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AUSTRIAN EMPIRE and the BALKANS 
 

Holy Roman Empire (800-1804) 

The Roman republic was established in 509 BC and was declared an empire in 27 BC. At the height of its power 

the Roman Empire extended from north Britain to the Upper Nile and from modern Portugal to the Persian Gulf 

and Caspian Sea. In 330 AD the empire was divided between east and west, with capitals in Byzantium and 

Rome. The Byzantine empire endured until conquered by the Ottoman Turks in 1453, but the western empire 

collapsed in 476 AD, under attack from Germanic tribes. As Roman power in Gaul declined during the 5th century, 

the Germanic tribe of Franks took control under the Merovingian kings, which in 768 were succeeded by Charles, 

who expanded the realm to eventually incorporate the territories of modern France, much of modern Germany, 

northern Italy, and beyond, linking the Frankish kingdom with Papal lands. In 800, the Pope crowned Charles "the 

Great" (Charlemagne) as Holy Roman Emperor, restoring the title for the first time in over three centuries. 

 

In 888, France ceased to be a part of the empire and from 962, the largest territory in the Holy Roman Empire 

was the kingdom of Germany, although the empire also included the kingdoms of Bohemia, Burgundy and Italy 

and many smaller principalities, duchies, counties and free cities. The "prince-elector" rulers of these various 

states elected one of their peers as emperor, but usually this was a procedural confirmation of dynastic 

succession. In 1440, Frederick Habsburg, Duke of Austria, was appointed Holy Roman Emperor and the 

Habsburgs continued to hold the title until they abolished the empire in 1804, proclaiming their personal territories 

as the Austrian Empire, in response to Napoleon's recent creation of the French Empire.  

 

Habsburgs (1279-1917) 

The Habsburgs became rulers of the Duchy of Austria in 1279 and rose to prominence under Maximilian in the 

early 16th century when, by dynastic marriages and treaties, members of his family also took control of Burgundy, 

the Netherlands, Bohemia and Hungary. In 1516 his grandson Charles became king of Spain as well as Holy 

Roman Emperor, until his abdication in 1556, when the Habsburg family and dominions were divided between 

Austria and Spain. Until 1700, the Spanish Habsburgs ruled Spain, Portugal, the Netherlands (until 1580), 

Burgundy, Milan, Naples, Sicily, Sardinia, all of Central and South America (except Brazil), Cuba, Florida and the 

Philippines. Later members of the Habsburg family also ruled in Tuscany, Lombardy and Venice, while Napoleon's 

second wife Marie-Louise, ruler of Parma 1814-47, was the daughter of the Habsburg emperor, and Maximilian, 

briefly monarch of Mexico 1863-67, was the next emperor's brother. 

 

The Ottoman Turks had crossed from Asia to sieze Gallipoli in 1354 and pushed northward into Europe, taking 

Edirne (1363) and Salonica (1387) from the Venetians, then Kosovo (1389) from the Serbs, Bulgaria (1396) and 

Walachia (1417), all before seizing Constantinople in 1453, to make it their capital. In 1459 the Ottomans took 

control of Serbia, then Bosnia (1463), Herzegovina (1483) and Moldavia (1498), taking Belgrade in 1521. By 1525 

the Ottoman empire also had control of the eastern Mediterranean, the north African coast and had thus become 

a serious threat to the remainder of Europe. 

 

In 1526, the kingdom of Hungary was defeated at Mohacs by the Ottoman Turks under Suleiman, but they failed 

to take Vienna in 1529 and 1532, where the Habsburgs turned the tide of their relentless advance into Europe. 

The Ottomans and Habsburgs divided Hungary, the Austrians taking the land north of lake Balaton, the Turks 

taking the remainder and neighbouring Transylvania. For the following century and a half, bitter military tension 

and reciprocal attacks between Habsburgs and Ottomans threatened the safety of Europe's eastern boundaries, 

culminating in a third battle at Vienna in 1683, after which the Habsburgs (allied with Poland-Lithuania) pushed 

the Ottomans back, gaining control of Hungary, Slavonia and Transylvania. 

