of the river.’8

During the final decades of the Western Roman Empire in the fifth century, the border regions along the Danube became ever more unstable. Severinus established refugee centres for people displaced by the violence: ‘After the destruction of the towns on the upper course of the Danube, all the people who had obeyed the warnings of Saint Severinus removed into the town of Lauriacum [Enns]. He warned them with incessant exhortations not to put trust in their own strength, but to apply themselves to prayers and fastings and alms-givings, and to be defended rather by the weapons of the spirit.’9

After decades of leading a spiritual revival in the Danube borderlands, Severinus foretold the date of his own death and reputedly died whilst singing Psalm 150: ‘Praise ye the LORD. Praise God in his sanctuary.’ He passed away from pleurisy in Favianae [Mautern], on the Danube to the west of Vienna. Six years after his death in AD 482, the last Romans were ordered to leave Noricum for Italy, where they were resettled.

In the centuries that followed, population change continued with the arrival of Lombards from the north, before they moved on to present-day Italy, then Pannonian Avars from the east and Slavs who lived under their rule. The expanding Frankish Carolingian dynasty secured the area around Vienna as border marchland under their Bavarian duchy in the eighth and ninth centuries. Throughout much of this period of unrest it is believed that a restored settlement remained within the original Roman walls of Vindobona, during which time the oldest remaining church in Vienna was constructed. St Rupert’s Church was completed in the year 740.



Vienna emerged from the Dark Ages and assumed more importance during the rule of the powerful Babenbergs, which began in 976. The family, originally from Bamberg in northern Bavaria, were a noble dynasty of margraves and dukes who ruled over the eastern march of the Holy Roman Empire, an area roughly corresponding with the present-day region of Lower Austria.10 Shortly after their rule began, the Old High German name for Austria – Ostarrîchi – was used for the first time.

The Holy Roman Empire was an elective monarchy, bringing together territories from across central and western Europe, where the crowned sovereign assumed power inherited from the emperors of Rome. The ‘King of the Romans’ was chosen by a small number of prince-electors to be crowned Emperor by the Pope, a tradition that continued until the 16th century. The Holy Roman Empire emerged in the ninth and tenth centuries from the coronation of the Frankish king Charlemagne as Emperor and continued for a millennium until 1806. At its largest in the 13th century, the Holy Roman Empire contained all of present-day Germany, eastern France, the Low Countries, Switzerland, Austria, Slovenia and northern Italy.11 The empire was extremely decentralised with substantial powers resting in the hundreds of its constituent parts, made up of kingdoms, principalities, duchies, prince-bishoprics, free imperial cities and lesser units.

In Austria, what began as a lowly margraviate became a duchy and imperial state in the middle of the 12th century, as Emperor Frederick I Barbarossa (1122–1190) sought to restore order and peace to the Holy Roman Empire. He issued the Privilegium Minus, a deed that elevated the Bavarian frontier march to a duchy with an inheritable fief to the House of Babenberg, a right that unusually for the age allowed for female succession. At about the same time the Babenbergs made Vienna their capital by relocating from nearby Klosterneuburg. Henry II Jasomirgott (1112–1177) moved into a new residence built by the remains of the Roman town wall, an area known to this day as Am Hof (‘At Court’).12 He also laid the foundations for some of the cities best-known landmarks with the completion of the first church on the site of the present-day St Stephen’s Cathedral in 1147 and the calling of Irish monks to found the Scots Abbey (Schottenstift) and Scots Church (Schottenkirche), where Henry was buried. The naming of the Irish as ‘Scots’ relates to the use of Latin ‘Skotti’ for Gaelic-speaking, Hiberno-Scottish missions of monks who spread Christianity across Europe in the Middle Ages from both Ireland and western Scotland.

During Henry’s time Vienna was first described as a ‘metropolitan city’ (civetas metropolita) and hosted its first diplomatic visit with the two-week stay of Frederick Barbarossa in 1165. Contemporary reports record the warm reception for the emperor and the abundant supplies of goods in the city, reflecting the fact that Vienna was becoming an important centre of trade, commerce and culture. The Babenberg court supported the two highest forms of medieval performing arts: heroic poetry such as the Nibelungenlied, and the Minnesang lyrical song tradition. Walther von der Vogelweide, the greatest of the Minnesänger in the Middle High German speaking-world, and who features in Wagner’s Tannhäuser, was resident at the Babenberg court.

Emperor Barbarossa returned again in 1189 at the head of the Third Crusade on its way to the Holy Land. Despite being hosted and catered for by Henry’s successor, Duke Leopold V (1157–1194), 500 knights are recorded as having to leave the crusader army because of their immoral behaviour and thefts in Vienna. The Third Crusade was ultimately a failure and was followed by a third, where Duke Leopold played a leading role as commander at the Siege of Acre in 1191. Legend has it that after the battle he took off the belt around his blood-soaked tunic leaving a white horizontal stripe in the middle, which became the Babenberg family colours and form the red-white-red triband flag of present-day Austria.

Leopold felt slighted after his victory when King Philip II of France (1165–1223) and King Richard I ‘The Lionheart’ of England (1157–1199) arrived and refused him equal rights and removed his ducal flag from over Acre. Richard foolishly returned from the crusades through Leopold’s lands and was captured at Erdberg, just to the east of medieval Vienna. Despite being in disguise, Richard was identified by his signet ring, arrested and then imprisoned in Dürnstein Castle, overlooking the Danube west of Vienna. Detaining a fellow crusader was a serious offence and led to Leopold being excommunicated by the Pope. Richard was released only after the payment of a king’s ransom of 23 tonnes of silver, an astronomic sum equating to more than three times the annual income of England at the time. Leopold split the ransom with Holy Roman Emperor Henry VI and used his share to transform Vienna by filling in the old Roman defensive ditches along the Graben and building the city walls that stood until the 19th century.

In addition to consolidating their rule over Vienna and surrounding lands, the Babenbergs began to widen their territory with the acquisition in 1192 of the Duchy of Styria, which lies in present day south-eastern Austria and northern Slovenia. The next century saw the end of the Babenberg line, an interregnum and the ascendency of the House of Habsburg, which would rule from Vienna for more than 600 years.

The male line of the Babenbergs ended with Duke Frederick II ‘The Quarrelsome’ (1211–1246), who is best remembered for his disputes with the Holy Roman Emperor and the kings of neighbouring Bohemia and Hungary. He was killed in battle with the Hungarians in 1246 without any male heirs. During a nearly 30-year interregnum, King Ottokar II Přemysl of Bohemia (1233–1278), was installed as Duke of Austria and subsequently as Duke of Styria, Duke of Carinthia and Margrave of Carnolia. He married Frederick II’s sister, Margaret of Babenberg, who was 30 years his senior, to legitimise his rule. While Prague was the power centre during his rule, Ottokar was regularly in Vienna and continued major Babenberg building projects, including St Stephen’s Cathedral and the expansion of what became the Hofburg palace.

While Ottokar was consolidating his rule, a ‘poor Swabian count’13 with estates in Switzerland and south-western Germany was well placed for great things during the Holy Roman Empire’s Great Interregnum, which ushered in centuries of Habsburg rule with Vienna at its heart. Rudolf, Count of Habsburg (1218–1291), was the first in a long line of his family to come to prominence in the Holy Roman Empire when he was surprisingly elected as Roman-German King in 1273 and crowned in Aachen Cathedral. The electors decided that Rudolf was neither too weak to allow continuing instability in the empire, nor too strong to dominate. However, his ambition was so striking that it led to a senior churchman to warn: ‘Sit fast, Lord God, Rudolf will occupy thy throne.’14

This was all very far away from the Habsburg family origins. The name comes from Habsburg Castle, a modestly sized, 11th-century fortress overlooking the River Aare, a major tributary of the Rhine in the canton of Aargau in Switzerland. Whether it was named after a hawk (Habicht) or from the Middle High German hab/hap (‘ford’) is a matter of dispute among linguistic historians. Either way, Habsburg and von Habsburg stuck and seven generations later Rudolf and his family were set for a major promotion.

In an early and decisive power struggle, Rudolf clashed with Ottokar II, with their rivalry being decided at the Battle on the Marchfeld, north-east of Vienna, on 26 August 1278. More than 15,000 mounted knights and cavalry troops took part in what was one of the biggest medieval cavalry battles ever. Rudolf and his German and Hungarian army routed the Bohemian forces and Ottokar was slain, allowing Rudolf to take over Austria and the adjacent lands. After initial difficulties consolidating his rule, he invested his sons with the duchies of Austria and Styria. It was the beginning of Habsburg rule over what would grow and became known as the Habsburg hereditary lands (Erbländer). The Habsburgs raised the status of their duchies to archduchies and as a consequence their titles to archdukes. In time, the title came to be used by all senior members of the House of Habsburg.

In the 15th century the imperial crown was worn for the first time by a Habsburg when Frederick III ‘The Peaceful’ (1415–1493) became Holy Roman Emperor and the fourth member of his dynasty to be crowned Roman-German King, titles which were thereafter almost always held in conjunction. Frederick famously adopted the cryptic formula ‘AEIOU’, which he had stamped on his possessions, although its meaning is not certain. The most favoured interpretation is Alles Erdreich ist Österreich untertan (‘All the earth is subject to Austria’), or in Latin, Austriae est imperare orbi universo.



With their consolidation of power and wealth, the Habsburgs and their seat in Vienna grew in importance and prestige. As with all medieval ruling houses, the Austrian monarchical system was based on patronage with a nobility who owed their allegiances and position to the crown. This formed the heart of the court, the exclusive extended royal household that included senior aristocrats and courtiers who had day-to-day access to the monarch. The court involved elaborate hierarchy, rituals and rules of etiquette, which were supposed to highlight the majesty and power of the emperor. A strict order of precedence marked the different ranks of royalty, nobility and chivalry.

