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Chapter 1

 Dynasties and empires; titles and peoples


The Habsburgs: origins and name

After the house of Windsor, the Habsburgs are the best-known dynasty in Europe. Their history is tied up with most European countries. Habsburgs were at one time or other rulers of what are now Spain and Portugal, Belgium, Luxembourg, and the Netherlands, Germany, Austria, Hungary, Bosnia and Croatia, the Czech Republic (previously Bohemia and Moravia), Slovakia and Slovenia, as well as parts of Italy, Poland, Romania, Moldova, Serbia, and Ukraine. Their geographical sway in Europe has only been rivalled by the far more fleeting creations of Napoleon and Hitler. Further afield, their rule as kings of Spain reached to the New World, taking in much of Latin America and parts of the United States coastline. In the late 16th and 17th centuries, Habsburg power extended across the Pacific to include the Philippines. The Habsburgs might even have taken a part of the Arctic Archipelago, but the Austrian explorers who in 1872 first mapped the landscape just 500 miles from the North Pole only gave the territory a name, not claiming it for their ruler. Nevertheless, a part of northern Russia is still called Franz Josef Land, in memory of Emperor Franz Joseph (1848–1916), who despite his long service as monarch never settled whether his name should end with a ‘ph’ or an ‘f’.

The Habsburgs ruled not only an extensive territory but did so for a long time. They were Europe’s premier dynasty for almost half a millennium, from the 15th to the 20th century. The great moments and events of European history are indissolubly bound up with their name—from the confrontation with Luther that set the Reformation in motion to the victory at Blenheim over Louis XIV, to the vanquishing of Napoleon and, onwards, to the fatal decision taken in 1914 to embark on a European war. The pantheon of Habsburg rulers includes adventurers, lunatics, and at least one monarch who was so physically disfashioned that his true portrait could never be exhibited.

The Habsburgs retain a romantic allure and reputation for tragedy. Contemporaries were as much interested, however, in the history of Habsburg physiognomy and of the protruding jaw that belonged to Franz Joseph’s ancestors. The deformity known as prognathism had by the mid-18th century largely worked its way out of the family’s genetics. Even so, it long remained a source of speculation for eugenicists and theorists of degeneration, inspiring even in Franz Joseph’s lifetime such works, embellished with the likenesses of the emperor’s forebears, as The Hereditability of Marks of Decrepitude in Sovereign Houses and A Study on the Inheritance of Maxillary Anomalies and Teeth.

As far back as we can trace, the Habsburg family was illustrious. In the 10th century, its progenitors carved out a medley of discontinuous lordships and manors in the region of the Upper Rhine, ranging across Alsace, the Black Forest, and what is now northern Switzerland. Around 1030, the earliest Habsburg of whom we have a definite record, Radbot (c.985–1045), founded the Benedictine abbey at Muri in the Swiss Aargau. Muri served over several centuries as the family’s place of burial. About the same time, Radbot built a stone fort called Habsburg some 30 kilometres away from Muri. The name probably means Castle by the Ford, but is usually given the grander rendering of Castle of the Hawk. It was by the title of Habsburg that Radbot’s descendants were generally known.

Castle Habsburg was for several centuries the principal seat of the family. The territorial interests of the Habsburgs shifted, however, first northwards to Alsace and Swabia, and then in the second half of the 13th century eastwards, to the duchies of Austria and Styria. The reorientation of Habsburg interests led to the abandonment of Castle Habsburg. The fort was in 1230 given away to vassals, and then eventually lost. Much of what remained of the Habsburg properties in modern-day Switzerland was abandoned at the start of the next century, falling victim to the rebellion of the Swiss Confederates launched in legend by William Tell. Castle Habsburg survives, however, to this day, its main keep still standing, next to a restaurant, with parasols on the battlements. A little museum celebrates the castle’s links to the Habsburgs, severed almost eight centuries ago.

During the 14th century, the Habsburgs abandoned their former name, assuming instead the description of House of Austria.
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