 

From the defeat of the Turks in 1683, Austrian imperial military and foreign policy was led for nearly a half century 

by Prince Eugen of Savoy, who, under three successive emperors, built and consolidated Austria's position as 

the predominant military and political force in central Europe. His death was followed by the 40 year rule (1740-

1780) of legendary empress Maria Theresa. The Habsburg empire of territories that were both within and outside 

the Holy Roman Empire did not form a single political entity, being united only in allegiance to the monarch, with 

most provinces governed according to local language and customs, many under the control of a junior member 

of the Habsburg family. Maria Theresa revitalised and strengthened this loose association, creating a council of 

state to advise the monarch (rather than following the contemporary fashion of autocratic rule) and built an efficient 

centralised administration that allowed Austria to remain a great power in its own right, without the support of the 

Holy Roman Empire. 
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Austrian Empire (1804-1867) 

The multiple ethnicities, cultures and languages however became a divisive force that threatened the cohesion of 

the empire during the late 18th and early 19th centuries. 1848 was a year of popular uprisings in many parts of 

Europe, including in France, Germany, Italy, Russia and Poland, as well as in South America. Within the Austrian 

empire, there were rebellions in Hungary, Italy, Bohemia and the Balkans. These were contained and followed by 

the appointment of a new emperor, Franz Josef, but dissent continued until 1867 in Hungary, 1871 in Italy and 

longer in the Balkans. 

 

In 1570 the Habsburgs had became monarchs of Hungary as well as monarchs of Austria and from 1699 they 

maintained the southern border of Hungary and Transylvania as Europe's bastion against the Ottoman empire, 

with the Turks retaining control of the southern Balkans until 1912. After the revolution of 1848, Hungary was 

placed under direct rule from Austria until dual sovereignty was reinstated when the Empire of Austria-Hungary 

(Austro-Hungarian Empire) was proclaimed in 1867, enduring a half century until 1918. 

 

Austro-Hungarian Empire (1867-1917) 

In 1804, the Austrian Empire had been the second largest state in Europe (after Russia) and the strongest member 

of the German Confederation. However by 1867 Austria had lost territories and influence in Italy and had been 

surpassed by Prussia in the German-speaking world, so the proclamation of a renamed empire was an attempt 

to rebuild prestige. The Leitha river approximately separates the province of Burgenland from the remainder of 

modern Austria. The newly named empire of Austria-Hungary was divided between the two sovereign territories 

of Cisleithania (Austria) to the north and west of the Leitha and Transleithania (Hungary) to the south and east. 

The Habsburg monarch was the Emperor of Austria, but the King of Hungary, the "Dual Monarchy" being signified 

as "k & k" (kaiserlich und koeniglich, meaning imperial and royal) and the two countries had separate laws enacted 

by separate parliaments and governments (in Vienna and Budapest), separate currencies and separate economic 

policies. 

 

Emperor Franz Josef, who reigned for 68 years (1848-1916), personally worked in the German, Hungarian, 

Czech, Polish and Italian languages, but his administrators endeavoured to enforce German and Hungarian as 

the official languages of the two parts of the empire, which inflamed nationalist sentiments, especially among the 

local majorities of Czech, Slovak, Serbo-Croat and Romanian speaking populations. In recognition of the need to 

maintain stability in the provinces, Polish was designated the language of government in Galicia from 1869 and 

Slovene in Carniola (now Slovenia) in 1882. In Dalmatia, Croat was granted equal status with Italian in 1867, and 

in 1882 Czech speakers claimed a majority over German speakers in Bohemia. 

 

Balkans 

The Balkan mountains give their name to the region between the Adriatic and Black Seas, south of the rivers 

Danube and Sava and north of Greece. With the unifications of both Italy (1861) and Germany (1871), Austria 

was forced out and the Dual Monarchy turned its attention to the Balkans, which were in tumult, as nationalistic 

efforts were trying to end the rule of the Ottomans. Both Russia and Austria-Hungary saw an opportunity to expand 

in this region. Russia in particular took on the role of protector of the Slavs and of eastern Christians, while Austria 

envisioned a multi-ethnic, religiously diverse empire under Vienna's control. 