The only outside group which had guaranteed regular access to the court were diplomats, who were then all representatives of foreign monarchs at court. Throughout centuries of Habsburg rule, this status was taken literally, meaning they were accorded an exalted standing. Diplomats played a central role in the ceremony of court life, often to the chagrin of lesser-ranked Austrian nobles, an unhappiness that was easily noticeable to visiting diplomats and their spouses: ‘… I am the envy of the whole town, having, by their own custom, the pas before them all. But, they revenge upon the poor envoys this great respect shown to ambassadors, using them with a contempt that (with all my indifference) I should be very uneasy to suffer. Upon days of ceremony they have no entrance at court, and on other days must content themselves with walking after every soul, and being the very last taken notice of.’15

The seat of the Habsburgs for the entire six centuries of their rule was the Hofburg (Court Castle) in Vienna. Originally built in the 13th century as a heavily fortified square castle with four turrets and a moat, it was massively expanded over subsequent centuries. This oldest part of the building is still at the heart of the Hofburg complex; it is known as the Swiss Court (Schweizerhof) and is accessed via the Swiss Gate (Schweizertor), both named after the Swiss mercenaries that formed the palace guard, just as the Swiss Guard continue to do at the Vatican to this day. The Swiss Court contains a gothic chapel dating from the 15th century; the treasury, which holds the imperial insignia of the Holy Roman Empire and of the Empire of Austria; and the Court Chapel, where the Vienna Boys’ Choir traditionally sing mass on Sundays. While the Habsburgs went on to adopt Schönbrunn Palace as their summer residence, and Laxenburg Palace as a country retreat, it was the Hofburg that remained at the heart of their dynastic rule until 1918.16

Originally hemmed in by the city wall, the Hofburg has expanded in all directions and now consists of 18 wings, 19 courtyards and 2,600 rooms. Nearly 5,000 people still live and work there, including the Austrian president, whose official residence and office is in the same wing as the apartments of Empress Maria Theresa (1717–1780). The diplomatic importance of the Hofburg over the ages is marked by the Ambassadors Stairs (Botschafterstiege) in the Swiss Court, which is adjacent to the present-day meeting place of the OSCE. Visitors to the Hofburg are still able to regularly see the pomp and ceremony that accompanies visiting heads of state and ambassadors handing in their credentials to the president. State guests arrive along a red carpet in the Inner Castle Court, past an honour guard of the Austrian army, who still fly an imperial flag and wear an insignia with both the eagle of the Austrian Republic and Habsburg Monarchy.



Early Renaissance life in Vienna was first described by the Italian Enea Silvio de Piccolomini (1405–1464), who worked as a secretary and diplomatic envoy for Frederick III. The account appears in the second and third editions of his Historia Austrialis, written around 1450. He describes Vienna as a rich, imposing city whose beauty is only diminished by the roofs of wood rather than tiles; a magnificent city with huge underground wine cellars, cobbled streets, beautiful churches and rich monasteries, but a poor university; a city that lives on the wine, which eats and drinks in vast quantities, where there are fights daily and murders are frequent; a city of newcomers, strangers, drinkers and prostitutes, with no attachment to tradition, morality and law, where women are free to choose husbands. Piccolomini’s description is charged, vivid and deliberately subjective about the citizenry of Vienna. It was apparently a city of ‘unlimited’ opportunities in the 15th century, not only for men but also for women.17

‘[Vienna] has important suburbs, which in turn are surrounded by wide ditches and ramparts. But even the city itself has a mighty ditch, and before that a very high wall. Behind the ditch come the thick and high walls with numerous towers and outworks, as they are suitable for the defense. The houses of the citizens are spacious and richly ornamented, but strong and solid in their layout. Everywhere you will find vaulted gate entrances and wide courtyards… and heated rooms, which are called “parlours” by them; because only in this way can you manage winter severity. Windows and glass let in the light from all sides, the gates are mostly made of iron. There are many songbirds… and horses and livestock of all kinds have spacious stables. The high front of the houses gives a magnificent sight.’

Piccolomini, who went on to became Pope Pius II from 1458 until 1464, was struck by the importance of religion in Vienna: ‘The city has numerous churches with many reliquaries and other treasures, while the clerics have well remunerated sinecures. The city is in the diocese of Passau, although the daughter church is bigger than the mother church. Many houses have their own chapels and priests… the city has a university for the liberal arts, for theology and for church law… the population of the town has 50,000 communicants.’

The humanist, historian and prolific author detailed day-to-day life in the city, conjuring images redolent of Bruegel paintings a century later: ‘It is hard to believe how much food is being made into the city every day. Carts are loaded full with eggs and crabs. Flour, bread, meat, fish and poultry are supplied in huge quantities; and yet, as soon as the evening breaks, you cannot buy any of these things… not a day goes by when not 300 wagons loaded with wine arrive twice or three times.’

Even the seedier underbelly of Vienna was detailed by Piccolomini: ‘In such a large and important city, however many irregularities happen; with fights by day and night, even at formal meetings… rarely does a festivity go by without a homicide and murders are often committed. The common people indulge their bellies, are greedy… a ragged, clumsy pack. Whores are in great numbers; seldom is a woman content with a man… Most girls choose their husbands without prior knowledge of their fathers. Widows marry as they please during the mourning period. Few people live in the city whose forefathers know the neighbourhood; old families are rare, they are almost all immigrants or foreigners.’18



Vienna’s emerging economic and political importance in the 15th and 16th centuries was matched by the growing power of its Habsburg rulers and their desire to increase their international relevance and reach. This was especially true under the rule of Maximilian I (1459–1519), who developed the Habsburg tradition of wedding diplomacy, including his son Philip’s marriage to Joanna of Castille in 1498, setting in train the Spanish Habsburg dynasty. Through diplomatic, military and marriage initiatives, he widened Habsburg influence in Bohemia, Hungary, Poland, Italy, the Netherlands and Spain. This involved the use of dedicated Habsburg diplomats like Johannes Spiessheimer (Cuspinian) (1473–1529) in Hungary, Bohemia and Poland; and Siegmund von Herberstein (1486–1566) in Russia and the Jagiellonian kingdoms. Their diplomatic missions continued under the rule of Ferdinand I (1503–1564), Archduke of Austria from 1521, which was a particularly fraught period in the region due to the growing threat from the Ottoman Turks.

At the start of the 16th century the Ottoman Empire included much of south-eastern Europe and was going through a period of expansion. This coincided with turmoil in Hungary, where the young monarch Louis II (1506–1526), King of Hungary, Bohemia and Croatia, was at the mercy of powerful magnates; his finances were in a precarious position and national defences were weakened by under-investment and disrepair. This was understood by the new Ottoman sultan, Suleiman ‘The Magnificent’ (1494–1566), who soon faced an incredibly foolish challenge by the inexperienced King Louis. On his accession to the Ottoman throne, Suleiman sent an ambassador to Hungary to collect the annual tribute the Hungarians were supposed to pay. Louis II chose to have the ambassador beheaded and returned the head to the sultan. It was an invitation to invasion and a calamitous miscalculation.

In 1521 the Ottomans declared war on Hungary and soon captured Belgrade as well as southern and central regions of Hungary before the crushing victory over the Magyars in the Battle of Mohács in 1526. In one of the most fateful battles in the history of central Europe the Hungarians were routed in a pincer movement and, in retreat, Louis II fell off his horse crossing a stream in full armour and drowned. He had no legitimate heir.

As a consequence, Hungary was divided between the Ottomans, the Habsburgs and the Principality of Transylvania. With the support of Hungarian nobles, Ferdinand of Austria assumed the crown of St Stephen from his brother-in-law Louis II and the territories of Bohemia, unoccupied western Hungary (or Royal Hungary, as it became known) and the Kingdom of Croatia in 1526. Meanwhile, the Ottomans supported the rival Transylvanian pretender, John Zápolya. Conflict continued unabated, with the end of the Ottoman–Hungarian wars leading to the Ottoman–Habsburg wars and the first siege of Vienna in 1529.

Whether the siege was aimed at consolidating Ottoman control over the whole of Hungary or was the prequel to further westward expansion is still debated to this day. What is beyond doubt is that Suleiman was serious in his intent to capture Vienna, with an army mustered in Ottoman Bulgaria between 120,000 and 300,000 strong. Unusually inclement weather caused significant problems for the large army, in particular its large siege cannons, which became bogged down in the sodden conditions during the march towards Vienna. Camels from the east of the Ottoman Empire, not used to cold and rainy conditions, died in large numbers. Casualties through ill health and sickness became a major problem amongst the sultan’s janissary forces.

Having prior notice of the Ottoman advance, the Vienna city defences were strengthened in anticipation of a siege, which began at the end of September 1529. With the city walls holding firm, the Ottomans sought to tunnel beneath them and explode mines. The defenders, who included effective German Landsknecht mercenaries, launched attacks on the tunnelling efforts and came close to capturing Ottoman military commander Ibrahim Pascha. After two weeks and four days, the besieging forces’ last push to breach the walls was unsuccessful and, with their supplies depleted, they decided to withdraw. The retreat eastwards was made worse by wintry weather, which forced the abandonment of artillery and equipment.19

The Ottoman threat to the Habsburg lands was to continue for some time, but Ferdinand I consolidated his position by becoming Roman-German King in 1531, as part of arrangements with his brother Charles V (1500–1564), who was King of Spain. At this point in time the scope of the territory under control of the Habsburgs was immense, covering the Holy Roman Empire, the Low Countries, Spain, Naples, Sicily and Sardinia, as well as the Spanish territories in the Americas; it was genuinely global. Relations within the ‘House of Austria’ between Madrid and Vienna were extremely important under Charles V and his Spanish Habsburg successors, Phillip II and Phillip III. Resident ambassadors of increasingly high standing were sent to Madrid, including Adam von Dietrichstein (1527–1590), Hans von Khevenhüller-Frankenburg (1538–1606) and his nephew Franz Christoph von Khevenhüller (1588–1650), while Spain was represented in Vienna by the likes of the highly influential Íñigo Veléz de Guevara y Tassis, Count of Oñate (1566–1644).20

Meanwhile, heightened diplomatic efforts were similarly extended to the Sublime Porte in Constantinople,21 including the dispatch of visiting envoys Benedikt Kuripečič von Obernburg (1491–1531), Johannes Leunclavius (1533–1594), David Ungnad von Sonnegg (1535–1600) and others. The first permanent resident Habsburg ambassador in Constantinople was Giovanni Maria Malvezzi in 1547, who spent two years in jail there because of an outbreak of hostilities. His replacement, Ogier Ghiselin de Busbecq (1522–1592),22 secured a border treaty with the Ottoman Empire, but spent much of his Constantinople posting between 1554 and 1562 ‘under virtual house arrest in a building with barred windows’.23

In Vienna itself, the 16th and early 17th centuries saw a gradual increase in the number of ambassadors from different countries. One such was the English diplomat Sir Henry Wotton (1568–1639), best remembered for his oft-repeated quip: ‘An ambassador is an honest gentleman sent to lie abroad for the good of his country.’



