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The Aristr:ia of Maria Thete-sa 

The first time a traveler sets his feet toward Europe 

he starts out with feelings of awe and anticipation. Awe, 

because he knows from hearing it said and reading extensively 

that he is about to discover cultural treasures far surpass

ing those found in America; anticipation, because he wants 

to discover for himself whether all he has heard is true. He 

wants to walk where poets walked, see the inspired art worlcs, 

and tread the paths where royalty ruled from their medieval 

castles. He even hopes to recapture some of the romanti-

cized past. These things are not impossible to the first time 

traveler, for as soon as he sets foot in England, France, Italy, 

or -wherever •~· he goes, he is .overwhelmed with the quaintness, 

the age, and the sense of familarity. It is_ all there just 

as the travel books and color slides have said it would be. 

After the initial realization that he is really in Europe,and. 

it is there to be sampled, the traveler begins at once to 

absorb everything he can. This is a slow process at best when 

one can only see and feel the excitement. Almost at once 

the traveler realizes that his college French or German has 

little in common with what he hears going on about him. 

This is of little consequence though. Adventure lies ahead 

and the best one can do is to be swept up in the current. 

As the first impact is absorbed, the next shock for 
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the traveler is the discovery that not only do European 

cities have the ancient buildings and landmarks he might 

expect, but they have a modern look which is a far cry from 

the old world of his history books. The familiar Kleenex 

boxes, the American cosmetics, the yellow Kodak signs, as 

well as Listerine and Delsey all make the traveler wonder why he 

stuffed his precious luggage space with these items. 

Europe may still have her antiquities, but she has 

been quick to adapt American products and display methods 

to lure the tourist dollar into ever open palms. So it 

is that the first time traveler finds himself walking in 

two worlds, always with the choice to make. Shall he follow 

the travel agency tours or strike out on his own? Whichever 

he does will prove to have both joys and disappointments. 

Once the traveler has accepted the beauty of the 

country: the forests with farms running to their edges, the 

mountainsides with castles and villages on them, the lakes, 

the rivers, and the lushness of fields and forests, he is 

then ready to step back into the centuries. How has all 

of this survived the cruelties of wars? How have the trea

sures of architecture, music, and art survived the past? 

In these questions lie much of the fascination of Europe. 

As a recent traveler to Europe, I found all of these 

things. Yet most outstanding to me was the country of Austria, 

former empire of the Hapsburgs. Here is a country that in 
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forty-seven years has had to take seven league steps in 

order to approach the twentieth century. It is truly an 

anachronism in the modern world - at least it was one until 

after the first World War. Perhaps a clue to the present 

existence of Austria can be discovered by a look at the 

house of Hapsburg which ruled uninterruptedly for six 

hundred years. 

Viewing the rise and fall of various royal houses, 

one appreciates the tenacity and courage the Hapsburgs dis

played in their ability to retain their crown. They were 

heirs to The Holy Roman Empire which was established in 962 

A.D. by Otto the Great; creator of the Babenberg dynasty 

which contributed greatly to the growth and influence of 

Austria. Under these rulers Austria began to makes its weight 

felt in the world, and by the end of the twelfth century 

Vienna had become one of the most important cities in Europe.1 

The Babenbergs developed a ruling system which -did 

much to develop the Austrian philosophy of life _which we so 

often hear referred to as Austrian "gemlisch" - roughly 

translated it means "live and let live." This philosophy is 

still most evident among Austrian people, contributing,no 

doubt, to their carefree attitude toward life. 

In 1273, after the Babenberg line died out, Rudolf of 

Hapsburg was chosen by the church electors to rule The Holy 

1
Brnst Marboe,~ Book of Austria, p. 19. 
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Roman Empire. From that time until 1916 no one but a Haps

burg sat on the throne of Austria. The history of the 

Hapsburgs is by no means a peaceful one, for the political 

fortunes of the ruler were constantly challenged by the nobles 

and the Archbishops. 

Rudlof IV, who ruled only eight years, during the early 

fourteenth century, marks a milestone in Austrian history. 

Under his rule Austria became independent of the Holy Roman 

Empire, and through the acquisition of the Tyrol secured a 

bridge to the Hapsburg possessions in south west Germany and 

Switzerland. He was also able to conclude agreements affect

ing the right of the Hapsburg dynastic succession. 2 

At his death he left a rich country; one to be reck

oned with in the development of south east Europe, and one 

that was a center of culture. However, the division of Aus

tria into lower and upper provinces after his death proved 

to bring about years of unrest and decline in power for Austria. 

Not until 1452, when Fredrick III w~s crowned German King and 

also Emperor of Rome, did the first Hapsburg wear the Imperial 

Crown. The crown remained in the Hapsburg line until the Holy 

Roman .Empire fell in 1806. It r ·emained, however, to Maximilian 

I to create a sense of unity in the expanding empire. He 

further increased the power of the Hapsburgs by his marriage 
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into the House of Burgundy. It was this dazzling personality 

who established the Hapsburgs as rulers of an empire on which 

the sun would never set. Also under Maximilian the arts and 

sciences flourished in Vienna. 

In the sixteenth century, during the counter refor

mation, the stamp of Catholicism became indelible. The 

Jesuits were established .Jn .Vienna at .this time by- order of the 

Emperor to open schools and inculcate the faith. They uti

lized theatre as a means to.do· th1,5, :: thus prepa:rj_ng .. the w;ar for 

literature at a later date.3 By 1661 the Jesuits had become 

so firmly established that they had taken over the · University 

of Vienna where they were able to influence the lives of the 

cultured classes. 

With the firm hold of the Catholic Church and the con

tinuing feudal rule of the Hapsburgs, it is easy to under

stand the almost complete lack of social reform and progress 

in Austria. 

During the seventeenth century, Austria, fighting for 

her life against the Turks, emerged victorious and again rose 

to a position of power in Europe. Thus, the way was prepared 

for even greater glory and power in Vienna under the Hapsburg 

rule. 

The last part of the seventeenth century marked the 

3Ibid., pp. 60-62- . 
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