 

In 1853, Russia had attacked the Ottoman territories in the Danube basin. To avoid a collapse of the Ottoman 

empire, the British and French came to its aid and attacked Russia in Crimea, which subsequently gave its name 

to this war. Walachia and Moldavia became largely independent, combining to form Romania, but still under 

Ottoman control. Under pressure from Russian supporters of the Slavs, the tsar's government again declared war 

on the Ottomans in 1877, allied with Romania, Bulgaria, Serbia and Montenegro. The defeat of the Ottomans in 

1878 gained autonomy for the four Balkan participants. However, the subsequent Congress of Berlin created an 

independent Serbia, but to restrict Russian influence in Bulgaria, denied it full independence from the Ottomans. 

Austria-Hungary was allowed to station troops in Bosnia-Herzegovina, to protect against Russian expansion into 

Serbia.  

 

Bosnia suffered from traditional ethnic hostilities between the Catholic Croats, Bosnian Muslims and eastern 

Orthodox Serbs of its population and fear of growing Serb nationalism led to Austria-Hungary's annexation of 

Bosnia-Herzegovina in 1908, when Bulgaria finally gained independence. In the Balkan War of 1912, the 

Ottomans lost almost all European territory, mainly to Bulgaria, but in the subsequent second war of 1913, much 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Croats
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Bosnian_Muslims
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of Bulgaria's gained territory was lost to Romania and to Serbia, whose growth strengthened the perception of an 

imminent threat to the areas of Bosnia-Herzegovina inhabited by Serbs. 

 

In 1914, Archduke Franz Ferdinand, heir to the imperial throne, was assassinated in Sarajevo, the Bosnian capital, 

by Serb nationalists. Backed by its ally Germany, Austria-Hungary decided to confront Serbia militarily before it 

could incite a revolt and issued an ultimatum, which when not fully accepted, resulted in a declaration of war. 

Russia mobilised in defence of Serbia, with the support of France, leading to the start of what would become 

known as the Great War, later called World War I. 

 

Despite the eventual occupation of Serbia, Austria-Hungary was defeated by Russia in Galicia. Its stronger 

German ally concentrated its own efforts on the Western Front, while on the Eastern and Southern Fronts, Austria-

Hungary's lack of military resources and skills led to eventual defeat by Russia and by Romania and Italy, ceding 

significant territories to both. The empire collapsed under the separatist and nationalist pressures from its many 

unresolved ethnic problems and was dissolved in 1918. 

 

 
            Austrian Empire to 1867 
      Bohemia               Moravia  Silesia                  Galicia              Lodomeria   Bukowina 
                               Upper Austria  Lower Austria            Slovakia           
 Vorarlberg   Tirol   Salzburg   Carinthia   Styria                                       Hungary                    Transylvania               
    Lombardy        Venice    Istria   Carniola     Croatia        Slavonia     Vojvodina Banat 
                                                                 Dalmatia    (Bosnia) (Herzegovina)   (Serbia)    
                                                                                                                                 (Montenegro) 
 

  

Czech 
Polish 

Slovak 

Slovene 

Croat 

Magyar 

Romanian 

Ukrainian 

Serbian 

German 

Italian 

German 

German 

German 

languages 

Ukrainian 
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Provinces 
Bukovina -    Austrian Moldavia 
Krain -     Carniola 
Lodomeria -    Volhynia  
Kuestenland -    Gorizia & Gradisca 
Maehren -   Moravia 
Siebenbuergen - Transylvania 
 
Crna Gora -    Montenegro 
West Rumelia -    Macedonia 
East Rumelia -    Thrace 

Cities 
Pressburg -  Bratislava 
Kaschau -  Kosice 
Lemberg -  Lvov 
Ungvar -  Uzhgorod 
Laibach -  Ljubljana 
Agram -  Zagreb 
Temeschwar -  Timisoara 

Boundaries 
River Sava  
between Styria and Carniola,  
between Slavonia and Bosnia 
 
River Drava  
between Croatia-Slavonia and Hungary,  
between Slavonia and Vojvodina 
 
River Danube  
between Romania and Bulgaria 
 

 

 