While the Habsburgs were busy securing their realms from mounting external challenges from the Ottoman Empire, they faced a massive internal challenge at the same time from the Reformation. The emergence of Martin Luther challenged Catholic Church orthodoxy and he was ultimately made to answer to the Holy Roman Emperor Charles V about his teachings at the Diet of Worms in 1521. Although the Diet declared Luther a heretic and outlawed his teachings, the Reformation washed across Europe, including the Habsburg lands and Holy Roman Empire, where a growing number of princes and other rulers adopted the Protestant faith.

While under Ottoman pressure from the east, Ferdinand of Austria agreed to the Nuremberg Religious Peace in 1532, granting interim religious liberties. This was followed by the permanent Peace of Augsburg, signed in 1555 by Charles V with the Schmalkaldic League, the military alliance of Lutheran princes within the empire that aimed to end the religious conflict. The agreement established the principle of Cuius regio, eius religio (‘whose religion, his realm’), allowing rulers across the Holy Roman Empire to choose between Lutheranism or Catholicism. Subjects of the local ruler were to share his faith or leave. In effect, it boosted Lutheranism in German states like Saxony, Palatinate, Hesse, Anhalt, Württemberg, Pomerania and Brandenburg, and imperial Free Cities like Augsburg and Frankfurt am Main.

While securing stability for some time, the exclusion of Calvinism, Anabaptism and other reformed traditions from the Peace of Augsburg stored up the potential for conflict, especially in places like Bohemia, which enjoyed religious freedoms reluctantly granted by Holy Roman Emperor Rudolph II (1552–1612). It was the threat to these religious freedoms that set off the Thirty Years’ War, which ravaged central Europe between 1618 and 1648.

In one of the bloodiest conflicts in human history, more than 8 million people lost their lives, including 20 per cent of the population across German-speaking lands. A revolt in Bohemia marked the start of the conflict, when Protestants seized two Catholic Habsburg councillors and their secretary and threw them out of the windows of Prague Castle. The ‘Defenestration of Prague’, whose victims survived the 20-metre fall, was a reaction to the election of Archduke Ferdinand as crown prince and therefore next King of Bohemia. Without royal heirs, Emperor Matthias (1557–1619) was trying to ensure a managed Habsburg transition to the elective thrones of Bohemia and Hungary; however, Protestants in Bohemia were concerned about losing their religious freedoms and preferred an alternative king – the Protestant Frederick V, Elector of the Palatinate. What began in Prague soon spread in 1618 throughout the northern Habsburg lands of Bohemia, Moravia, Silesia and Lusatia. In 1619, further rebellions in Upper and Lower Austria threatened Vienna itself.

This period of tremendous uncertainty coincided with the death of Emperor Matthias and the election of his successor, Ferdinand II (1578–1637). In desperation he called on his Habsburg nephew, King Phillip IV of Spain, for support. Help was at hand in the early phase of the conflict, with Spain sending troops from Brussels and their ambassador in Vienna, Don Íñigo Vélez de Oñate, successfully persuading Protestant Saxony to invade Bohemia from the north and help crush the rebellion in exchange for the Lusatian region. Meanwhile, the Protestant Prince of Transylvania, Gabriel Bethlen, intervened in Hungary with the support of Ottoman forces. Bethlen sought a protectorate status for Bohemia from Ottoman Sultan Osman II, and a diplomatic initiative was launched between the rebellious Bohemians and the Ottoman Empire. Ambassadors were exchanged in 1620 and an offer was made by the Ottomans to provide significant military forces.24

At the same time, behind the scenes, Oñate also sought to undermine the new Calvinist Bohemian King Frederick V by transferring the electoral title and rights from the Palatinate to Bavaria. In exchange, the Duke of Bavaria and the Catholic League would intervene in Upper Austria and Bohemia. United with imperial forces, they won the decisive Battle of White Mountain on 8 November 1620.

The battle immediately to the west of Prague had a profound impact on Bohemia, its people and the fortunes of its Habsburg rulers. It ended the Bohemian Protestant revolt and many of its leaders were executed while Frederick V fled and abdicated, having been on the throne for less than three months. His short-lived reign earned him the unkind epithet ‘Winter King’, and his Scottish-born wife, Elisabeth Stuart, the sobriquet ‘Winter Queen’. The Habsburg victory led to a Catholic ascendency, including forced conversion and the expulsion of much of the Protestant aristocracy, to be replaced by German-speaking Catholic nobility; Bohemia remained firmly part of the Habsburg Empire for the next three centuries.

Further afield, what began effectively as a civil war in the Holy Roman Empire sucked in other powers, including the Ottoman Empire, France, Spain, Denmark and Sweden. Although the Thirty Years’ War was largely concentrated over three decades in the German-speaking lands, there was conflict in the Low Countries, Italy, the Iberian peninsula and elsewhere. Not only did the Habsburgs become associated with the defence of Christendom against Muslim Ottoman incursion, but they also became recognised as the foremost dynastic defenders of Roman Catholicism.

The situation on the ground, however, was chaotic. Armies, often consisting of marauding mercenaries, marched back and forth across previously contested territories, confiscating supplies, destroying farms, villages and towns. Civilians were killed indiscriminately; famine and pestilence was widespread.

The conflict was brought to an end by the Congress of Westphalia, which is amongst the longest-running peace conferences in diplomatic history and is as complicated as the Thirty Years’ War itself.25 A number of particular challenges dogged the discussions. Papal diplomats wouldn’t meet in an official capacity with Protestant envoys and wouldn’t even negotiate in the same city. For that reason, the congress took place in parallel in Münster and Osnabrück, 30 miles apart. Ceremonial issues and matters of precedence were hugely consuming and, given that the congress brought together the greatest number of rulers and senior diplomatic representatives ever seen, it was a minefield. While the emperor’s premier rank amongst ruling princes was universally recognised, Spain and France vied for second spot. Republics like the Dutch United Provinces and Venice, as well as imperial electors, insisted on an ‘Excellency’ title, to the chagrin of many monarchs. Titles and relative standing mattered particularly at ceremonial events and when anything was committed to paper, especially sensitive matters of dispute. These disputes meant that diplomatic interaction was often conducted indirectly via mediators, such as the Venetians and Danes.

Count Maximilian of Trauttmansdorff and Weinsberg (1584–1650) was the leading imperial ambassador at the congress. He was an extremely seasoned politician, having advised a whole series of sovereigns in Vienna: Rudolf II, Matthias, Ferdinand II and Ferdinand III. In addition to being a member of the Privy Council and Aulic Council, he had taken part in diplomatic initiatives including the 1622 Peace of Nikolsburg with Transylvania, the 1630 Treaty of Regensburg and the 1635 Peace of Prague. Suffering from worsening health, he only remained at the congress from 1645 until July 1647, after which Dr Isaak Volmar (1582–1662) became the leading figure in the imperial delegation.26 Volmar was noted for his stubbornness in negotiations, and his diary is considered to be a ‘central source for the congress, offering facts, dates and many official papers’.27 He was joined by fellow diarist Johannes Maximilian, Count of Lamberg (1608–1682), who served as imperial ambassador in Osnabrück, and his junior ambassadorial colleague Johann Krane, who has the distinction of being the only diplomat of an important power at the Congress of Westphalia to actually come from Westphalia. Lamberg’s diary suggests he was more focused on family and social life,28 nevertheless he returned to Vienna with an original copy of the treaty, which he presented to the emperor and is still in the Haus-, Hof- und Staatsarchiv in Vienna.

Some 109 delegations were involved in reaching the Peace of Westphalia, which formalised the nation-state system that still exists today. At the heart of the agreement was ‘Westphalian sovereignty’, the acknowledgement that states have exclusive sovereignty over their own lands, which forms the basis of the modern international community of sovereign states. As Henry Kissinger wrote: ‘The Westphalian peace reflected a practical accommodation to reality, not a unique moral insight. It relied on a system of independent states refraining from interference in each other’s domestic affairs and checking each other’s ambitions through a general equilibrium of power. No single claim to truth or universal rule had prevailed in Europe’s contests. Instead, each state was assigned the attribute of sovereign power over its territory. Each would acknowledge the domestic structures and religious vocations of its fellow states and refrain from challenging their existence.’29






2 The Imperial Habsburg Capital



‘The Holy Roman Empire is neither Holy, nor Roman, nor an Empire.’

– Voltaire1



The notion of Vienna as a capital city is complicated in that it was actually more of a dynastic than a national capital. The terms ‘Habsburg Monarchy’ or ‘Danube Monarchy’ are both used to describe a state that regularly changed in form and even name, although Vienna remained the residence city of the dynasty.

In 1804, when the Austrian Empire was founded, Vienna had already been the seat of the Habsburgs for more than 500 years, during which time the dynasty mostly held imperial status as titular head of the Holy Roman Emperor. Since 1276, the Habsburgs had ruled the Duchy of Austria (essentially present-day Lower and Upper Austria), with Vienna as its main population, administrative and political centre, and the Hofburg palace as the pre-eminent royal and imperial seat and nexus of government. Throughout the centuries, the Habsburg dynasty grew in power and lands, famously by marriage: Bella gerant alii, tu felix Austria nube, Nam quae Mars aliis, dat tibi regna Venus (‘Let others wage war, but thou, O happy Austria, marry; for those kingdoms which Mars gives to others, Venus gives to thee’).2

The Habsburgs had a sense of mission that would propel them to global power status and their capital to a major world centre. At different times over the ages Habsburg rule extended across much of Europe beyond its heartland in central Europe, while the Spanish Habsburgs had the largest empire in the world with their overseas rule extending to most of South America, Central America and much of North America, the Caribbean, as well as territories in Africa, Asia and the Pacific.

