
Maria Theresa: The Habsburg Empress Who
Transformed Her Empire

Maria Theresa, the Archduchess of Austria and Queen of Hungary and
Bohemia, ascended to the Habsburg throne in 1740 and immediately faced
a series of daunting challenges. Her husband, Francis I, had recently died,
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leaving her to rule alone. The treasury was empty, and the Habsburg
Empire was surrounded by hostile neighbors. Despite these obstacles,
Maria Theresa proved to be a brilliant and determined leader who
transformed her empire into one of the most powerful in Europe.

Early Years and Family

Maria Theresa was born in Vienna in 1717. Her father, Emperor Charles VI,
had no male heirs, so he issued the Pragmatic Sanction, which established
Maria Theresa as his successor. She was a remarkable child, intelligent
and vivacious. She was educated by the finest tutors and studied a wide
range of subjects, including history, politics, and economics.
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In 1736, she married Francis Stephen of Lorraine. The marriage was a love
match, and the couple had 16 children together. Francis was not initially
involved in politics, but he proved to be a capable advisor to his wife.

Ascension to the Throne
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When Charles VI died in 1740, Maria Theresa became the ruler of the vast
Habsburg Empire. She was just 23 years old and had never held political
office before. However, she was determined to prove herself as a worthy
successor to her father.

The War of the Austrian Succession

Maria Theresa's accession to the throne was challenged by several
European powers, including Prussia, France, and Bavaria. These countries
claimed that the Pragmatic Sanction was invalid and that they had
legitimate claims to parts of the Habsburg Empire.

The War of the Austrian Succession (1740-1748) that followed, saw Maria
Theresa fighting to defend her inheritance. She displayed her unwavering
resolve, personally leading her troops into battle and rallying her people to
her cause. With the support of her loyal subjects, she managed to secure
the majority of her territories, although she was forced to cede Silesia to
Prussia.

Enlightened Absolutism

Despite the challenges of war, Maria Theresa was also a dedicated
reformer. She embraced the ideals of the Enlightenment and implemented
a series of policies designed to improve the lives of her subjects.

She established a system of compulsory education, reformed the legal
code, and promoted religious toleration. She also encouraged the arts and
sciences, making Vienna a center of intellectual and cultural achievement.

Cultural Legacy



Maria Theresa was a great patron of the arts. She commissioned some of
the most famous Baroque buildings in Vienna, including the Schönbrunn
Palace and the Hofburg Palace. She also supported musicians such as
Christoph Willibald Gluck and Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart.

The Rococo style, which flourished during her reign, is characterized by its
elegance, gaiety, and intricate ornamentation. It can be seen in the
architecture, furniture, and fashion of the period.

Personal Life

Maria Theresa was a devoted wife and mother. She loved to spend time
with her family, and she was known for her warmth and generosity.
However, she was also a stern disciplinarian who expected her children to
obey her without question.

She had a close relationship with her eldest son, Joseph II, who succeeded
her as emperor in 1765. He continued her reforms and is considered one of
the greatest enlightened rulers of the 18th century.

Legacy

Maria Theresa died in Vienna in 1780 at the age of 63. Her reign marked a
turning point in Habsburg history. She transformed the empire into a
powerful and prosperous state, and she established a new era of cultural
and intellectual achievement.

She remains one of the most admired and respected rulers in Austrian
history, and her legacy continues to inspire people around the world.



Maria Theresa was a remarkable woman who achieved great things in her
lifetime. She was a brilliant politician, a reformer, and a patron of the arts.
She was also a devoted wife and mother. Her legacy is a complex and
fascinating one, and she continues to be an inspiration to people around
the world.

If you are interested in learning more about Maria Theresa, I highly
recommend the following book:

"Maria Theresa: The Habsburg Empress In Her Time" by Monica Stensland

This book provides a comprehensive and engaging overview of Maria
Theresa's life and reign. It is a must-read for anyone who wants to
understand this fascinating historical figure.
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