Austro-Hungarian Empire 1867-1918 

 
Habsburg Empire of Austria (Cisleithania) 
  976  Upper and Lower Austria 
1192  Styria  
1278  (Habsburgs become Dukes of Austria) 
1363  Tirol  
1374  Istria  
1382  Trieste 
1457  Carinthia  
1457  Carniola (Slovenia)   
1500  Gorizia and Gradisca  
1525  Vorarlberg  
1526  Bohemia and Moravia (now both Czech) 
1526  Upper Silesia 
1527  Croatia 
1772  Galicia (now Poland) and  
1772  Lodomeria (Lvov, Volhynia, now Ukraine)  
1774  Bukovina (Austrian Moldavia, north Romania) 
1779  Innviertel  
1795  Krakow  
1797  Dalmatia, Montenegro (coast)  
1803  South Tirol and Friuli 
1805  Salzburg 
1878  Bosnia-Herzegovina  
1878  Montenegro (inland), Kosovo 
 

 
Habsburg Kingdom of Hungary (Transleithania) 
1526  Burgenland and north Hungary 
1699  Hungary   
1699  Slovakia, Slavonia (now Croatia) 
1699  Transylvania (Romania) and Transcarpathia  
1718  Vojvodina (north Serbia) and Banat (Timisoara) 
 
 
previous Habsburg territories (until date lost) 
1135  Sundgau (Alsace), Burgau (Swabia) until 1648 
1278  Graubuenden (Switzerland) until 1499 
1368  Freiburg (Baden) until 1801 
1482  Belgium and Luxembourg until 1581 (to Spain)  
1526  Lusatia until 1635 (to Saxony) 
1526  Lower Silesia until 1740 (to Prussia) 
1713  Sardinia until 1720, Naples until 1735  
1713  Milan until 1797  
1714  Belgium and Luxembourg until 1797  
1718  Serbia until 1739  
1718  Oltenia (west Walachia) until 1739 
1720  Sicily until 1735 
1735  Parma until 1748 
1797  Venetia until 1815 
1814  Lombardy-Venetia until 1866 
 

  

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Austrian_Empire
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Cisleithania
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Lower_Austria
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Duchy_of_Styria
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Trieste
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Duchy_of_Carinthia
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Gorizia_and_Gradisca
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Kingdom_of_Hungary
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Transleithania
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SOUTH SLAVIC PEOPLES (Yugoslavs) 

 

The names "Slav" and "Slov" mean people who speak a similar language. The word "slave" comes from Slav (not 

the other way round) but the word "serf" comes from the Latin "servus" (servant) and has no connection with the 

name Serb. The Slavic countries of modern eastern Europe do not include Romania, Hungary or the Baltic states 

of Estonia, Latvia or Lithuania. Romania has a culture and language derived from Byzantium; Hungary, Estonia 

and Finland have languages brought by migrating tribes from beyond the Urals, while Latvia and Lithuania have 

cultures and languages that date back to early Baltic tribes. The North Slavic nations are Poland, Czechia, 

Slovakia (western) and Russia, Belarus, Ukraine (eastern), while the principal South Slavic nations are Bulgaria, 

Serbia, Slovenia, Croatia, Bosnia, Macedonia, Montenegro. The nations of Poland, Czechia, Slovakia, Slovenia 

and Croatia use Latin script and adhere to the western Catholic church (or are Protestant), while the other Slavic 

countries use Cyrillic script and their Christian populations adhere to the eastern Orthodox church. 

 

In 1389, the 600 year old independent principality of Serbia was defeated in Kosovo by the Ottoman army and 

finally fell to the Ottomans in 1459, who remained in control until defeated by the Habsburgs in 1718 and again in 

1793. Northern Macedonia was absorbed into Serbia during the 14th century, but subsequently fell under 

Ottoman control. Serbia was granted autonomy within the Ottoman empire in 1804 and effective independence 

in 1817, but Turkish troops remained garrisoned in Belgrade until 1878. The principality became the Kingdom of 

Serbia in 1882 and subsquently aligned itself with Russia against Austria-Hungary. Following Bulgarian 

independence from the Ottomans gained in 1908, Serbia opposed the Austrian annexation of Bosnia and taking 

advantage of the 1912 Italian attack on the Ottoman empire (by which Italy gained Libya) Serbia allied with 

Bulgaria and Greece to push the weakened Ottomans out of Europe. Serbia also allied with (Serb populated) 

Montenegro to seize Kosovo, Albania and Macedonia, effectively doubling its territory. After Macedonia was 

subsequently divided between Serbia and Bulgaria, Albania gained its independence and Turkey regained its 

small European province of Edirne (eastern Thrace).  