While the scale and scope of Habsburg territories waxed and waned, even towards the end of the dynasty’s rule the range was extensive, as reflected in the formal title of Francis Joseph I:


His Imperial and Apostolic Majesty, Francis Joseph I,

By the Grace of God,

Emperor of Austria,

King of Hungary and Bohemia,

King [of Lombardy and Venice] of Dalmatia, Croatia, Slavonia, Lodomeria and Illyria; King of Jerusalem etc., Archduke of Austria; Grand Duke of Tuscany and Cracow, Duke of Lorraine, of Salzburg, Styria, Carinthia, Carniola and of the Bukovina; Grand Prince of Transylvania; Margrave of Moravia; Duke of Upper and Lower Silesia, of Modena, Parma, Piacenza and Guastalla, of Auschwitz [Oświęcim] and Zator, of Teschen [Cieszyn/Těšín], Friuli, Ragusa [Dubrovnik] and Zara [Zadar]; Princely Count of Habsburg and Tyrol, of Kyburg, Gorizia and Gradisca; Prince of Trent [Trento] and Brixen [Bressanone]; Margrave of Upper and Lower Lusatia and in Istria; Count of Hohenems, Feldkirch, Bregenz, Sonnenberg, etc.; Lord of Trieste, of Cattaro [Kotor], and in the Wendish Mark; Grand Voivode of the Voivodina of Serbia etc. etc.3



As well as ruling over their hereditary lands, the Habsburgs were repeatedly elected as emperors of the Holy Roman Empire, an important and complex construct bringing together much of continental Europe under one imperial crown. Between the ninth century and its demise in 1806 the empire included present-day Germany, the Low Countries, Switzerland, Czech Republic, Austria, Slovenia, eastern France and much of Italy. While power was dissipated amongst its electors, who decided whom the emperor should be, it was also shared by literally hundreds of rulers in its patchwork of various kingdoms, principalities, archduchies, duchies, earldoms, baronies, lordships, landgraviates, margraviates, archbishoprics, bishoprics, abbacies, bailiwicks, counties, cantons, imperial Free Cities and other realms. It was complicated, to say the least.

Despite the complexity, the Habsburgs managed to secure the imperial crown almost continuously between 1438 and 1806, by fair means or foul. While the Holy Roman Empire didn’t have a formal capital city, it did have an imperial seat of residence and while a Habsburg wore the imperial crown that was mostly Vienna.

Diplomacy throughout this period was very far from what we now understand international diplomatic relations to be. Despite the difficulties of getting about, the emperor and his retinue would travel as an itinerant ruler with lavish progress ceremonies from one venue to the next, though not often in Italy: ‘on average once a decade across the 14th and 15th centuries, but [the Habsburgs] made only one appearance between 1452 and 1496’.4

The Diet of Worms in 1495 saw reforms agreed to the Holy Roman Empire, including the enhanced importance of the institution of the Diet (Reichstag) itself. The nobles who gathered at Worms reached formal agreements to end feuding, and they created the Imperial Chamber Court (Reichskammergericht) and an imperial tax. More significantly, it was decided that the Diet would play a more important role as a deliberative body. From 1663 onwards it met in permanent session in Regensburg, Bavaria, and it functioned effectively as a gathering of ambassadors: ‘All Imperial Estates sent envoys and agents not just to the Reichstag but to each other. The Empire defined their world. Only a few of the larger principalities maintained representatives at foreign courts by the 18th century.’5 From the earliest records, it is clear that Vienna was a key diplomatic capital, hosting representatives from across the Holy Roman Empire and further afield. In the earliest published annual state handbook, nearly 200 states and territories are represented by diplomats of different ranks, such as papal nuncio, ambassador, envoy, resident, delegate, representative and agent. Foreign nations represented included Venice, Holland, England, Denmark and Sweden, while the rest were largely from throughout the empire. Smaller territories were often represented by a shared agent.6

After the demise of the Holy Roman Empire in 1806, Vienna was officially designated as the capital of the Austrian Empire and City of Imperial Residence (K.K. Haupt- und Residenzstadt). There were foreign missions and embassies from Denmark, France, Great Britain, Portugal, Russia, Sicily, Spain, Sweden, Turkey and the Vatican. German representation included Bavaria, Hannover, Hessen-Kassel, Hessen-Darmstadt, Prussia, Saxony, Saxony-Gotha and Würtemberg.7



While the Holy Roman Empire cannot be thought of as a particularly bureaucratic or centralised organisation, its administrative and legal capacity did evolve over the centuries. The Diet acted more as a negotiating body than a legislative assembly. From 1489 its members were the Imperial Estates and were divided into three chambers: the College of Prince-electors (Kürfurstenkollegium), the College of Imperial Princes (Reichsfürstenrat) and the College of Imperial Cities (Reichstädtekollegium). Most important among the Imperial Estates were the prince-electors who formed the electoral college that elected the emperor. Three of the electors were ecclesiastical – the Archbishops of Mainz, Trier and Cologne – and four were secular: the King of Bohemia, the Count Palatine of the Rhine, the Duke of Saxony and the Margrave of Brandenburg, to which were later added the Elector of Bavaria and the Elector of Hanover. Prior to 1663 the Diet convened in 34 different cities before meeting permanently thereafter in Regensburg. The Imperial Chamber Court was first based in Frankfurt, then a series of other German towns, before being finally sited in Wetzlar, Hesse. One of the two senior judicial institutions in the Holy Roman Empire, it could hear cases brought from across the empire.

Vienna became an important administrative centre for the empire with the establishment of the Aulic Council (Reichshofrat) in the city by Maximilian I in 1496. It was the second of the empire’s senior judicial institutions and is often seen as having been in competition with the Imperial Chamber Court. Not only did it have concurrent powers with its rival in Wetzlar, but it often had exclusive jurisdiction, including feudal cases, criminal matters and the affairs of the imperial government.8

From 1559 onwards the Imperial Court Chancellery (Reichhofkanzlei) became the key administrative body of the empire. Its function waxed and waned under different monarchs as it adopted and lost parallel responsibilities in its roles for the domestic Habsburg court and the empire. Theoretically, the chancellery operated under the aegis of the Elector Bishop of Mainz, who held the title of Archchancellor (Erzkanzler) and was the highest dignitary of the Holy Roman Empire. In practical terms, the daily leadership duties in the chancellery were exercised by the Imperial Vice-Chancellor in Vienna. The title is the origin of the modern-day Chancellor title used by the heads of government in both Austria and Germany.

The administrative functions of the Imperial Court Chancellery were conducted by a staff of fewer than 30 people. In the 17th century this included the Imperial Secretary, Lower Austrian Court Secretary, an articled Latin language clerk, a tax assessor, three registrars, a minutes secretary, 14 German language scribes, 4 Latin language scribes and two chancellery servants.9 Over time, staffing levels increased and by the beginning of the 18th century the two-storey Chancellery Wing of the Hofburg was deemed too limited and plans were drawn up to build a new, taller, bigger and grander home for the Imperial Court Chancellery, which also included apartments for the Archchancellor and the most senior Habsburg courtier: the Lord Chamberlain (Obersthofmeister) and his offices.10

Design work and building of the Reichskanzeleitrakt began in 1723 under court architect Johann Lucas von Hildebrandt (1668–1745) before being completed in 1730 by his great rival Joseph Emanuel Fischer von Erlach (1693–1742). Erlach demolished the wing’s new façade only just completed by von Hildebrand and replaced it with a new frontage. The five-storey baroque façade includes three projecting pilasters, and the oversized statues on the gateways at either end representing the Labours of Hercules are by Lorenzo Mattielli. The golden coat of arms flanked by two trumpet-sounding angels, is that of Karl VI, including the central crest with the Austrian triband on the left and tower of Castille on the right, a representation of his claim to the Spanish throne.

While the design of the wing aimed to highlight the majesty of the emperor, it also served to enhance the standing of the imperial institutions it housed, and provide purpose-built facilities for modern administration, including scores of offices for the chancellery, an archive and registry for the Aulic Council.

According to an 18th-century room plan of the Hofburg palace, the ground floor of the Chancellery Wing was taken up with coach stables and servants. The first floor (Controller Corridor floor) contained the chancellery offices and registry; the second floor (main floor) was the residence of the Imperial Vice-Chancellor, with connecting corridors to the state rooms of the emperor on the other side of the palace; the third floor had a further allocation of rooms for the Imperial Vice-Chancellor; the fourth floor comprised individual accommodation for female members of the imperial household.11



The Holy Roman Empire was a feudal system demanding personal loyalty to superiors, all the way up to the emperor. This social and economic hierarchy had emerged in late antiquity and determined relative powers and legal rights. From the emperor down there was a mutual bargain: from the liege lord ‘to shelter and protect’ and for the vassal ‘to assist and advise’. As the most senior liege lord, the emperor granted fiefs – heritable property, rights and titles – in return for personal loyalty, financial support and military service. In turn, crown vassal kings, dukes and other overlords dispensed feudal rights over their vassals, all the way down the ranks of nobility to the great mass of the rural population, who were often impoverished and indentured with precious few rights.

Symbolism and rituals were at the heart of medieval power relationships, and feudal vassals were expected to take part in an act of submissive homage and declare an oath of fealty at a commendation ceremony to their feudal masters. In a symbolic act the vassal would kneel in front of his overlord, placing his clasped hands between the hands of his feudal superior, followed by an oath of fealty on the Bible or a Christian relic. Attending court to take part in such ceremonies was still important in the 17th century, when official representatives were despatched in the place of their rulers. This is documented in the accounts of the 1660 diplomatic mission to Vienna by a delegation from Saxe-Weimar, following the ascension of Leopold I to the imperial throne. Secretary to the four-strong delegation was the 27-year-old Johann Sebastian Müller (1633–1708), who was responsible for sending reports back to his local ducal ruler. In a three-month long mission, the delegation took part in a commendation ceremony, officially resanctioning the feudal rights of the House of Wettin and their fealty to the emperor. The dynasty ruled territories in present-day Saxony, Saxony-Anhalt and Thuringia, and their agnates ascended the thrones of still-ruling houses in Britain and Belgium.

Greatest focus in Müller’s Diarium12 is reserved for the commendation ceremony itself, which is recorded over pages of minute detail, and reflects the importance of the representational act which (re)invested power and legitimacy on their rulers by the emperor. The account of the delegation also focuses on the city, its sights and inhabitants, including its Jewish population. As in the earlier English diplomatic account of Vienna by William Crowne,13 Müller draws particular attention to the Jewish ghetto outside the city walls on the far side of the Danube, where he witnessed synagogue ceremonies and Jewish religious practice.14 Only a decade later Leopold I expelled the Jews from Vienna, after which the area of the cleared ghetto was renamed Leopoldstadt.

In addition to its ceremonial feudal roles, the imperial court played an important legal role in disputed issues of aristocratic succession, such as the death of a local ruler without a legal heir. It was a matter of such importance that envoys were dispatched from far-flung parts of the empire to Vienna to resolve the situation. That is exactly what occurred in the late 17th century following the death of the ruling Duke of Saxe-Lauenburg, a small principality between Lübeck and Hamburg. While the duchy only amounted to 28 square miles of territory, with four towns, 27 estates and fewer than 30,000 inhabitants, succeeding to the title was a prize worth pursuing. The Duke of Anhalt-Dessau, whose territory was only 17 square miles, and contained eight towns, 100 villages and fewer than 30,000 inhabitants, thought he had the best claim. Despite competing interests from powerful neighbours in Denmark, Brandenburg and Saxony, it was decided to launch a diplomatic offensive to the Court Council and the emperor’s advisors, counting on good connections to the imperial court in Vienna. The issues involved were highly complex, involving formal considerations of imperial law and international relations, as well as the complicated patronage relationships and internal politics of the Holy Roman Empire. In Vienna, there was also a wish for a diplomatic solution, to avoid potential unrest in the north of the empire.

As a small state, Anhalt-Dessau had traditionally relied on a diplomatic agent in Vienna, often a representative of lower standing than the larger states that had a dedicated but more costly diplomatic presence. On this occasion, Bernhard Georg Andermüller (1644–1717), a 55-year-old senior civil servant, was dispatched to Vienna as a deputé on a diplomatic mission that lasted four years. Unusually for diplomatic postings of the time, the details were preserved in more than 242 written reports, now held by the regional archive of Saxony-Anhalt. Andermüller also used his skill as a cartographer to produce a masterpiece birds-eye-view map of Vienna. As with so many diplomats, both before and after him, Andermüller made an enduring contribution to the understanding of the city.

Little is known about his personal life while living in the city. He lodged with the duchy’s resident representative, and as a Protestant he had to worship at the reformed chapels hosted by the Danish, Dutch and Swedish diplomatic missions. Much of his time seems to have been taken up with trying to arrange meetings with powerful decision-makers in the formal and informal legal and political power structures of the empire. He also notes the regular financial challenges in maintaining his lodgings, the important status symbol of his own coach and horses, paying taxes and also for the bribes that he had to offer. This was made even trickier by the irregular payments he received, some being years late, if paid at all.

Despite Andermüller’s best efforts, a satisfactory resolution was not found for the Anhalt-Dessau claimants and the dukedom fell in 1716 to Elector Georg Ludwig of Hanover, who since 1714 had ruled in personal union as George I, King of the United Kingdom. Saxe-Lauenburg fell to Napoleonic France in 1804, then Prussia, Sweden and France again in 1810, before becoming part of Denmark in 1815. Fifty years later it went back to Prussia after the 1864/5 war with Denmark, and it remains part of the German region of Schleswig-Holstein to this day.



One of the earliest detailed city accounts of Vienna is by a member of a visiting Ottoman diplomatic delegation to the city in 1664–1665. Evliya Çelebi (1611–1682) arrived as part of a 300-strong deputation led by Grand Ambassador Kara Mehmet Pasha. Evilya’s detailed observations and descriptions form part of his ten-volume travelogue, Seyahatnâme, which records his 40 years of exploration and travel throughout the Ottoman Empire and neighbouring regions. His portrait of the Austrian imperial city, where he stayed for nine months, is written with such ‘charm and clarity’ that it is assured a place of honour in the annals of Vienna’.15

Volume seven of his travelogue features his experiences in the ‘Golden Apple’, as Vienna was known to the Ottomans. His account of the city is peppered with references to the first Turkish siege, which occurred 136 years previously. He describes, for example, the delegation’s visit to Neugebäude Castle, which was built on the site where the sultan had pitched his imperial tent.

While he noted the progress of the diplomatic mission, including the protocol disputes between the ambassador and the Austrian court, he was clearly more interested by the architecture of Vienna, with its churches and spires, and he was extremely colourful if not creative in his descriptions. For the noted historian of Islamic relations with Europe Bernhard Lewis, Evilya ‘was indeed a great traveler but unfortunately also a great romancer. He does not hide from his readers that his purpose was to entertain rather than to instruct, and if a story was amusing did not greatly matter whether it was true.’ Doubts about his presence ‘have been proved false by a contemporary document attesting to Evliya’s presence in Vienna. Most of what he says indicates firsthand observation, though his style and presentation are not always unduly serious.’16

For Evilya, St Stephen’s Cathedral was particularly fascinating: ‘This great church has four clock towers, one at each corner. Three of them are small. But the lofty tower next to this door on the right side are without compare in the inhabited quarter. If all the world’s architects got together they could not place a single stone like it. Although it appears to be of black stone, it is actually an artificial concrete substance like gypsum. I examined it very closely and could not see where the stones were joined. The inside of this bell tower contains 27 stories and is filled with 1,000 monks.’17 The cathedral’s castrati and organ are described as an ‘awesome, liver-piercing sound, like the voice of the Antichrist, that makes a man’s hair stand on end’.18

Evilya paints a vivid picture of life in Vienna and its characters. His most detailed description is reserved for the Emperor Leopold, who was not famed for having good looks: ‘One may almost doubt whether the Almighty really intended, in him, to create a man… his face is long and sharp like a fox, with ears as big as children’s slippers, and a red nose that shines like an unripe grape and is as big as an eggplant… from his broad nostrils, into each of which he could stick three fingers at a time, droop hairs as long as moustachios of a 30-year-old swashbuckler, growing in confused tangles with the hair on his upper lip and with his black whiskers, which reach as far as his ears. His lips are swollen like a camel’s and his mouth could hold a whole loaf of bread at a time. His teeth too are as big and as white as a camel’s. Whenever he speaks, the spittle spurts and splashes over him from his mouth and camel lips, as if he had vomited.’19

While undoubtedly there was a lot of artistic licence and exaggeration to the description, it is true that Leopold inherited the Habsburg trait of prognathism, with a protruding lower jaw, something that was clear to see even on the coinage of the day. Leopold was also deserving of attention for Evilya because of the way in which he and other men in Vienna treated women, and the reason which he believed explained it: ‘I saw a most extraordinary thing in this country. If the emperor encounters a woman in the street… he stands in a posture of politeness. The woman greets the emperor, who then takes his hat off his head to show respect for the woman… It is indeed an extraordinary spectacle. In this country and in general in the land of the unbelievers, women have the main say. They are honoured and respected out of love for Mother Mary.’20

Evilya’s account also included a fascination for the advanced medicine practised in Vienna at the time, the ubiquity of mechanical and clockwork devices, and the linguistic similarities as he heard and imagined them between German and Persian languages. What was omitted from public accounts of the visit, which took place only two decades before the second Ottoman siege of Vienna, was the intelligence garnered about Vienna’s defences, including detailed notes about the substantial city walls, bastions and trenches.21

It’s not clear whether the description of Vienna’s defences was seriously considered, but it certainly didn’t put off Sultan Mehmet IV, who issued a flowery declaration of war against the emperor on 20 February 1683 with a temporal and spiritual claim to rival the greatness of the Habsburgs:


Mahomet Son of Emperors, Son to the famous and Glorious God, Emperor of the Turks, King of Graecia, Macedonia, Samaria, and the Holy-land, King of the Great and Lesser Egypt, King of all the Inhabitants of the Earth, and of the Earthly Paradise, Obedient Prince and Son of Mahomet, Preserver of the Towns of Hungary, Possessour of the Sepulcher of your God, Lord of all the Emperours of the World, from the rising of the Sun to the going down thereof, King of Kings, Lord of the Tree of Life, Conquerour of Melonjen, Itegly, and the City of Prolenix, Great Pursuer of the Christians, Joy of the flourishing World, Commander and Guardian of the Crucified God, Lord of the Multitude of Heathens.22



The capture of Vienna had been a long-term ambition of the Ottoman Empire, and already been unsuccessfully attempted in 1529. If Vienna fell, the major bastion resisting Ottoman enlargement would be no more and approaches into Germany would be clear, while strategic trading routes would fall under Ottoman control. In his declaration, Mehmet IV made abundantly clear this was to be a war of destruction and domination:


For I declare unto you, I will make myself your Master, pursue you from East to West, and extend my Majesty to the end of the Earth; in all which you shall find my Power to your great prejudice. I assure you that you shall feel the weight of my Power; and for that you have put you hope and expectation in the strength some Towns and castles, I have given command to overthrow them, and to trample under feet with either my Horses, all that is acceptable and pleasant in your Eyes, leaving nothing head after by which you shall make friendship with me, or any fortified places to put your trust in: For I have resolved without retarding of time, to ruin both you and your People, and take the German Empire according to my pleasure, and to leave in the Empire a Commemoration of my dreadful Sword, that it may appear to all, it will be a pleasure to me, to give a public establishment of my Religion, and to pursue your crucified God, whose Wrath I fear not, nor his coming to your Assistance, to deliver you out of my hands. I will according to my pleasure put your Sacred Priests to the Plough, and expose the Brests of your Matrons to be Suckt by Dogs and other Beasts.