 

Bosnia annexed the southern duchy of Herzegovina (herzog meaning duke) during the late 14th century but fell 

to the Ottomans in 1463, who remained in control for over four centuries, resulting in a modern population that is 

nearly half Muslim. In 1878 Bosnia-Herzegovina was ceded to Austria-Hungary, despite strong opposition from 

the Muslim population. Formal annexation in 1908 (as a warning to Bosnia's Serb nationalists, in response to 

Bulgarian independence) raised political tensions, eventually resulting in the 1914 assassination in the capital 

Sarajevo of Archduke Franz Ferdinand, heir to the Habsburg throne, leading to the start of World War I. 

 

Slovenia became a Habsburg territory in 1335 and Croatia in 1527. The Istrian cities of Trieste and Fiume 

(Rijeka) became the principal maritime commercial ports of the Austrian empire, with Pula the principal naval port, 

for the next four centuries. Coastal Dalmatia (now part of modern Croatia) was held by the Venetians until 1796, 

when it was taken by the Austrians, then by the French, but was returned to Austrian control until 1918. 

 

Coastal Montenegro was held by the Venetians until taken by the Austrians in 1796, but the hinterland was 

occupied by the Ottomans from 1498 to 1912. However the fierce mountain people effectively maintained their 

independence from both sides as an enclave of the eastern Christian church. From 1815 the port of Cattaro 

(Kotor) became the Austrian empire's second principal naval base. 

 

Vojvodina (meaning duchy), including Banat (meaning march or military frontier), was a territory (nearly as large 

as Serbia) between Hungary and Serbia which was sparsely populated until occupied at the end of the 17th 

century by Serbs displaced by northward expansion of the Ottoman empire. Taken by the Habsburgs in 1716, the 

Serb influx was counteracted by encouraging large numbers of German and Hungarian Protestants also to settle 

there. In 1848 it was declared an autonomous region within the Austrian empire, under an imperial governor based 

in Temeschwar (now Timisoara, in Romania), until 1860, when it was absorbed into Hungary. In 1918, Vojvodina 

was absorbed into Serbia and most of Banat into Romania. 

 

Kosovo, as part of Albania, was controlled by the Ottomans for over four centuries, from 1455 until the Albanian 

rebellion of 1912, after which Kosovo was divided between Serbia and Montenegro. The modern population is 

95% Muslim and 90% Albanian. 
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Yugoslavia 

After World War I, the Balkan territories of the Ottoman and Habsburg empires were apportioned to Serbia, Croatia 

and Slovenia, which were then combined as a single monarchy under a Serbian king and renamed Yugoslavia 

(south Slavic people) in 1929. The country had nine provinces which were renamed after major rivers and coastal 

features, deliberately to avoid using the historic names of territories. During World War II, partisans proclaimed it 

as a federal state and in 1945 the monarchy was abolished. Yugoslavia became a federation of the six socialist 

republics (SR) of Serbia, Croatia, Slovenia, Bosnia-Herzegovina, Macedonia and Montenegro under the 

communist government of Josip Broz, known as Tito. Istria, Rijeka and Zadar were gained from Italy and Serbia 

contained the socialist autonomous provinces (SAP) of Vojvodina and Kosovo.  

 

After Tito's death in 1980, the authoritarian government disintegrated and the constituent republics eventually 

went to war between 1991-2001 over their enduring nationalist and ethnic differences. In particular, Bosnia was 

the most multi-ethnic of the republics (roughly half Serb and a quarter Croat) and in 1993 was invaded by Serbia, 

which took 70% of its territory, and by Croatia. The 1995 Dayton Accord permanently divided Bosnia into separate 

Bosnian and Serbian autonomous entities. 

 

 
 
                    Austria                             Hungary 
                       Slovenia         Croatia                     Vojvodina              Romania 
                                                           Bosnia 
                                                       Herzegovina                 Serbia 
                                                               Montenegro       Kosovo             Bulgaria 
                                                                               Albania        Macedonia 
                                                                                                             Greece 
 

 

 

 

 
Bosnia 

 
Federation of  

Bosnia & Herzegovina 

(brown),  

Serbian Republic  

(blue) 
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