You will therefore do well to forsake your religion, or else I will give Order to Consume you with Fire. This is enough said unto you, and to give you to understand what I have, in case you have a mind to know it.23



With a fifteen-month gap between the mobilisation of a mammoth Ottoman army and the invasion of Habsburg territory, the time was well used in Vienna to rally allies and pledges of support. Leopold I reached an agreement with King John III Sobieski of Poland to come to the aid of one another if attacked. Meanwhile, an appeal was made throughout the Holy Roman Empire for military assistance, and Pope Innocent XI called on Christian princes to rally to the defence of Vienna. The pontiff later played a key role in forming the Holy League to resist the threat from the Ottomans, bringing together the Papal States, the Holy Roman Empire, the Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth and the Venetian Republic.

The siege of Vienna began on 14 July 1683 when more than 150,000 Turkish troops took up position around the city walls. Leopold I and tens of thousands of Viennese fled the city prior to the start of the siege, leaving 15,000 troops, 9,000 volunteer defenders and nearly 400 cannons, commanded by Count Ernst Rüdiger von Starhemberg. Having reinforced older parts of the city defences and cleared the open glacis area around the walls, there were no sheltered positions for the Turks to attack from. This delayed their assault on the city and forced them to construct an elaborate network of trenches and tunnels, especially near the southern sector of the wall by the Hofburg palace.

Meanwhile, a relief army under Sobieski approached on the northern side of the Danube, before crossing near Tulln to rendezvous with imperial troops and special contingents deployed from elsewhere in Germany, creating an army of 80,000. The coalition forces advanced downhill from the strategic heights of the Kahlenberg overlooking the city. With the Turks already being forced back, Sobieski ordered the largest cavalry charge in history, with 18,000 mounted troops, including 3,000 Polish Winged Hussars. This broke the Ottoman lines, and Vienna’s defenders emerged from two-months of bitter fighting along the city wall to join the attack, hastening the invaders’ retreat.

Descriptions of the victory were shortly being shared across Europe, including a pamphlet preserved in Oxford’s Bodleian Library: ‘The King of Poland having in the meantime with the greatest Vigour repulsed the Enemy on his side and put them to flight, leaving the Plunder of their Camp behind them, which consisted of a very Rich Tent of the Grand Visier, his Colours, Two Poles with the Horse Tails, their usual Signal of War, and his Guidon or Standard, set with Diamonds, his Treasure designed for the Payment of the Army, and in short, all his Equipage was possess’d by the Polanders. As for the rest of the Tents, Baggage, Artillery, Ammunition, and Provisions enough to load Eight thousand Waggons, was divided among our Army.’24 Many of the spoils are now held at the Vienna Military History Museum, which has the largest collection of Ottoman artefacts on permanent display outside Turkey. Prominent pieces include lavish tents and weapons of all sizes, including ornate axes, daggers and swords, bows and arrows, rifles inlaid with mother-of-pearl, cannons and a flag with the Tawhid (verses on the unity of God) written on it.

The siege of Vienna made a particular impression on the city and its culture, which lasts to this day: its coffee-house tradition, for instance, which was developed using coffee beans left behind by the fleeing Turks. According to legend, the Polish diplomat and nobleman Jerzy Franciszek Kulczycki was responsible for this after helping break the siege, when he crossed the Ottoman lines in Turkish attire. Returning to the city he was able to confirm that relief was imminent, and the beleaguered defenders decided to carry on the fight. Grateful citizens rewarded his bravery with the gift of a house, and King John III Sobieski gave him large amounts of coffee from the captured Ottoman supplies. With this he opened a coffee house, Hof zur Blauen Flasche (House under the Blue Bottle), close to the cathedral on Schlossergassl. Kulczycki is memorialised with a statue on Vienna’s Kolschitzkygasse, which is named after him.

What we now know as a croissant also goes back to the siege of Vienna. Legend has it that bakers in the city commemorated the victory with a pastry made in the shape of the half-moon Turkish flag, calling it kipferl: the crescent.

While Vienna was relieved from its besiegers in 1683, the war against the Ottomans continued for the next 15 years. Russia joined the Holy League, the first time it had taken part in an alliance of European powers, and together with the Holy Roman Empire, the Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth and others defeated the Ottomans in a series of conflicts that became known as the Great Turkish War. Decisive victory was secured in 1697 at the Battle of Zenta, when Holy League forces commanded by Prince Eugene of Savoy (1663–1736) routed the Turks, leading to large-scale Ottoman territorial losses and Habsburg dominance in central Europe. It was the beginning of a glittering military and diplomatic career for Prince Eugene, whose equestrian statue dominates Heroes’ Square in present-day Vienna. One side of the plinth is inscribed: ‘To the wise counsellor of three Emperors.’ On the other: ‘To the glorious conqueror of Austria’s enemies.’



Prince Eugene of Savoy is without doubt one of the most significant statesmen, diplomats and military leaders in Austrian history, and earned the respect of friend and foe alike. Napoleon rated him as one of the seven greatest ever commanders.25

Over six decades, he served three Holy Roman Emperors, from the Siege of Vienna in 1683 and through a series of conflicts and diplomatic tussles until the War of the Polish Succession in the 1730s. Spurned from the military in his native France, perhaps because of his homosexuality, Eugene entered Habsburg military service, and then spent much of the rest of his life fighting France in the west and the Ottoman Turks in the east.

Eugene is best remembered for the crushing defeat of the Ottomans in the Battle of Zenta. The victory, in present-day Vojvodina in Serbia, led to the Treaty of Karlowitz, which ceded Transylvania, the Kingdom of Hungary and the Kingdom of Slavonia (Croatia) to the Habsburgs. Eugene’s international reputation was enhanced further in the War of the Spanish Succession (1701–1714) with victories against the French together with the British Duke of Marlborough at Blenheim (also known as the Second Battle of Höchstädt), battles in the Low Countries and a series of engagements in northern Italy. He then commanded the imperial forces that decisively defeated Ottomans in the Austro-Turkish War (1716–1718) at Petrovardin and Belgrade. Austrian victory was sealed in the Treaty of Passarowitz, which brought yet more territory under Vienna’s control: the Kingdom of Serbia, northern Bosnia as well as the Banat of Temeswar and Lesser Wallachia.

The later life of Prince Eugene was more focused on diplomacy than the battlefield. He became the governor of the Austrian Netherlands and signed the Treaty of Vienna (1725), which brought Austria and Spain closer together after the War of the Spanish Succession. Austria relinquished claims to the Spanish throne, while Madrid guaranteed the Pragmatic Sanction, paving the way for Maria Theresa’s reign 15 years later. Eugene became President of the Imperial War Council and Chairman of the Secret Conference, which determined foreign policy together with the emperor, during which time he steered diplomatic relations with voluminous correspondence with Habsburg ambassadors at the courts of the continent.26

The high reputation of Prince Eugene has endured over the centuries, as has his personal stamp on Vienna with his summer and winter residences being two baroque jewels of the city. His city palais on the Himmelpfortgasse was built by both Johann Bernhard Fischer von Erlach and Johann Lukas von Hildebrand. The building, which has a twelve-bay baroque façade, also has an exquisite interior, including an extraordinary staircase, stone sculptures and frescoes. The building currently hosts the Austrian Finance Ministry.

Eugene’s most famous residence was the Belvedere, a historic complex of two palaces and beautiful baroque gardens, just outside the city walls. Johann Lukas von Hildebrand designed and built the Lower and Upper Belvedere between 1712 and 1723. One of Europe’s standout baroque landmarks, it is listed together with the rest of Vienna city centre as a UNESCO World Heritage Site. The Lower Belvedere, with its beautiful Hall of Mirrors, was the day-to-day summer home of Prince Eugene, while the Upper Belvedere was conceived with prestige and display in mind, positioned on a rise overlooking the middle of the capital with copper roofs. They were designed to resemble Turkish tents, an allusion to Eugene’s victories over the Ottomans. The sumptuous grandeur of the interior includes Herculean figures supporting the vaulted ceiling of the Sala Terrena and the two-storey-high Marble Hall with its ornately painted ceiling.

The gardens between the Lower and Upper Belvedere are a baroque masterpiece in their own right and look down towards Fischer von Erlach’s baroque Karlskirche, with its oversized flanking columns. Eugene had an intense interest in horticulture and nature, seeking out rarities and abnormalities. His menagerie was the second largest in Europe after that of King Louis XIV, numbering 43 species of mammals and 67 species of birds, including ‘unheard of’ species of the time. Eugene was also an avid collector of books and developed friendships with the leading international authors and thinkers of the age, including Gottfried Leibnitz, Jean-Jacques Rousseau and Charles-Louis Montesquieu. More than 15,000 books formed part of a world-class collection together with hundreds of manuscripts and prints, described as follows by Rousseau: ‘The Prince’s library is very extensive and consists of exceptionally fine books beautifully bound. But what is more remarkable is that there is scarcely a book in it that the Prince has not read or at least looked through. It is difficult to believe that a man who almost alone carries such a public burden for all Europe, who is Field-Marshall and the Emperor’s Prime Minister, can find the time to read almost as much as someone who has nothing else to do.’27

When Eugene died in Vienna in 1736, aged 72 and without any close family, his niece inherited his properties and collections, which she sold almost immediately to the emperor. His book collection, bound in red, blue and yellow Morocco leather with gilt lettering and the arms of Savoy, takes pride of place today beneath the cupola of the beautiful, baroque State Hall of the Austrian National Library.

Prime Eugene’s Belvedere Palace became an art repository in 1781, and one of the earliest public art galleries. Today, the Upper Belvedere houses the greatest collection of Austrian art, including the world’s largest collection of Gustav Klimt paintings as well as works by Egon Schiele and Oskar Kokoschka. The Lower Belvedere is the Museum of Austrian Baroque Art. Throughout the last three centuries the Belvedere has hosted key diplomatic and representational events, including the wedding party of Marie Antoinette. It was the residence of the ill-fated Archduke Franz Ferdinand, and hosted the signing of the 1955 Austrian State Treaty that ended four-power occupation, with the famed declaration by Chancellor Leopold Figl: ‘Austria is free!’



One of the finest accounts of early 18th-century Vienna is by Lady Mary Wortley Montagu (1689–1762), the wife of the British ambassador to Constantinople, Edward Wortley Montagu. Her writings are best known for her accounts of when they arrive in Turkey: ‘The very first example of a secular work by a woman of the Muslim Orient.’28 However, Lady Montagu’s letters also include detailed accounts of her three-month stop in Vienna from September to November 1716 and her experience of the city, society, its court and diplomatic life. In a letter to her friend the Countess of Mar, she writes about her arrival and first impressions of Vienna:


We travelled by water from Ratisborn [Regensburg], a journey perfectly agreeable, down the Danube, in one of those little vessels, that they very properly call wooden houses, having in them almost all the conveniences of a palace, stoves in the chambers, kitchens, etc. They are rowed by twelve men each, and move with an incredible swiftness, that in the same day you have the pleasure of a vast variety of prospects; and within a few hours’ space of time one has the different diversion of seeing a populous city adorned with magnificent palaces, and the most romantic solitudes, which appear distant from the commerce of mankind, the banks of the Danube being charmingly diversified with woods, rocks, mountains covered with vines, fields of corn, large cities and ruins of ancient castles. I saw the great towns of Passau and Lintz [sic], famous for the retreat of the Imperial court when Vienna was besieged.

This town, which has the honour of being the emperor’s residence, did not at all answer my ideas of it, being much less than I expected to find it; the streets are very close, and so narrow, one cannot observe the fine fronts of the palaces, though many of them very well deserve observation, being truly magnificent, all built of fine white stone, and excessive high, the town being so much too little for the number of people who desire to live in it, the builders seem to have projected to repair that misfortune, by clapping one two on the top of another, most of the houses being of five, and some of them six storeys. You may easily imagine, that the streets being so narrow, the upper rooms are extremely dark; and what is inconveniently much more intolerable, in my opinion, there is no house that has so few as five or six families in it.



Lady Montagu also describes living conditions inside the houses:


The apartments of the greatest ladies, and even of the ministers of state, are divided but by a partition from that of a tailor or a shoemaker: and I know nobody that has above two floors in any house, one for their own use, and one higher for their servants. Those that have houses of their own, let out the rest of them to whoever will take them; thus the great stairs (which are all of stone) are as common and as dirty as the street. ’Tis true, when you have once travelled through them, nothing can be more surprisingly magnificent than the apartments. They are commonly a suite of eight or ten large rooms, all inlaid, the doors and windows richly carved and gilt, and the furniture such as is seldom seen in the palaces of sovereign princes in other countries – the hangings the finest tapestry of Brussels, prodigious large looking glasses in silver frames, fine japan tables, beds, chairs, canopies, and window curtains of the richest Genoa damask or velvet almost covered with gold lace or embroidery. The whole made gay by pictures, and vast jars of japan china, and almost in every room large lustres of rock crystal.

… I never saw a place so perfectly delightful as the Fauxbourgs [suburbs] of Vienna. It is very large, and almost wholly composed of delicious palaces; and if the emperor found it proper to permit the gates of the town to be laid open, that the Fauxbourgs might be joined to it, he would have one of the largest and best-built cities of Europe.29



It didn’t take Lady Montagu long to be invited to the finest houses, including those of Johann Adam Prince Liechtenstein, Count Schönborn, ‘the emperor’s favourite’ Gundacker Ludwig Count Althann and the salon of Madam Dorothea Elisabeth Rabutin: ‘I have already had the honour of being invited to dinner by several of the first people of quality; and I must do them the justice to say, the good taste and magnificence of their tables… I have been more than once entertained with fifty dishes of meat, all served in silver, and well dressed; the dessert proportionable, served in the finest china. But the variety and richness of their wines is what appears the most surprising. The constant way is, to lay a list of their names upon the plates of the guests, along with the napkins; and I have counted several times to the number of eighteen different sorts, all exquisite in the kinds.’30

Lady Montagu visited both the opera and theatre, including a lavish outdoor opera performance of Enchantments of Alcina (‘Angelica Vincitrice di Alcina’) by Johann Joseph Fux, the most important Austrian baroque composer of the age. The performance took place in the grounds of the then imperial summer residence, the Favorita Palace, and according to Lady Montagu cost the emperor €18 million in today’s money, but ‘nothing of that kind ever was more magnificent’.31 The huge stage set was built over a pond, so the performance could include a naval fight of ‘guilded [sic] vessels’. The event was clearly the place for high society to be and was also attended by the papal nuncio Monsignor Spinola, the French ambassador Comte de Luca and Venetian ambassador Cavaliere Grimani.32

‘If their Operas are thus delightful, their comedies are in as a high a degree ridiculous. They have but one playhouse, where I had the curiosity to go to a German comedy,’ Lady Montagu reports, having paid a gold ducat for a box in the Kärntnertortheater: ‘I never laughed so much in my life.’ The theatre, which stood right next to the city wall and its Carinthian Gate (Kärtnertor), was torn down in 1873 together with many other sites next to the old walls. It stood where today you find the world-famous Hotel Sacher at the rear of the State Opera.

One of the joys of Lady Montagu’s letters is the colour and detail of her accounts. This is especially the case when she writes about her first visit to court:


In order to that ceremony, I was squeezed up in a gown, and adorned with a gorget and the other implements thereunto belonging: a dress very inconvenient, but which certainly shews the neck and shape to great advantage. I cannot forbear in this place giving you some description of the fashions here, which are more monstrous and contrary to all common sense and reason, than ’tis possible for you to imagine.

They build certain fabrics of gauze on their heads about a yard high, consisting of three or four storeys, fortified with numberless yards of heavy ribbon… it certainly requires as much art and experience to carry the load upright, as to dance upon May-day with the garland. Their whale-bone petticoats outdo ours by several yards’ circumference, and cover some acres of ground.



The visit to court by Lady Montagu was for an audience with Empress Elisabeth Christine, the wife of Emperor Charles VI. She was renowned for her delicate beauty and would become mother of the future Empress Maria Theresa. Accomplished in music, discretion, modesty and diligence, she was well regarded for fulfilling her representational role as empress, both within the Spanish court protocols of hunting and balls and amateur theatre, as well as observing the religious devotion days of Pietas Austriaca (Austrian Piety). She was an excellent shot, attending shooting matches and participating in hunting, and she and her ladies-in-waiting dressed in amazon attire and also played billiards.

Lady Montagu was ‘perfectly charmed by the empress: I cannot however, tell you that her features are regular; her eyes are not that large, but have a lively look, full of sweetness; her complexion the finest I ever saw’.33 The empress ‘had the goodness to talk to me very much, with that grace so natural to her… His imperial majesty did me the honour of speaking to me in a very obliging manner; but he never speaks to any of the other ladies; and the whole passes with a gravity and air of ceremony that has something very formal in it.’34

Time was spent playing cards (Quinze) and target shooting: ‘The empress herself was seated on a little throne at the end of a fine alley in the garden, and on each side of her were ranged two parties of her ladies of honour with other young ladies of quality, headed by the two archduchesses, all dressed in their hair full of jewels, with fine light guns in their hands; and at proper distances were placed three oval pictures, which were the marks to be shot at… all the men of quality at Vienna were spectators; but only the ladies had permission to shoot.’35 Given that the female competitors laughed at Lady Montagu because she was afraid to handle a gun, it seems unlikely that she won the valuable first prize of a fine ruby ring set round with diamonds in a gold snuff box.

Lady Montagu didn’t shy away from her more salacious experiences in high society: ‘ … getting a lover is so far from losing, that ’tis properly getting reputation; ladies being much more respected in regard to the rank of their lovers, than that of their husbands… Tis the established custom for every lady to have two husbands, one that bears the name, and another that bears the duties. And these engagements are so well known, that it would be a downright affront, and publicly resented, if you invited a woman of quality to dinner, without at the same time inviting her two attendants of lover and husband, between whom she sits in state with great gravity.’36 Lady Montagu recounts how the ‘belles passions are managed in this country’ when a young Count suggests that she should engage in ‘a little affair of the heart’: ‘Do me the honour of letting me know whom you like best among us, and I’ll engage to manage the affair entirely to your satisfaction.’37

Lady Montagu’s lively descriptions of her time in Vienna and Constantinople are credited as inspiration for subsequent travel writers, especially female writers, following her assertion that women travellers could gain an intimate view of foreign life not available to male counterparts. She also returned at the end of the diplomatic posting with an understanding of the Ottoman medical practice of inoculation against smallpox, which she introduced to Western medicine.



The Habsburg court was one of the most powerful and grandest in Europe. Here the emperor was surrounded by the high nobility that owed him their allegiance, by senior advisors who helped manage the affairs of state and a small army of staff that maintained the court in the exalted manner it was accustomed to. Usually, the court was located at the Hofburg palace in Vienna, although it moved with the emperor to Budapest, Prague, Innsbruck and the main summer palaces of Schönbrunn and Laxenburg. Over centuries it adopted strict hierarchical traditions, including Spanish etiquette from their fellow Habsburg rulers in Madrid, and allowed few outsiders access except for visiting rulers and diplomats.

The four key positions in the Habsburg court were the Lord High Chamberlain (Obersthofmeister), Master of the Imperial Chamber (Oberstkämmerer), Lord Steward of the Household (Obersthofmarschall) and Master of the Horse (Oberststallmeister), all of whom had a black court uniform with intricate gold embroidery and bicorne hat.

The Lord High Chamberlain exercised wide-ranging powers across the court as its effective chief executive. His responsibilities covered the court administration, its finances and court services, including the running of court palaces, buildings, gardens and the royal hunt. As the effective protector and arbiter of court ceremony, he exercised great authority about precedence in the court: access to it, promotion and preferment. His importance was underscored in his ceremonial immediacy to the emperor, directly behind him in the likes of the Easter procession or announcing the entrance of the imperial entourage to court balls with a triple knock of his ceremonial staff.

The Master of the Imperial Chamber managed the treasury of the imperial family, its art collection, the Natural History Museum, Court Library and scientific organisations. The Lord Steward of the Household was the ultimate legal authority, dealing with matters such as inheritances within the Habsburg family, while the Master of the Horse was responsible for the imperial stables, riding school, coach and carriage collection.

The next most senior household positions were the commanders of the imperial guards, who were all leading noblemen, whose units were largely made up of aristocrats and included Royal Archers (Arcièren-Leibgarde), Hungarian Lifeguards (Ungarischen Leibgarde), Trabanten Lifeguards (Trabantenleibgarde), Horse Guards (Leibgardereitereskadron) and Hofburg Guards, later Foot Guards (Leibgardeinfanteriekompanie). Other senior household positions included Lord High Steward of the Kitchen, Lord High Steward of the Silver, Crown Equerry, Master of the Hunt and the Master of Ceremonies.

Right of presentation (Hoffähigkeit) was the highly guarded prerequisite to attend court, its ceremonies and events. This was automatic for the high Austrian nobility, whose lineage was exclusively from the upper levels of the aristocracy, possessing 16 quarters of noble ancestry. That meant being able to prove great-great-grandparents all of noble stock and no less high-status interlopers in between, to the satisfaction of the Lord High Chamberlain. At the top of the nobility were the 30 or so princely families, including the Sovereign House of Liechtenstein; the Mediatised Houses of Lobkowitz, Dietrichstein, Auersperg, Fürstenberg, Schwarzenberg, Thurn und Taxis, Colloredo, Khevenhüller, Hohenlohe-Langenburg, Starhemberg, Salm-Raitz, Orsini-Rosenberg, Schönburg-Hartenstein, Metternich, Windisch-Graetz, Trauttmansdorff; and the further Princely Houses of Dietrichstein, Lubomirski, Porcia, Lamberg, Kinsky, Clary, Paar, Czartoryski, Sanguszko, Rohan, Windisch-Graetz, Collalto, Sapieha, Montenuovo, Beaufort and Thun.

Members of these houses and also dukes, duchesses, counts and countesses formed the ‘first society’, the closed world of high-born aristocratic families, who did not mix with the ‘second society’ of lesser nobility (barons, knights, etc) and emerging mercantile and financial classes, including the Austrian Jewish families: Arnstein, Auspitz, Gomperz, Kuffner, Rothchilds, Todesco and others.

Access to court was guaranteed to members of an honorific order. These originally chivalric orders, which began in the 15th century, were created and granted by the monarch, with their neck insignia in the case of the most senior Order of the Golden Fleece, or with a sash and breast star in the case of the Military Order of Maria Theresa, the Royal Hungarian Order of St Stephen, Imperial Order of Leopold, Imperial Order of the Iron Crown, Imperial Order of Francis Joseph and the Imperial and Royal Decoration of Elizabeth and Theresa.

Senior noblewomen could receive the Order of the Starry Cross and Imperial Order of Elizabeth, while a host of ‘palace ladies’, often widows of high-ranking noblemen, were also received at court. All holders of Habsburg orders were of noble birth, except the Military Order of Maria Theresa, which was awarded for bravery to all ranks and included ennoblement if not already. All received an annuity.

Access to the court was also automatic to privy councillors (Geheimräte) and chamberlains (Kämmerer), the senior honorific court titles awarded by the emperor. The roles originated from the medieval times as advisors to the sovereign and keepers of the keys to the sovereign’s quarters. Outer court positions included the ancient titles associated with formal court dinners: cup-bearer, carver and seneschal, where trusted nobles would serve the top table, as well as pages and heralds. The retinue included a small army of household staff available to the imperial family, including equerries, attendants, chaplains, personal physicians, pharmacists, painters, sculptors, musicians, actors and others; while below stairs a larger army of service staff kept the Hofburg and other palaces running, including cooks and kitchen staff, cleaners, firewood collectors, candle lighters, gardeners, farriers, coachmen, stable staff and many more.

While numbers varied, a study of the year 1847 showed there to be 2,228 servants and day labourers working for the household, in addition to its administrators, as well as 2,513 people listed as holders of Habsburg house orders and 2,136 who held imperial titles, from privy councillor to court chaplain.38 The totals are complicated by honours often being held simultaneously, but the four most senior were limited in number: Order of the Golden Fleece (35), Order of Maria Theresa (123), Order of St Stephen (166), Order of Leopold (778). Honorary court positions included 242 privy councillors, 1473 chamberlains and 70 seneschals.

Relative importance between court attendees was underlined by who was allowed where and when, all of which was regulated in the ceremonial protocols issued by the Lord High Chamberlain. This included who was allowed in which state rooms on ceremonial days.

The one group of outsiders granted immediacy to the emperor or empress were diplomats, who as representatives of foreign heads of state (mostly fellow monarchs) took part in court events effectively as members of the ‘first society’. Court tradition involved elaborate arrangements for their accreditation audience shortly after their arrival in Vienna, where the new ambassador was collected from their residence in a gala coach, a custom still conducted in London when new ambassadors are accredited at the Court of St James. Driven to the inner courtyard of the Hofburg, they ascended the Ambassadors Stairs towards the state rooms of the Leopold Wing, a route guarded by the five lifeguard formations all in different resplendent uniforms, which can be seen today at Vienna’s Military History Museum.

The Arcièren Lifeguards, the noble archer bodyguards, were the senior guards formation, wearing a scarlet-red broadcloth tunic with horizontal bands of gold galloon and tassels, white buckskin breeches, thigh-high black leather boots with brass spurs, and a polished silver helmet with crowned gilt bronze double eagle mountings and white horsehair plume.

The Royal Hungarian Lifeguards, the joint senior imperial household formation, were made up exclusively of Hungarian noblemen. Members wore the classic hussar gala uniform, including a kalpak fur busby of dark green wool and fur brim, an elaborately braided red-wool Hungarian Atilla short coat and breeches decorated with silver embroidery, a fur leopard-skin cape with large silver buckles and Habsburg Hungarian heraldic crest, and yellow saffian leather boots.

Unlike the two senior formations, the Trabanten Lifeguards were open to junior officers, and they performed regular guard duty at the Hofburg and other Habsburg residences. They wore a spiked black-leather lacquered pickelhaube helmet with gilt brass and a buffalo plume, a red full dress tunic, white leather breeches with over-knee cuirassier boots. They carried a halberd during court duties.

The Horse Guards wore a black wool tunic, buckskin breeches and jack boots, while the Foot Guards wore a dark green tunic and green dress pantaloons. Both wore lacquered pickelhaube helmets with black horsehair plumes.39

The ambassador would pass the guards stationed on the stairs through the Hofburg’s representative state rooms – the Trabanten Guard Room, Knights Hall, Ante-Chamber, Marble Hall and, finally, the Privy Council Room – led by the Master of Ceremonies to the middle of the ornately decorated room with parquet floors to await the sovereign. Both doors would be opened for the ambassador, who would then make a treble bow and present his accreditation, which was received by the emperor or chamberlain, depending on the status of relations with the ambassador’s state.40 Symbolically, only one of the double doors would then be opened for diplomats from the embassy to enter and be presented to the emperor, before leaving in reverse order without turning their backs.

The annual court calendar was largely focused on the first half of the year, beginning with a New Year reception, followed by carnival season with the two grandest balls: the Court Ball and the Ball at Court. The Court Ball, which included court society, was also open to senior representatives from politics, church and the military. With more than 2,000 guests there was hardly room to dance, but for many the evening was more about seeing and being seen. It began with a cortège of the imperial family and senior courtiers, then a welcome cercle for the diplomatic community, before the music started for the ball itself. The evening also included presentations to the emperor and empress for débutants, which was a prerequisite for ‘coming out in society’, the coming of age amongst adult nobility. Two weeks later the Ball at Court involved only the exclusive ‘first society’, where 700 members of the highest nobility attended.


The court ceremonies are most pompous and most beautiful, and nowhere else can such a richness of colour be seen as at religious and State affairs in Vienna. So many races are represented on such occasions, producing a varying, ever changing assembly, different in features, complexion, gestures, garb and colouring. The hues of the different costumes are most gorgeous, some brilliant, others sombre, rich sable, silver fox and beaver, magnificent aigrettes of diamonds and other precious stones in fur birettas; or gold embroidering on uniforms, velvets fastened with priceless gold buckles beset with brilliants, leopard-skin attilas held together with heavy clasps of beaten solver, forming a lovely contrast to the bright scarlet uniform beneath; archbishops, bishops, and other church signatories in pompous robes, priceless laces, and with crowns shorn, all ever moving, only to give place to new beauties of colour, high State officers in gorgeous gala uniforms, richly wrought in gold, their breasts bedecked with numerous decorations; Knights of the Golden Fleece and other Orders; army officers in their splendid array, others lower in rank in less vivid hue; everywhere this ever-changing, vibrating field of colour, moving onwards or interweaving itself, for a moment of dazzling the onlooker with the brilliancy of effect. And the nations represented are as bewildering as the colours; here a tall Austrian, there a stately Hungarian or a proud Pole, or a Moravian, shorter and thicker set than the others, as are also the Bohemians; every section belonging to the numerous Austrian dominions is represented.41



The ball season was followed by Ash Wednesday and Lent, when no dances were allowed. Church feast days became an important part of court life, underscoring the close relationship between the Habsburg dynasty and Catholic Church. These included the Corpus Christi procession through Vienna and the Maundy service, with its ceremonial washing of the feet of the poor. Throughout the Vienna season, higher society and the diplomatic community engaged in afternoon visits to one another’s residences, coach trips to the Prater park, evening salons, dinners and banquets, as well as theatres and concerts. This came to an abrupt end in the summer months when the nobility left for their country estates, followed by autumn hunting season, before returning to Vienna and its whirlwind social calendar, which began anew after Christmas.
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